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When it comes to reproduction in China and the reproductive politics that surround it, surely we 

are currently in the very midst of an historic moment. Following four decades of resolute efforts 

to prevent birth as a means of managing population size, government officials and family 

planning institutions are now grappling with the question of how to encourage birth for the exact 

same purpose. In 2015, China tweaked its well-known “one-child policy” into a “two-child 

policy,” yet family planning administrators have been left scratching their heads as the estimated 

20.8 million births that the National Bureau of Statistics had foreseen for 2018 fell spectacularly 



short at 15.2 million actual births. China, it seems, has “graduated” into what is known as a 

“low-fertility culture,” which is to say it is currently undergoing a “second demographic 

transition” whereby marriage rates are falling, singlehood and infertility are on the rise, and the 

total fertility rate has fallen to well below replacement level.1 I say “graduated” because China’s 

family planning policies have since their inception always been intimately tied to the gaige 

kaifang (改革開放 reform and opening up) policies that late chairman of the Communist Party 

Deng Xiaoping initiated toward the end of the 1970s in the name of economic development for 

the people.2 Demographic transition theory has long maintained that falling fertility is an 

inevitable companion of economic growth and rising living standards.3 It is therefore perhaps not 

so surprising that the arguments currently taking form for promoting rather than preventing birth 

in China pretty much echo those made by Deng and his contemporaries. As formulated by 

professor Mu Guangzong of the Peking University Institute of Population Studies in a 2018 

People’s Daily article titled “Let People Dare to Have ‘Two Children’”: 

In an era of low fertility willingness and high birth costs, fertility is not only a personal 

matter, but also a major event that affects the country’s long-term stability. China 

urgently needs to build a unified policy that is population-friendly, fertility-friendly, 

child-friendly, family-friendly and elderly-friendly.4 

Gone are the birth quotas, pregnancy certificates, sterilization programs, and abortion clinics that 

have underpinned China’s family planning policies for so long, now to be replaced by assisted 

reproduction clinics, paid maternity and paternity leave, work-life balance initiatives, affordable 

child care, and care for the elderly. Given this dramatic turn of events—from family planning to 

family making in China—it is more than timely that a string of important and superbly 

researched ethnographic studies focusing on these transformations have appeared in the past 



couple of years. Suzanne Gottschang’s Formulas for Motherhood in a Chinese Hospital, Lihong 

Shi’s Choosing Daughters: Family Change in Rural China, and Jing Xu’s The Good Child: 

Moral Development in a Chinese Preschool have each provided crucial insights into the 

changing ways in which couples, mothers, and their families are negotiating reproduction in 

what Mu Guangzong, as we saw, has called China’s new “era of low fertility willingness and 

high birth costs.” Reading these three monographs alongside Jianfeng Zhu’s exceptional work on 

Chinese women’s experiences of pregnancy and prenatal screening,5 and having just finished my 

own ethnographic study of the birth and routinization of assisted reproductive technologies in 

China,6 it is safe to say that we now have solid anthropological understanding of the early 

contours of China’s 21st-century “low fertility culture.” 

What Shi, Gottschang, and Xu have done is examine the everyday consequences of transformed 

reproductive decision making, motherhood, and child-rearing, respectively, in different parts of 

China and in ethnographically rich ways that take us with them into the homes, hospitals, and 

preschools that shape families’ reproductive experiences in contemporary China. Shi’s 

monograph is based on fieldwork in the rural village of Lijia, which lies some 90 klicks north of 

Liaoning province’s capital Shenyang, Gottschang carried out her fieldwork in the prenatal and 

maternity wards of district-level Number 35 Hospital in Beijing, while Xu participated in and 

observed daily activities at the Biyu preschool in the middle-class district of Pudong in Shanghai. 

Read together, we follow rural Chinese families as they reason about and think through their 

reproductive decision to limit themselves to a single daughter, zoom in on the often-challenging 

first weeks and months of motherhood in urban Beijing, and see firsthand how preschool 

teachers and parents seek to mold the moral development of young children in a Shanghai 

preschool. 



