POLITICAL STUDIES FORUM

The Gender Dimension of the One-Child Policy and its
,QÁXHQFHRQ&KLQD·V'HYHORSPHQW
'U9ODG%RWJURV$VVLVWDQW3URIHVVRU:HVW8QLYHUVLW\RI 7LPLûRDUD
e-mail: vlad.botgros@e-uvt.ro

Abstract
China’s one-child policy is an essential subject in the quest to understand the
contemporary Chinese society, its future social development perspectives, but
also in order to determine how population control policies impact both men
and women. After providing a short overview of the policy and discussing its
consequences amongst men and women, I focus on the economic future of
China with respect to the abovementioned policy and also try to answer the
question on the stringency of such a harsh initiative. I argue that this policy
has had some rational incentives at its core but impacted women in a harsh
and inhumane way and might severely cripple China’s future development
goals.
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Introduction
China’s recent history has undoubtedly generated a great heap of debate
DPRQJVW ERWK IRUHLJQ DQG &KLQHVH VFKRODUV 7KH KHFWLF PRGHUQL]DWLRQ RI 
the Chinese society has proved intriguing for the international agenda but
EXUGHQVRPHIRUWKH&KLQHVHSHRSOH7KLVDEUXSWWUDQVLWLRQIURPDQDJUDULDQ
UHSXEOLFWRDPRGHUQRQHKDVEURXJKWEHQHÀWVEXWDOVRGLUHFRQVHTXHQFHVIRU
the population, including famine, environmental hazards, but more relevant to
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WKLVVWXG\RYHUSRSXODWLRQ7KLVODWWHULVVXHKDVJHQHUDWHGDSROLWLFDOPHDVXUH
WKDWLVXQSUHFHGHQWHGLQERWKLWVVFRSHDQGLQLWVRXWFRPHV´WKHRQHFKLOG
SROLF\µ
7KLVSDSHUDLPVWRDFNQRZOHGJHWKHFRPSOH[JHQGHULPSDFWRI WKLVSROLF\
underlining the unfortunate consequences it had on women but also the
somewhat overlooked effects it had on Chinese men. Furthermore, the paper
also focuses on the social and economic development issues pertaining to this
SROLF\PRUHVSHFLÀFDOO\KRZJHQGHULPEDODQFHVVKDSHUHJLRQDOGHYHORSPHQW
7KHODVWVHFWLRQRI WKHSDSHUZLOORQFHDJDLQGHOYHLQWRWKLVSROLF\DUJXLQJ
that such an unprecedented measure, while extremely harsh and immoral, has
had some historical and economical arguments at its core.

