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Maternal Sentiments

How Strong Are They?

by Arthur P. Wolf

It has long been assumed, by scientists and laymen alike, that
mothers “naturally” bond with their children and find it painful
to part with them if forced to do so. This assumption is chal-
lenged here with evidence showing that in Taiwan women will-
ingly gave away the great majority of their daughters as infants
or small children. They did so as part of a strategy for sccuring
their own future, but they were not compelled to so by poverty
or by their mothers-in-law. Under certain conditions the proba-
bility that a daughter would be given away exceeded 9.
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Can a woman forget her sucking child, that she
should not have compassion on the son of her
womb? Yea, they may forget . . .

ISALIAIL 49:T5§

Until the middle of the last century women in large parts
of South China gave away their daughters as infants or
small children and rearcd in their places wives for their
sons. In many communities in northern Taiwan, north-
ern Kwangtung, southern Kiangsi, and the mountainous
interior of Fukien marriages so arranged—I call them
“minor marriages”—constituted morc than half of all
first marriages. A report drafted circa 1910 as part of an
official survey of customary law put the frequency in
Sung-ch’ang County in northwestern Fukicn at “cight
or nine of cvery ten marriages” (Supreme Court of the
Republic of China 1918:1525). Another report published
in 1951 as part of the Marriage Reform Campaign
claimed that 80% of the women in some villages in Feng-
shun County in northern Kwangtung had been raised for
minor marriages (Nan-fang Erh-pao, December 7, 19571).
The best evidence comes from northern Taiwan and the
Pescadores Islands, where minor marriages accounted for
30-40% of first marriages in most rural locations {sce
Chuang and Wolf 1995).

In previous work (sce Wolf and Huang 1985 and Wolf
1995} I have examined the behavior of couples married
in the minor fashion to test Edward Westermarck’s
(1922, vol. 3: 192) contention that “there is a remarkable
absence of crotic feelings between persons living to-
gether from early childhood.” In this paper I look at an-
other side of minor marriages to cvaluate claims about
another aspect of human kinship—what I will call “ma-
ternal sentiments.” Wherever minor marriages were
common, women gave away most of their female chil-
dren as infants or toddlers. The 1951 report claiming 80%
in some villages in northern Kwangtung may be an
exggeration, but we will see later that close to 70% was
common in villages in northern Taiwan. Was this be-
cause, as the wives of poor tenant farmers, many women
were forced by poverty to give away their daughters so
as to be better able to care for their sons? Or was it
because, as junior members of houscholds ruled by their
husbands’ parents, many women were forced by their
parents-in-law to get rid of “uscless girls”? I will arguc
for another possibility—that maternal sentiments arce
not as compelling as they arc commonly reputed to be.

Onc could begin a paper like this almost anywhere in
the history of Western social thought. David Hume,
Adam Smith, Adam Ferguson, Jean-Jacques Rousscau,
Herbert Spencer, Charles Darwin, and, of course, Sig-
mund Freud all held pronounced views about the bond
between mother and child. I will begin with Edward Wes-
termarck because his views on maternal sentiments
closely parallel his views on incest avoidance and thus
encourage a comparison of the two scts of sentiments
that arc commonly scen as the basis of the human family.
Most biologists and many anthropologists now accept
that the evidence from Isracl and Taiwan shows that
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Westermarck was right about the origins of incest avoid-
ancce (sce Talmon 1964, Shepher 1971, and Wolf 1995).
The question posed here is whether he was also right
about the origins of maternal sentiments.

Westermarck (1922, vol. 2: 188) argued that what he
sometimes called “the maternal instinct” owed its origin
“to the survival of the fittest, to the natural selection of
useful spontancous variation.” But he also argued that
the sentiments subsumed under this term “cannot in
their simplest forms be based on knowledge of blood
rclationships” (p. 205). Instcad, like the sentiments re-
sponsible for incest avoidance, they depend on close as-
sociation during a particular developmental phasc. His
views were expressed most clearly in responding to Her-
bert Spencer’s (1898:623-24) contention that “the paren-
tal instinct” is not “shown only in a creature’s attach-
ment to his or her offspring” but shown whenever a
person encounters “relative weakness or helplessness.”
Westermarck (1926:28-29) argued in response that Spen-
cer’s theory failed to explain “the indisputable fact that
there is a difference between maternal love and the mere
love of the helpless”:

Even in a gregarious specics mothers make a distine-
tion between their own offspring and other young.
To account for the maternal sentiment we must
therefore assume the existence of some other stimu-
lus besides the signs of helplessness, which pro-
duccs, or at lcast strengthens, the instinctive motor
responsc in the mother. This stimulus, so far as 1
can scc, is rooted in the external rclationship in
which the helpless offspring from the beginning
stand to the mother, being in closc proximity to her
from their tenderest age.

Although Westermarck never developed this argument
further {despitc repeating it several times), his position
is clear cnough. Just as the dangers of inbrecding have
sclected for something that gives carly association the
ability to inhibit sexual attraction, so the dangers of in-
fancy have selected for something that gives prolonged
proximity the power to arousc maternal solicitude. The
argument assigns honorablc places to both the cvolu-
tionary constituents of human nature and the environ-
mental contingencics with which humans have to con-
tend. It does not say that women are so constituted that
they automatically lavish care on their own or anyonc
clse’s infants. It says that they are so constituted that
they typically exert themselves to care for any infant
with whom they are in “close proximity from . . . [its]
tenderest age.”

Westermarck’s account of maternal sentiments clearly
anticipates the better-known and far more influential
accounts of John Bowlby and Sarah Hrdy. Bowlby {1988:
165) argucd, as did Westermarck, that “the occurrence
of altruistic care of young is rcadily understood since it
serves to promote the survival of offspring . . . and
thereby the individual’s own genes.” The difference is
that Bowlby largely ignored the possibility that what he
called “carcgiving” is a contingent behavior dependent

on close proximity betwecen mother and child during a
particular sensitive period. In his later publications on
the subject he treated caregiving as though it were in-
stinctual or nearly so: “Parenting behavior is, like at-
tachment behavior, . . . in some degree programmed”
(1984:271). In A Secure Base he characterized caregiving
as a “major component of human nature” (1988:165). He
seems to have assumed that except for women whose
own development has been abnormal, carcgiving is guar-
antced with a contract written by natural selection.

Bowlby’s views have given rise to a school of psy-
chology that takes maternal scntiments to “be as strong
as any an individual experiences in his or her lifetime.”
According to Jude Cassidy (1999:11), “The birth of a first
child (which cstablishes the adult as a parent) is often
accompanied by feclings of great joy; threats to the child
are accompanied by anxicty; the death of a child brings
profound grief.” The ultimate source of these ecmotions
is said to be their ability to enhance reproductive success,
their immediate source a kind of biological priming cn-
tailed by pregnancy, birth, and lactation. The contribu-
tors to the recent Handbook of Attachment cite nu-
merous studies to suggest that the transition to
parenthood is accompanied by intense hormonal and
neurological changes that make women acutely scnsi-
tive to the needs of their infants (see, for example, George
and Solomon 1999).

Hrdy writes in what shc calls “the post-Bowlby cra.”
In her view there is nothing automatic or instinctual
about a mother’s response to her newborn infant. At
birth maternal commitment is always contingent: “Un-
conditional commitment to her infant, irrespective of its
sex or other physical attributes, is onc of the key differ-
ences between monkey and ape mothers and human
ones” {1999:179). Unlike monkey and ape mothers, hu-
man mothers arce both discriminating and calculating.
They examine their newborn infants closely for physical
defects and signs of poor health, and they carefully con-
sider whether conditions are right for investing in an-
other child. They decide to invest only when they are
assurcd that the child is a good risk and onc that they
can afford given their other commitments. As Pamela
Wells (2000:3} puts it in her review of Hrdy’s book, “the
dreadful heart of the matter” is that “in a specics where
the young require fairly intensive care, the survival of at
least some of them also requires reproductive discre-
tion.” “This,” she adds, “is a polite way of saying that
decisions are going to have to be made about who should
live and who should dic.”

But Hrdy’s larger conception of maternal sentiments
is not as far from Westermarck as this summary suggests.
She accepts the fact that these sentiments can be induced
by hormonal changes effceted by childbirth and nursing,
and this lcads her to qualify her argument to the point
that Westermarck could casily claim it as his own. Hrdy
(1999:487) writes:

Time spent with her infant after birth probably docs
stimulate a mother’s desirc to continuc this reward-
ing activity. The process of rceognizing her baby,
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TABLE 1

Probability of Adoption among Females by Year of Birth

Probability of Adoption

Number
Year of of
Birth Births By Age 1 By Age 2 By Age 3 By Age s By Age 15

1906-10 1,094 547 .620 .678 736 .807
I9II-I§ T3 T 514 .606 .661 /53 T T
1916-20 1,080 461 .549 503 625§ .688
1921-2§ 1,337 425 492 531 576 633
1926-30 1,559 -440 -50S -543 S71 .600

learning its smecll, and, especially, the initiation of
lactation, change a mother’s physiological state. By
several days after birth there is an emerging rclation-
ship between mother and infant. It would be diffi-
cult for a mother who has allowed herself to grow
close to a baby to change course at that point. This
is why closc physical contact right after birth re-
duces the likelihood that mothers at risk for dis-
tancing themselves from their baby will do so . . . .

The result is that “across primates, including humans,
whencver mothers abandon babies, they almost invari-
ably do so within the first seventy-two hours. . . . This
does not necessarily mean that there is a critical period
right after birth during which mothers must bond or clsc.
Rather, what it suggests is that close proximity between
mother and infant during this period produces feelings
in the mother that make abandonment unbearable” (p.
316). “Even when circumstances remain grim,” Hrdy
writes (p. 315), “extended contact between mother and
infant (espccially if the mother is breast-feeding] can
elicit emotions that undermine the strongest practical
resolve.”

