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Attempts to assess the achievements
in fertility decline must take into

account not only the effects of programmes
but also the direct and indirect eflects of

various socio-economic changes

By Chaoze Cheng*

The dramatic changes in fertility that occurred in China during the
past few decades are well known. The 1982 One-per-Thousand Fertility
Sampling Survey of China reveals that the total fertility rate fell from 5.81 at
the beginning of 1950 to 2.63 in 1981. 1/
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The factors fostering the fertility transition in China are a matter of
debate among demographers. Quite a few demographers have attributed
this demographic phenomenon to the family planning programme imple-
mented by the Chinese Government.2/ It is, however, very interesting to ask
whether fertility in China would have declined without government support
of family planning services. One may also ask why China’s fertility patterns
and trends differ in urban and rural areas in spite of a uniform intensifica-
tion of population policies throughout the country, and whether these dif-
ferences could have resulted from differences in socio-economic conditions.
We argue that before and since the intensification of population planning
activities, policies that have explicitly attempted to influence fertility change
in accordance with official objectives have been affected by implicit or un-
intentional socio-economic forces.

The 1982 population census seems to support the hypothesis. The fer-
tility transition in China started as early as the mid-1950s. After a “baby
boom” between 1949 and 1954, fertility began to decline after 1955, but its
progress was interrupted by both the three-year famine that followed the
“Great Leap Forward” between 1959 and 1961 and the “Cultural Revolution”
that started in 1966. In 1968, fertility once again began to decline and, since
the 1970s, it has declined precipitously from year to year.3/

This article attempts to examine a broad spectrum of causes related to
institutional and socio-economic developments beyond the Government’s
population policies and family planning programmes. It seems likely that
most of those factors, though implicit or unintentional, are either highly con-
ducive to the spread of birth control or tend to facilitate the Government’s
efforts to make information, supplies and services accessible to the popula-
tion.

The study engages in a “speculative discussion” of the likely impacts of
these recent great changes on fertility trends. It focuses on the following
changes: (a) the emancipation of women, (b) the socialization of agriculture
and industry, (c) social security and other welfare benefits, (d) public health
care, (e) the expansion of education, (f) changes in female labour force par-
ticipation, (g) the rise in urban residence and (h) the so-called “sending-
down” campaigns.

It is hoped that the article will contribute to the study of the effect of
different development paths on the transition. If China’s fertility transition
reflects its past population policy decisions, then considerations of
demographic development must be broadened to include the issues of socie-
tal development strategy so important in China’s experience.
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The 1950 Marriage Law and emancipation of women

As a revolutionary regime, uprooting many age-old cultural values, the
Chinese Communist Party realized from the very beginning that if it was to
succeed in a socialist setting it would have to storm the very bulwark of the
oldest institution -- the traditional family. Since a family is formed upon
marriage, any transformation of this institution must begin with a reform of
the marriage law. Thus, one of the first significant laws promulgated by the
regime after its rise to power was the 1950 Marriage Law.

The 1950 Marriage Law called for sweeping changes in many areas of
family life. It forbade any “arbitrary and compulsory” form of marriage that
would be based on the superiority of men and would ignore women’s inter-
ests. The new democratic marriage system was based on the free choice of
couples, monogamy, equal rights for both sexes, and the protection of the
lawful interests of women. It abolished the begetting of male offspring as the
principal purpose of marriage and weakened kinship ties which reduced the
pressure on women to bear many children, especially sons. With arranged
marriages prohibited, young women could choose their own marriage
partners, share the financial cost of setting up a new household, and have
equal status in household and family decision-making. The Government
then initiated an extensive campaign of marriage-law education, working
jointly with the Communist Party, women’s federations, trade unions, the
armed forces, schools and other organizations.

Although the 1950 Marriage Law was instituted for reasons that had
nothing to do with demography, the campaign turned out to have
unintended demographic consequences.4/ Once the role of marital
postponement in fertility limitation was recognized in the 1950s, a diversity
of opinion emerged concerning the advisability of raising still further the age
requirements for marriage. Later, during the third phase of population con-
trol, Chinese couples were strongly encouraged to delay marriage until age
25 in urban areas and 23 in rural areas.

One important political campaign was the drive to criticize Confucius,
which has been prominent since early in the 1950s and which reached a
fever pitch during the Cultural Revolution. The movement attacked super-
stitious restrictions on the activities of women and emphasized the equality
of the sexes. The downfall of Confucian teachings was linked directly to the
promotion of birth and population control. The campaign reported that
young women were successfully resisting such abuses as arranged marriages.
The pressure on women to produce a son at all costs was another ancient
convention scorned both as part of the Confucian heritage and as a

Asia-Pacific Population Journal, Vol. 6, No. 3                                                       5



hindrance to effective birth control. For the sake of orderly economic
development, the argument went, population planning must replace “com-
plete anarchy in mankind’s reproduction”. The anti-Confucius campaign
lashed out at early marriage, failure to plan pregnancies and defiance of the
Communist Party’s policy on marriage and its function.