If there is one common theme that binds these three ethnographies together, then it must be what 

might be called filial adjustment, which is to say all those kin-based processes through which 

socioeconomic means, familial duties, and expectations as well as future aspirations are sought 

reconciled at a time of transformation. Throughout China, families are adjusting to the realities 

of some 40 years of market reform and the one-child policy, which have raised living standards 

for many while at the same time reinforcing economic precarity for probably more. In most 

households, both women and men are active on the labor market—whether through paid 

employment or as self-employed—with expectations that they both contribute to household 

finances. Grandparents have become indispensable sources of child care, just as institutional 

child care and education costs are skyrocketing, creating a climate of intense competition as 

parents and grandparents seek to give their (grand)children the best possible chances in life while 

also wanting to enjoy the comforts of a middle-class life. If anything, already-existing pressures 

on women have intensified as they continue to shoulder household and child care duties (often 

with the assistance of grandparents) while also working demanding jobs. Hence, as all three 

ethnographers show us, there is nothing straightforward or simple about the filial adjustments 

that are taking place within many families throughout China today; rather these tend to generate 

intergenerational tensions and conflict requiring forbearance on the part of all—grandparents, 

mothers, fathers, and children alike. 

 

1. Ethnographies of Reproduction in Contemporary China 

Through her engagements with families in Lijia village, Lihong Shi found that the patriarchal 

son preference that has resulted in an unprecedented skewing of sex ratios in China—especially 



through the 1980s and 1990s as ultrasound technology became widely available at the same time 

as the one-child policy was being rolled out—seems to be on the wane. Not necessarily because 

son preference has somehow dissipated altogether; rather a small family size is considered more 

compatible with the pursuit of a good life filled with material conveniences like motorbikes, 

mobile phones, televisions, and DVD players. Shi explains:  

For elderly Lijia women, the desire to limit family size came out of their hope for 

family survival at a time when they had limited resources for childrearing and when 

they were subject to the heavy demands of labor at home and in production teams. … 

For young Lijia women, however, the desire for a small family, in this case only one 

child, derives from their aspirations for family prosperity and enjoyment of leisure at a 

time when consumption opportunities and leisure activities have become widely 

available. (p. 58)  

In conversation with a friend, one of Shi’s male informants suggested, “If you didn’t have the 

abortion [a few years ago], you would have had to save money and probably have only two 

meals a day instead of three … nowadays society is different. You have to learn to enjoy! Don’t 

look down on me because I am poor. I have everything!” (p. 46). In these ways, Shi argues, new 

ideals of happiness characterized by the pursuit of material goods and the enjoyment of leisure 

can help explain why small family size with a singleton daughter is considered preferable to the 

pursuit of a son by having a second child. 

But there is more to it than preference for small family size. Another theme to emerge out of 

Shi’s interactions with those Lijia families who were “content” with having a singleton daughter 

was that of filial support. As already noted, the historically unprecedented skewing of sex ratios 



in countries like China, India, and Vietnam in the last four decades or so is seen to have been 

driven by a culturally mandated “son preference.”7 Yet, what Shi found in Lijia was a certain 

disillusionment with these very sons’ filial support as parents grew older. As one of her 

informants exclaimed, “If sons aren’t filial, it is no use having a son!” (p. 104). Shi surmises that 

certain socially constructed notions of women as more caring and having xinchangre (warm 

hearts) when compared to men has contributed to the valuing of daughters by parents as a better 

“bet” when it comes to the fulfilling of future filial obligations of care in old age. 

On her part, in an increasingly urbanized China, Gottschang set out to study how a group of 

women in Beijing navigated their paths from pregnancy to motherhood, making decisions about 

how to feed their infants “during a time of extraordinary social, cultural and economic change in 

China” (p. 3). Visiting Beijing on numerous occasions through the 1990s and 2000s, Gottschang 

explored how breastfeeding initiatives—scientifically sanctioned and encouraged by the World 

Health Organization—were implemented in Number 35 Hospital. In the process, she saw how 

new ideals of scientific motherhood could clash with traditional practices of zuo yuezi (坐月子 

sitting the month) following birth, advice from elders, as well as requirements to return to work, 

positioning new mothers uncomfortably between tradition, science, consumer culture, and the 

interests of the state. Many of her informants found the postpartum prescripts that came with 

“sitting the month”—e.g., not brushing teeth or washing hair—to be old-fashioned and 

backward, and thereby in contrast to their modern lives in the city. Yet, at the same time, they 

also had to be pragmatic about the scientific medical advice they were given by health care 

professionals, as one of Gottschang’s informants explained: “I attended classes on breastfeeding 

at the hospital, but I knew that I would be returning to work, so … I started using infant formula 

as soon as I returned home from the hospital” (p. 177). Gottschang calls these creative and 



pragmatic strategies pursued by new mothers’ maternal maneuvers, thereby highlighting their 

(albeit limited) agency within the systems of maternal governance that have coalesced around 

them in urban China in recent times. 