For Bowlby, all it takes to arouse maternal scntiments
in a normal woman is the cxperience of pregnancy and
birth. For Hrdy, this experience is a neither a necessary
condition nor a sufficient one. A woman may beconie
attached to a child she has not borne (see Hrdy 1999:
497-508}, and she will become attached to one she has
borne only if she is convinced that the child is a good
risk for a person in her circumstances. But if she is con-
vinced and begins nursing the child, her initial calcu-
lating attitude is overwhelmed by sentimental attach-
ment. The differences between Bowlby and Hrdy and
between Westermarck and his successors arc substantial,
but they nonetheless agree on one important proposition.
They are agreed that, prompted by the many dangers
threatening the survival of human infants, natural se-
lection has implanted in the female of the spccics a dis-
position to bond with her helpless offspring. This dis-
position is such that once the emotions involved are
aroused, breaking the bond is traumatic for the mother
as well as for the child.

This is the proposition I question. I do not do so be-
cause I reject the Darwinian assumptions on which it is
based. I have devoted a large part of my carcer to showing
that these assumptions are necessary to explain incest

avoidance. T only question this particular proposition,
and I do so only because the evidence Thave accumulated
during my work on incest avoidance cannot be made to
conform to the generalization. The evidence says that,
as they now stand, the views advocated by Westermarck,
Bowlby, and Hrdy are all wrong. The basis of this icon-
oclastic conclusion is the behavior of the women living
in 11 villages and 2 small towns in northern Taiwan in
the years 1905—45.' These are the same women whose
behavior I have used to resurrect Westermarck’s claim
that childhood association inhibits sexual attraction. In
the years 1906-30 these women bore 6,201 female chil-
dren. Their fate is the subject of this paper.

My point of departure is the figurcs displayced in table
1. The first line of the table says that among 1,094 girls
born between 1906 and 1910 the probability of adoption
was .547 by age 1, .620 by age 2, .678 by age 3, .736 by
age 5, and an astounding .807 by age 15. After 19710 the
probability of adoption gradually declined as the changes
initiated by the Japanese occupation began to undermine
the traditional Chinese kinship system, but it remained
remarkably high by the standards sct by adoption rates
in other socicties. Among the 1,559 girls born in the
years 1926-30 the probability of adoption by age 15 was
still .6oo0.

The adoption practices of the Taiwancse communitics
from which my data are drawn were not atypical. Studics
by Japanese and Japanese-trained scholars in the 1930s
show that a female child’s chances of being adopted out
of her natal family were as high in other rural commu-
nities in northern Taiwan as they were in the Hai-shan
region where my subjects lived. In 1929 Yuzuru Okada
(1929:8, table 3] found 110 adopted daughters for cvery
100 daughters in 148 wealthy farm familics in Shih-lin
{a rural suburb of Taipei City), and in 1941 Michiyoshi
Kajiwara (1941:81-83, table 4) found 119 adopted daugh-
ters for cvery 100 daughters in the 839 farm familics
living in nine northern villages.> Chuang Ying-chang and
I have since found that adoption rates were much lower
in southern Taiwan (Chuang and Wolf 1995), but ncw
evidence suggests that they were even higher in the Pes-
cadorcs Islands. Preliminary calculations put the prob-

1. My data arc drawn from household registers compiled by the
Japanese colonial government (see Wolf and Huang 1980:16-33).
2. These and other relevant studies are described in detail in Wolf
and Huang (1980).
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ability of adoption by age 15 at well above .800 among
Pescadores girls born in the years 1906-10.

Hrdy suggests that when mothers abandon babies they
almost invariably do so within the first 72 hours. This,
in her view, is the calculating mother’s window of op-
portunity; more extensive contact arouses emotions that
“undermine practical resolve.” It is important to note,
then, that while the majority of Taiwanese girls were
given away as infants, very few were given away during
the first 72 hours. Table 2 shows that adoption rates were
very low during the first month following birth, rosc
sharply during the sccond month, peaked in the third,
fourth, and fifth months, and then gradually declined.
This mecans that the grcat majority of the Taiwanese
women who gave away a child had been caring for her
for several months before the adoption. And since infants
had to be nursed if they were to survive and wet nurscs
were a rarity, we can be certain that caring for the child
included nursing her. We have to assume that pregnancy,
birth, and lactation cffected the same hormonal changes
among them as among American and Europcan women.
How, then, could so many Taiwancse mothers have
brought themsclves to surrender their infant daughters?

The data displayed in table 3 argue that while they
may be a universal reaction to childbirth and lactation,
these changes are not always sufficient to counteract the
calculating attitude fostered by what Wells calls “repro-
duction discretion.” In Taiwan decisions as to how to
disposc of female children appear to have taken little or
no account of sentimental attachments. Whether a child
was given away largely depended on the composition of
the sibling set into which she was born. Girls fortunate
cnough to have been born into a family with no surviving
children were rarcly (by local standards) given away as
infants. Those unfortunate enough to have been born
into a family with five or more surviving children were
almost always given away. The most revealing difference
was hetween girls with no older siblings and those with
with one older sibling. Among the former the risk of
adoption by age 1 was .213; among thc latter it was .430
if the older sibling was a girl and .609 if the older sibling
was a boy.

The presence of even one older sibling had such a de-
cisive influence on a girl’s fate becausc if they failed to
raisc a son to marriageable age, Taiwanesc families usu-
ally arranged an uxorilocal marriage for a daughter and
contracted to have her children take their descent from
her father. Thus a daughter who was an only child had
valuc as insurance against failure to raise a son. Older
parents with no sons might even raisc two daughters for
this rcason, but most later-born girls were considered
“uscless things.” They would only grow up and marry
out of the family anyway. As clderly Taiwanese women
put it when asked why they gave away most of their
daughters, “The girls you bear aren’t really yours. They
belong to someonc clse. So why raise them?”

Obviously, thc motive for giving daughters away was
not only their lack of practical value. It had also to in-
volve some reason for adopting other people’s daughters
lest the system collapse under the weight of unwanted

TABLE 2
Probability of Adoption by Age during First Twenty-
four Months of Life

Number of Risk Monthly Probability

Age in Months Months of Adoption
o 5,928 010
T 5,620 044
2 5,252 .064
3 4,874 .063
4 4,531 .065
S 4,240 -049
6 4,029 039
7 3,859 034
8 3,718 .028
9 3,590 018
10 3,487 .019
11 3,394 .020
12 3,307 012
13 3,245 -009
14 3,199 010
15 3,133 014
16 3,073 .OIT
17 3,014 014
18 2,952 014
19 2,894 {011
20 2,839 .010
21 2,787 L1
59 2,739 .009
9 2,606 QLT

daughters. This rcason was the desire to raise wives for
onc’s sons. How to find wives for their sons was an anx-
icty-laden problem for most Taiwancsc familics. Waiting
until they reached marriageable age was dangerous be-
cause by then the great majority of the girls would have
been claimed by other families. Besides, a marriage in-
volving a young adult was an cxpensive undertaking,
usually costing more than most farm familics carned in
a ycar. Consequently, the most appcealing strategy was
to give away one’s daughters and raise daughters-in-law
in their placc. Most men thought that any hcalthy child
would do, but women preferred to adopt an infant “be-
cause the girl you nurse yoursclf will grow up just like
a daughter and listen to what you tell her.” The result
was that most later-born girls were given away as infants
to make room for a brother’s wife. This is why the prob-
ability of adoption by age 1 is highest {748} among girls
born into familics with two malc children and no female
children. These girls were given away by women who
had two sons but as yet no daughters-in-law. They
needed wives for their sons and wanted to nurse them
themsclves.

I was well awarc of the nature of female adoption in
northern Taiwan by the time I published my first ac-
counts of minor marriages 30 years ago. The rcason I
waited so long to write this paper was that I did not sce
the challenge it presented to most accounts of maternal
sentiments. It appearcd to me that there were at least
three good cxplanations for Taiwancse women’s giving
away the grcat majority of their female children. The
most obvious of the three was the onc suggested by
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TABLE 3

Probability of Adoption among Females by Number and Sex of Surviving Older Siblings at Birth

Probability of Adoption

Number

Number and Sex of of

Older Siblings Births By Age 1 By Age 2 By Age 3 By Age s By Age 15
No siblings 1,740 213 263 .289 B35 .399
One sister 808 .430 .501 557 .607 .663
One brother 717 .609 .679 .709 738 783
Two sisters 266 .525 615 .666 .696 755
One sister, one 658 542 .628 .696 .760 282,

brother
Two brothers 348 .748 .809 .839 859 .888
Three siblings 783 634 718 764 .806 844
Four siblings 485 .693 761 .821 .842 .885
Five or more siblings 396 .708 .778 .804 .829 .850

NOTE: Adopted children are counted as siblings.

Nancy Scheper-Hughes’s (1992:342-43) account of “be-
nign neglect” in a Brazilian shantytown. Shc found that
it was casicr to rescue children from premature death
due to diarrhea and dchydration than it was “to cnlist
mothers themsclves in the rescue of a child they per-
ccived as ill-fated for life or as better off dead.” The rea-
son, she argues, was poverty. “These are not ‘ordinary’
lives T am describing. Rather, they are often short, vio-
lent, and hungry lives.”

Although it would be an cxaggeration to characterize
the lives of my Taiwanese subjects as “short, violent,
and hungry,” the great majority of them were poor and
some miserably so. They were the wives of coolies, cart-
pullers, farm laborers, and rent-racked tecnant farmers.
Conscquently, 1 assumed that thecy gave away their
daughters out of nccessity and despite sentimental at-
tachment. For them, it was a choice between raising boys
who would support them in their old age and raising girls
who were “useless” because they had to marry out of
the family and devote themselves to their husbands’ par-
ents. Thus [ saw no reason to think that their behavior
called into question current accounts of maternal sen-
timents.