Historical background
7KH&KLQHVHSRSXODWLRQKDVÁXFWXDWHGDJJUHVVLYHO\WKURXJKRXWWKHFHQWXULHV
While most ancient thinkers and rulers considered that demographics
could bring about wealth and prosperity, some were closer to a Malthusian
SHUVSHFWLYH <XHVKHQJ =KDQJOLQJ   7KXV WKH &KLQHVH SRSXODWLRQ
LQFUHDVHGIURPOHVVWKDQWKUHHPLOOLRQGXULQJWKHLQFLSLHQW\HDUVRI WKH7DQJ
'\QDVW\  WRPRUHWKDQÀIW\PLOOLRQLQRQO\WREHGHYDVWDWLQJO\
reduced to a mere ten million thirty years later during the Qing Dynasty.
However, the later years of the Qing Dynasty have witnessed a spectacular
population increase, reaching more than four hundred million people in
:DUVRSSUHVVLRQQDWXUDOFDODPLWLHVDQGIDPLQHDUHDPRQJWKHFDXVHV
IRUWKHVHYLROHQWKLVWRULFDOÁXFWXDWLRQV <XHVKHQJ=KDQJOLQJ 
7KHVHGUDPDWLFFKDQJHVZHUHE\QR PHDQVSXWWRD KDOWLQ PRGHUQ WLPHV
,QZKHQ7KH3HRSOH·V5HSXEOLFRI &KLQDZDVIRXQGHGLWVSRSXODWLRQ
ZDVHVWLPDWHGDWDURXQGPLOOLRQ <XHVKHQJ=KDQJOLQJ(EHQVWHLQ
 PRVWRI ZKLFKUHVLGHGLQSRYHUW\VWULFNHQUXUDODUHDV7KLVZDVRQH
RI  WKH LQFHQWLYHV IRU WKH &RPPXQLVW UHJLPH DQG 0DR =HGRQJ WR GHSOR\
LQGXVWULDOL]DWLRQ DQG PRGHUQL]DWLRQ SROLFLHV 7KH FRQVHTXHQFHV RI  WKHVH
policies quickly became apparent: better access to education, better healthcare,
EXWDOVRDVWDJJHULQJGHPRJUDSKLFERRP7KHUHIRUHLQMXVWWKUHHGHFDGHV
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IURPWKHHDUO\·VWRWKHODWH·V&KLQD·VSRSXODWLRQKDGUHDFKHGPRUH
WKDQ HLJKW KXQGUHG PLOOLRQ SHRSOH (EHQVWHLQ   0DR·V ´*UHDW /HDS
)RUZDUGµ   +X\FN  (EHQVWHLQ  3DVFX   HQGHG
in almost inestimable casualties, thus deepening the previously mentioned
GHPRJUDSKLFÁXFWXDWLRQVKRZHYHULWZDVIROORZHGE\HYHQKLJKHUIHUWLOLW\
rates.
7KLVDFFHOHUDWHGJURZWKKDVUDLVHGFRQFHUQVDPRQJVW&KLQHVHRIÀFLDOVZKR
sought to establish population control policies. However, these policies
PRVWO\FDPHLQWKHIRUPRI UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV7KHPRVWLPSRUWDQWLQLWLDWLYH
of this kind, prior to the one-child policy, was wan-xi-shao (later, longer, fewer),
´PHDQLQJODWHUPDUULDJHVORQJHUSHULRGVEHWZHHQELUWKVDQGIHZHUFKLOGUHQµ
0RPVHQ3DVFX ,WLVLPSRUWDQWWRQRWHWKHIDFWWKDW0DRKLPVHOI 
was not inclined to adopt more draconian population control measures, a
PRUHSHUPLVVLYHYLHZEHLQJWKHRIÀFLDO3DUW\SROLF\XQWLOKLVGHPLVHLQ
0RPVHQ 

