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When Amin Maalouf’s book entitled The First Cen-
tury after Beatrice (Le Premier siècle après Béatrice, 
1992) was first published in English (1994), a jour-
nal article predicted that the events described by 
Maalouf will “unlikely to metamorphose.”1 The 
novel describes a dystopian future of a world in 
which births of male prevail over births of female 
children due to an unethically developed chemi-
cal. The planet becomes imbalanced because of 
the broken birth-ratio: once this chemical is tak-
en only boys are delivered. The world breaks on 
two unjust halves: the North and the South. Vio-
lent crime in North rises and the South drops in a 
dark abyss of civil unrest, riots and finally, anar-
chy. Women become rare and in the North they 
face kidnappings and handling of women and 
girls; the maternity wards are guarded by the 
army and human trafficking skyrockets and the 
South descends into a nightmarish no-man’s-land 
from where only a few lucky refugees escape.

At the time when Maalouf wrote his novel the 
first publications on selective abortions and birth 
disproportions were already sounding the alarm.2 
Due to the development of the prenatal diagnos-
tic technology3 ultrasound scanning becomes a 
routine in prenatal care already starting from the 
1980s, hence the prenatal sex discernment of the 
fetus becomes possible and easily accessible. The 
development of the ultrasound was declared as 
one of the greatest advances of the 20th century 
in Gynecology and Obstetrics4 but it turned out—
as usually—that there is no medical marvel which 
can’t be used and abused at the same time: soci-
eties in which for centuries a birth of a girl meant 
disgrace, abused this prenatal diagnostic to get rid 
of the unwanted births of girls. In India the ultra-
sound-technique gained widespread usage in the 

1990s and by 1994 the first law prohibiting prena-
tal sex discernment was passed. China has issued 
a series of prohibition laws against the practices 
of selective abortion already from the mid 1980s.5 
These two countries faced a staggering population 
growth during the past centuries. An uncontrolled 
population growth impedes a healthy economic 
growth of a country. Over-populated developing 
countries are facing the problem of the so-called 
population explosion. The population growth is 
swallowing up a large part of the earning in na-
tional income brought about by planned econom-
ic development and overpopulation directly im-
pacts soil erosion (MURDOCH 1980, BLAKIE 2016, 
etc.6). China alleviated its population growth 
problem by introducing the one-child policy in 
1979; however, by 1986 when the first law against 
selective abortions was issued the damage was 
done: millions of girls were not born. Both China 
and India are notorious for widespread gender se-
lective abortions—the female infanticide in utero. 
Both countries have birth sex ratios that are well 
off the worldwide average. In 2015, China saw 1.15 
boys born per girl, India 1.12, as compared to 1.03 
worldwide. The same year, China has loosened its 
one-child policy, one of the main drivers of gen-
dercide or better put “femicide.” Today, on the 
planetary level, men outnumber women by more 
than 66 million. And this is an unbroken trend.7 
The two most populous countries in the world 
are particularly highly imbalanced: India has 48 
million more men than women, China nearly 42 
million, accounting for 75 % of the male surplus 
worldwide. The damage is done. The situation is 
maybe not as hopeless as described in Maalouf’s 
dystopia, however, we are far from reaching safe 
shores, a point to which I will come back later. 
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China has managed its overpopulation prob-
lem, however the byproduct was, is an imbalance 
in the sex ratio. In a society where boys were pre-
ferred over centuries and the birth of a girl went 
unnoticed in the best case, things have changed in 
the past 30 years. In some regions, as for instance 
in Central China, boys are still more welcomed at 
birth. Boys who later when they grow up will nev-
er marry and never—or rarely—will have sexual 
intercourse with a woman. In other regions, cou-
ples embraced the idea of a single child and even 
more so if this child is a “singleton” daughter. 

SHI LIHONG’s book describes how this change 
happened. This book is a powerful study how at 
least a part of the Chinese society has changed its 
reproductive choices and preferences. The book 
analyses in which manner reproductive choices, 
actually reproductive preferences, shifted and 
transformed in the past 30 years since the imple-
mentation of the one-child policy. It is a rich eth-
nography, abundant in ethnographic detail and 
well documented by additional bibliographic re-
search. The book also has the merit of a rigorous 
theoretical grounding and contains a wide range 
of references around the globe.