I was thercforc more than a little surprised when,
many years into my work on minor marriages, I obtained
the information needed to calculate the figures displayed
in table 4. They show that, contrary to my cxpectations,
wealthy families were as likely to give away their daugh-
ters as poor families. The only substantial differcnce was
that wealthy parents took the decision earlier than poor
oncs. Among the 2,862 girls born into the poorest fam-
ilies in my communities—those who paid no land tax
because they had no land—the probability of adoption
was .446 by age 1 and .684 by age 15. Among the 467
girls born into the wealthicst families in these com-
munitics—those who paid a land tax of 30 or morc yen—
the probability of adoption was .508 by age 1 and .628
by age 15.

There is substantial evidence that wealthy Chinese
couples produced more children than poor Chinese cou-
ples. Indecd, T have shown that as long as the wife was

not raised in her husband’s family, this was truc among
the parents of the children included in this study (Wolf
1984:290, table 17.6). Might it not be, then, that the fig-
ures for the wealthy families in table 4 arc biased up-
wards? In other words, might it not be that if we took
account of the number of surviving children the differ-
ence between the wealthy and the poor would not be as
great as the data shown in table 4 suggest? Table 5 ad-
dresses this possibility and rejects it. Again we sce that
while the probability of adoption by age 15 was some-
what lower among the wealthy than among the poor, the
probability of adoption by age 1 was consistently higher.
Regardless of how many children her parents had, a girl
born into a wealthy family was more likcly to be given
away as an infant than a girl born into a poor family.

What I call “wealthy familics” were not the clite of
Taiwancse society. They were rural landlords, well-to-
do shopkeepers, a few burcaucrats, and a substantial
number of what the Chinese Communists called “rich
pcasants.” They did not live in mansions with artificial
lakes and decorative gardens, but they had the resources
nceded to raise their daughters if they wanted to do so.
The fact that they gave away two-thirds of them as in-
fants cannot be attributed to hard nccessity. It can only
mean that the sentiments aroused by pregnancy and
nursing were rarcly strong enough to resist practical con-
sidcrations. Among the wealthy this can only have been
the thought that therc was no point in investing re-
sources in a child who would leave the family as a young
adult. In the words of onc old man, “Raising a daughtcr
is like letting a thicf get into the house. You can only
lose money raising a daughter.”

A second explanation T saw for Taiwancse women’s
giving away their daughters had to do with the hicrar-
chical nature of the traditional Taiwancsc family. The
great majority of women of childbearing age lived in fam-
ilics headed by their parents or parcnts-in-law (sce Wolf
1984). The children they bore belonged, by rights guar-
antced by the Chinese state, to these senior members of
the family (Wolf n.d.), who had the right to treat their
grandchildren as resources to be employed to suit the
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TABLE 4

Probability of Adoption among Females by Amount of Land Tax Paid by Natal Family at Birth

Probability of Adoption

Number
Land Tax of
in Yen Births By Age 1 By Age 2 By Age 3 By Age s By Age 15

None 2,862 .446 .$31 .580 627 .684
0.001-0.999 789 435 STI -449 .596 657
1.00-9.99 1,448 494 .566 .607 .646 .702
10.0-29.9 631 494 551 -599 .629 662
30 Or more 467 .508 547 581 .601 .628

family’s—and, of course, their own—Dbest interests. Most
women could influence by one means or another their
husbands’ decisions regarding their offspring, but few
women could resist decisions taken by their parents or
parcnts-in-law. Their authority was absolute in principle
and ncarly absolute in practice.

Conscquently, 1 assumed, without really inquiring,
that many of the women who gave away their infant
daughters had been forced to do so. The fact that the
adoption rate declined as the changes initiated during
the Japanese occupation undermined parental authority
scemed to confirm my assumption. Therefore, I was
again surprised when I looked more carefully at the ev-
idence. Table 6 shows that women who were freed of
parental authority by dcath or family division were just
as likely to give away their daughters as women who
were still subject to that authority. In fact, the risk of
adoption among girls born into childless families and
familics with onc surviving child was higher with both
grandparents absent than with both grandparents pre-
scent. The reverse was true of children born into families
with two or more surviving children, but the advantage
for thosec whose grandparents had been removed was not
grcat. The probability of adoption by age 15 among 1,348
girls with both grandparents abscent was still .813. This
is no support for the argument that most women gave
away their daughters only because they were forced to
do so by their parents or parents-in-law.

It could be argued that the influence of grandparents
cannot be determined by whether grandparents and par-
ents lived in the same houschold—that if grandparents
did not live with parents in the same household after
family division thcy might still have lived in the same
village or in closc proximity. This is true, but only if the
grandparents were still alive, which most often they were
not becausc division waited on their deaths (Wolf and
Chuang 1999). Morcover, even if the grandparents sur-
vived division, thcir influence was greatly weakened
when their daughter-in-law acquired her own stove and
her own purse. Thus the comparisons shown in table 6
are adequate to rule out the possibility that most women
gave away their daughters because they were compelled
to do so by their parents-in-law. The majority in the
“hoth absent” condition had no surviving parcnts-in-law,
and those who did were no longer dependent on them.

This lcaves the possibility that women were com-
pelled to give their daughters away by their husbands. It

has been suggested that in the context of the Chinesc
patriarchal family adoption was more likely a decision
of the father or at least a joint decision of the parents.
This was true in theory but not in practice. Chinese
ideology gave married men authority over decisions con-
cerning children, but in fact men delegated this authority
to their wives. One indication of this is the fact that the
go-betweens who arranged adoptions and marriages were
almost all women. Another is the fact that the arrange-
ments made clearly served the vested intcrests of
women. As we will sce below, minor marriages were a
female strategy, one of the ways in which women coped
with patriarchy. The fact that the Chinese family was
patriarchal does not mean that men controlled all aspects
of family life.* Chuang Ying-chang and I have shown that
many widows were able to delay family division for years
beyond their husbands’ deaths (1999:395-99).

The third explanation I saw for the Taiwanese
women’s behavior takes us back to Bowlby. By their own
account, many women adopted for minor marriages were
traumatized by the cxperience. They hated their mothers
for giving them away, and, despite mistreatment they
clung desperately to their future mothers-in-law (sce M.
Wolf 1972 and A. Wolf 1995). Thus I think that Bowlby
would have a rcady explanation for why Taiwanecse
women could bear to give away most of their daughters
as infants. It is, he would arguc, because they had been
given away as infants: “The tendency to treat others in
the same way that we ourselves have been treated is deep
in human nature” {1988:91). Many typcs of psychological
disturbance can be traced to maternal deprivation, but
“the most serious” is “the cffects on parental behaviour
and thereby on the next gencration” (p. 37). This can
give rise to what Michael Rutter (1981:199) calls “inter-
generational cycles of disadvantage,” in which the dep-
rivations suffered by one generation arc inflicted by them
on the next.

Might it not be, then, that the minor marriage system
crcated this kind of intergenerational cycle? By requiring
the transfer of brides as infants or small children, the
system institutionalized maternal deprivation, creating
a population in which the maternal sentiments were
poorly developed. If so, the fact that Taiwancse women

3. The view is argucd in detail by Margery Wolf (1972). Her in-
formants all lived in the communities covered by this study, and
many contribute to the evidence presented.
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TABLE §

Probability of Adoption by Amount of Land Tax and Number of Surviving Siblings at Birth

Probability of Adoption

Tax in Yen and Number

Number of of

Siblings Births By Age 1 By Age 2 By Age 3 By Age s By Age 15
None

None 781 216 D55 .302 335§ 418

One 729 497 581 619 .666 2L

Two 621 iS2T .627 .697 o753 .802

Three or more 747 .645 738 787 829 868
0.001-0.999

None 240 228 2575 277 BaY .382

One 197 517 .600 641 658 744

Two 150 491 .553 .609 .666 .738

Three or more 204 616 706 T80 .801 846
1.00-9.99

None 440 .199 269 284 ) 425

One 350 .SII 577 .636 .682 5730

Two 270 .807 854 .877 .892 927

Three or more 385 719 .788 .826 852 877
10.0-29.9

None 149 .178 260 276 203 345

One 139 .525 555 .603 619 .667

Two 140 .602 .658 716 .769 .805

Three or more 202 T30 T3 Biy 847 .859
30 Or more

None 129 247 246 266 275 .306

One 113 613 .664 .688 .704 s

Two 93 616 .683 12 .740 .760

Three or more 132 672 694 .736 753 .785

NOTE: Adopted children are counted as siblings.

gave away almost all their female children docs not chal-
lenge traditional views of maternal sentiments. It only
says that women who are themselves deprived of com-
mitted maternal care as children are not likely to commit
themselves to the care of their own children. They are
not susceptible to the feelings that make giving a child
away nearly impossible for most women.

The mass of evidence collected by Bowlby and his col-
leagues make this a reasonable alternative. The fact is,
however, that it does not stand up any better than the
arguments that Taiwanese women gavce away thcir
daughters because they were too poor to raise them or
because they were forced to do so by their parents or
parcents-in-law. The data assembled in table 7 say that
women who experienced adoption were actually a little
less likely to give away their daughters than women who
had not experienced adoption. The comparison is not
purc becausce the women classified as “not adopted” in-
clude a few who were adopted, but their removal would
not change the figures substantially.* We can safely con-
clude that a mother’s experience of adoption did not in-
fluence—Ilct alone decide—her children’s fate.

Taiwanese women were not forced to give their daugh-
ters away by poverty or their parents-in-law, and they
did not give them away because they were emotional
cripples as result of having been given away themsclves.

4. For an cxplanation of why I cannot identify all the adopted daugh-
ters included in the study see Wolf (1995:273).

But what about the other side of the ledger? Perhaps
giving one’s daughters away had advantages that madce
it a stratcgic nccessity. Asked why they had given a
daughter away, women often told me that it was becausce
they wanted to raisc their son’s wife. This, in their view,
had many advantages. Onc old women told me, “It is
better to raisc your son’s wife than to get a girl from
another family because the girl you raise yoursclf will
listen to what you tell her.” Another claimed that “it is
good to raise your son’s wifc because then she won't
always be talking to your son behind your back.” A third,
who had raised all of her daughters-in-law, explained:

It is always better to raisc your son’s wife than to
get a girl from another family. This is because you
can get to know an adopted daughter’s disposition
better and can corrcct her without causing a lot of
trouble. A girl from another family will always get
mad when you try to correct her, and then she will
say things to her hushand and make trouble between
him and his parents.