The One-Child Policy
Pressured by the alarming rate of population growth, the Chinese Communist
3DUW\XQGHU'HQJ;LDRSLQJDGRSWHGWKHRQHFKLOGSROLF\LQ,WZDVDQ
initiative aimed at restricting booming birth rates and limiting the Chinese
SRSXODWLRQ WR  ELOOLRQ SHRSOH XQWLO WKH \HDU  D JRDO WKDW KDV EHHQ
DFKLHYHG &KLQHVHRIÀFLDOVVRXJKWWRFRQYLQFHLWVSHRSOHWKDWKDYLQJRQO\
one-child had numerous advantages for the national economy and for families
DV ZHOO 7KH SROLF\ ZDV YHU\ VWULFW ZLWKLQ LWV ÀUVW \HDUV ZLWK ORFDO RIÀFLDOV
UHVRUWLQJWRIRUFHGDERUWLRQVDQGVWHULOL]DWLRQV 3DVFX1DNUD 
However, in some cases, exceptions were permitted. Some ethnic minorities
were bestowed with the right to as many children as they desired and, in a few
provinces, families could take a chance at another child provided that their
ÀUVWERUQLVDJLUO (EHQVWHLQ3DVFX ,QUHFHQW\HDUVWKLVSROLF\
EHFDPHPXFKPRUHUHOD[HGZLWKSDUHQWVKDYLQJWKHSRVVLELOLW\WRSD\DÀQH
for every subsequent child.
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The Impact on Chinese Women
From a gender-oriented perspective, it can be argued that this policy has
KDGDOXULGHIIHFWHVSHFLDOO\RQZRPHQ7KHVHSUREOHPVDURVHRXWRI VHYHUDO
reasons, but mainly because of the traditional Chinese preference towards
having a boy. For example, this is because boys were expected to ensure
additional labor, an invaluable asset for poor peasants from rural areas. Also,
it was customary for girls to go live with their husbands in the house of his
parents, therefore leaving her elderly with no support and losing her family
QDPH 7KHUH ZHUH DOVR HFRQRPLF LQFHQWLYHV DSDUW IURP WKH FXOWXUDO RQHV
(EHQVWHLQ3DVFX 
7KHFRQVHTXHQFHVRI WKLVSROLF\FDQEHVHHQFOHDUO\LQFRQWHPSRUDU\&KLQD
Most of the gender issues pertaining to the one-child policy derive from this
bias against girls, that has led to a disturbing sex ratio. Statistics show that,
LQ   ER\V ZHUH ERUQ IRU HYHU\  JLUOV (EHQVWHLQ   6RPH
HVWLPDWHVHYHQVSHDNRI ER\VIRUHYHU\JLUOV 0RPVHQ1DNUD
 ZKLOHWKHFRPPRQVH[UDWLRLVER\VWRJLUOV 3DVFX 
Although it has been claimed that some natural causes like hepatitis are to
EODPHIRUWKLVJHQGHUJDSVRPHVFKRODUV %XOWH+HHULQN=KDQJ DUJXH
WKDWWKHRQHFKLOGSROLF\FDQEHKHOGDFFRXQWDEOHIRUDWOHDVWPLOOLRQ
PLVVLQJJLUOVDQGZRPHQ,QDGGLWLRQLQUHSRUWVVKRZWKDW&KLQDKDV
UHDFKHGWKHKLJKHVWJHQGHUGLVFUHSDQF\HYHUUHFRUGHGZLWKPLOOLRQPRUH
PHQWKDQZRPHQ 3DVFX 7KLVVKRFNLQJLPEDODQFHKDVSDYHGWKHZD\
for many other issues.
As I have previously mentioned, the bias against girls forced desperate parents
to resort to harsh measures. In the wake of the one-child policy, most of the
Chinese population had no access to ultrasound technology, so when faced
with having a girl, most parents would refuse to register their child in order
WRJHWDQRWKHUFKDQFHDWWKHELUWKURXOHWWH6RPHHVWLPDWHVFODLPWKDWWR
PLOOLRQJLUOVDUH´PLVVLQJµUDLVLQJMXVWLÀDEOHTXHVWLRQVDVWRZKDWKDSSHQV
with these missing girls. One answer would be that these girls are sold as
SURVWLWXWHV RU DV ZRUNHUV RQ WKH EODFN PDUNHW RU LI  ´OXFN\µ LPPLJUDWH WR
other countries. Moreover, the probability for girls to die under the age of
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ÀYH LV  JUHDWHU WKDQ IRU ER\V LQ &KLQD %XOWH +HHULQN =KDQJ 
3DVFX 7KXVLWFDQEHVSHFXODWHGWKDWJLUOVHYHQLI UHJLVWHUHGE\WKH
family, are sometimes severely mistreated.
Preference towards boys is not the sole reason for numerous abortions, but
also the sterilization campaigns initiated by the state during the early phases
of the one-child policy. In order to meet the planned population quotas, many
women were forced to go through with abortion, even if this meant a huge
risk for their own health. Moreover, women with one-child were forcefully
sterilized. Having to cope with virulent international reactions, the Chinese
RIÀFLDOVHYHQWXDOO\UHOLQTXLVKHGWKHVHLQKXPDQHPHDVXUHV (EHQVWHLQ
3DVFX EXWWKHGDPDJHKDGDOUHDG\EHHQGRQH,QUHFHQW\HDUV
percent of Chinese couples used sterilization as a contraceptive method, and
even though men were also getting sterilized, their number was very low
  0RPVHQ 
2WKHUVSHFLÀFLPSDFWVRQZRPHQLQFOXGHDVLWKDVEHHQSUHYLRXVO\VWDWHG
human WUDIÀFNLQJ, but not only with unregistered Chinese women, but also
smuggling women from Vietnam and North Korea and selling them on the
EODFNPDUNHWLQ&KLQD (EHQVWHLQ EXWDOVRmistreatment from Chinese man
and rape 0RPVHQ 
Some scholars argued that the one-child policy also had some positive
outcomes for women and girls. A potentially positive aspect is less time spent
ZLWKFKLOGEHDULQJ +RQJ 7KLVFDQWUDQVODWHLQWR ZRPHQKDYLQJWKH
time to seek better career prospects and invest in self-development thus
gaining access to jobs previously only available to Chinese men. Furthermore,
DFFRUGLQJ WR /HH   WKH RQHFKLOG SROLF\ KDV SURYLGHG LPSURYHG
opportunities for Chinese girls regarding education and career prospects.
Using data from China Health and Nutrition Survey (CHNS), Lee argues that
only-child girls have more years of schooling and higher incomes than onlychild boys. An explanation could be that only-child girls are not subjected to
gender biases coming from parents, at least not in their early years, possibly
because there are no male siblings in the household. Moreover, single children
in general fare better when it comes to median schooling years than children
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ZLWKVLEOLQJV7KLVLVPDLQO\EHFDXVHVLQJOHFKLOGUHQGRQRWKDYHWRFRPSHWH
with siblings for household resources. A downside to this what has been
called the Little Emperor Syndrome, an issue that will be discussed in the
following section.