It is impossible to calculate the impact that attacks on Confucius have
had on individual women. However, one thing is certain: since the Chinese
Communist Party came to power in 1949, no other drive would seem to
carry such potentially immediate and drastic implications for population
growth.

Socialization of the economy

In agricultural countries, virtually all children of a household except
infants contribute some labour both to productive activities and to
household chores. Under such conditions, where the cost of raising children
is marginal and the children’s contribution to the family’s welfare increases
proportionally as they grow up, there is every incentive to bear many
children, especially when the survival ratio is low. Therefore, private owner-
ship of the means of production (including land) may be viewed at fostering
high fertility. As long as the internal relations of the familial mode of
production remain intact, marital fertility will not be restricted for the pur-
poses of limiting family size”.5/

However, the factors that tend to sustain high fertility when the means
of production are in private hands are greatly weakened by the socialization
of production, which happened in China with the collectivization of agricul-
ture in 1955, the socialist transformation of industry and commerce in
1955/56, and the formation of people’s communes in 1958. The socialization
of state enterprises took modern organizational forms in which the means of
production are owned and controlled by individuals in exchange for
monetary compensation. First, these forms entail a fundamental separation
between family and economy that decreases opportunities for the produc-
tive employment of children: the family is no longer a production unit, and
labour contracts are with state-run firms or collectivized production teams
rather than families.

Second, the place of work is no longer the place of residence, so that
there is a differentiation between child care and the supervision of child
labour. This is at least partly true even in rural China, where the structure of
collective production introduces both traditional and modern elements.
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Where both parents are engaged in field work for the production team, they
cannot also supervise the domestic work of children.

Third, when agriculture is collectivized, the earnings of extra sons can
no longer be used to buy larger land-holdings. Without the control of land,
parents and grandparents lose some of their economic authority and their
ability to pressure their grown children to have more offspring. Further-
more, an adult son or daughter no longer remains economically active in the
parents’ household. In the pre-1949 scheme, a son laboured on the family
farm after marrying until it became his own farm through inheritance or the
father’s retirement. Land reform and collectivization in the 1950s have cur-
tailed the economic authority of the father and his power and desire to keep
sons together under his rule.

Fourth, the institutional effects of the new forms on child labour have
been complemented by the effects of the shifts in technology, mechaniza-
tion, specialization, and required skill levels. One may speculate that
specialization and increased skill levels not only made possible the impres-
sive increases in rice yields, but also reduced opportunities for the produc-
tive employment of children, at least on collective land.6/

Fifth, one of the economic functions of the traditional family, the sup
port of an aged parent by grown-up children as a relieving agency in case of
distress, has been taken over by the collective welfare fund, which funds,
among other things, aid to members who are ill, retired, or unable to work.
The family is no longer the only source of help. The collective also sub-
sidizes the rural cooperative medical system and provides relief to members
who are in financial difficulty.

Social security and other welfare benefits

In traditional Chinese society, there were very substantial benefits
from a large family, since the flow of services tended to be from the younger
to the older generation.7/ At the same time, there were few alternative
means by which the household could cushion itself against the insecurities of
life. The value of children to their parents as a source of economic support
in old age thus constituted a powerful motivational force in favour of high
fertility.

The post-liberation years have witnessed dramatic changes in these
conditions. There have emerged many more substantial opportunities for
households to provide for themselves in other ways. Savings, the accumula-
tion of secure assets, and participation in institutionalized pension and in-
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surance schemes have brought more security to the large majority of
Chinese families.8/

Other forms of social insurance are widely available, especially in the
non-agricultural sector: civil service pensions, military pensions, industrial
pensions and “family planning insurance” that makes payments to one-child
parents whose children have died or may die.

Social security and welfare benefits are admittedly more favourable in
urban than in rural areas. After the campaign to socialize the urban
economy in 1955/56, there were two kinds of enterprises: state and collec-
tive. Workers in state enterprises are paid according to fixed wage-scales
that are centrally determined and enjoy a wide range of fringe benefits
(health insurance, disability pay, paid maternity leave, subsidized pre-school
care, retirement pension etc.). In collective enterprises, some people are
paid by the day, and others by the piece or according to some other incen-
tive device. Some workers in collective enterprises enjoy partial medical
benefits, disabiity insurance, maternity leave, or pensions. Some collective
enterprises provide no benefits at all, but are very profitable and can there-
fore pay their employees wages higher than those offered by similar state
enterprises.9/

Both state and collective enterprises have shared to a considerable de-
gree in a distinctive Chinese version of permanent employment. Once one is
employed, it becomes almost impossible to be laid off. As a result,
employed persons have a reasonable degree of job security.