What comments like these suggest is that giving their
daughters away was part of women'’s strategy for sceur-
ing their own future. Under the conditions imposed by
Chinesec patriarchy a woman’s sccurity depended in the
early years of marriage on her ability to influence her
husband and later in life on her ability to influence her
sons. Thus, young women and old women, daughtcers-
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TABLE 6

Probability of Adoption among Females by Number of Surviving Older Siblings and Presence/Absence of

Grandparents

Number of Sib-

Probability of Adoption

lings and Number

Presence of of

Grandparents Births By Age 1 By Age 2 By Age 3 By Age s By Age 15
None

Both absent 306 260 .302 315 349 418

Grandfather ) 6 192 262 280 324 .403

Grandmother 442 189 257 281 327 .404

Both present 781 214 252 286 318 .389
One

Both absent 423 .502 581 .631 644 726

Grandfather 149 556 .599 621 .676 .708

Grandmother 421 518 .602 .654 .695 743

Both present (0] .502 567 .603 .648 .696
Two or more

Both absent 1,348 §71 .664 725 773 813

Grandfather 254 .699 776 .823 850 .883

Grandmother 755 .634 oA 753 79T 836

Both present 579 764 812 845 869 895§
NOoTE: Grandparents include only coresident grandparents, who may be the mother’s parents or the father’s parents.

in-law and mothers-in-law, were pitted against one an-
other in a struggle for control of the man who was the
onc¢’s husband and the other’s son. In their daily en-
counters both women expressed themselves in the rhet-
oric of the kitchen, but in crises the real cause of their
conflict come to the fore. When an clderly woman I knew
during my first ficld research in 1957-60 seemed in dan-
ger of being overwhelmed by a particularly aggressive
daughter-in-law, her complaint was not that the daugh-
ter-in-law was lazy or incompetent but that she was “try-
ing to stcal my son away from me.” The perennial anx-
icty of Chincsce women is that “you raise your children
and then when they grow up they belong to someone
clsc. Your daughter belongs to her husband, and your son
belongs to his wife. Especially those men who always
listen to what their wives say. If you say more than two
words to your daughter-in-law, they’ll get mad and move
out of the family.”

This is the context assumed when women say that it
is always better to raise your son’s wife because she will
listen to what you say and won’t always be talking to
your son behind your back.” They are thinking of what
older Taiwanesc call “the pillow ghosts,” the young
women who take advantage of the privacy of the bed-
room to ingratiatc themselves with their husbands. In
Taiwanesc terms raising a son’s wifc became a way of
exorcising a pillow ghost. On the one hand, it neutralized
the daughter-in-law’s sexual appeal by imposing condi-
tions that inhibitcd sexual attraction, and, on the other,
it turned the daughter-in-law into a de facto daughter by
making her mother-in-law her primary carctaker during
the ycars that create enduring attachments (see Wolf
1968). Taiwanese women did not rccognize the first cf-
feet of raising a son’s wife, but they were well aware of
the sccond. That is why they wanted to nurse their future

daughters-in-law. For them nursing a child did not un-
dermine strategic resolve. Nursing was itself a stratagem.

I am not suggesting that Taiwanese women invented
minor marriages as a way of dealing with the problems
posed by patriarchy. Minor marriages appear to have orig-
inated as a defensive strategy on the part of parents who
fearcd that they could not compete in what Chuang and
I (1995:792-93) have called “a hot marriage market.”
What I belicve happened is that what began as a way of
insuring wives for one’s sons became, for women, a way
of insuring their loyalty. Once the frequency of minor
marriages rosc above a certain threshold their advantages
for women who feared losing control of their sons were
made manifest. The result was that they began giving
away their daughters to make way for their futurc daugh-
ters-in-law. Their strategy was to exchange useless
daughters for biddable daughters-in-law and thereby pre-
serve the loyalty of their sons.

Onc could arguc, then, that while Taiwanese women
werc not forced to give away their daughters, they had
compelling reasons to do so. This would not save Hrdy’s
claim that having begun nursing a child women find
abandoning it “unbecarable,” but it would leave room to
argue that maternal sentiments arc substantial. The
strongest form of the argument would be that, given the
conditions crcated by Chinese patriarchy, women had to
take advantage of any opportunity to ecnhance their con-
trol of their lives. The implication would be that most
women were reluctant to give their daughters away but
did so because raising their sons’ wives was the one way
to countcract patriarchal oppression.

The problem with the argument is that, contrary to
what is implicd by much of what they say, most of the
women who gave a daughter away did not do so to make
room for a little daughter-in-law. Tablc 8 reports the fre-
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TABLE 7

Probability of Adoption among Females by Mother’s Experience of Adoption

Probability of Adoption

Number
Mother’s of
Experience Births By Age 1 By Age 2 By Age 3 By Age s By Age 15
Adopted 3,425 462 .546 59T .632 .688
Not adopted 2,776 .484 S$5T .597 641 .692

quency with which daughters given away were replaced
within a year. It says that more than 60% of the girls
given away were not replaced. Poor women may have
given their daughters away because they could not afford
to feed them, in which case they would not have adopted
a little daughter-in-law. But it was not just the wives of
landless laborers who abandoned their daughters without
adopting a replacement. Table 8 shows that this was cven
morc common among rich farmers and landlords at the
top of the social hierarchy. They were so little intcerested
in the fate of their female children that they commonly
gave them to their own tenant farmers. One of the poor-
est women I knew during my first ficld rescarch was the
daughter of the wealthicst landlord in the township. She
told mc that she never visited her parents because they
were so rich.

The rcason Taiwanese women gave away the majority
of their female children had more to do with opportunity
than with nccessity. Until the late 1920s the great pop-
ularity of the minor form of marriage mcant that there
was always somcone willing to take them. Indeed, until
then the demand for adopted daughters was greater than
the supply (see Wolf and Huang 1980:chap. 21). This de-
mand did not make little girls valuable commodities—
the bride price for an infant daughter-in-law was 1 yen
or less—Dbut it did mcan that they could be disposed of
conveniently and reasonably humanely. Old people told
me that when a girl was born, the go-betweens were at
the door the next day ready to arrange an adoption. “You
didn’t have to call them. They came to see you.”

In sum, girls were given away because they were “usc-
less things” and because they were in demand as little
daughters-in-law. The only advantage was that one did
not have the trouble of raising a child who would not
contribute much to her family. Thus the fact that most
daughters were given away leaves little room for mater-
nal sentiments. Were these sentiments as strong as Wes-
termarck and his successors suggest, we should find that,
except when they wanted to make room for a son’s wife,
wealthy women raised their daughters. But what we find
in fact is that so long as they had sons, the wealthy gave
their daughters away as readily as the poor. People only
began to raisc the majority of their daughters when the
changes initiated by the Japanesc occupation brought an
end to minor marriages and thereby the demand for little
daughters-in-law.

Because they were always eligible to marry a foster
brother and often did so, the girls Taiwanese women gave
away usually arrived at their new homes wearing at least

one piece of red clothing, red being the color of the tra-
ditional wedding gown. Other than this, however, their
change of status did not require any special procedures.
There were no taboos to be obscrved, no rituals to mark
cither the girl’s departurc or her arrival, and no festivi-
ties. I think this is significant because it suggests that,
however distressful the change was for the child, it was
not particularly distressful for her mother. Faced repeat-
edly with an cvent that arouses strong ecmotions, human
beings usually regularize their handling of the event in
a way that helps to keep their emotions within com-
fortable limits.

To be confident that Taiwanese women did not find
giving a child away particularly distressful one would
need to have observed their concurrent behavior. I never
had an opportunity to do so because by the time [arrived
in Taiwan in 1957 adoptions were not common and no
longer handled in the traditional manncr. But I havce
talked to many women who gave their daughters away,
and my impression is that this was not a wrenching ex-
perience. They were aware that the children they gave
away suffered, but very few reported having suffered
themselves. The dominant note in the accounts of
women who had exchanged their daughters for daugh-
ters-in-law was pride in a job well done. They appeared
to take satisfaction in having scen the opportunity of-
fered and made the most of it. Admiration was clearly
what one old women expected when she recounted how
she had given away five daughters and raised in their
places wives for her five sons. “There is no point in rais-
ing girls, but you havce to have wives for your sons. So I
gave away all five girls and raised instcad wives for my
five sons. This saved me five dowries and five bride prices
as well as the trouble of arranging ten marriages.”

My impression may be biascd by the fact that most of
my informants were talking about decisions taken 10-20
years previously. The pain they felt at the time might
have worn away or been suppressed. The only facts we
can be certain of are those extracted from the houschold
registers. They do not tell us how the women fele, but
they do tell us what they did. Knowing their circum-
stances, this is our best evidence given the pervasive
influcnce of ideology and the universal need to justify
and rationalize. Among 592 girls born into famitics with
two or more surviving sons the probability of adoption
by age 1 was .747 and the probability by age 15 .924. In
other words, given two surviving sons, only exceptional
women chose to raise a daughter. All the rest gave the
daughter away, regardless of social status, temperament,
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TABLE 8

Number of Daughters Given Away and Percentage Replaced Within a Year by Amount of

Land Tax Paid by Natal Family

Number of Daughters

Number of Daughters Percentage of Daugh-

Land Tax in Yen Given Away Replaced ters Replaced
None 1,545 541 35.02
0.001-0.999 402 129 32.09
1.00-9.99 847 326 38.49
10.0-29.9 338 126 9728
30 or more 243 ) 31.69

and their experience in mothering the child. To maintain
that these women gave away their daughters despite sen-
timental bonds the breaking of which entailed great dis-
tress one would have to show that they were compelled
to give them away. The evidence says that there was
opportunity but no compulsion.

