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China’s Infanticide Epidemic 
By Winter Wall 

China’s one-child policy, initiated to curtail China’s rapid population growth, has resulted in 
fundamental human rights abuses. Due to the cultural stigma of having female children, the 
stringent policy has led to millions of female infants being aborted, abandoned, or killed. As China 
struggles with population control, families are faced with the necessity of bearing male children, who 
are perceived as being more valuable to the family and who are often charged with the care of their 
elderly parents. Consequently, the elimination of female infants has created a skewed sex ratio in 
China’s population—the social, economic, and physical repercussions of which are yet to be fully 
realized. Female infanticide, sex-selective abortion, drowning, and the withholding of health care and 
nutrition are only a few consequences of the restrictive one-child policy.  

Ramifications 

The historical preference of sons that drives many families to exterminate their daughters 
remains an integral dimension of Chinese society. Many believe that a preference to bear a son will 
diminish with the influx of urbanization and education; however, that myth has been debunked by 
the prevalence of female infanticide in its many forms. The majority of the modern Chinese 
population identifies with cultural norms, fierce state loyalty, stigmas, and social constructions of 
gender that condone female infanticide. The intricate interface of women’s fertility and family status 
has led many Chinese to take severe measures to manipulate their offspring. 

It is believed that nearly half of all Chinese women of reproductive age (or their husbands) have 
been sterilized as a result of the government’s insistence on family planning. The Chinese 
government has encouraged sterilization, intra-uterine device (IUD) insertions, and abortions in 
countrywide campaigns that started in 1973. Despite the laws against sex-selective abortion in China, 
abortions are still widely executed with impunity.  

The government has denied the prevalence of female infanticide as a direct result of the birth 
planning policy. It has been declared that such practices are only found in the most “backward” 
regions of the countryside that still subscribe to a feudalistic mentality. However, statistics indicate 
that this problematic pattern spans across the country, resulting in an entirely skewed sex ratio. The 
sex ratio at birth is defined as the number of male live births per 100 female births. There are several 
environmental and demographic factors that can possibly skew a country’s sex ratio at birth, such as 
disease outbreaks and wars. In the last several decades, China’s sex ratio at birth has steadily 
increased from 106:100 in 1979 to 111:100 in 1990 and to 117:100 in 2001, with an increase as high 
as 130:100 reported in some rural areas. In contrast, population sex ratio refers to the number of 
males in a population per 100 females in that population. The population sex ratio in the United 
States, according to the 2001 census, is 96.8:100. Conversely, China’s population sex ratio is 
conservatively estimated at 104:100. These figures illustrate a stark picture for China’s future and the 
lives of its girls.  

Due to the troubling implications revealed by these statistics, the future of China’s population is 
gravely concerning. Sex-selective abortion and various methods of female infanticide have resulted 
in an excess of males in China’s population. It is estimated that, over the next twenty years, there will 
be twelve to fifteen percent more males than females in the Chinese population. There is concern 
about the subsequent inability of these males to marry, especially in a society where marriage denotes 
social status and acceptance. The problem of excess males has also been linked to a marginalization 
of these men in Chinese society, as the majority of them come from the lowest socioeconomic 

1

Wall: China’s Infanticide Epidemic

Published by Digital Commons @ DU, 2009



H U M A N  R I G H T S  &  H U M A N  W E L F A R E  

 

 203 

classes. In China, ninety-four percent of all unmarried people age twenty-eight to forty-nine are 
male, and ninety-seven percent of those have not completed high school. Therefore, there will be a 
growing number of young men marginalized because of their lack of family prospects. With many 
males unable to marry, concerns rise over a potential increase in anti-social and/or violent behavior 
threatening the stability and security of China. There is also speculation over the potential increase in 
the sex industry, due to the unmet sexual needs of unmarried men, possibly leading to an increase in 
sexual coercion and trafficking.  

Conclusion 

Among all of China’s governmental policies, the one-child policy has been called the “most 
momentous and far-reaching in its implications for China’s population and economic development.” 
Chinese women’s reproduction is utilized as a feature of socialist modernization, a sacrifice for the 
good of the state. Reproductive rights in Chinese society have been co-opted by the government as a 
component of a broader push towards socialist modernization. The denial of these fundamental 
rights is seen by the government as a necessary societal sacrifice for the preservation of the state. 
This powerful state loyalty creates a  ripe environment for a pervasive fertility policy, regardless of 
the ramifications. Only in hindsight are the consequences revealing themselves as highly 
problematic.  

In hopes of defining an alternative solution to the current manifestations of the one-child policy, 
there is a movement towards “cooperative” fertility reduction. Encouraging the advancement of 
women and exploring the de-incentivizing of son preference, rather than forbidding female 
infanticide, will mitigate the emergence of a black market for women’s trafficking. Instigating 
“cooperative” methods of fertility reduction, including advancement of women through education 
and increased access to employment, could greatly improve the livelihood of China’s girls. Instead, 
the Chinese government insists on the use of coercive methods to enforce the strict regulations 
imposed by the one-child policy. Although this policy has led to severe consequences, there are 
encouraging shifts in behavior beginning to occur. In a recent Chinese national survey, thirty-seven 
percent of young women, predominately urban, said they had no gender preference and forty-five 
percent reported their ideal family would consist of one boy and one girl. While the shift will occur 
slowly, indications show that, through a combination of cooperative fertility reduction and evolving 
cultural priorities, the effects of the one-child policy will not persist as predominately in the coming 
generations.  
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Encouraging the advancement of women and exploring the de-incentivizing of son 
preference, in the opinion of the author, would reduce the rate of excess infant mortality. 
The author’s academic style makes this report of particular interest to scholars already 
familiar with the subject matter. 
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