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ANTHROPOLOGY

Preference For Male Children in Japanese and American Society'

JOYCE ASCHENBRENNER
University of Minnesota, Minneapolis

Is a preference for children of a given sex in a society
primarily a result of cultural values, of social require-
ments or of individual needs? Although it is impossible
completely to separate these types of influence, since
social change may modify cultural traditions, and social
interaction and cultural values influence individual needs.
perhaps some assessment of the relative importance of
various social and cultural phenomena involved in sex
preference in a society can be attempted.

The present study is an exploratory treatment of the
nature and degree of sex preference in two societies —
Japanese and American—and a consideration of pos-
sible explanations for differences both within and be-
tween the two societies in degree of sex preference.
Though it may appear to follow the model of a classical
sociological study, this treatment involves an attempt
to combine the methods of analyzing data used by soci-
ologists with the functional, holistic concepts of anthro-
pology. Such concepts are introduced particularly in the
discussion of the Japanese family, where sex preference
is related to Japanese society and culture as a whole,
rather than to individual variables alone.

Sex Preference in the United States: Several methods
have been used in approaching the problem of sex pref-
erence for children in the United States. Winston (1932),
studying families in the upper economic and social
classes, considers the possibility that the larger sex ratio
(ratio of males to females) in higher economic and so-
cial classes might be related to a preference for male
children together with a knowledge and practice of birth
control. He reasons that if there is such a preference for
male children, there should be a higher sex ratio for the
last child, since the parents would presumably quit hav-
ing children when they produce one of the desired sex.
He actually finds a significantly higher sex ratio among
last children in completed families than among the other
children and than in incomplete families, and concludes
that increased practice of birth control will result in a
higher sex ratio in the United States, due to a male pref-
erence.

A somewhat different approach is developed in a
study of the relationship of family size to expressed sex
preference (Kiser and Clara, 1951). The hypothesis that
sex preference affects the size of a family, since parents
whose preferences are not fulfilled in the first children
will continue to have children, is tested and confirmed
positively; however, it is not found to be a major deter-
minant in the sense that it influences a majority of the
cases. Further, it was found that sex preference is often
conditioned by the sex of existing children, and that the
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most common preference is for children of both sexes,
rather than for a male child. The authors also point out
that there has been no suggestion of a trend in the direc-
tion of a higher sex ratio with the greater practice of
birth control methods.

The study does show, however, a significant difference
between stated sex preference of men and women. Hus-
bands show a strong preference for sons, wives a slight
preference for daughters. The authors speculate that the
heavier male preference among men reflects a culturally
conditioned ego satisfaction that accompanies having and
raising a son in order to fulfill masculinity.

An analysis of questionnaires given to sociology stu-
dents indicates a very high preference among men for
male children and a fairly high male preference (over
60% ) for women. Over 95% of the total sample, how-
ever, preferred having children of both sexes over hav-
ing children of either sex alone. A consideration of such
factors as level of aspiration and attachment to one or
the other parent in relation to sex preference yielded no
significant results; the authors therefore conclude that
cultural values were more important than interpersonal
relations and personal motivations in shaping the re-
sponse. Further, they note that since children have lost
any economic importance in the American family, and
since having a son is no longer regarded as a social or
economic necessity, male preference in the United States
appears to reflect an orientation toward traditional values
rather than a response to contemporary social life. (Di-
nitz ef al. 1954).

The conclusion from previous studies concerning sex
preference for children in the United States, then, is that
male children appear to have an edge over female chil-
dren in being welcomed into an American family, at
least initially, though the magnitude of that edge is unde-
termined. This situation probably reflects the patriarchal
traditions of the American family, with the son carrying
on the family name and social status.

Though it has been proposed by Dinitz (1954) that
cultural tradition is the most important influence on the
matter of sex preference, it is possible that there are
important social and psychological factors involved that
were not considered in the Dinitz study. It has been sug-
gested here that the heavy preference for sons among
husbands in the United States as compared with their
wives reflects a strong need on the part of men to have
sons with whom they can identify. Though such a psy-
chological need would not be independent of cultural
patterning, it indicates a mechanism whereby an indi-
vidual adapts himself to his society.