The Impact on Chinese Men
After discussing the most common issues women have to face as a consequence
of the one-child policy, it is also important to highlight some of the issues
pertaining to men also. It is very likely that these gender-oriented issues are
LQGLYLVLEO\OLQNHGWRRQHDQRWKHU7KHUHIRUHWKHH[WUHPHJHQGHULPEDODQFH
KDVGHHSLPSOLFDWLRQVIRUPHQWRR7KHDIRUHPHQWLRQHGJHQGHULPEDODQFH
DQG WKH GLIÀFXOW\ RI  ÀQGLQJ D ZLIH FDQ OHDG WR severe mental health issues,
but also disruptive behavior and sexual diseases %XOWH +HHULQN =KDQJ  
Moreover, this social anxiety may be one of the leading causes that triggers
erectile dysfunctions DPRQJVW KDOI  RI  WKH &KLQHVH PHQ WKDW DUH RYHU  \HDUV
ROG 0RPVHQ $QRWKHUVSHFLÀFSUREOHPUHODWHGWRPHQLVWKHLittle
Emperor Syndrome (YHQ IURP WKH ·V FRQFHUQV UHJDUGLQJ WKLV SRWHQWLDO
VLGHHIIHFWKDYHEHHQH[SUHVVHG +X\FN &KLQHVHER\VZLWKQRVLEOLQJV
besides having received the best possible education, were frequently subjected
WR LQÁDWHG FDUH DQG DWWHQWLRQ ERWK IURP WKHLU SDUHQWV DQG JUDQGSDUHQWV
7KLVRYHUSURWHFWLRQPDGHFKLOGUHQVSRLOHGVHOÀVKEXWDOVRPRUHSURQHWR
REHVLW\ 3DVFX1DNUD ,QDGGLWLRQVRPHVFKRODUVDUHFRQFHUQHG
that this particular generation will not adjust well with leading a responsible
adult life.
Apart from the obvious psychological and social implications, these issues
must also be viewed through the economical and political lens. In light of
WKLVLGHDWKHGLIÀFXOW\RI ÀQGLQJDZLIHLVDOVRPLUURUHGLQWKHZD\RQHVHHNV
HPSOR\PHQW 7KXV KDYLQJ D ZHOOSDLG MRE DQG KLJK VRFLDO VWDWXV W\SLFDOO\
PDNHVDQLQGLYLGXDODEHWWHUFDQGLGDWHIRUÀQGLQJDVXLWDEOHZLIH7KLVFDQ
raise market competitiveness and performance that in turn can trigger anxiety
and depression. Furthermore, an increased number of men in Chinese
society also meant an impetus for the faster industrialization of the country,
32

