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‘I t’s a girl!’ So what?
ANNE KINGSTON

________

I s it tim e to replace that homily, "Su g ar
and spi ce and eve ryt hing nic e, that’s what
li ttle gir ls are made of", wit h, "Li tig a t ion

and divo rce, and parent alsuffer ing ,that’s what
li ttle gir ls are made of"? The answe ris a re-
soun d ing "ye s ," at lea staccording to the media
att entio n give n a recent study by Ame rican
econ omists Gordon B. Dahl and Enrico
Mo retti.

The pair origi nally int ende dto inv estig a te
why the wag egap bet ween men and women
persis t s. Did it, they won d ere d, res ult from
preferentia l treatment giv en boys from bir th?
So they dug throu gh census figure srevie w-
ing div orc e rates and came up wit h, "The
Dema n dfo r Sons: Evi denc efr om Div orc e,
Fe rtility and Shotgun Mar riage sin the U.S.
and Aroun d the World," pub lis hed a few
mont hs ago.

The study doesn’t answe r the wag e gap
qu estio n. But it does rev eal boys mig ht pro -
vi de marit al ballast. Parents of one gir l, it
fo und, are 5.6% more likely to div orc e than
the parents of a boy; the likelihood of mari-
tal bre a kdown ris es to 13. 2% when a coup le
ha s fo ur gir ls. They als o discov ere d that
divo rced women wit h gi rls are les sli kely to
remarry than divo rced women wit h boys ,
which has been int e rpret e dto mean daug h-
ters are a liability in the mar riage marke t.

Addition a l ly, it fou nd parents of three gir ls
are 4% more likely to try for another chil d
than a coup le wit h thre e boys . And that
un m arrie d coup les who find out thei r chil d
is a boy are more likely to wed .

The onlin e magazi ne Slate gave the study
big play. "Oh, No: It’s a Gir l! Do dau ght e rs
caus edivo rce?" asse rted "All ove r the world,
boys hol d marriage stoge the rand gir ls bre a k
them up." On Sun d ay, The New Yor k Ti m es

took a sim ilarly alarmis t tone wit h it s hea d-
li ne "It’s a Gir l! (Wil l the Economy Suf fer?)."

Bu t befo re the handwringe rs start compar-
ing the U.S. to India or Chin a, cou ntr ies in
which fem ale chil d infanticid e and sex-rela -
ted abortio ns are tragi c a l ly com mon, let’s
put the study in perspective.

Ye s , we can rea d the numbers, whi c h it
sh oul d be not e d are often no large r than
st atis ti c a l margin s of error, to mean son s
im prove the quali ty of mar rie d li fe. But
there are coun tle ss other ways to cast them.
Coul d it be that mot he rs of boys are more
li kely to put up wit h mise r able mar riage s
becaus ethey believe their son sne e da male
role model? Or cou ld fat hers’ tendencie s to
bond more rea dily wit h sons result in them
being more dev oted fat hers and husbands?

Why not tur n the finding sarou nd and ask:
"Does a div orc ecaus egi rls? We know that
X (gi rl) and Y (boy) sperm beh ave differ-
ently. Con cep tio n of boys is more likely to
occur on the day of ovula t ion; gir ls are
mo reli kely to be con ceive da coup le of days
befo re or after. When sperm is frozen, Y
sper m are more likely to sur viv e. Cou ld it
be that coup les unde r st r ain – those whose
marriage sare mos t li kely to end in div orc e
– exper ienc echemical fluctuation sthat influ-
enc esper mfo rmation? We don’t know. Sim i-
larly, the finding that div orc e d mo the rs of
gi rls are les sli kely to rem arry cou ld mean
that mot he rs are more selective about the men
they’r e willing to bring into their daug hters’
live s.

Inde e d, if we want evi denc e that blu e
tr umps pink, or "ma sculi ne" out-mus cle s"fe-
minine," the data marshalled in the study are
le ss compelling than a gla n ce at prevaili ng
soci al beh aviour. The mos t li berated yum -
my-mum my wou ld soone rswa ddle her lit tle
boy in polye s ter than in pink, thoug hthere’s
no such stig ma about a gir l in blu e. Con si-

de ralso that the tre n dfo r "s trong "ma sculi ne
names for gir ls such as Sydney, Alex, and
Mo rga ndoesn’t ext end to a rev ival of Lesli e,
Francis , and Clare for boys. Then the re’s
the reflex ive tendenc yto giv e chil dre n thei r
thei r fa the r’s sur name; eve nmarrie dwomen
who keep their maiden name and unmarrie d
women rou tin ely do it. Let’s als o consid er
whet her Marcelle Ryan, the B.C. woman who
su ccessfully con test e d he rpare n t s’wil l re c ently,
cl aim ing that they dis criminated aga inst her
fr om bir th becau se she was a gir l, wou ld
have been as symp atheti c to the cou rt had
sh ebeen a man. Statis ti cs, as malleable as
PlayDoh, are insid iou s things. Accur ate or
not, they infilt r at e thei r way into cultur al
my thology and for mpublic opi nio n.

Re call that erron eou sst at from the 1980s
that women ove r ag e40 are more likely to
be kil led by a ter ror ist than mar r y. It may
be now truer than eve r, but it rem ain s a
fa l lacy. Yet it con tin ue sto be circula ted .

What’s mos t troub ling about the repor t’s
fin d ings is not that such sma l l numbers are
being giv en such big play, but rather the spi n
they’v e re c eiv ed whi c h sugg ests gir ls are a
li a b i lity. Why not hig hlig ht the fact that the
divo rce rate for parents wit h gi rls has dro p-
ped from bei ng 8% hig her in the 1940s?
Or that the 4% of parents wit h thre e gi rls
who try for another chil d in the U.S. is min i-
scule nex t to more oppre ssive, male-cent ric
socie tie s? In Mex ico, the number is clo ser
to 9%; in Vie tnam it’s 18% and in Chin a,
befo re the one -chil d poli cy was impos ed in
1982, it was 90%.

As for The New Yor k Ti m es’ f reig hted con -
cer nas to whether the economy wil l suffer
if "I t’s a Gir l," the answe r is obvious. Of
course not. That mys ter iou swage gap, the
or igi nal, now los t, focus of the study whi c h
se es women paid les sfo r equal labou r, wil l
se eto that.

Na tional Pos t
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