Europcan women also gave their children away with
no morce—and it scems to me even less—reason. A 15th-
century Italian traveler (Relation 1847:24-25) noted that
“the want of affcction in the English is strongly mani-
fested toward their children”:

After having kept them at home till they arrive at
the age of 7 or ¢ years at the utmost, they put them
out, both malcs and females, to hard scrvice in the
houscs of other people, binding them generally for
another 7 to 9 years. And these are called appren-
tices, and during that time they perform all the
most menial offices; and few arc born who are ex-
empted from this fate, for cvery one, however rich
he may be, sends away his children into the houses
of others; whilst he, in return, receives those of
strangers into his own.

When he asked “the reason for this severity,” the Italian
was told that English parents did it “in order that their
children might learn better manners.” He did not believe
them, commenting, “I, for my part, believe that they do
it because they like to cnjoy all their comforts them-
sclves and that they are better served by strangers than
they would be by their own children.”

We now know that what has come to be called “life-
cycle scervice” was common throughout northwestern
Europe (sce Hajnal 1982). Moreover, we now have evi-
dence that “want of affection” for children was as com-
mon in urban Italy as it was in England. Christiane Klap-
isch-Zuber (1985:135) has shown that in Florence,
“nursing by a salaried nurse or by a slave woman became
the dominant practice, at least from the middle of the
fiftcenth century onward.” For the great majority of these
children, this involved prolonged separation from their
mothers. “Among the more than 400 nurses for whom
wc have sufficient documentation, we can count, from
1300 to 1500, onc nursc in casa, who was part of the
houschold of the child’s parents, for more than four who
take the baby to their own house.” And Florence was
not cxceptional. What Pier Paolo Viazzo (2001:172) calls
“urban hyperfecundity” was largely due to the practice

by which women in Europcan citics abandoned their
children to wet-nursces in the country. A Parisian police
official reported that of 20,000 children registercd in the
city in 1780, only 5% were nursed by their own mothers
(see Sussman 1982); the rest were handed over to wet-
nurses, most of whom lived outside of the city. A less
well-known report compiled in the same year noted that
of the 6,000 children born annually in Lyon “morc than
4,000 dic when put out to nurse” {sce Garden 1975:63).
“The most outstanding casc,” according to Viazzo (2001:
172, citing Hunecke 1989), was that of Milan in the mid-
19th century. Women in the Milancse laboring classcs
“abandoned their children in droves to the big foundling
hospital and the hospital sent them off to wet-nurses in
the country.”

My subtitle asks: How strong arc maternal senti-
ments? The European evidence does not provide a sat-
isfactory answer because we rarely know whether the
mother nursed the child and, if so, how long she cared
for it. Thus the fact that Milanesec women “abandoned
their children in droves” docs not necessarily mean that
matcrnal sentiments were weak. It may just mean that
in this casc they were never fully aroused. The great
virtue of the Taiwanese cvidence is that we know that
almost all of thec women who gave their daughters away
had nursed and cared for them for scveral months. Thus
the fact that they gave them away despite no strong com-
pulsion suggests that even when they are fully aroused,
maternal sentiments arc wcak compared with the sen-
timents underlying such behavior as incest avoidance.

The only alternative to this conclusion is that bearing
a child, nursing it, and caring for it arc not alonc suffi-
cient to arousc matcrnal sentiments. Something more
that we have not yet discovered is needed. We need to
look for this something, but we also have to take seri-
ously the possibility that it docs not cxist. Westermarck,
Bowlby, and Hrdy—along with many, many others—may
be wrong in arguing that matcrnal sentiments arc “a
major component of human naturc.” My data support
Hrdy (1999:316) when she suggests that “amother’s cmo-
tional commitment to her infant can be highly contin-
gent on ccological and historically produced circum-
stances.” They do not support her when she claims that
these circumstances have only 72 hours to make their
prescnce felt. The calculating attitude she describes does
not seem to have natural limits, or, if it docs, we have
yet to find them.
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Comments

ANN S. ANAGNOST

Department of Anthropology, Box 353100, University
of Washington, Seattle, Wash. 98195-3100, U.S.A.
(anagnost@uwashington.edu). 28 v 03

Drawing on household registers and retrospective eth-
nographic data, Wolf argues that the practice of minor
marriage in Taiwan calls into question the universality
of mother love. Mother love! How could we ever doubt
it? Is not the mother the very image of all we hold dear-
est—the most primal connection between self and other
that first teaches us the truc meaning of love? In Jungian
psychoanalysis, the mother is an archetype of love in its
most selfless, most transcendental form—one that is
transhistorical and transcultural. But what if this emo-
tional investment in the figure of the mother were indeed
historical? Can we speak of the historicity of the affec-
tive life of the family in which the mother as a loving
and beloved figure can be scen as uniquely positioned
within the bourgeois family form that emerges in the
19th century and is disseminated as an ideal of colonial
modernities elsewhere?

In responding to Wolf’s argument, I find mysclf wish-
ing to interrogate all the categories of the strategic cal-
culus he so very carefully excavates from his data: What
is the family? What is a mother? What is a child? We
may think we know what these categories represent, but
there is a danger in assuming the peculiar form of the
bourgeois oedipalized nuclear family as a norm from
which the Taiwanese patrilineal family deviates. In his
discussion, this normalizing language dominates. Girls
are either “at risk” for being severed from their natal
familics or “fortunate” enough not to be given away. To
be fair, he uses this language as a contrastive device to
draw our attention to the fact that our usual assumptions
about the affective power of family ties appear to be in-
operative here. Moreover, Wolf cites material describing
a similar lack of parental sentiment in data from pre-
modern European history as a way of further demon-
strating the contingent nature of the sentimentality of
the maternal-infant bond. But does not this then beg the
question of understanding this contingency in historical
terms? Wolf does not citc a body of work that spcaks
directly to the shifts in the history of the affective life
of the family from a structural unit based on the logic
of alliance and the prescervation of a patrimony to once
based on companionate marriage organized around sex-
ual love and a prolonged responsibility for the nurture
and education of children {Foucault 1990). Aries (1962)
would be a good placc to start. The practice of Taiwanese
minor marriage would seem to violate the division be-
tween childhood and adulthood that Ariés suggests is a
pcculiarly modern one. The idea that the child has a
nature that is distinctly different from the adult’s and
an innocence that needs protection within the haven of
the family is one that develops the course of the emer-

gence of bourgeois socicty, with its reorganization of the
libidinal investments in the oedipalized family (Don-
zelot 1997). As Fricdrich Kittler (1990) argucs, it is in this
context that the mother becomes supercharged with a
libidinal investment in the close tie between the child
and the matexnal body, when wet nursing is no longer
condoned and the mother becomes charged with the pri-
mary responsibility for the proper “development” of the
child into responsible adulthood. This libidinal invest-
ment is not universal and transhistorical but the product
of the unique structure of familial relationships through
which “the flow of desire is encoded, trapped, inscribed
within the artificial territorializations of a repressive so-
cial structure” (Young 1995:171).

In Wolf’s sample, the matter-of-fact manner in which
women recounted the transfer of daughters to other
women to raise and the apparent pride they expressed
about their successful handling of these alliances speak
to a vastly different affective terrain. His citing of Mar-
gery Wolf’s conception of the “uterine family” is perhaps
most convincing hcere in giving us an understanding of
the affective bonds that were important in the patrilincal
stem family. In this regard, I am not convinced that the
adopted daughter-in-law was necessarily the “structural
victim” (Bourdieu 1976) of the strategies of the patriline
to preserve itself in a “hot marriage market” or the strat-
cgies of the mother to ensure the continued loyalty of
her son. T have no doubt that there were cascs of unhappy
relations between mothers-in-law and their daughters-
in-law (just as there might be between mothers and
daughters), but perhaps there were strong affective tics
as well. It would be helpful to have more ethnographic
perspective on the affective tenor of the relationship be-
tween these two structural positions within the patri-
lineal family. Barlow’s {1994) “quccring” of Chincsc pa-
trikin discourse has helped us to see a performative
dimension to kin relations in terms of position and re-
lation among social actors rather than essentialized iden-
tities based on sex and gender and, one might want to
add here, on biological ties. The homosocial bond be-
tween women may be, in some respects, at least as im-
portant as the heterosexual bond between husband and
wife, particularly when sexuality itself is not the organ-
izing principle of the family or the essential ground in
constructions of personhood. Perhaps a history of moth-
erhood is a good place to think about how deeply culture
inscribes itself into the very psyche in all its particularity
as a historically sedimented sentimental education.

SARAH B. HRDY

Department of Anthropology, University of California,
Davis, Calif. 95616, U.S.A. (sbh@citrona.com).
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Human mothers have been known to abandon children,
sell them, foster them out, give them to the church as
oblates, drown them, stranglc them, even cat them—and
we can add to the list Wolf’s remarkable data sct showing
that a large proportion of mothers in South China gave
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up infants to become child brides. T am in his debt for
his richness of dctail and attention to alternative expla-
nations. Howcver, when he opposes his position that
there are no “natural limits” to maternal bonds to what
I wrote in Mother Nature [1999) I am puzzled.

