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A Decade of the One-Child Policy:
Achievements and Implications*

Wang Feng

The one-child policy, one of the most ambitious and controversial social
experiments in contemporary Chinese history, has survived for over a decade,
while many other bold social and economic experiments have been
abandoned. This chapter reviews the evolution of the one-child policy and
evaluates its success using survey data. It attempts to explain why fertility,
after a decade of impressive decline, leveled off during the 1980s, even in the
presence of the one-child policy, and what the consequences of the policy
may be, given its performance during the last decade.

To understand why the one-child policy came into being after an already
remarkable fertility decline in China and why the policy has been kept in
place even after strong resistance from rural people, it is necessary to
understand the context of the modernization drive in the late 1970s and the
economic and political reforms of the 1980s,

The One-Child Policy and the
Modernization Drive of the Late 1970s

Before the inception of the one-child policy in 1979, China had already
achieved a remarkable fertility decline. With the exception of a small dent in
the fertility curve in 1980, the year following the announcement of the one-
child policy, the total fertility rate in China in the 1980s hardly declined.
According to one group of analysts, "the total fertility rate shows no overall
trend since the late 1970s, fluctuating around 2.4 children per woman"
(Feeney et al., 1989). One might thereby conclude that the one-child policy
has been unnecessary.

A counterargument can be advanced, however: Without the one-child
policy, fertility in China would have rebounded to above its 1979 level, In
fact, this argument has been used as a rationale among some policymakers in
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China for continuing the one-child policy. How sound is this argument? To
what extent does State policy affect the behavior of individual couples in
China?

China's one-child policy was a product of the post-Mao modernization
drive of the late 1970s. During the ten-year Cultural Revolution, the political
goal of preventing the restoration of capitalism and revisionism was given top
priority; economic development became a secondary goal, intended only to
serve political ends. Hundreds of millions of people were called upon to
engage in political studies and attend criticism meetings, while economic
production was neglected. The economic and political bureaucracy that had
gradually been established during the 1950s and the early 1960s to carry out
economic planning and implementation was also severely shaken. But after a
decade of chaos and economic stagnation associated with the Cultural
Revolution, most ordinary citizens in China were eager to see their standard
of living increase, This return to econcmic concerns was endorsed by Mao's
successors who instituted the Four Modernizations (the modernization of
industry, agriculture, science and technology, and national defense) in the late
1970s. )

By then, family planning programs were firmly in place in China, and
the TFR had dropped drama\tically.1 Nevertheless, the leaders of the post-
Mao era were still concerned about the low per capita GNP. In the simple
calculation of per capita GNP, social planners have two ways of increasing
the quotient: to expand the numerator (total national product) and to shrink,
or at least to restrict the growth of, the denominator (total population). It was
apparent to China's leaders that the rapid population growth in the 1960s and
1970s and the momentum for further growth, if not checked, would make
their promise of increasing per capita income hard to keep. This kind of
simple numerator/denominator analysis was reflected in the theoretical
foundation of China's population control program. Chinese officials
formulated it in Marxist terms: "to grasp two kinds of productions," material
production and human reproduction, "simultaneously.”

More specifically, policymakers in Beijing had three reasons for
launching the ambitious and, to many observers, inconceivable one-child per
couple population policy: (1) an already huge population base of 1 billion by
the end of the 1970s, (2) the shift of the focus of the Party's work from
revolution to developing the economy (modernization), and (3) the fact that a
rapid fertility decline had already proved possible (Zhang, 1985).

The second of these three justifications has already been briefly
discussed, but the first and third also merit attention. In the late 1970s,
China's enormous population and its pressure on the country's infrastructure
gained public attention as people were allowed to express their dissatisfaction
with their living conditions. Those conditions included a serious housing
shortage, crammed public transportation, severely underdeveloped
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communication networks, and poor educational facilities. Every one of these
problems could be linked with the fact that China had too many people.

Even if these probiems could be alleviated by reducing the population
base so that per capita consumption could be increased, many of the problems
facing the Chinese in their daily lives were not caused by too many people.
The housing shortage is an example. Between 1952 and 1978, average per
capita floor space in urban areas declined from 4.5 to 3.6 square meters.
During that period, the State’s investment policy, which favored heavy
industries, allocated on average only 6.2 percent of total construction funds to
urban housing (Lee, 1988). By contrast, between 1980 and 1985 the average
percentage of investment in housing increased more than 25 percent per year
(China’s Statistical Yearbook, 1988), and by 1987, per capita floor space for
urban Chinese was 8.5 square meters, twice that of a decade earlier. In rural
areas, between 1979 and 1987, the per capita floor space increased from 8.1
to 16 square meters. Yet during the 1980s, even with the rapid fertility
decline, more people were born each year on average than in the 1970s,
owing to the larger population base.? Clearly the relation between population
growth and per capita consumption level is not a simple mathematical one.