Normally, in state work units, men retire at age 60 and women at 50 or
55; they work 15 to 20 years for a full pension, three years for full disability
benefits, and so on. Those with fewer than 20 years’ employment are en-
titled to a smaller percentage of the last wage, but in no case does the pen-
sion fall below 20 yuan per month ($US1.00 = about  In addition, all
retired people continue to receive free medical care and benefits from the
general food subsidies.

In the rural sector, a rudimentary social security system has also been
introduced.10/ Since the introduction of collective farming in the mid-1950s,
the means of production have been progressively socialized, turning virtually
every peasant into a de facto wage earner. The peasant still retains nominal
title to the land allocated to him by the land reform. Everyone is assured of
a basic grain and cloth allocation and some degree of social security, cash
income varies with total work-points and hence with the amount of labour in
a household.
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For the childless elderly, the collective provides “five guarantees”:
food, clothing, shelter, medical care and burial. Recipients of five-guarantee
support are given a set amount of grain, oil, cotton, fish and whatever other
goods are distributed by their team. The grain allocations they receive are
equal to those distributed to other non-working elderly people in the team.
In addition to these goods, they are given two or three yuan a month in
cash, depending on the wealth of the production team.

Apart from the five-guarantees system, the collective has other support
mechanisms, operating most commonly through indirect channels or loans.
An old man in a poor family or without any children is requested to oversee
water levels in paddy fields or raise buffaloes for a few points a day. If all
else fails, poor families can always go into debt, overdrawing their collective
accounts while still eating -- at least in the majority of teams that distribute
part of the peasants’ earnings in the form of “basic grain”.

In a commune (or production brigade, depending upon the period and
area), before the total income is distributed among the members, a specific
percentage is set aside as the public welfare fund, earmarked for taking care
of childless elderly people.

It is worth noting that some of the most prosperous communes have
introduced pensions for their members. Such locally funded retirement
schemes provide either cash or in-kind payments worth up to 50 per cent of
average income. In 1981, 426,000 elderly peasants were regularly collecting
monthly pensions from their brigade welfare funds.11/

Homes for the elderly, another alternative to the traditional reliance
on adult children, have increased in number since 1949, although they
remain statistically insignificant. By December 1982, there were over 8,800
rural homes for the elderly, housing a total of 138,000 people, with plans to
expand these to house 20 per cent of the elderly population by 1985.12/ Ac-
cording to the 1987 One-per-Hundred Sample Survey of China, there were
over 28,014 rural homes for the old, housing a total 281,058 people.13/

In general, the economic growth of the period after 1949 has brought
with it a decline in the value of children as sources of economic security.
These developments have weakened the motivation for larger families.

Public health care

As in social security and welfare benefits, China has made a major
commitment to improve health care and has made efforts to make medical
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care facilities more widely available in the country as a whole, but especially
in rural areas. Advances in health care and gains in life expectancy have
somewhat altered traditional strategies for ensuring physical well-being in
old age, and with them the traditional motivation for larger families.

Up to 1949, China had only a few trained medical personnel, no ade-
quate hospital facilities, and no nationwide public health network. In the
three decades since, medical education hospitals and public health efforts
have all expanded rapidly. By the 1970s, the various kinds of doctors and
medical facilities were typically organized in a three-tier system in the
country as a whole. Since then, in urban China, at the lowest level, small
clinics have been set up and maintained in urban neighbourhoods. They
tend to be staffed by secondary-school trained Western-style and Chinese
doctors, and sometimes only by minimally trained paramedics or by nurses.
At the middle level, hospitals are spread throughout the city, accepting
patients from neighbourhoods and work units within their assigned areas.
At the highest level are city or provincial general and specialized (e.g.,
maternity, mental) hospitals, staffed by the highly trained doctors. In a large
city, there may be several of these, some general hospitals, and some
facilities designated to handle referrals from surrounding rural areas or
from smaller towns that have only middle-level hospitals.16/

In the countryside, at the highest level of the rural health care system
is the country people’s hospital, staffed mostly by graduate physicians
trained in either Western or traditional herbal medicine. Most are equipped
with an operating room, x-ray and laboratory facilities, and some in-patient
beds. Such hospitals also operate continuing in-service training for the com-
mune health staff. The commune health centre is financed by county and
provincial subsidies, user fees and contributions. Medical workers employed
by the commune health centre include graduates of middle-level medical
schools and practitioners of traditional herbal medicine. They supervise the
“barefoot doctors”, organize continuing in-service training for the treatment
of complex cases, and perform sterilizations and abortions. At the lowest
level of this three-tier primary health care system is the production brigade
health station, which is staffed by two to three barefoot doctors whose
responsibilities include sanitation, immunization and vaccination, maternal
and child health, and family planning.