Gottschang shows how once new mothers returned home from the hospital following delivery, 

“older women” (mothers or mothers-in-law) came to play a central role in her informants’ new 

life as a family. A mother or mother-in-law will often move in with the couple to provide much-

needed help and respite for breastfeeding mothers as fathers continue to work. And while most of 

Gottschang’s informants appreciated the help they received, elders’ presence in the intimate 

spaces of the household was not without its tensions, not least with regard to the 30 days of 

taboos, prohibitions, and prescriptions that constituted “sitting in.” One of the mothers 

Gottschang interviewed had become so frustrated with her mother-in-law that she insisted they 

employ a bao mu (nursemaid) as she prepared to return to work, despite the protests of her 

mother-in-law: “The bao mu may have some backward ideas because she is from the 

countryside, but she will listen to me because I pay her salary and give her a place to live. My 

mother-in-law will never listen to me” (p. 155). Throughout Formulas for Motherhood, 

Gottschang highlights how intergenerational tensions shape the experiences of new mothers in 

ways that are not always positive. Given the state-mandated regimes of maternal governance that 

play out in hospital settings and the kinship-based power dynamics of the household, Gottschang 

concludes, “What is possible … are mothers who make constrained choices and decisions” (p. 

202).8  

Not only have recent social, economic, and cultural transformations in China been characterized 

by rising living standards, growing consumer culture, urbanization, and increasing 

biomedicalization (e.g., through hospital-based maternal and infant health care), these very 



developments have also come to be seen as the root cause of a national “moral crisis.” The 

melamine-tainted milk powder scandal, which resulted in the deaths of at least six children and 

the injury of thousands more in 2008, as well as media stories about victims of traffic accidents 

who have been left for dead by passersby are highlighted as symptomatic of the crisis. In the 

opening pages of her in-depth study of the making of The Good Child in China, Jing Xu suggests 

that “today’s Chinese people are lamenting the nation’s moral decay/vacuum, both as a loss of 

traditional values and as the failure to build new values” (p. 9). Prevalent discourses have 

rounded on a (one-child policy) generation of so-called xiao huangdi (小皇帝 little emperors), 

deriding their selfishness and indifference while blaming their parents for having spoiled them 

throughout their childhood. Amid such concerns, preschool has come to be seen by some as an 

important site within which to repair the damage done, and for this reason, Xu set herself the 

ethnographic task of investigating how moral development takes place in such institutions. 

Enrolling her own child in Pudong district’s Biyu preschool, Xu used a combination of 

observations and experiments to see how morality is cultivated when cohorts of apparently 

spoiled and self-centered singletons are brought together through daycare. 

Through her many months interacting with fellow parents, staff, and children at the Biyu 

preschool, Xu unpacks the different ways in which practices of zuo ren (做人 becoming/acting 

human) are organized on a daily basis. While such practices have existed in China for thousands 

of years, they are currently unfolding in a time of intense competitiveness between what Vanessa 

Fong has called the “only hope” of parents.9 Children in preschool must learn to share, to 

develop a genuine concern for others, and to express generosity and fairness. While this might be 

the case in many different countries and cultural contexts, such learning processes are mediated 

through cultural idioms and pedagogical ideas surrounding for example the notion of guanjiao (



管教 disciplining) and the Chinese state’s suzhi jiaoyu (素質教育 quality education) push. Xu’s 

ethnographic descriptions are wonderfully thick as she recounts how “incidents” between 

children during organized activities and play are used as pedagogical occasions to instill values 

and cultivate fairness, empathy, and generosity. What is more, through her conversations with 

parents and family members of the children at Biyu, Xu documents the effects of what have been 

called “intergenerational parenting coalitions” as a direct consequence of the one-child policy. 