The importance of social processes in relation to sex
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preference is shown by the apparent diminishing of pref-
erence for males in the realities of the family situation,
where sex preference is conditioned by the actual make-
up of the family and where the greatest preference is for
children of both sexes. It has been suggested that since
Americans place a high value on having children of both
sexes, research on the different functions of boys and
girls in American family life should be undertaken.
(Freedman et al. 1960).

Sex Preference in Japanese Society: As one might as-
sume in a male-dominated society such as the Japanese,
Japanese parents traditionally show a great deal of pref-
erence for a male child. According to Embree, when a
daughter is the first-born people say politely, “That is
fortunate — now, when the son is born, there will be a
nursemaid to carry him about.” (1939:88).

All children are desired and welcomed, and a woman
gains in stature with the birth of her first child, whether
it is a girl or a boy. It is the arrival of the first male
child, however, that establishes a wife as second to her
husband’s mother only among women of a household
(Smith 1956).

The preference for a male child is carried over into
the socialization of the child, Japanese boys being given
somewhat preferential treatment over their sisters. Chil-
dren are the center of attention in a Japanese family, and
childhood for girls and boys alike is pleasant and per-
missive. A girl is somewhat more restrained in her be-
havior than a boy, however, and is taught to defer to a
brother, as well as to her elders. According to Gorer
(1943) the greatest fear is that a girl will not be fem-
inine enough—that she will try to adopt her brother’s
role. Therefore, the worst insult that can be made to a
girl is that she is like a boy. On the other hand, there
is no Japanese term corresponding to ‘sissy’; merely to
be born a boy is enough to make one superior to any
female.

A preference for male children among the Japanese,
then, is seen as merely one aspect of the intensive cul-
tivation of the ideal of masculine superiority—feminine
inferiority that is a dominant theme in Japanese culture.
Such a view of sex inequality is firmly rooted in the Jap-
anese family, which is fundamental to Japanese social
structure. The family is viewed as existing continuously
from the past into the future, independently of the birth
or death of individual members. The highest duty of a
Japanese is the maintenance and continuance of his
family as an institution. (Ariga 1954 ).

The head of the family, traditionally, is the oldest
male. He makes all of the economic and policy decisions
for the family. All members of the family must obey
him, but he, in turn must act in such a manner as to
bring honor and respect to his family name.

Within the Japanese family, personal relationships
are subordinate to functions and roles. In the establish-
ing of a family of procreation through marriage, consid-
erations of the well-being of the entire extended family
group play a dominant role. Traditionally, the eldest son
establishes a nuclear family within the main line of the
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patrilineal group (honke); the younger sons establish
branch families (bunke), which are in a subordinate
relationship to the honke. In large families, even ser-
vants establish bunke, which are considered a part of
the family group. In case a male heir is not born to the
family, a son is often adopted; he receives full benefit
and responsibility as family head, though his personal
ties with the family are much weaker than those of a
son (Nakano 1962).

A daughter, on the other hand, has close personal ties
in her family of orientation, but little social status. She
is destined to leave the family and must give all her
loyalty to her husband’s family; this is necessary be-
cause of the potential conflict and resulting damage to
the husband’s family if a wife’s ties and those of her
children to her own family are strong. (Embree 1939)
Her submission to the aims of the family are guaranteed
by the enculturation of the female child.

Children are considered as instruments for carrying on
traditions in Japanese society; children of both sexes are
highly valued as social assets. However, male children
are an unequivocal advantage to family, whereas female
children are somewhat mixed blessings. A strong overt
expression of preference for male children in the case of
the Japanese openly reflects a social structure dominated
by males and a patrilineal tradition.

A matter that should be considered is that of possible
changes in degree of male preference as a result of
changes in social structure in modern Japan. It appears
that a necessary condition for such a change would be a
weakening of the Japanese family system. Are there in-
dications of such a change in Japanese society since
World War I1? In an article dealing with postwar Japan,
Norbeck notes a weakening of kinship relationships, a
trend towards smaller families and less hierarchical re-
lationships (1960). Because of economic change and
industrialization, the elderly have lost their economic
importance, thus their control over the young, even in
some of the villages. In adition, the eldest son has under-
gone loss of status, since the younger son often migrates
to the city and receives more education; he may thus
appear more eligible to prospective in-laws than a son
tied to an estate that is often unproductive (Masuoka
1962).