Early in the 1960s, however, medical care was largely unavailable to
the majority of the rural population, which made up about 80 per cent of
the total population. Against this background it becomes easy to understand
why Chairman Mao Zedong issued his now famous 26 June 1965 directive
calling for a mass migration of medical personnel to the rural villages:
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In medicine and public health, put the stress on the rural areas
-- Urban hospitals should retain some doctors who graduated
only one or two years ago and who are not very experienced.
All the others should go to the countryside.15/

Following that directive, urban medical hospitals dispatched one-third
of their personnel to villages as mobile medical teams on a rotating basis,
the usual period of service lasting one year or so. With the advent of the
Cultural Revolution, this programme was intensified and resulted in a mass
migration of doctors from urban and county hospitals to the countryside:
some even took up more or less permanent residence there, and a new net-
work of paramedics -- barefoot doctors -- was created.

The mobile medical teams were directed to train four or five doctors
for each health clinic in a commune, one or two barefoot doctors for each
production brigade, and one or two midwives and one or two volunteer
health workers to handle emergencies within each production team. Under
this new system, each production brigade was to have a health station with
at least a barefoot doctor and a trained midwife (and sometimes other per-
sonnel, such as a traditional herbalist). Below the brigade level there might
also be team-level health workers to look after emergency first-aid and
health education.

By the early 1980s, every county had a hospital and the majority of
them had a county station set up to prevent the outbreak of epidemics as
well as a specialized maternal and child health care hospital. Over 50,000
communes had their own commune health centres, while over 90 per cent of
the country’s production brigades had their own cooperative health stations
or similar health facilities, staffed by a total of 1.48 million barefoot doc-
tors.16/

Decentralized health care options have served China’s purposes fairly
effectively. Thanks to the development of low-cost, effective public health
techniques and the expansion of public health networks, mortality, especial-
ly infant mortality, has declined significantly. For instance, the death rate,
especially the infant mortality rate, in China in 1982 was substantially lower
(7 and 67 per thousand, respectively) than the corresponding rates in India
(13 and 94 per thousand), Bangladesh (17 and 133 per thousand) and In-
donesia (13 and 102 per thousand).17/

In China, old age has the same connotations of illness as it has in all
countries, and people have the same worries about how they will cope with
their reduced abilities and increased need for physical care. In the decades
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immediately before 1949, Chinese parents traditionally relied on close ties
with male children. Aphorisms such as “the more children the better” and
‘bearing sons to guard against old age” convey the importance attached to
child-bearing. A relatively high infant mortality rate reinforced parents’
motivation to bear many children on the assumption that some would not
survive.18/ Recent advances in public health and social welfare, together
with gains in life expectancy, have somewhat altered traditional strategies
for coping with dependency in old age. The change in infant mortality has
also motivated parents to bear fewer children because they can feel assured
that the children they do bear will survive into adulthood.

Educational development

Since 1949, educational opportunities in China have expanded very
rapidly. The literacy rate in China in 1981 was 69 per cent, compared with
36 per cent in India, 24 per cent in Pakistan, 26 per cent in Bangladesh and
40 per cent in the “average” middle-income country.19/

China’s progress in women’s education has also been remarkable. In
pre-revolutionary China, more than 90 per cent of women were illiterate.
Before 1949, women accounted for only one quarter of primary school
pupils, 20 per cent of middle-school students, and just 18 per cent of college
students. Educational levels among married women have been rising since
that time. Illiteracy and semi-illiteracy decrease rapidly with age cohort, i.e.
from 76 per cent among women aged 45-49 years to 14 per cent among
women aged 15-19. The proportion of women who have attended secondary
school varies inversely with age, from 3.4 percent among women aged 45-49
to 41 per cent among women aged 15-19.20/

Although China’s intentions in educating its population have been
economic rather than explicitly demographic, education is an actual or
potential determinant of fertility reduction. First, educational development
has had a substantial effect on the ages at which women marry, both be-
cause they stay in school longer and because education widens their employ-
ment opportunities outside the agricultural sector. Second, from the
standpoint of the parental household, higher school enrolment rates have
substantially raised the investment costs of children, especially for parents
who wish to ensure good career prospects for their children. Third, educa-
tion promotes a rational view of family formation and the acceptance of
contraception for either the spacing or limitation of children.

