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Conservative people in the West believe that the traditional family is the bedrock of society. This view is held even more widely in Asia. The family is the focus of Confucian ethics, which holds that a basic moral principle, xiushen (self-improvement), can be pursued only within the family. Indeed, traditional family values are reflected in Asian marriage statistics. In South Asia and China marriage remains near-universal, with 98% of men and women getting married. Furthermore, marriage continues to be the almost universal setting for child-bearing in Asia. For example, only about 2% of births took place outside of marriage in Japan in 2007. European statistics show a different trend. To illustrate, 55% of births in Sweden in 2008 were to unmarried women, while the share was 66% in Iceland. Traditional attitudes live on in other ways is Asia. Compared with Westerners, Asians are more likely to agree that women’s happiness lies in marriage. They are more likely to claim that women should give up work when they get married or have children, and more likely to disapprove of pre-marital sex.
Over the hill
In some areas of family life, however, Asia is changing. The first change is that people are getting married later, often much later. In the richest parts of Asia —Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, and Hong Kong—the mean age of wedlock is now 29-30 for women and 31-33 for men. This figure is past the point at which women were traditionally required to marry in many Asian societies. It is also older than the average age of marriage in the West. For example, in the United States, women marry at about 26 and men at 28. The second change is that some people are not getting married at all. In 2010, a third of Japanese women entering their 30s were single. Perhaps half or more of those will never marry. In 2010, 37% of all women in Taiwan aged 30-34 were single, as were 21% of 35-39-year-olds. These statistics are also higher than in Britain and the United States, where only 13-15% of those in their late 30s are single.
The Asian avoidance of marriage is new, and striking. Only 30 years ago, just 2% of women were single in most Asian countries. The share of unmarried women in their 30s in Japan, Taiwan, Singapore, and Hong Kong has risen 20 points or more, “a very sharp change in a relatively short period”, reports Gavin Jones of the National University of Singapore. In Thailand, the number of women entering their 40s without being married increased from 7% in 1980 to 12% in 2000. In some cities, rates of non-marriage are higher: 20% among women aged 40-44 in Bangkok; 27% among 30-34-year-olds in Hong Kong. In South Korea, young men complain that women are on “marriage strike.”
There is also an increase in the breakdown of marriage in Asian societies. In Hong Kong and Japan, the general divorce rate—the number of divorces per 1,000 people aged 15 or more—was about 2.5 in the mid-2000s, according to Jones’s calculations. In Asia as a whole, the rate is about 2 per 1,000. These figures compare with 3.7 in the United States, 3.4 in Britain, 3.1 in France, and 2.8 in Germany. Only in one or two Asian countries is divorce as widespread as in the West. The South Korean rate, for example, is 3.5. Because divorce has been common in the West for decades, more couples there have split up. The rise in Asia has been recent: China’s divorce rate took off in the early 2000s. In the 1980s the Asian rate was 1 per 1,000 people; now it is 2.
An educated choice
Two forces are giving women more autonomy in their choice to delay marriage or not get married at all: education and jobs. Education changes women’s expectations about what their lives can be like. A survey in Beijing in 2003 found that half of women with a monthly income of 5,000-15,000 yuan (roughly $600-1,800, an indicator of university education) were not married. Half said they did not need to be, because they were financially independent. South Koreans call such people “golden misses.” One golden miss explained her choice to stay single in the following way: “Why should I have to settle down to a life of preparing tofu soup, like my mother?” Employment increases a woman’s autonomy. She has more options, and these options include not having a husband. 
In Asia, women seem to bear an unusually large share of the burden of marriage, reducing the attractiveness of family life compared with work. Certainly, this is what Asian women themselves think. In a 2011 Japanese survey, only two-thirds of wives said they felt positive about their marriage. If some Asian women do indeed have a negative view of marriage, it might make them more likely to choose a job over a husband, or to put off marriage while they pursue a career.
Marrying up
More education leaves the best-educated women with fewer potential partners. In most Asian countries, women have always been permitted—even encouraged—to “marry up”, i.e., marry a man of higher income or education. Marrying up was necessary in the past when women could not get an education and female literacy was low. But now that many women are doing as well or better than men at school, those at the top—like the “golden misses”—find the marriage market unwelcoming. Either there are fewer men of higher education for them to marry, or lower-income men feel intimidated by their earning power (as well as their brain power). In Singapore, non-marriage rates among female university graduates are stratospheric: a third of 30-34-year-old university graduates are single. 
Public attitudes about women’s roles in marriage
Public attitudes and expectations are lagging far behind changes in women’s lives in Asia, making it even harder to balance family life and work. Despite higher incomes and education, “women have lower socioeconomic status than men,” argues Heeran Chun, a South Korean sociologist. “Their lives are markedly restricted by the cultural values associated with Confucianism.” They are expected to give up work—sometimes as soon as they marry or after they have a baby—and many do not return to the job market until their children are grown. These social attitudes force upon women an unwelcome choice between career and family. It may also help to explain the unusually low marriage rates among the best-educated and best-paid women, for whom the opportunity cost of giving up a career to have children is greatest.
Asian women have long been the sole caregivers for children, elderly parents, or parents-in-law. People generally assume they will continue to be so, even though many women have paid jobs outside the home. The result is that expectations placed on wives have become unusually difficult. Surveys in Japan have suggested that women who work full-time then go home and spend another 30 hours a week doing the housework. Their husbands contribute about three hours of work in the home. On top of this, many Asian couples face enormous pressure to ensure their children succeed in schools with cut-throat competition for places—pressure that falls mostly on the mother.
The lost brides
The marriage systems in both China and India may be torn apart by the practice of sex-selective abortion. Tens of millions of female fetuses have been aborted over the past generation, as parents use pre-natal screening to identify the sex of the fetus and then abort daughters. In China in 2010 more than 118 boys were born for every 100 girls. In India the ratio was 109 to 100. According to Avraham Ebenstein of Harvard University and Ethan Sharygin of the University of Pennsylvania, by 2030 about 8% of Chinese men aged 25 and older will be unable to marry because of the unbalanced sex ratio. By 2050 the unmarried share will be 10-155. This fact alone will wreck Asia’s tradition of universal marriage.
Left-over women and bare branches
Almost every East Asian country is worried about the decline of marriage among its best-educated daughters and among poor or ill-educated men. In Singapore, the government has set up an online-dating service to boost marriage rates among female graduates. In South Korea, women seem to be no longer interested in marrying uneducated farmers. In China, there are new terms to describe the two groups: sheng-nu (left-over women) and guang gun (bare branches, or men who will not add to the family tree). “Bare branches” is most commonly used in China to refer to men who will be unable to marry because of sex-selective abortion. 
The new Asian marriage patterns may lead to new social problems. Prostitution could rise; brides could be traded like commodities; women could be forced to “marry” several men; poor girls could be sold by their families to older, richer foreigners. According to Lu and Yang (2010), two scholars who study cross-border marriage practices, report that 27% of Taiwanese marriages in 2002 involved foreign women; one in eight births that year was to a “mixed” family. In sum, the Asian fight from marriage is creating new opportunities for women, but also new and poorly understood social problems. 