POLITICAL STUDIES FORUM

contributing to establishing China as an essential economic power and major
H[SRUWHURI JRRGV7KLVLQWXUQJDYHULVHWRVWHHSJOREDOHQYLURQPHQWDOLVVXHV
/DVWO\ WKH DERYHPHQWLRQHG VWUXJJOH WR ÀQG D ZLIH KDV GHWHUPLQHG PDQ\
Chinese men to immigrate to other countries, too much of the opprobrium
RI  WKH WDUJHW FRXQWULHV 3DVFX   WKXV JLYLQJ ULVH WR [HQRSKRELD DQG
stereotypical portrayals of Chinese men.

The Impact on Chinese Development and Future Prospects
Ironically, the one-child policy was established in order to decelerate
population growth and increase economic performance, but this policy can
also have negative effects upon China’s present and future development. After
DQDO\]LQJWKHRQHFKLOGSROLF\WKURXJKDJHQGHUSHUVSHFWLYH,ZLOOQRZEULHÁ\
focus on the way in which the one-child policy is affecting China’s economy.

Aging Population and unequal distribution of wealth
7KLV SUREOHP LV EHOLHYHG WR DIIHFW &KLQD·V ERWK VKRUWWHUP DQG ORQJWHUP
JRDOV$VHFRQRPLVWVSRLQWRXWLQ\HDUVPRUHWKDQPLOOLRQ&KLQHVH
SHRSOHZLOOEHRYHU\HDUVROG7KHQXPEHURI ZRUNLQJSHRSOHZLOOVORZO\
GHFOLQHWKURXJKRXWWKH\HDUV 3DVFX1DNUD 7KLVSUREOHPKDV
been suggestively called the 4-2-1 problem, meaning that an only child has to
WDNHFDUHRI KLVWZRSDUHQWVDQGIRXUJUDQGSDUHQWV %XOWH+HHULQN=KDQJ
 7KLVKDUVKUHDOLW\SODFHVDJUHDWEXUGHQRQ\RXQJSHRSOHUHSUHVHQWLQJ
the labor force and having to pay taxes, thus providing for the pensions.
China’s fervent pursuit of economic growth, urbanization, industrialization
and modernization but also adopting a form of state capitalism has had a
consequence somewhat peculiar for a self-described communist country,
QDPHO\XQHTXDOGLVWULEXWLRQRI ZHDOWK7KHGLVFUHSDQFLHVEHWZHHQWKHUXUDO
and urban inhabitants are visible in Chinese society and the one-child policy
has contributed to widening this gap because it greatly affected China’s rural
settings. Urbanization has also resulted in less and less skilled laborers, but also
a shortage in cheap work force, the rural parts of China having been already
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´GUDLQHGµRI WKLVSDUWLFXODUNLQGRI UHVRXUFH 1DNUD $QRWKHUSUREOHP
inherent to urbanization is heavy pollution 1DNUD EXWDOVRWKHDGYHQWRI 
mega cities and overcrowded slums.
$ ÀQDO FRQVLGHUDWLRQ RQ WKH WRSLF LV DOVR QHFHVVDU\ 7KH IDFW WKDW ZHDOWK\
IDPLOLHV FDQ DIIRUG WR SD\ ÀQHV IRU VXEVHTXHQW FKLOGUHQ ZKLOH SRRU UXUDO
families do not constitutes an even bigger social injustice.