Fertility within marriage is significantly lower at higher educational
levels. The 1982 One-per-Thousand Fertility Sampling Survey shows that,
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with one exception, the total fertility rate declined sequentially for five
groups of married women classified by education, even when age was held
constant. The potency of higher level school exposure for this purpose is
apparent in almost all age groups.21/

If education operates indirectly to control fertility, we might expect
that would have a measurable influence on the direct variables of greatest
interest to programme planners: contraception and one-child certificate
holding. In Beijing, for example, among women with higher education, 89
per cent are practising contraception. By comparison, 82 per cent of mid-
dle-school educated women and 57 per cent of those with primary educa-
tion are using contraception. The impact of education on one-child certifi-
cate holding shows similar trends.22/

Changes in women’s workforce participation

In China, working people are defined as those who derive an income
from their labour, including persons engaged in household production as a
sideline, those working at temporary jobs, retired persons who continue to
work for additional income, and self-employed persons, as well as those
holding regular jobs. The 1982 population census counted 521.4 million
employed workers, of whom 227.8 million were women aged 15-54.23/

During the 1950s, the general trend was towards a much greater invol-
vement of women in the labour force, and real efforts were made to en-
courage women to stand up and take part in decision making, both within
the family and in the wider context of society. There was an upsurge in the
number of working women during the Cultural Revolution. The change in
attitudes to women’s roles was intensified, and the slogan widely associated
with the questioning of Confucian attitudes, “women hold up half the sky“
was taken increasingly seriously.

As previously mentioned, during the late 1940s there was a massive
attempt to widen the basis of medical care by creating vast numbers of
barefoot doctors, low-level medical stations and other facilities. This in turn
led to a considerable increase in the number of women employed in, or
working part-time with, the health services. On the rural communes, all
women, except old women, were working outside the home. In 1971,90 per
cent of all Chinese women, including those in the countryside, worked out-
side the home.24/

Demographers have noted that separation of place of work from place
of residence appears to be a key consideration in identifying the impact of
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employment upon fertility. The work status of women in China has affected
perceptions of the value of children, husband-wife communication and
decision making, and desired and actual fertility: (a) women working in the
formal sector begin practising contraception earlier in their marriage than
women working in the informal sector; (b) women in the formal sector are
less likely to want children for traditional reasons, such as continuing the
family name or enhancing their own status through the motherhood role,
and they are also less concerned than those in the informal sector about the
sex composition of their family; (c) women in the formal sector are usually
better educated and tend not only to differ from other women in their
opinions concerning the ideal age at marriage but also to delay their mar-
riage in practice; (d) female employment is associated with postponement of
chid-bearing and wider spacing of births.25/ Therefore, married women who
have been economically active tend to have fewer births than economically
inactive women with the same duration of marriage.

The impact of occupational factors upon the fertility level is fairly
stable, in the countryside as well as in the cities. The numbers of children
ever born are substantially higher in the informal sector at all ages.26/ The
percentage of one-child-certificate-holding is still higher in the formal sector
among cadres and workers, and lower in the informal sector among agricul-
tural workers.27/

Urban residence

It has long been recognized that residence is an important determinant
of fertility, and urban areas are characterized by factors thought to be con-
ducive to lower fertility.28/

After the Great Leap Forward in the 1950s, the opportunities facing
school-leavers became dark. Urban jobs became increasingly scarce, and
many youths faced the prospect of being sent to the countryside to receive
low starting pay, with little prospect for raises that would enable them to
plan for a wedding and to support a family early. This situation lasted nearly
two decades until the beginning of the 1980s.

Problems with mate choice trigger the postponement of marriage.29/

There has been an official policy at least since the late 1950s that young
people still in school should not pair off, and marriage is strictly forbidden.
This ban makes it difficult for youths attracted to each other to communi-
cate their feelings and develop a romantic relationship.
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Once one is promoted to a secure job as a regular employee it still
may not be an easy matter to find a partner. There is, for example, a consid-
erable amount of occupational segregation by sex (for instance, women tend
to work as textile works or nursery-school teachers, while men work as coal
miners and the like). Also, men and women are often assigned to different
kinds of jobs even within the same enterprise. There are undoubtedly few
prospects close at hand for those who are thus segregated, while the ab-
sence of the facilities of a dating culture, such as dance halls (these have
developed only after the Mao era), drive-in movies and all the rest, means
that individuals lack opportunities to meet eligible partners outside on their
own.

Housing became a serious problem as urban living space became in-
creasingly tight and as a dominant share of housing came under the control
of the authorities. In 1949, the average per capita living space in urban
China stood at 6.25 square metres. As the urban population more than
doubled during the 1950s, this figure had shrunk to around three sq. metres
by 1962.30/ This housing crunch meant that, if neither set of parents had
extra room, the new couple would have to apply to their work units or to
city housing offices for an apartment. They might have to wait for several
years before an apartment would be assigned to them.