Wolf focuses on my claim that “cxtended contact be-
tween mother and infant (especially if the mother is
breast-feeding) can clicit emotions that underminc the
strongest practical resolve” {Hrdy 1999:315). This was a
statement of obscrved fact preceding my description of
an odd cxperiment unearthed by the historian Rachel
Fuchs. In the mid-19th century, as France’s “heyday of
wet nursing” was winding down, reformers decided to
intervene. Knowing that 24% of the mothers who gave
birth at Paris’s charity hospital subsequently abandoned
their infants, they forced a subset of indigent mothers
to remain in close proximity to their newborns for eight
days. The proportion of new mothers who abandoned
their babies dropped by morce than half. Ten percent of
the extra-contact mothers went ahead and abandoned,
but for thosc who decided to keep their babies after all
“it was as though their decision to abandon their babies
and their attachment to their babics operated as two sep-
arate systems.” One system involves practical, conscious
decisions and takes into account the mother’s poverty,
cultural expectations, and uniquely human awareness
about what the future is likely to bring. The other is
informed by her sensory and emotional experience with
her baby, including the physiological and neurological
changes brought about through nursing. Fluctuating hor-
mones do not determine behavior, but they alter the
probabilitics that certain behaviors will occur. There is
no once root source of emotion or urge equivalent to “the
maternal instinct.” Rather, there is a range of biologi-
cally basced maternal responses to a range of circum-
stances that, taken together, make it more or less likely
that a given mother will become committed to her off-
spring. The best way to understand this complicated and
multifaceted process is to take into account specific fea-
turcs of the mother’s condition that affect the chances
that she will respond to the various cues produced by
the new baby. Given how important it is for a mother
to respond appropriately, it is not surprising that natural
sclection has built multiple redundancies, checks, and
fail-safcs into a system that generally speaking is biased
toward inducing a mother to nurture her baby.

Such views arc considerably less “essentialist” than
Wolf implies. Of course social context matters, but that
doces not invalidate the role of biological factors. When
Wolf states that mothers in his sample werc not dis-
tressed by giving away infants that they had just spent
the past year nursing, 1 admit to being surprised, but I
accept his assessment. T do not, however, accept that
these women were “willingly” giving away daughters as
if they were free agents making decisions derived from
their own inclinations and priorities. In my view, “con-
vincing mothers to accept poor terms” is the primary
idcological business of patriarchal societics. Given their
participation in a patrilocal, patrilincal family system
with norms and institutions biased in favor of patrilineal

interests, how could the options of these mothers have
been other than constrained? The fact that women play
active, even prideful roles in such systems does not mean
that giving away daughters is a “stratcgy” developed be-
cause it benefits mothers. Rather, by sending her own
daughter away and adopting a subscrvient daughter-in-
law for a son to marry, a woman is simply making the
best of her disadvantaged situation in a system heavily
biased toward patrilincal intcrests.

Back when Woll first sent me his manuscript, I wrote
him to concede that my assertion that primatc mothers
who abandon infants “almost invariably do so within
the first 72 hours” was too strong. As the first scholar
to review the primatcwide literature on matcrnal aban-
donment, T had detected a pattern and had mentioned it
to scc how it would hold up. In the absence of any carc-
fully controlled studics, I acknowledged that “it would
not be a good idea for anyonc to cite 72 hours {cssentially
lapsed time prior to onset of lactation) as some hard-and-
fast rule about the time limit for maternal abandon-
ment” {personal communication to Arthur Wolf, May
31, 2002). Why then, is he shochorning me into a position
far more extreme? Unless we can find a constructive way
to move beyond the biological determinism/social con-
structionism dichotomy, anthropology will cede the
study of human naturc in all its diversity to other dis-
ciplines—a process which is unfortunately already under
way.

This complaint aside, Wolf raises important questions.
What were the breast-feeding practices and infant carc
practices like? How frec were the choices these mothers
made? What did they feel? How much variation was
there between mothers? Is the carly “adopting out” of
daughters by wealthy families morc ncarly a substitute
for infanticide than a way to obtain a daughter-in-law
on the cheap? And, cspecially, what alternatives did the
protagonists in this gamc actually have? New interest
in the topic may shake loose morce valuable ethnographic
and archival data such as Wolf provides here.

MIN-TAO HSU
Graduate School of Nursing, Kaohsiung Medical
University, Kaohsiung 80708, Taiwan (min@cc.
kmu.edu.tw). 20 v 03

Wolf dares to question an almost universally accepted
cultural belicf—that maternal sentiments arc part of hu-
man naturc. Taking a broad view of Taiwanecsc culture
and supporting his arguments with official data, he con-
cludes that Taiwanesec women’s giving away daughters
had more to do with opportunism than with necessity
or compulsion. However, [ believe that he plays down
onc very important aspect of the issue: the women'’s
emotional responscs.

In my own research I have intervicwed many clderly
women. Three of them, aged 87, 72, and 65, had been
given to infertile couples by their natal familics because
of poverty; in two cascs their fathers had died, leaving
their widowed mothers destitute. All natal conncctions
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were severed. A fourth, my mother, had been born into
a wealthy family but given to a paternal uncle at the age
of two, only to be returned four years later when the
uncle married a sccond wife who delivered children of
his own. Upon her return she was given all of the house-
keeping responsibilities, replacing servants who had left
because of the impending war; she received no help from
her siblings, all of whom attended college. Although she
passed the entrance exam for Taiwan Normal University,
she was asked to stay at home. In her words, she was
“sacrificed.”

These events happencd 6o to 8o years ago (30 years
before Wolf’s ficldwork). For me these women'’s storics
raisc all kinds of questions. Onc in particular is how their
mothers felt about giving them away. I asked my ma-
ternal grandmother about her feelings about giving my
mother away, and she spoke of sadncss, fate, and “the
choice of no choice.” Crying and smiling at thc same
time, she said, “You’ll understand when you get married.
... There arc so many things we women nced to do,
whether it feels good or not.”

My informants wcre not adopted as sim-pua (“little
daughters-in-law,” denoting thc system by which poor
familics adopted very young girls as futurc wivces for their
sons and as sources of household labor), but their an-
ecdotes confirm that the giving away of daughters pre-
sented challenges to maternal sentiments. There may be
an unidentified factor in Taiwan’s patriarchal and col-
lectivist socicty that has steeled Taiwanese mothers’
hearts against such sentiments, thus making them ap-
pear “discriminating and calculating” (Hrdy’s terminol-
ogy, as quoted by Wolf). Wolf himself leaves this question
unanswered when he discusses how a cultural system
enforces such a reality; “the choice of no choice” is prob-
ably tied to his comment that “something more that we
have not yct discovered is necded.”

In Taiwan’s patriarchal society, women have always
made “choices of no choice” in their pursuit of survival.
The practice of giving away daughters for minor mar-
riages is a perfect example of the way in which such
strategies are encouraged by the entire cultural system.
George Mead (1934) argucd that the cultural meanings
of social practices are derived from social intcractions;
Scheper-Hughes’s (1985) suggestion that maternal love
and practices are culturally constructed lends support to
social-interactionist assumptions concerning mother-
hood, childbirth, and child death. Accordingly, meanings
of mothcrhood arc derived from interactions with pow-
crful others and with cultural beliefs that encourage
women to make “correct” or “good” choices for their
own as well as their daughters’ lives.

To support his argument, Wolf uses comparative data
on the percentages of daughters given away by families
with both parents still living versus familics with onc
or both parents deccased (scc table 6). He finds no dif-
ference between the two. However, I believe his argu-
ment suffers from a failure to distinguish between natal
families and in-laws. During the time period covered by
the data, the two groups had very different motivations
for giving up their daughters or granddaughters-in-law,

and the associated emotions of the two scts of mothers
may have been very different. We will never know, but
we must acknowledge that in traditional Chinese socicty
women had little {if any) power to challenge decisions
made by their in-laws to give away their daughters. This
lack of autonomy might constitute a challenge to Wolf’s
conclusion.

By identifying an important featurc of Chinesc culture,
Wolf has cstablished a foundation for Chincse family
studies. His northern Taiwan ficldwork between 1957
and 1960 produced a body of valuable cthnographic data
that documented the workings of carly 20th-century
Chinese families. I admirc his contributions, cspecially
since his data fill what might otherwisc be a gaping hole
in this area of study.

LI SHUZHUO

Population Research Institute, Xi'un Jiaotong
University, Xi'an, Shaanxi, 710049 China (shzhli@
xjtu.edu.cn). 18 v 03

This article challenges the commonly accepted and ob-
served concept of “maternal sentiments” regarded by
Westermarck, Bowlby, and Hrdy, among others, as “a
major component of human nature.” Wolf has substan-
tial evidence: among 6,201 females born between 1906
and 1930 in northern Taiwan, 69% of thecm were given
away as infants or small children by their mothers to
engage in “minor” marriage. These mothers did so not
because they were forced by other individual or insti-
tutional factors but because girls were “uscless things”
and were in demand as little daughters-in-law. Thus,
among women giving away little girls and using adoption
as a strategy to securc their future life, maternal senti-
ments toward girls, if any, were weak. The “missing-
girls” phenomenon in contemporary mostly rural Main-
land China sheds some light on this topic. Considering
that girls missing in China today have experienced more
painful deprivation than girls given away in carly-20th-
century Taiwan, I hope that my data will providc a plau-
sible understanding of “matcrnal sentiments.”

The missing-girls phenomenon has a long history in
China, but it has emerged as a problem rccently, con-
current with the implementation of the strict family-
planning policy of the late 1970s {Das Gupta and Li
1999). For example, the sex ratio among surviving chil-
dren aged o-4 has increased from 107.1 in 1982 to 110.2
in 1990 and to 120.2 in 2000, much higher than the nor-
mal level of about ros. The missing girls arc victims of
underreporting, abortion, abandonment, infanticide, or
exposure to excess mortality (Zeng et al. 1993, Chu 2007,
Li and Zhu 2001). Underlying the observation of missing
girls arc strong son preference and a discrimination
against girls that is deeply embedded in the Chincse fam-
ily system, culture, and current rural economic condi-
tions: parcnts need a son to continuc the family lincage
and secure their ecconomic future in old age. Our rescarch
on excess female child mortality in a county of Shaanxi
Province shows that although discrimination is univer-
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sal it disproportionately targets high-order girls with no
brothers (Li and Zhu 2001, Li, Zhu, and Feldman n.d.).
Thus, maternal sentiments are, at best, grossly unequal.