The success of family planning programs in the 1960s and the 1970s
provided proof for some policymakers that a further reduction in fertility
could be made. Their thinking was linear: If the total fertility rate could drop
relatively effortlessly from 6 to 3 in a decade, why could it not be further
reduced to below 2?7 In making such linear assumptions, framers of the one-
child policy misunderstood the causes of the rapid fertility decline in the
1970s and ignored the basic needs of the most basic social institution in
China, the individual family.

China’s population policy by the end of the 1970s was simplified into
ane goal and one slogan, The goal was to keep China’s total population size
from exceeding 1.2 billion by the year 2000, and the slogan was "One
Couple, One Child." Officials did not make public why the population
ceiling was set at 1.2 billion for the year 2000. But it was speculated that, to
achieve a per capita income of $1000 (later changed to $800) by the end of
the century, the total population should not exceed 1.2 billion. Knowing the
target population and knowing the population age structure and mortality
level at that time, it was possible to calculate a fertility schedule to achieve
this population goal.3 The result of the calculation was the recommendation
to keep the TFR below 1.7. In order to leave margins for policy
implementation and to make the policy implementation egalitarian to each
couple, a one child per couple policy was formulated in 1979. The
implementation of this policy was urged in a series of Party and government
documents, such as the 1980, 1981, and 1982 Government Working Reports
to the People's Congress, and in "The Open Letter to all Communist Party and
Communist Youth League Members on Controlling Population Growth™ by

/
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the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party in September 1980.

The One-Child Policy and Economic Reforms

This extremely strict policy of controlling population growth was only
one of a host of measures adopted by the Chinese government to increase the
standard of living. Many other policies and goals of the late 1970s were later
found to be unrealistic and thereafter either abandoned or modified. A vivid
example of unrealistic goals was the Communist Party’s call in the late 1970s
to mechanize all agricultural production by 1985. Not only has the
mechanization of agriculture never been realized, but the intensity of
agricultural machinery use is now less than what it was before the end of the
1970s, since most farming in China is now accomplished by individual
families on contracted smalli plots of land.

Yet, despite meeting strong resistance, the one-child policy has remained
in force. One reason for its continued existence is that the economic and
political reforms, especially in rural areas during the 1980s, have been
thought to have a potentially serious detrimental effect on the government's
effort to reduce population growth. Just to maintain at the fertility level of
the late 1970s, a strict policy, even if unrealistic, may be somewhat effective
in curtailing population growth. In addition, the one-child policy was quite
successful in urban areas. Later discussion will consider whether urban
people have complied with the policy and why the urban experience cannot
be extended to rural areas, where most of China's births occur.

The effects of the political and economic reforms on fertility can be
conceptualized at both the organizational and the individual household level.
At the organizational level, the return to family farming greatly reduced the
power of political hierarchies associated with collective farming, which may
have played a key role in the earlier fertility decline.' On the one hand, the
local Party and government administrators no longer have the economic
leverage they once had to implement policies issued from above. On the
other hand, able individuals who served local social functions, such as
implementing family planning programs, were no longer interested in
working in the communities, especially in promoting causes that are likely to
elicit antagonism from fellow villagers. They saw their skills and experiences
more profitably used in family farming and nonagricultural activities that
generated income.

At household level, the picture is less clear. Popular wisdom assumes
that the family farming system would result in a desire for more labor in the
household and therefore higher fertility, but no empirical evidence has been
established to prove this link. The effect of the family farming system, or of
the household responsibility system, on the fertility desires of rural couples
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may actually be the opposite; farmers may decide that having a few educated
children is more important than having a large number of uneducated ones.
Many of the publicized economic success stories were about families who
had higher-quality laberers, not a large number of laborers. Furthermore,
Chinese farmers recognized that the fastest way to get rich was by
participating in nonagricultural activities, such as trading and transportation,
which required at least literacy and the ability to collect and utilize
information about economic opportunities.

The withdrawal of collective responsihility for individual household
welfare also made childbearing more expensive for the family, which may
lessen the desire for more children. After individual households are allotted
their own parcels of land, they do not qualify for additional land if they have
more children. Therefore, with the demand for land exceeding the supply in
most rural areas, additional labor may not necessarily be a blessing to
farmers. Even if farming couples calculate that additional labor were an
advantage to them, the advantage could not be realized for some years, since
babies cannot solve a current labor shortage. On the contrary, they worsen
the labor shortage. With the demise of the collective farming system, the
opportunity cost of childbearing for farmers has increased tremendously.

Since its inception in 1979, the one-child policy has been modified
several times. From the start, exceptions were made, for example, for
minority ethnic groups, remarried couples without their own children, and
couples with retarded or handicapped children. A major relaxation of the
policy occurred in 1984, when in many rural areas couples with only one
female child were allowed to have a second birth, and in mountainous and
extremely poor areas, all couples were allowed to have a second birth.”
Nevertheless, the policy remains fully implemented in urban areas and,
wherever possible, in rural areas.