Falls in mortality levels and concomitant increases in life expectancy
have contributed to the problem of crowding so that several generations
may have to live together under the same roof. Lack of housing investment
from the Government has gone hand in hand with the well-known popula-
tion growth, and has been complicated by the cohorts from earlier baby
booms coming to marriage age. In these circumstances, grandparents’ tradi-
tional yearning for grandchildren around their feet may well be muted.31/

The costs of marriage and of establishing a household are now
generally the responsibility of young couples, rather than of the parents, as
had previously been the case. Higher disposable incomes and the general
availability of consumer goods brought about by the economic reforms of
recent years have generated increasing requests for the “big four items” or
the “three rounds and one sound” (bicycle, sewing machine, wrist watch and
radio), as well as for the “thirty legs” (of the bed, table, chairs and other
furniture). Many young couples prefer to postpone marriage and even child-
bearing in order to enjoy the luxury of being able to spend more of their
combined salaries.32/ The groom may be expected to pay out approximately
2,000 yuan on furniture, even if his salary is only 50 or 60 yuan a month.
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Since 1970, the feast or banquet customary at weddings has again
begun to flourish, especially in recent years in urban areas.33/ Holding a
feast of 8-10 tables nowadays costs 2,000 yuan or even more -- certainly an
expense that couples would have to plan for over a long period of time. But
in order to maintain reputation and “prevent others from laughing”, many
urban brides and grooms postpone their marriage in order to build up
savings to finance such expensive feasts. Some families go into debt by bor-
rowing from kin and friends in order to meet these expenses. As a result,
they are left in financial difficulties that delay child-bearing.

Life is arduous both inside and outside the home. In cities, both hus-
band and wife work six days a week, eight hours a day, plus one or two
hours of travelling back and forth for those who live far from their work
units. On their day off, they must wash, clean, queue for shopping, cook etc.
Life for the couple is tiring, and will be more so if they have more children.
Waking up at night to feed the baby, more washing, education and many
other activities all consume time and energy.

A 1983 survey of the off-duty activities of Shanghai workers found that
commuting and household chores such as cooking and washing took an
average of six hours and forty-five minutes a day.34/ Croll’s survey32/, on the
other hand, found that in urban Shanghai and Beijing, average daily shop-
ping took over three-quarters of an hour and half an hour, respectively.
Cooking took an hour and three-quarters in Shanghai, and an hour and
twelve minutes in Beijing. Where the household does not have a resident
grandmother, shopping and cooking add appreciably to the length of the
working day (35-45 per cent of the working women had to undertake these
tasks).35/

The value of children has declined drastically in urban China.36/ The
evidence of this is plentiful. Family firms were eliminated by 1956, for ex-
ample, and there are few jobs to which child labour can be applied. Educa-
tion is compulsory but not free, so that parents’ financial burden increases
with the number of their children. In the cities, the relatively clear delinea-
tion of career paths affects the desire for children. These prospects were
greatly dimmed by a sudden scaling down of both white-collar and blue-col-
lar opportunities after the early 1960s. The Government’s response to this
politically explosive situation has been to send school-leavers to rural jobs.
Since the value placed on children appears to be directly proportional to
their chances of horizontal mobility, it seems doubtful whether, under these
circumstances, family members will continue to find value in numerous
children.
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The decline in the value of children has been reinforced by the cost of
rearing them in urban China. The 1979 estimates indicate that rearing a
child to age 16 costs much more in large cities and towns than in rural
villages. The total average family expenditure on a child to age 16 in large
cities 4,689 yuan) is nearly four times the average in rural areas (1,196
yuan).37/ Bringing up children involves more economic difficulties for
people living in the cities, where salaries are universally low. During the
First Five-year Plan (1953-1957), nominal and real wages improved slightly,
but after 1957 wages were held practically stable for two decades. In spite of
marked improvement in recent years, Chinese wages still allow only a
modest living standard. Moreover, wage increases have been dwarfed by in-
flation. The rate of inflation between 1979 and 1982 has been given officially
at approximately 15 per cent.38/

Obviously, under such circumstances, when young people start think-
ing of having a child, they must be prepared for a lower living standard than
previously and another child will mean yet a further decline in the living
standard of the family.