Largue, however, that the majority of women pressured
by son preference do have strong and substantial mater-
nal sentiments. Using 2000 census data, I have estimated
that about an eighth of the expected girls aged o-4 are
missing. Apparently, the majority of the missing girls
would have been later births in families without sons.
However, most of the missing girls had been aborted
before birth or left unreported in the registry; only a
small proportion were missing because of abandonment,
infanticide, or excess mortality (Zeng et al. 1993, Li and
Zhu 2001). Using 1990 census data, Li, Feldman, and
Tuljapurkar {1999} showed that among women without
sons and under son-preference pressure, about 17% man-
ifested sex-selective behaviors. Indeed, from our surveys
in three counties among women who married after 1980
and had stopped childbearing, more than 30% had no
sons (Li ct al. 1998, Jin et al. 2002). For these women,
uxorilocal marriage is ideal for securing their economic
future (Li, Feldman, and Li 2000, 2001, 2003).

Of course, the maternal sentiments of women who
have made their girls suffer excess postnatal mortality,
for cxample, through abandonment or infanticide, are
questionable. However, I would claim that they are
somewhat compelled by individual, household, and so-
cial ecology and circumstances. I found that in the
county mentioned above in 1994-96, about two-thirds
of excess female deaths occurred within one day of birth
(Li and Zhu 2001, Li, Zhu, and Fcldman n.d.). According
to our focus-group discussions and in-depth interviews
with mothers and mothers-in-law in a town in Anhui
Province in 2001, most cases of abandonment and in-
fanticide were instigated by parents-in-law, acquiesced
in by mothers, and undertaken by mothers-in-law. When
we talked to several mothers of lost girls, they cried and
said that they had had no power to oppose their parents-
in-law and husbands. This is not to say that girl aban-
donment or infanticide is right and should be understood
with sympathy. Rather, T arguc that these women’s nat-
ural maternal sentiments are “hidden” and that their
behaviors need to be understood in the context of son
preference in the Chinese culture and family system.

It is likely that Taiwanesc women followed the dom-
inant cultural norm, since major, minor, and uxorilocal
marriage were all aceepted and practiced in these villages
(Wolf and Huang 1980). Moreover, Wolf’s use of the data
in table 8 is not sufficient to rule out women’s “com-
pelling reasons.” First, it is not clear whether these
women had sons for whom they needed to adopt girls as
future wives. Second, this issue needs to be examined
over a longer period than one year. Also, I am not sure
whether the differences in the probability of adopting
out girls among various groups arc statistically signifi-
cant in the data sets given. Life-table techniques should
give more reliable results.

In short, the evidence with which I am most familiar
shows that most women have strong and substantial ma-
ternal sentiments. Undcer certain circumstances, some

women may hide their “natural instincts” and exhibit
weak or no maternal sentiments.

SONIA RYANG

Department of Anthropology, Johns Hopkins
University, 3400 N. Charles St., Baltimore, Md. 21210,
U.S.A. (sryang@huvms.hcf.jhu.edu). 20 v 03

Wolf demonstrates admirable insights into the existence
or lack of maternal sentiments in Taiwan in the earlier
half of the aoth century by using the data drawn from
minor marriages. Women, both rich and poor, according
to Wolf, willingly gave away their newborn baby girls as
others’ future daughters-in-law while adopting others’
female babies and raising them as their own future
daughters-in-law. Structurally, he argues, this provided
women with the best strategy for insuring that they
would be taken care of in old age by the daughter-like
daughter-in-law while at the samc time securing their
sons’ eternal loyalty by preventing them from becoming
too closely attached to their wives. The reference to
Wolf’s earlier research is helpful here: according to that
work and that of others (such as Westermarck), individ-
uals who grew up as brother and sister found it difficult
to develop the exclusive romantic bond we normally ex-
peet of lovers.

My problem with this othcrwise thorough study re-
sides in the notion of maternal sentiments. Relying on
the findings of sociobiologists, Wolf classifies these sen-
timents as something independent of culture—almost
synonymous with the maternal instinct to protect and
raise the young, which, as far as I can sec from his study,
the Taiwanese women did as much as women clsewhere.
Taiwanese gave away their own baby daughters and
adopted and raised others’ baby daughtcers, and they pro-
tected and raised their baby boys with no problem in any
casc. Therefore, the only thing that is confirmed by this
study is that humans are capable of raising others’ chil-
dren along with their own—a fact that can be established
without reference to minor marriage. The fact that Tai-
wanese women raised others’” daughters and gave away
their own tells us more about their culture, a systemic
effect of a particular form of patriarchy, and gender ide-
ology than about their maternal sentiments.

Furthermore, if what is meant by maternal sentiments
is emotion, then I find it troubling that the major source
for the analysis is statistics. Shouldn’t we be looking at
sources that express the emotional or sentimental aspect
of minor marriage, for example, pulp fiction, novels, or
memoirs? 1 detect the anachronistic and perhaps eth-
nocentric imposition of an assumption on the Taiwanese
statistics. As anthropologists we understand that in dif-
ferent cultures and at diffcrent times humans have
adopted a varicty of kinship practices. Many of these
seem to us bizarre, cold-blooded, or inhumane, but they
have been and are being practiced as a prescribed part of
the life coursc. We cannot assume that, for example, Jap-
anese daughters-in-law deeply love their parents-in-law
because they take carc of them as primary caregivers in
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their own homes. This may have more to do with the
scarcity of good, affordable nursing homes or insurance
than with the sentiments of dutiful daughters-in-law.
Similarly, the statistics that prove that daughter adoption
was frequent do not get translated into the actual sen-
timents of mothers. Without the ethnocentric assump-
tion that mothers must be sentimentally attached to
their babics, the reading of thesc statistics as an absence
of maternal sentiments is impossible. I find this the de-
cisive weakness of Wolf’s article.

JOHN TOOBY AND LEDA COSMIDES

Center for Evolutionary Psychology, Department of
Anthropology, University of California, Santa Barbara,
Calif. 93106-3210, U.S.A. (toobyj@anth.ucsb.edu).

26 vV 03

Different cultures constitute natural experiments about
what outputs an cvolved, species-typical psychological
mechanism produces under various conditions. Alter-
native models provide contrasting predictions of how
various inputs generate outputs, which can then be com-
pared with cthnographically observed variation. Wolf has
clegantly employ this approach to explorc anti-incest
mechanisms (see also Liecberman, Tooby, and Cosmides
2003). He now uscs his data to question whether ma-
ternal sentiments are “a major component of human
nature.”

Exploring Wolf’s question can be aided by introducing
a richer, morc computationally specified set of alterna-
tive modecls than those evoked by the folk psychological
and ethological concepts commonly used {sentiment, the
contrasted category of “calculation,” imprinting, uncon-
ditional love). The behavior to be explained can also be
widened: Thceory predicts, and obscrvation confirms,
that maternal behavior may range from total sclf-sacri-
ficc at one extreme to the intentional killing of the child
at the other (see Daly and Wilson 1988 for a brilliant
disscction of discriminative parental solicitude).

The maternal motivational system was designed by
natural selection to assign value to and regulate behavior
towards offspring in a way that promoted matcrnal fit-
ness under ancestral conditions. “Calculation,” rather
than being only a deliberative, extrinsic process acting
in opposition to “sentiment,” is expected to be embodied
in the design of the neural programs generating senti-
ments. From an cvolutionary psychological perspective,
sentiments are generated by neurocomputational pro-
grams whaose structure was designed to take ancestrally
valid cues relevant to evaluating the fitness payoffs to
alternative courses of action and perform operations on
them to producc adaptively calibrated motivational
output.

Here are design criteria for the maternal motivational
system:

Kin recognition: Under ancestral demographic condi-
tions, having an infant born out of one’s body functioned
as a reliable signal to the maternal motivational system
that a necw genetic offspring existed. Subsequent contact

induces the formation of a recognition template. This
cues relatedness rcliably because in a band-sized social
environment synchronized births and nconate mixing
were almost nonexistent.

Valuation from infancy through adulthood: The cx-
istencc of an offspring creates a rarc, potentially valuable
opportunity for substantial maternal fitness incrcasc.
However, actual fitness increasc and hence the optimal
valuation of the child depend on both costs and benefits.
Hence, valuation at a given time depends on integrating
cvolved cues that ancestrally predicted costs and bene-
fits. Valuation should change dynamically as these var-
iables change (e.g., with opportunity costs for investing
in existing or future children and alternative mateships,
with changes in child health, with incrcascs or decreases
in expected resources, maternal health, or carctaking by
others). Valuation (love) is commonly high but can be
low or negative depending on how much benefits exceed
costs.

Labor shifting: Raising a child is cffortful and subtracts
from the frce encrgy available for other activitics, in-
cluding other children. Ancestrally, fathers, grandpar-
ents, older siblings, other kin, and band-mates would
have been potential caretakers to which some (or, rarely,
all) of the burden of child carc could have been trans-
ferred. The downside was the risk that others’ carctaking
was of lower quality. The intensity of motivated prox-
imity should track the expected difference between the
quality of maternal care (minus its opportunity cost) and
other care. In Wolf’s data, children are not being infan-
ticidally abandoned but relocated to another carctaker.
Hence, an appreciation of effort liberated for other chil-
dren should offset (to some degree) the urge to maintain
proximity.

Components of child value: Evolutionarily, the pri-
mary fitness value of children to a parent is their ex-
pected future offspring. Other components include their
net productivity as it accrues to parents, siblings, and
other kin, their exchange value in marriage (which se-
lected for paternal sexual proprictariness towards daugh-
ters), and their potential valuc as long-tcrm deep-en-
gagement partners (Tooby and Cosmides 1996).

Deep engagement and parenting. Deep engagements
are dyadic relationships of reciprocal valuation that arce
stabilized by the mutual rccognition of mutual irreplace-
ability (as in friendships, romantic love, and family love
triggered by the mutuality of affcction rather than uni-
dircctional investment). Marked by psychological inti-
macy, they are designed to be Jong-term and to provide
insurance to a participant that critical social support
from at least one person will weather lapses in the util-
itarian reasons that inducc social support from others.
Knowledge by parents that a child will leave by adult-
hood {as by marrying out) may make them unrewarding
as candidates for decp engagement, thereby lowering the
motivation to cultivate intimacy and maintain prox-
imity. This factor may explain some cross-cultural var-
iation in parent-offspring intimacy (such as Wolf’s find-
ings) and somc preference in sex of offspring.