Statements concerning change in the family must be
made with caution, however. It is generally agreed by
most observers that the extended family remains an im-
portant institution in Japan, particularly in rural Japan.
In the cities the nuclear family tends to dominate, though
it has been pointed out that families that appear to be
independent may in fact be controlled by an extended
family group that exists despite spatial separation (Na-
kano 1962).

On the basis of considerations above, it can be stated
that because of the strength of the patrilineal family in
Japan a great difference between social status of men
and women exists; therefore, a considerable preference
for male children over female children should be ex-
pected. Westernization, particularly in postwar Japan,
has led to some weakening of the family structure, es-
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pecially in the urban areas. In families of middie class
professional men, many of them headed by younger sons,
it should thus be expected that concern for a male heir
and the emphasis on dominant-subordinate relationships
should not be as great as traditionally. Therefore, while
there is probably still a strong male preference in these
families, it should not be as great as in the past, nor
should there be as strong a motivation to express such
a preference.

Analysis of the Data: The following is an initial at-
tempt to verify some of the conclusions in the foregoing
discussion, which, though it is inadequate to the task,
indicates possible avenues for further research.

The data is taken from questionnaires administered to
121 American sociology students, predominantly female,
in a Midwest university and to 60 Japanese college stu-
dents in Tokyo, of middle class professional families.
The completion of the questionnaires by the Japanese
was carried out under inadequately controlled conditions
and the language barrier made accurate results very dif-
ficult to obtain. This may account for the low reliability
in some of the correlations.

In answer to the question, “If you could have only
one child, which would you prefer?”, 85% of the Jap-
anese, as compared with 54.5% of the Americans indi-
cated that they would rather have a boy. In expressing
degree of male preference, the average Japanese res-
ponse was “somewhat more” for a boy, while the Ameri-
can response was “a little more” for a boy. Since these
results have been shown to be statistically reliable, it can
be concluded that preference for children of the male
sex in the case of an only child is present in both soci-
eties, but is greater in the Japanese than the American
sample.

When asked “Which would you prefer for the first
child?”, on the other hand, only 60% of the Japanese
expressed a male preference, while 71.1% of the Ameri-
cans indicated a male preference. Here the situation
seems reversed, with Americans showing higher male
preference. It should be cautioned that this latter re-
sult is not statistically significant. Nevertheless, the find-
ings concerning sex preferred for a first child are im-
portant because they show that the respondents differen-
tiated between the questions. That is, despite language
difficulties, they understood the difference between the
questions and responded accordingly.

The apparently low male preference of Japanese for
a first child as compared to an only child brings to mind
Embree’s quoted statement concerning a female first
child caring for her younger brother—perhaps it was
more than a rationalization. In the case of an only child,
however, it is very important to the traditional Japanese
family, at least, that it be a boy; whereas for the Ameri-
cans there is no such cultural necessity. On the other
hand, in our more teen-age dominated society we hear
statements about how nice it is for a girl to have an
older brother for various social reasons, such as to get
her dates; we have few formal procedures for getting
the sexes together as do the Japanese. Also, a boy may
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feel resentment towards the authority of an older sister.
Perhaps it is such considerations that account for the
differences between responses for first and for only child
in both societies.

On the whole, these findings are compatible with those
in the previous discussion. That male preference is not
stronger in the Japanese sample is probably due to the
character of the sample—urban, middle class profes-
sional. It was previously proposed that the greatest weak-
ening of traditions would probably be found among this
group.

Male preference in the American group is strikingly
less than in Dinitz’ female sample. However, among the
male respondents in the group male preference is consid-
erably higher than the total average. This is in accord
with earlier studies in which male preference is indicated
strongest among men in the United States.