“Sending-down” campaigns

China’s fertility decline owes much to the large-scale rustication cam-
paigns of the past decades. These steps have included the “sending down”
(xia-fang),  both temporary and permanent, of urban cadres, the resettle-
ment of entire urban families in villages and in frontier areas such as Xin-
jiang province, the assignment of university graduates to rural posts, the dis-
patch of urban medical workers to rural areas, and especially the transfer of
urban secondary school graduates to rural villages and to frontier settle-
ments (shang shan xia xiang), or “up to the mountains and down to the
villages”).39/

Severe over-urbanization and the imbalance of the national economy
brought about by the Great Leap Forward in the 1950s demanded drastic
action. As a result, the majority of urban residents were summarily ejected
from their cities. The quite extraordinary reduction in China’s total urban
size was caused by the mass deportations of the early 1960s and of the years
after 1968.

From 1961 to 1964, about 30 million people were mobilized to go back
to the countryside. The implied net migration loss in 1961 and 1962 was
almost 20 million, around 14 million of which took place in 1962 alone. Ad-
ditionally, the Socialist Education Movement of 1963-1964 removed millions
of people from the cities, most of them temporarily, but some for good.40/
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Between 1966 and 1976, 17 million young people set out to the villages and
small towns. The transfer was intensified in response to Mao’s call of 23
December 1968, for young students to go to the country and be “re-edu-
cated” by poor and lower-middle class peasants.

The aforementioned numbers are greatly increased if one takes into
account the downward transfer of officials (ganbu xiafang), the dispatch of
urban medical workers starting before 1965, and the various dispersals of
enterprises and their staff, skilled labourers, and criminal elements since
1949.41/

This massive migration is intimately connected with both increasing
age at marriage and declining fertility. Millions of urban educated youths
who were sent to the countryside at about 17 or 18 years of age remained
unmarried in the villages until 10 years later, in hopes of returning to the
city. Of the 17 million rusticated youths, just 900,000 had married by 1978.
Thus, millions of young people returning in the late 1970s were nearly all
unmarried, even though they were of marriageable age.

Those who managed to transfer back to urban areas after 1979 had to
start at the bottom of a work unit, often as apprentices, several years after
they had finished school, and therefore required several more years before
they could establish themselves well enough to contemplate marriage.42/

While the campaign lasted, it obstructed what Caldwell has identified
as the flow of wealth from the younger to the older generation. Rusticated
urban youths not only did not return wealth to their parents, but also im-
posed a heavy burden on their parents by continuing to need financial sup-
port as long as they stayed in the countryside, where life was bitterly dif-
ficult. In addition, the exemption of one-child families from being resettled
in the countryside also helped to erode the dominance of large families.

The Government’s vigorous efforts to bridge cultural, educational and
health-care gaps by the xiafang system and rustication of urban intellectuals
and educated youths have had the unintended -- or perhaps intended --
consequence of assisting it to inculcate the small family norm and to make
birth control knowledge, means and technical services accessible to the
broad masses in China’s vast rural areas.43/

It is worth stressing that a most important role in the drive to limit
fertility was played by mobile medical personnel who, after 26 June 1965,
were required to spend a certain part of the year attending to the medical
needs of the rural population. They publicized the meaning of planned
parenthood among the peasants, disseminated knowledge about birth con-
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trol, conducted propaganda meetings, set up exhibitions, showed movies
and organized “personal testimony” meetings featuring peasant women who
were using IUDs or other types of contraceptives.

The fertility decline may also perhaps reflect the marital separation of
a great number of cadres and members of the intelligentsia, who were
removed from the cities during the Socialist Education Movement of 1963-
1964 or the Cultural Revolution, and had no sexual relations for a long time.
Some of these people in fact stopped having marital intercourse as long ago
as the late 1950s, after the advent of the anti-rightist movement in 1957. As
Caldwell points out, “The Cultural Revolution certainly separated many
couples”.45/

Discussion and conclusions

The literature on the fertility transition in China is replete with refer-
ences the 1982 population census of China and fertility survey information.
The fact that some reduction in both urban and rural fertility preceded the
intensification of organized family planning efforts during the 1970s indi-
cates that it is difficult to assess the programme’s effects on fertility net of
socio-economic and institutional factors that encourage people to accept
and practise effective contraception. The causes of the fertility decline in
China are very complex, The explanation probably lies in various socio-
economic changes. As a result, increasing numbers of people have become
aware of alternatives to their traditional life styles and aspire to something
different.45/

Fundamental socio-economic changes in China, unlike the changes
brought about by the family planning programme, have been gradual and
strenuous. Transformations in family structure and functions and changes in
the status of women have established a new relationship between the in-
dividual and society, giving individuals, especially women, a new decision-
making power in forming their families.