Was the One-child Policy Avoidable?
In order to reach a balanced conclusion, it is imperative that the positive
aspects regarding the policy are also presented. While the means employed
in order to curb high fertility rates are understandably harshly criticized, it is
of key importance to note that, without this policy, the Chinese population
ZRXOGKDYHQRZUHDFKHGELOOLRQ7KLVPHDQVWKDWWKHRQHFKLOGSROLF\KDV
SUHYHQWHGDVXEVHTXHQWQXPEHURI PLOOLRQELUWKV8SRQLQVWLWXWLQJ
WKH SROLF\ LQ  &KLQD ZDV KRPH WR DERXW  RI  WKH WRWDO ZRUOG
SRSXODWLRQ EXW OLYLQJ RQ MXVW  RI  WKH ZRUOG·V VXUIDFH %XOWH +HHULQN
=KDQJ1DNUD 7KXVRYHUSRSXODWLRQZRXOGKDYHSRVHGLWVRZQ
challenges.
)XUWKHUPRUH DV VRPH UHVHDUFKHUV KDYH SRLQWHG RXW /L =KDQJ  
increased birth rates can negatively affect economic growth. Featuring case
VWXGLHVFRQGXFWHGLQ&KLQHVHSURYLQFHVWKH\ZHUHDEOHWRGHPRQVWUDWHWKDW
birth rates alter economic growth, and that the one-child policy could have
indeed contributed to the aforementioned growth. China has the secondODUJHVWHFRQRP\RI WKHZRUOGKDYLQJDVWHDG\HFRQRPLFJURZWKRI LQ
*'3SHUDQQXP 1DNUD 
In addition, better healthcare and better education were also made available.
7KLV LV D YHU\ LPSRUWDQW IHDWXUH EHFDXVH RI  WKH ODUJH DPRXQWV RI  SHRSOH
living in rural areas, with no access to basic health services or schooling. A
VWXG\ =KX DUJXHVWKDWWKHRQHFKLOGSROLF\KDVFRQWULEXWHGWRKLJKHU
education opportunities even for Chinese girls.
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&KLQHVH RIÀFLDOV KDYH FRPPLWWHG WR UHYLVLQJ WKH SROLF\ DLPLQJ WRZDUGV D
PRUHKXPDQHSHUVSHFWLYH7KLVLVPDLQO\EHFDXVHH[SHUWVHVWLPDWHWKDWLQWKH
next decade the Chinese population will begin to shrink and potentially derail
WKHVWDWHGULYHQHFRQRPLFJURZWKSUHYLRXVO\PHQWLRQHG7KLVLVPRVWHYLGHQW
in Dongbei, a north-eastern region of China with the lowest birth rates in
the country and marred by poverty and workforce migration to other more
DIÁXHQW&KLQHVHUHJLRQV .XR:DQJ 7KHORQJDZDLWHGFKDQJHVWRWKH
SROLF\FDPHLQWRHIIHFWLQZLWKWKHPRVWLPSRUWDQWFKDQJHEHLQJWKDW
IDPLOLHVFDQKDYHWZRFKLOGUHQZLWKRXWKDYLQJWRSD\DQ\ÀQH

Conclusion
China’s one-child policy is undeniably the biggest and most important
policy of its sort, having both a positive and negative impact upon China
and the whole world. Devised as a countermeasure for increased population
growth, it provided tragic results. Women were the most affected by these
measures, having to face strong repercussions in case of refusing abortion or
sterilization. All of these issues had dire effects upon men as well, making the
IXWXUHRI &KLQDHFRQRPLFDOO\XQSUHGLFWDEOH7KLVSDSHUDLPHGWRGHWHUPLQH
WKH VSHFLÀF SUREOHPV SHUWDLQLQJ WR ERWK PHQ DQG ZRPHQ DQG KRZ WKHVH
problems shape Chinese development. It can be concluded that gender
LVVXHV UHSUHVHQW D YLFLRXV FLUFOH DQG DUH LQWHUGHSHQGHQW 7KHVH XQKHDOWK\
and mostly man-made gender imbalances will certainly affect China’s future
development. Although is an economic superpower and will continue
to be so, it will suffer because of its ecological crisis, aging citizens, and
LWVVH[UDWLR7KHSROLF\ZDVKHUDOGHGE\&KLQHVHRIÀFLDOVDVLQHYLWDEOHEXW
it had led to forced abortions and sterilizations, infringement upon basic
human rights and inhumane attitudes against girls and women. As China is
struggling with an aging population and is facing an abrupt population decline
LQWKHQH[WGHFDGHVSODQVE\&KLQHVHRIÀFLDOVWRUHYHUVHWKHHIIHFWVRI WKH
one-child policy could be as coercive and authoritarian as the one-child
policy itself.
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