Several phenomena were mentioned as possibly re-
lated to degree of male preference in Japanese society in
the previous discussion, including education and tradi-
tional orientation. Two of these factors—father’s edu-
cation and patrilineal orientation—are considered for
Japanese and American society in Charts I and II. In
these charts, male preference is categorized as follows:
low, indicating great to slight preference for girls; medi-
um, indicating a little preference for boys to preferring
boys somewhat; high, preferring boys a great deal more.
In these charts, preference for only child is alone consid-
ered.

Chart I shows the average father’s education for each
preference category. Education ranges from eighth
grade or less (1) through Ph. D. level (7). (Upper and
lower ranges have been cut off on the Chart for pur-
poses of convenience.) There appears to be an inverse
relation between father’s education and male preference,
fathers with the most education tending to have offspring
with the least male preference. Though the trend seems
clear, it is not strong enough that it could not be due to
error in measurement. Therefore, the hypothesis corre-
lating educational level with sex preference should be
tested using a wider sample with greater spread in edu-
cation.

In the American group no correlation is indicated.
Possibly, a lack of such a relationship between education
and male preference would reflect a wider acceptance of
sex equality in the United States than in Japanese so-
ciety.

CHART I
5.0
B
Lapanes,
4.0
5 (e TR |

Father’s
Ed. 5 1 i f
Male Pref. Low Mid High

Mean Father’s Education by Degree of Male Preference —
Only Child
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It was suggested in considering the urban Japanese
family that the extended family may still be important
despite spatial separation. The patrilineal integration in-
dex, a measure of the amount of visiting and liking of
paternal kin, should reflect such an influence of the
family beyond the nuclear level. This index, an analytic,
as contrasted with a merely descriptive category, allows
us to consider a structural concept combining several
descriptive elements as a variable.

A surprising result shown in Chart II is the low pat-
rilineal index average in the Japanese sample, as com-
pared with the American group. While one would expect
less family cohesion in this middle class urban group than
in traditional Japanese society, one would still expect
it to be higher in the Japanese than in the American
group. Of course, the Japanese group is from a highly
urbanized area, while the American sample is from the
midwest, where urbanism and social atomism may be
less pronounced than in other sections of the country.

CHART II

L ' '
Male Pref. Low Mid High

Mean Patrilineal Integration by Degree of Male Preference —
Only Child

Though a correlation between high patrilineal integra-
tion and high male sex preference seems to be present in
the Japanese sample, again, the correlation does not
quite reach the level of reliability. Since it has been a
fundamental contention in this treatment that preference
for children of the male sex in Japanese society is re-
lated to the importance of the traditional Japanese fam-
ily, further testing of this relationship, again using a wid-
er sample, is in order.

The American sample shows a reverse trend. Since
a relationship between family integration and male pref-
erence in the United States has not been specifically
proposed in this study, this apparent anomaly will not
here be considered.

Though the conclusions to be drawn from the above
findings are very modest, certain inferences seem jus-
tified. First, a higher male preference in an urban middle
class Japanese sample as compared with an American
group has been demonstrated. Some factors possibly con-
tributing to this difference were considered; on the basis
of these considerations it was hypothesized that a greater
degree of westernization and urbanization of Japanese
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families would be correlated with lower male preference.

Essentially the research problem was set up in terms
of a continuum, with traditional and modern orienta-
tion with regard to certain aspects of society as extremes,
and with both societies ranged in between, the Japanese
toward the traditional, the American nearer the modern.
In the case of the Japanese, the concept of high male
preference as more traditional and thus related to other
traditional social phenomena seems justified, despite in-
conclusive statistical tests. Further investigation of such
possible relationships is indicated.

Since “traditional” means something different in the
United States than in Japan, however, undoubtedly dif-
ferent factors should be investigated here. This is also
indicated by the data considered in the present study,
in which the phenomena considered appear to have dif-
ferent significance in relation to male preference in the
two societies. The problems encountered here illustrate
the necessity of making explicit and testing cultural as-
sumptions of United States society before attempting a
cross-cultural study. Some possibly relevant phenomena
in American society have been mentioned, such as the
different roles of children of each sex in the family and
the need for vicarious experiences of children of the
same or opposite sex. Factors such as these should be
explicitly related to hypotheses of the nature of the
American family in a study such as proposed here.