The virtual elimination of the private sector has reduced the utility of
children as a source of labour in family enterprises, while the mitigation of
the economic uncertainties with which the poor had to cope before 1949 has
reduced the value of children as a form of risk aversion. In China, as in
other socialist states, employment, or at least a minimum income, is virtually
guaranteed; health services are provided free of charge or at a very low
cost; savings, the accumulation of secure assets, and institutionalized pen-
sion and insurance schemes have brought a greater degree of security to the
large majority of Chinese families.
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Consequently, the economic function of the traditional family, i.e. the
support of elderly parents by children, is no longer crucial, and has been
partly taken over by the collective, or the State, or institutions. All these
profound cultural and institutional changes have the effect, intended or
otherwise, of removing or undermining many of the forces that in the past
tended to encourage and sustain the traditional way of life, with the high
fertility norms and practices characteristic of virtually all agrarian pre-mod-
ernized societies.

China is undoubtedly in the midst of a massive cycle of extraordinary
socio-economic change. Women especially are benefitting from this change.
They are now moderately or fully freed from the constraints of the previous .
feudal marriage system. Their general levels of education are rising, and
their employment is expanding year by year. Furthermore, recent studies
have proven that these changes are taking place in rural areas as rapidly as
electrification and road construction permit. Married women have more al-
ternatives to marriage and child-bearing than had been the case and, as
more women become educated and employed, they join categories that have
been associated with reduced fertility -- either through postponement of
marriage or through deliberately limited child-bearing.

All of the socio-economic factors usually associated with rising af-
fluence have accompanied both urbanization and a radical change in urban
settings, although still within a Chinese cultural context. Under modern
urban conditions, marriage requires a willing mate, funds to pay for a wed-
ding and the expenses of equipping the new household, access to housing,
and an income, or the prospect of earning an income, that can support a
family. As most of these resources became increasingly scarce, marriage and
child-bearing were inevitably delayed. The delay was particularly marked for
those millions of urban educated youths who were sent to the countryside.

Our study suggests that all these dynamic factors of the fertility transi-
tion were essentially interactive and accumulative processes, in which all the
factors tended to develop concomitantly and the efficient functioning of any
one of the factors tended to require the efficient functioning of all the
others. That is, in the absence of other development concomitants, sig-
nificant fertility change is most unlikely. None of these processes can be
understood properly in isolation. It is the interaction among these factors,
all operating within China’s unique context conducive to reproductive
change, that produced the rapid and extensive decline in fertility.

The rapid fertility decline during the 1970s has, for instance, coincided
not only with the intensification of the family planning programme, but also
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with the development of all these subsets of socio-economic factors and
processes. The 1970s marked a culmination of various socio-economic chan-
ges in China that had been developing for several decades: the repeated
rustication campaigns that had been taking place since the mid-1950s and
peaked in 1968, the growth of education, changes in occupational oppor-
tunities, the rise in the status of women, changes in the costs and benefits of
children, housing shortages in the urban areas, land shortages in the rural
areas, changes in the family and marriage system, the rising age at marriage
and increasing proportion of women entering into late marriage, the decline
in mortality (especially infant mortality) and so on.

The fertility transition in the 1970s should therefore be regarded as an
emergent phenomenon, not only of the general transition of Chinese society
in the 1970s, but also of the transformations that began during the 1950s and
continued during the 1960s. Thus, it would be naive to think that a changing
demand for children, involving new perceptions of their economic and non-
economic benefits and costs, would emerge suddenly in a simultaneous flash
of mass insight. It is more logical that all these socio-economic changes in
China would provide a latent motive for limiting children which would be
crystallized over time.

In short, there are three points worth concluding. First, although the
implementation of family planning programmes and their resulting effects
on reproductive behaviour have certainly been influential, it is our conten-
tion that attempts to assess the achievements of China in fertility decline in
the past three-odd decades must take into account not only the programmes
but also the direct and indirect effects of various socio-economic changes on
fertility.

Second, the experience of Western countries that have completed their
demographic transitions is no reliable guide to what has taken place in
China, which has experienced several distinct phenomena that are in sharp
contrast with corresponding phenomena in the developed countries, and
even with those in developing countries. China has undergone many specific
changes that are unique in the world which we have delineated above. No
such socio-economic changes have occurred either in the developed
countries or in those now developing.

Third, many of the socio-economic forces are not unique to China, but
have operated in varying degrees throughout the world. Given the com-
monalities, it is interesting to consider the extent to which the dynamics of
China’s fertility transition are relevant to reproductive transitions elsewhere
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__ that is, how far the factors underlying these dynamics are mediated
through a cultural, social and political setting unique to China.

The preceding examination of the factors triggering China’s fertility
decline is by no means exhaustive. Some of the forces which lie behind the
fertility transition are doubtless unknown to us, a fact that it behooves us to
remember.
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