“The only child is not only the center of parental and grandparental attention, but also the center 

around which discrepancies, fissures, and conflicts arise, between mother and father, between the 

younger generation and the older generation, between in-laws, and even between paternal and 

maternal grandparents” (p. 152). 

 

2. Filial Adjustments 

With China’s restrictive reproductive complex having been as pervasive as it has for so long, it is 

little wonder that an ongoing shift from family planning to family making is being profoundly 

affected by and shaped through intergenerational tensions. Women in China still have to apply 

for a qualification of pregnancy certificate from their employers or local family planning office, 

whether for their first or second child. Until very recently, especially in rural parts of the country, 

women were more or less directed if not coerced to undergo sterilization procedures once they 

had reached their limit in terms of allowed number of children. These legacies of the one-child 

policy will not be forgotten anytime soon and render any official encouragement of birth 

unbearably ironic. At the same time, as Xu, Shi, and Gottschang point out, in the very same 

decades that China’s restrictive reproductive complex was taking form, the country experienced 



unprecedented economic growth and urbanization. As a result, families throughout China are 

living in new ways: both mother and father working; increasingly living in urban apartments into 

which mothers, mothers-in-law, or bao mu move to assist with child care after birth; pursuing the 

material conveniences and leisure time that smaller family sizes can facilitate; and focusing “all 

resources on only one child” (Shi, p. 83) by providing them with a good education and thereby 

better life chances. 

There are in particular three forms of filial adjustment that I found most striking in these 

ethnographies. The first concerns Shi’s observations of how skewed sex ratios have led to young 

women gaining leverage during marriage negotiations in Lijia. With the knowledge that women 

are in short supply, the amounts young women and their families were demanding for bride 

wealth were increasing, which at times strained relations between young men and their parents 

whose refusal to give in to increasing demands could jeopardize their hopes of a marriage. 

Parents with sons were in general facing rising financial pressures both in the form of bride 

wealth and in connection with financing the costs of more and more lavish weddings. Hence, 

households with young men faced new kinship and marriage-related dynamics that will only 

intensify in the coming decade as those birth cohorts with some of the most skewed sex ratios in 

China enter marriage age. 

The second form of filial adjustment concerns the relationships between young couples and their 

in-laws, especially relations between young mothers and their mothers-in-law. Growing waves of 

urbanization have often seen young women and men migrating to cities in search of education 

and jobs. Living arrangements for newly married couples in the city often involve cramped 

apartments, and it is into these that a mother-in-law or mother will often move following the 

birth of a child. With working couples relying on their parents for child care, such living 



arrangements can last for longer periods of time, generating the kinds of tensions that Gottschang 

documented through her interviews with new mothers in Beijing. While there is nothing new 

about intergenerational living arrangements in China, urbanized housing forms with limited 

space and growing distances between parents and their adult children are reconfiguring those 

arrangements. 

And finally, from Xu’s ethnography it seems clear that consistently low fertility rates in China 

are set to solidify “intergenerational parenting coalitions” as the most prevalent form of child-

rearing. The intense competition that is driving parents to pay for expensive child care, 

extracurricular activities, and a good education will not subside anytime soon; if anything it may 

well intensify. As such, feelings of guilt and obligation on the part of those “only hope” children 

who are expected to succeed are bound to complicate and strain relations between parents and 

their children. Indeed, in her recent ethnography of China’s top university students, Susanne 

Bregnbaek showed how they suffer from intimate psychological strains under the pressures 

imposed on them by both their parents and the state.10 

Despite the many tensions that filial adjustments in China have inevitably given rise to, not all is 

amiss in the three beautifully researched and written ethnographies from Shi, Gottschang, and 

Xu. Xu emphasizes the creativity and agency of the young children she observed in preschool, 

which she says “suggest that Chinese children are constructing their own moral universe that 

differs from both adult ideals (that is, of a return to classic Chinese values or a switch to 

imagined Western values) and adult fantasies (of self-centered, selfish ‘little emperors’)” (p. 