The introduction starts with a description of 
the birth-policy campaign in China, a country 
which faced enormous population growth and 
took its consequences in the 20th century. For the 
purpose of economic growth and in dealing with 
limited resources the Chinese government intro-
duced the one-child policy at the end of the 1970s. 
This policy included rigorous measures across 
the country in order to achieve the one-child per 
woman goal. Education and control were the main 
measures which were massively undertaken. In 
some cases extreme measures were implement-
ed to control and to penalize couples who were re-
luctant to accept it. These actions included a close 
surveillance (that went down even to the check-
ing of hygienic pads on ‘suspicious’ women), an 
obligatory taxation (with enormous fees paid by 
the parents who ventured into having a second 
child), and forced sterilization and abortion. Ideo-
logical brain-washing, compensated sterilization, 
free abortion and contraceptives were among 
the “softer” measures. Many gave up, some didn’t. 
Some reproduced clandestinely. 

However with all the efforts invested by the 
Chinese authorities, this situation created a de-

mographic phenomenon today known as “the 
missing girls.” Prenatal diagnostics and the usual 
corruption practices enabled couples in a quest of 
having a son despite the legislation which prohib-
ited such practices to abort the unwanted female 
fetuses. A healthy sex ratio at birth is 103.5 of male 
children born on 100 females. The 113.5:100 and 
going up to 120:100 clearly shows that human prac-
tices caused the imbalance between sexes at birth.

Besides creating a marriage squeeze with wom-
en having the upper hand, this situation produced 
an immense population of men who are unable to 
ever have regular sexual lives or to start a family. 
Not to mention that it encouraged sexual slavery 
and boosted the trafficking of women. As Maalouf 
did, some scientists warned more than a decade 
ago, that bachelors—not having to lose anything 
beside their lives—could potentially be a threat 
to the domestic and even international security 
(GLENN 2004, HENDRIXSON 2004, ROSS 2010 etc.8).

Lihong Shi’s book is dealing with a fascinating 
topic in the midst of this situation: she is analyz-
ing a growing phenomenon, a sort of incongruity 
in the imbalanced birth ratio created by a strict 
demography-politics: she masterly describes and 
minutely analyzes an emerging reproductive pat-
tern in which parents willingly choose and accept  
 “singleton” daughters. The idea to explore not the 
problem per se—the problem of communities in 
which the one-child-policy wasn’t accepted and in 
which a deficit of women was created—but instead 
to explore its success in regions where it actually 
worked. This is a valuable methodological lesson 
which should be retained and reproduced. One 
can potentially learn more about examining so-
cial anomalies than pondering how such anoma-
lies were come to exist. 

In her quest to discern the discourses of the 
emerging reproductive pattern Shi examines 
households with singleton daughters and ques-
tions their choices, decisions of reproduction. 
The consequences of choosing a singleton daugh-
ter are a response to changing familial responsi-
bilities, life styles and to transformed social, eco-
nomic and cultural environment. The author has 
chosen to center her research on a Lijia Village, 
Liaoning province in Northeast China. The prov-
ince is specific in the sense that, historically, the 
lineage-culture was less important in communi-
ties, than as for instance, in Central China. The 
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historical Chinese society is patrilocal, patrilineal 
where the lineage and the prolongation of the lin-
eage by the birth of sons were central. Due to mi-
gration in the 19th century, this region was less im-
pacted by the practices of lineage-culture which 
the Cultural Revolution of the 1960s and 1970s 
decimated. Shi has conducted in-depth interviews 
with more than 40 families, from this village and 
some neighboring ones, with couples about child- 
rearing, consumption, old-age support, marital 
relations, ancestral worship and family continu-
ity and family economics. The reader has in his 
or her hands a book abundant in personal stories, 
descriptions of life-styles and personal portraits. 
The book is, in this sense, an ethnographic jewel.

Chapter One deals with the implementation 
of the birth-planning policy in Lijia village, it is a 
chapter, richly illustrated with personal accounts 
that deal with how this policy was executed and 
which measures were taken—from education to 
punishment—in order to crush the resistance of 
the locals and to achieve acceptance. Chapter Two 
describes how the preference of small family, the 
market economy, the emerging social life of vil-
lagers and the new ideal of life-happiness guided 
the couples in their reproductive choices. Chap-
ter Three examines the changing child rearing 
strategies, the beliefs and practices linked to this 
change and the gender neutral parental support. 
Chapter Four analyses the decline of preference of 
sons and with the impact of the acceptation of sin-
gleton daughters; it covers also the gender trans-
formation of filial piety. Chapter Five discusses 
the burden, mainly the financial load, of having a 
son in China. This burden is greatly pecuniary but 
also emotional, and the emerging feeling of par-
ents being trapped in an unending financial debt 
in order to secure a future wedding for their son 
under the watchful eye of the community is mas-
terfully painted. Chapter Six describes the fading 
practices of ancestral worship and the eroding ef-
fects of the belief that only sons can provide the 
continuity of the lineage and family.

