POPULATION POLICY

In 1965 Chinese leader Mao Zedong announced that an ever-expanding population is a “good thing,” and in
1974 he denounced population policies as “imperialist tools” designed to weaken developing countries. At
the time of Mao’s death in 1976, China had about 850 million people with a birth rate of 25. H is successors
recognized that population growth was consuming more than half of the annual increase in the country’s
gross domestic product, so China introduced a campaign advocating the “two-child family.” The govern-
ment provided services — including abortions — that supported the program, resulting in a drop in China’s
birth rate to 19.5 by the late 1970s. In 1979 China’s new leader, Deng Xiaoping, went even further by in-
stituting the “one child policy.” This program included both incentives and penalties to assure that couples
produced only one child. Late marriages were encouraged, and free contraceptives, abortions, and steriliza-
tions were provided to families that followed the policy. Penalties, including steep fines, were imposed on
couples that had a second child. In 1984 the policy was relaxed in rural areas, where children’s labor was still
important, but it was reinstated in 2002 in reaction to reports that many rural births were not being reported to
the government. In contrast, Chinese people in cities were generally more accepting of the one-child policy
since it better suited urban life styles and needs. By 1986 the birth rate had fallen to 18, a figure far below
those in other less developed countries.

However, the policy has had other consequences. One is a rise in female infanticide, or the killing of baby
girls. Because traditional Chinese society has always valued males above females, many couples have
wanted their one child to be a boy. If a gitl is born instead, some have chosen to end the child’s life so that
they can try again to have a boy. The incidence of female infanticide is almost impossible to tally, but the
practice has led to a disproportionate number of male to female children. Over the years China’s population
pyramid has developed a lopsided number of young adult males to young adult females. The problem is
so serious that many young men are unable to find women to marry. Some projections suggest that by the
mid-21* century China’s population numbers will start falling. If that occurs, it almost certainly will change
the cultural tradition of sons taking care of their aging parents. There could be too few sons to carry out the
responsibility, leaving China with a problem of what to do about a growing number of elderly people with
no one to take care of them.

ECONOMIC POLICY

From 1949 to 1978, China followed a communist political economic model: a command economy directed
by a central government based on democratic centralism. Mao Zedong called this policy the “iron rice
bowl,” or cradle-to-grave health care, work, and retirement security. The state set production quotas and
distributed basic goods to consumers. When this model failed, Deng Xiaoping began a series of economic
reforms that make up the socialist market economy — gradual infusion of capitalism while still retaining
state control.

Agricultural policy

o The people’s communes — During the early days of the PRC — in an effort to realize important so-
cialist goals — virtually all peasants were organized into collective farms of approximately 250 fami-
lies each. During the Great Leap Forward, farms were merged into gigantic people’s communes
with several thousand families. These communes were one of the weakest links in Mao’s China, with