Desired Number of Children

Because a major argument for a stricter policy of population control over
the past decade has been that the recent economic reforms have increased
farmers' desire for more labor and thus more children, the starting point of
our investigation is whether the desired number of children has increased
among rural Chinese.

Because of the short history of representative social surveys in China,
we have no data on the desired number of children before the 1980s. Only
survey results after the economic reform of the early 1980s therefore can be
used to evaluate the desired number of children of Chinese families and to
reexamine the assumption that the fertility level would rebound without a
strict family planning policy.
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The results of survey after survey reveal that most Chinese, regardless of
their socioeconomic status, desire to have two children (a boy and a girl).
Whyte and Gu (1987), for example, compared results on the desired number
of children obtained from nine surveys in rural or suburban areas of nine
provinces between 1982 and 1985. They reported the mean number of
children preferred to be 1.96. In urban areas, based on six surveys between
1983 and 1985, the desired number of children was 1.58.° Although these
surveys were mostly of pre-selected areas and therefore may not have been
representative of the entire Chinese population, more recent representative
sample surveys have given similar results. The 1985 In-Depth Fertility
Survey in Hebei and Shaanxi provinces found that the average number of
children preferred among women with ong surviving child was 2.1 and 2.3.
To avoid biased responses by women who had already had more than one
birth, only women with one surviving child were included. The small family
sizes desired by these women do not seem to support the argument that there
has been an increase in the demand for children; it is unlikely that the desired
number of children before the reform could have been lower than those found
in above-cited surveys.

Table 6.1 shows the distribution of the number of children desired by
residence type, educational attainment, and the status of signing the one-child
certificate among women with only one surviving child in Hebei and Shaanxi
provinces. In both provinces, the majority of women préferred to have two
children (in Hebei 74 percent, and Shaanxi 69 percent). In rural areas, 19
percent in Hebei and 32 percent in Shaanxi desired to have three or more
children. The educational attainment of the respondents has a negative
relation to the desired number of children, with illiterate women desiring the
largest numbers. However, even among illiterate women, 65 percent in
Hebei and 53 percent in Shaanxi reported a desired number of two.

Between 1979, when the cne-child policy was announced, and 1985, a
substantial proportion of urban couples signed the one-child certificate and
thus committed themselves to having only one child. By signing the
certificate, a couple becomes eligible for certain privileges, such as a small
cash bonus, longer maternal leave, priority in getting public childcare, and
schooling for the only child in urban areas. Urban couples who violate the
one-child policy, however, are subject to penalties in promotion, housing
assignments, and sometirnes in their wages. Even though a small percentage
of couples have reneged on the pledge, most of those who signed the
certificate have kept their pledge. Economic incentives were also tried in
rural areas, but with the dissolution of the collective farming system in the
early 1980s, most of those incentives were dropped.

On average, about one-third of all women in these two provinces with
only one child had signed the certificate. Most of those who had signed were
from urban areas; 52 percent of signers in Hebei and 63 percent in Shaanxi
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TABLE 6.1 Number of Children Desired, by Residence Type, Education, and
the Status of Signing the One-Child Certificate Among Women with One Child:
Hebei and Shaanxi Provinces, 1985

Number of Children Desired Mean
No.

1 2 3 4 5+ Total  Desired

Total 9.5 73.8 147 2.0 0.1 100 2.1
(1,010)

City 20.8 76.8 1.7 0.6 0.0 100 1.8
a1

Town 37 68.3 256 24 0.0 100(82) 23

Rural 7.6 73.6 16.4 2.3 0.1 100 2.1
(755)

Illiterate 11.0 64.7 230 1.1 04 100 2.2
(283)

Primary School 6.4 789 13.6 1.2 0.0 100 2.1
(251)

High School+ 10.3 76.5 103 29 0.0 100 2.1
(476)

Signed 22.2 68.5 84 0.9 0.0 100 1.9
(333)

Not Signed 34 77.0 17.1 24 0.2 100 2.2
(639)

Shaanxj

Total 6.2 69.4 17.5 6.2 0.8 100 2.3
(667)

City 13.9 81.9 3.0 1.2 0.0 100 19
(166)

Town 0.0 g1.0 16.7 24 0.0 100 (42) 22

Rural 3.9 63.8 229 83 1.1 100 24
(459)

Illiterate 4.8 52.7 30.1 11.6 0.7 100 2.5
(146)

Primary School 33 62.8 22.2 9.8 20 100 24
(153)

High School+ 79 788 10.6 2.5 0.3 100 2.1
(368)

Signed 13.8 76.1 7.3 2.8 0.0 100 20
(24

Not Signed 19 64.0 25.1 1.7 1.3 100 24
(375)

Note: Numbers of women by status of signing the certificate do not add up to the total given in
each province because of missing cases.
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