Shi’s rich ethnography is illustrated by photo-
graphs that the author took herself. The book ad-
ditionally contains tables with demographic data 
that the author accessed through the registration 
records in Lijia. Furthermore, each argument or 
main theme whether the choice of the respondent 
to choose a singleton daughter or to willingly ac-

cept the one-child policy is amply illustrated with 
collected narratives of the villagers. What is re-
markable in these interviews and what immerses 
the reader in the way of thinking of these people 
are the colorful proverbs. These Chinese proverbs 
illustrate in an excellent manner the feelings and 
the attitudes of the interviewed individuals. In 
that sense, Chapter Three, its title inspired by such 
a proverb, potentially expresses what this whole 
book is about. The chapter is called “choosing one 
tiger instead of ten mice.” This paraphrase comes 
from the proverb used in this region: “While a ti-
ger can block a road, ten mice are nothing but a 
meal for cats.” This saying not only arguments in 
the favor of having a single child but put the ac-
cent on the quality of the upbringing that can and 
will guarantee the raising of a “tiger”: One child, 
in which all the parental efforts are invested and 
who makes all the effort and the resources worth-
while. One cannot help but to think on how Chi-
nese women-students outstrip young men in uni-
versities in many areas.

The book is particularly attention-grabbing for 
those who are interested in contemporary China 
but it is actually thought-provoking for all those 
who are either working or who are interested in 
child rearing practices, the transformation of so-
cieties trough demography or who study demo-
graphical problems and particularly the impact 
of strict governmental demographic policies. The 
book has the potential to serve as a blueprint in 
understanding how a cultural shift concerning 
reproductive choices can happen. Beside its op-
ulent ethnography, demographic data, and the 
well-researched leading themes, the book has oth-
er, more down-to-earth merits: it is simply an in-
teresting read, it’s a page-turner.

Indisputably the Chinese one-child policy 
marked forever the demography of our planet. 
It also raised many questions of the deontology9 
how this policy was implemented. Terrible meth-
ods were used such as forced abortion and forced 
sterilization which were put in action in order to 
persevere in its execution. Its side-effects were—
and still are—also terrible: the trafficking of wom-
en, especially of female-defectors from North Ko-
rea and the ethnic minority women from Vietnam 
(just to mention couple of examples) – are a dread-
ful byproduct of the one-child policy. The author 
also mentions another problem which is the Chi-
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nese aging population who potentially face a lone-
ly and uncertain old age. This is all true and unde-
niable. There are other regions in Central China 
which face now shortages in women, and where 
the financing of the son’s wedding only adds to 
this problem. The amounts required by women 
and their families from husband-candidates often 
can reach as much as the unbelievable amount of 
50 000€. Many men will never get married and 
many will never procreate. This is a fact, too. The 
sons of these regions are punished for the “sins,” 
the desires of their fathers by the cultural expec-
tations that date back to centuries and become 
obsolete in the process. But this byproduct of the 
one-child policy is a boomerang-penalization of 
the communities which are or were reluctant to 
embrace social change, a change which can be re-
sumed that baby-girls are also important as the 
baby-boys. Ironically, the societies in which boys 
were favored face disappearance in a very “Dar-
winian” manner …

There is not such a thing as a free lunch. These 
byproducts are the “price” – and a heavy one—that 
Chinese communities paid and which dragged 
China from poverty into the most important eco-
nomic and possibly a cultural super-power of the 
21st century. Uncontrolled population not only 
breaks the economic development of a country 
and presents enormous challenges in the inter-
nal well-being of the population in areas of infra-
structure, education and health-service; it actually 
confines the half of the population to stay home 
and reduces this half, its women to an unpaid pro-
ductive work. Ungratified, unpaid procreational 
work can be a form of slavery, in which women 
are not free to enter the job-market, can’t provide 
for themselves autonomously, can’t get educated, 
can’t decide about their bodies, can’t … do many 
other things. After 30 years of one-child policy in 
China that ended in 2015, we can summarize that 
it lifted the quality of life of Chinese women. They 
have now access to contraception, abortion, edu-
cation, to work, to social mobility. They have now 
a choice. Something completely unimaginable 
in 19th century and even in 20th century China in 

which female babies were abandoned on the side-
roads or were killed by their own mothers in or-
der to avoid social stigma. We are an enormous 
distance from practices like foot-binding—com-
mon just three generations ago when sons were 
the only desirable offspring. And this alone is 
priceless.

MARIA VIVOD, Novi Sad and Strasbourg
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