A study based on the findings of this preliminary at-
tempt, then, would consider factors possibly relevant to
preference for children of a given sex within each society
individually; any observed relationships would be com-
pared to determine if statements about sex preference in
the societies generally can be made. It has been shown in
this study how analytic categories, such as patrilineal
integration index, can be employed to arrive at principles
of high generality which effect a greater synthesis of data
than do descriptive categories.

Differences between societies can be explained struc-
turally—that is, in terms of general social principles—
as well as culturally, in terms of traditions unique to a
group. It is quite likely that both cultural and structural
processes are operating to produce the differences in
Japanese and American preference for children of a
given sex; further research should reveal the relative
importance of these types of processes in both societies.
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ANTHROPOLOGY

A Cross-Cultural Evaluation of Festinger’'s Theory
of Cognitive Dissonance

HAROLD E. NELSON
University of Minnesota. Minneapolis

Festinger’s Dissonance Theory: The purpose of this
paper is to attempt an evaluation, in cross-cultural
terms, of Leon Festinger’s Theory of Cognitive Disso-
nance, as a research tool. The specific problem to be
treated is a consideration of the extent to which dis-
sonance theory can be made applicable in varying sit-
uations in diverse cultural settings. Prior to an exposition
of methodology, a short abstract of the hypothesis and
some of its ramifications is appropriate.

Festinger (1957:3) has used the term, “cognition”
or “cognitive element”, to categorize “knowledge, opin-
ion, or belief” held in regard to the nature of one’s uni-
verse, observable or otherwise, and to man’s relations
within that universe. Cognitive dissonance refers to a
state of inconsistency between two or more of these cog-
nitions, and its counterpart, consonance, refers to con-
sistency between those cognitive elements which bear
any relevance to one another. The essence of Festinger’s
basic hypothesis is that dissonance by nature generates
psychological discomfort and will produce in those af-
fected: (1) efforts or pressure to achieve consonance
through reduction or elimination of dissonance; and, (2)
a tendency to avoid any cognitions which might cause
or increase dissonance (Festinger, 1957:3).

A dissonance situation can serve to illustrate the theo-
retical working of these processes. For this purpose, an
application of a dilemma of the contemporary American
taxpayer will suffice. The theory states that dissonance
exists when two or more cognitions are not consistent
with one another. Assuming this to be the case, the
taxpayer experiences dissonance when: (1) he believes
that additional governmental services are necessary; and,
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(2) he recognizes that such services will cause increased
expenditures by the government, and he believes that
taxes are already too high. According to the theory, the
taxpayer will try to reduce dissonance. Here alternatives
are present. He may press for reduction in administra-
tive costs to allow a reallocation of funds to favor serv-
ices, or he may favor increased expenditures with no tax
increase by increasing indebtedness. Furthermore, the
taxpayer will try to avoid additional dissonance. If he
chose the first alternative course above, he might ignore
warnings that reductions in administrative costs may
contribute to unemployment. If he chose the latter al-
ternative, he might ignore warnings that a heavy insol-
vency is inflationary and injurious to international credit.
In either case, the taxpayer could be considered as avoid-
ing dissonance—increasing cognitions. As other ramifi-
cations of the theory are discussed below, they will like-
wise be applied to our hypothetical example of the tax-
payer.

Festinger’s theory provides for a theoretically calcul-
able means of deriving the amount of dissonance which
might arise out of any given relation. Factors here in con-
sideration would include, first of all, the degree of rele-
vance between cognitions (Festinger, 1957:13). For in-
stance, to the average taxpayer, not being of high eco-
nomic sophistication, the amounts of taxes paid and gov-
ernmental services received are more relevant to one
another than is either to the current Dow-Jones Indus-
trial Averages. A second factor for measuring dissonance
is the magnitude of dissonance between cognitions, as
a function of their importance (Festinger, 1957:16). To
the taxpayer, the amount of taxes paid is likely to be
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