The claim is that humans in all cultures rcliably de-
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velop a dimorphic parental motivation system designed
by cvolution to use circumstantial cues to up- or down-
regulate the intensity of child valuation (love), the urge
to maintain proximity, the openness to shifting carctak-
ing, and the degree to which affectionately engaged in-
timacy is cultivated.

Reply

ARTHUR P. WOLF
Stanford, Calif. 94305, U.S.A. 22 VII 03

From “historically sedimented sentimental education”
to “a dimorphic parental motivation system”—this lan-
guage alone says that the authors of these comments
represent the full range of current anthropological per-
spectives. Despite this, the comments also suggest a
broad band of agrccment. Not surprisingly, no onc argucs
for the existence of a maternal instinet—an inborn ten-
deney for women to devote themselves to their children.
But, surprisingly, neither docs anyonc argue that the ma-
ternal sentiments are nothing more than ideological ar-
tifacts with no rcal emotional content. By implication if
not by declaration, cveryone agrees that most women
under most circumstances develop strong emotional at-
tachments to their offspring.

The commentators also agree that the matcrnal sen-
timents are contingent. Postmodernists and evolution-
ary psychologists alike argue that, depending on the cir-
cumstances, mothers may or may not develop such
attachments. They cven agree that these contingencics
arc onc or another of three closcly related elements of
the Chinese kinship system—patriarchal authority, pat-
rilincal descent, and patrilocal residence. Anagnost

TABLE 9

points to the “the patrilineal stem family,” Hsu to “Tai-
wan’s patriarchal and collectivist socicty,” Li to “son
preference in the Chinese culture and family system,”
Hrdy to “participation in a patrilocal, patrilineal family
system with norms and institutions biased in favor of
patrilineal intcrcsts,” Ryang to “a systemic cffect of a
particular form of patriarchy” and “gender ideology,” and
Tooby and Cosmides to “knowledge by parents that a
child will leave by adulthood {as by marrying out).”

Allow me to sharpen a little the challenge my essay
intends. The evidence I present all comes from 11 villages
and 2 small towns in northern Taiwan. These are com-
munitics I have been studying since the late 1950s. Since
then Chuang Ying-chang and I havc organized a project
to collect and analyzc houschold registers from a number
of communities in other parts of the island. This project
has recently been institutionalized as the Historical De-
mography Program of the Academic Sinica’s newly estab-
lished Ts’ai Yuan-pei Center for the Humanities and Social
Sciences. The founding members include Chuang Ying-
chang (dircctor), Paul Katz, Pan Ying-hai, Jamcs Wilker-
son, Yang Wen-shan, and Yu Guang-hong.

The first fruits of this cnormous effort arc now avail-
able. They include the probability of adoption in 13 ficld
sites in Taiwan and the Pescadores Islands. Table 9 shows
that this probability varicd from .500 and above in north-
crn Taiwan and the Pescadores to less than . 100 in south-
ern Taiwan. Part of this variation may be duc to the
presence of Sinicized aborigines in Ta-ch’ia, Ta-nci, and
Chi-pei (Brown 2004:69-88), but there were very few ab-
origines in any of the other 1o communitics. The fact
that the probability of a girl’s being given away as an
infant varied from .042 in Tung-kang to .682 in Hu-hsi
cannot be attributed to non-llan influcences. In the years
during which these women were born the populations

Probability of Adoption among Females Born 189o0-1915 in 13 Localities

Probability of Adoption

Locality Number of Births By Age 1 By Age 2 By Age 3 By Age s By Age 15
Northern Taiwan
Chu-pei 333 258 337 378 427 .505
T’ai-pei 1,363 167 224 258 301 250
E-mei 972 .438 .510 .540 ST .620
Pei-p'u 2,88 276 -34S 373 .401 .480
Wu-chich 989 .069 134 19T 289 473
Central Taiwan
Chu-shan 966 B 167 93 225 367
Lu-kang 764 139 73 208 .240 339
Ta-ch’ia 201 .I59 2D DD 245 3 T4
Southern Taiwan
Ta-nei 1,808 .038 .050 .066 .082 L0
Chi-pei 236 .017 {032 1032 {037 {073
Chiu-ju 369 .045 .059 .067 .078 129
Tung-kang 422 D42 061 How a8 196
Pescadores
Hu-hsi 613 682 .690 .693 697 T
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of both communities were exclusively Min-nan-speak-
ing Han Chinese.

Clearly, then, the probabilitics I report cannot be at-
tributed to the fact that my Hai-shan subjects lived in a
patriarchal, patrilineal, patrilocal socicty. So did the
women born in Tung-kang, Lu-kang, and Chu-shan. Pa-
triarchy and patrilineal interests were as entrenched in
northern Taiwan as in southern Taiwan, son preference
as strong, and the knowledge that daughtcrs would marry
out as certain. Other aspects of the Chinesc kinship sys-
tem varied widely, as Hill Gates and Janice Stockard have
demonstrated in the case of bridewealth and dowry and
the timing of bridal transfer (Gates 1996:121-47; Stock-
ard 1989). Thus the cvidence in table 9 does not rule out
the possibility that some aspect of the Chinese kinship
system was rcsponsible for Hai-shan’s high adoption
rate. It must, however, be an aspect of the system that
was strong in northern Taiwan and the Pescadores, weak
in central Taiwan, and weaker still in southern Taiwan.

Studics by my Taiwanese colleagues and their Japanesc
predecessors indicate that there was only onc aspect of
the Chinese kinship system that varied in just this way—
the relative frequency of major and minor marriages
(Chuang and Wolf 1995}. Where minor marriages were
popular, women gave away most of their daughters;
where they were not, they raised their daughters. This
argucs that women in Hai-shan were not constrained to
dispose of their daughters by patriarchy, patriliny, or pa-
trilocality. They gave them away because the demand
for “little daughters-in-law” crcated a convenient, hu-
manc alternative to raising them. Patriarchy and its cor-
relates helped create this alternative, but they did not
force women to take advantage of it.

Hrdy rejects the view that “these women were ‘will-
ingly’ giving away daughters as if they were free agents
making dccisions derived from their own inclinations
and priorities.” As a Marxist (with a heterodox inclina-
tion toward biology), T have to agrce. No human beings
are free agents in this strong sense. Hrdy also argucs that
“ ‘convincing mothers to accept poor terms’ is the pri-
mary ideological business of patriarchal socictics.”
Again, T have to agree. I need only add that this is the
primary ideological business of most, if not all, societies.
In fact, as regards the disposition of their female children,
women in northern Taiwan and the Pescadores were
freer than women in most other socicties. They had a
convenicent, humane, and socially acceptable way of dis-
posing of daughters who were not nceded.

I also agrce with Li, Hsu, and Ryang’s claim that for
many women giving a daughter away did not “fecl good.”
I only insist that this is not cvidence of unusual com-
pulsion and thus of the existence of maternal senti-
ments. People arc commonly pained by the loss of fa-
miliar things, many of them trivial things. My point is
not that Taiwanese women failed to develop any senti-
mental attachment to their female children and could
thercfore dispose of them without any discomfort. It is
that the sentiments they developed were not strong and
not capable of countermanding practical considerations.
They may have existed, but they were not asscrtive.

They were weak things compared with the scxually in-
hibiting aversions aroused by carly childhood assoc-
iation.

We arc faced, then, with what I hope will prove to be
a stimulating contradiction. On the onc hand, we have
what seems to be irrefutable cvidence that under normal
conditions most women develop attachments that make
abandoning thcir offspring unbearablc. On the other
hand, we have the Taiwanesc cvidence that appears to
say that when it is socially acceptable, women give away
most of the children for which they have no practical
need. Most of the comments attempt to resolve the con-
tradiction by arguing that Taiwanese women were coms-
pelled to give away their children by some aspect of the
Chinese kinship system. I reject this argument because
the cvidence says that women in northern Taiwan and
the Pescadores were frecr to disposce of their children as
they saw fit than women in most socictics. This lcaves
us with two possibilitics.

One is the possibility suggested by Tooby and Cos-
mides. They accept the existence of something like ma-
ternal sentiments but argue that they can be turned off
by environmental cues. Their vision is that of a sclf-
regulating motivational system aimed at reproductive
success. We need, then, to consider the possibility that
because of some local condition women in northern Tai-
wan and the Pescadores failed to develop strong maternal
sentiments. The problem is that it is hard to think of
what this condition could be. The daughters thesce
women gave away were commonly replaced by a son’s
future wifc. Thus in many cascs a woman’s giving a
daughter away meant that two of her children marriced
in the minor rather than in the major fashion. Given,
then, that the fertility of minor marriages was 30-40%
lower than that of major marriages (Wolf 1995), giving a
daughter away did not have a “fitness payoff.” It was a
fitness giveaway.

The other possibility is that what we take to be strong
maternal sentiments in other socicties are socially con-
structed illusions. The devotion that most mothers dis-
play may express nothing more than a particularly per-
suasive form of falsc consciousness. Or if the maternal
sentiments are not the means by which socicty manip-
ulatcs women, they may be the means by which women
manipulate their children. Still another possibility is
that what we often take to be biologically grounded sen-
timent is the product of an acute form of cognitive dis-
sonance {Festinger 1957). Having discovered that the
children they suffered to bear are burdensome, women
may have little choice but to love them or kill them.
Perhaps the rcason the maternal sentiments were so lit-
tle evident in Taiwan is that women there had a third
option.

At present we lack good rcason for rejecting cither of
these two possibilities. The best attitude is the one ree-
ommended by Hrdy. We need, as shc puts it, “to shake
loose morce . . . cthnographic and archival data.”
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