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This study investigates the long-term cultural
consequences of gender-differentiated exposure
to historical health shocks in southern China.
Using county-level data on schistosomiasis
prevalence, we exploit the exogenous geographic
variation in infection risks — driven by the
ecological distribution of oncomelania snails and
male-biased occupational exposure to water
contact — to identify how male-disproportionate
disease burdens reshaped gender norms.

We demonstrate that regions with higher
historical schistosomiasis prevalence in southern
China exhibit persistently lower sex ratios at birth
in 2000 and more egalitarian gender attitudes in
2010, including stronger support for equal
inheritance rights, greater acceptance of
matrilineal surnames, increased female
autonomy in personal decisions, and enhanced
women’s intrahousehold bargaining power. By
leveraging historical snail habitat data as an
instrumental variable, we isolate the cultural
impact of the disease from potentially
confounding policy interventions. Preliminary
mechanism analysis suggests these effects stem
primarily from increases in female labor force
participation rather than through educational
empowerment channels.

Our findings indicate that male-selective health
risks gradually eroded the economic rationale for
son preference and reinforced gender-equitable
norms. This study contributes to the literature on
historical persistence by highlighting how
biological factors (specifically sex-differential
disease susceptibility) interact with economic
constraints to catalyze cultural change in
agrarian societies.
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