192‒193). Gottschang highlights the maternal maneuvers that new mothers engage in to take 

control of their otherwise constrained lives as mothers in highly gendered households. And Shi 

points out that “with their newly gained power, women are able to exercise their agency in 



making their reproductive choices when their preference for a singleton daughter does not 

coincide with their husband’s or in-laws’ preferences” (p. 150). 

While I thoroughly enjoyed reading each of the ethnographies for the many merits that I have 

highlighted in this essay, I am at the same time left with a sense that this is but a beginning, in 

that their ethnographies raise as many questions as they answer. China is such a vast country, and 

we need to learn more about how child care is practiced and organized and morals cultivated, not 

just in elite, middle-class neighborhoods but also in smaller towns and villages. At the same 

time, while it may well be that women in Lijia village are able to leverage more in their 

negotiations of marriage and reproduction, what of the derogatorily labeled sheng nu (“leftover 

women”) who have yet to marry or have children in China’s urban centers? And how can 

mothers ever be expected to cope with and tolerate unrealistic expectations of contributing to 

household finances while shouldering almost all child care and household duties even if they do 

receive help from paternal and/or maternal grandparents? Xu, Shi, and Gottschang have paved 

the way for what will hopefully be a growing tide of ethnographies documenting the unfolding 

effects of falling fertility rates, not just in China but throughout Asia, Europe, America, and 

beyond. With the insights from their ethnographic accounts of reproduction in contemporary 

China in mind, it is hard to see China’s fertility rates rising anytime soon. Some will say that this 

is just fine at a time of global climate emergency. Others will read into China’s (and the world’s) 

falling fertility rates a withering indictment of the patriarchal structures, inequalities, economic 

precarity, and psychological pressures that a global capitalist system relentlessly and callously 

maintains. As Shi, Xu, and Gottschang have shown us, it is perhaps especially in times of 

transformation that we need ethnography—in its various forms and approaches—to document 



the everyday effects of the filial adjustments that are taking place throughout the country every 

time a couple marries and a new baby is conceived, carried, and born. 

 

Notes 

1 Wei-Jun Jean Yeung, Sonalde Desai, and Gavin Jones, “Families in Southeast and South Asia,” 

Annual Review of Sociology, Vol. 44 (2018), pp. 469–95. 

2 Susan Greenhalgh, Just One Child: Science and Policy in Deng’s China (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 2008); Susan Greenhalgh, Cultivating Global Citizens: Population in the 

Rise of China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010). 

3 Warren Thompson, “Population,” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 34, No. 6 (1929), pp. 

959–975; Walt W. Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-communist Manifesto 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1960). 

4 “Rang renmin gansheng yuansheng erhai” (Let People Dare to Have Two Children), Renmin 

Ribao (People’s Daily), 6 August 2018. 让人们敢生愿生"二孩" 

Ràng rénmen gǎnshēng yuànshēng "èrhái" http://finance.people.com.cn/n1/2018/0806/c1004-

30210765.html 

5 Jianfeng Zhu, “Mothering Expectant Mothers: Consumption, Production, and Two 

Motherhoods in Contemporary China,” Ethos, Vol. 38, No. 4 (2010), pp. 406–412; Jianfeng Zhu, 

“Projecting Potentiality: Understanding Maternal Serum Screening in Contemporary China,” 

Current Anthropology, Vol. 54, No. S7 (2013), pp. S36–S44. 

                                                           



                                                                                                                                                                                           
6 Ayo Wahlberg, “The Birth and Routinization of IVF in China,” Reproductive Biomedicine & 

Society, Vol. 2 (2016), pp. 97–107; Ayo Wahlberg, Good Quality: The Routinization of Sperm 

Banking in China (Berkley: University of California Press, 2018). 

7 Monica Das Gupta, Jiang Zhenghua, Li Bohua, Xie Zhenming, Woojin Chung, and Bae Hwa-

Ok, “Why Is Son Preference So Persistent in East and South Asia? A Cross-Country Study of 

China, India and the Republic of Korea,” Journal of Development Studies, Vol. 40, No. 2 (2003), 

pp. 153–187. 

8 See also Tine Gammeltoft, Haunting Images: A Cultural Account of Selective Reproduction in 

Vietnam (Berkley: University of California Press, 2014); Margaret Sleeboom-Faulkner, ed., 

Frameworks of Choice: Predictive & Genetic Testing in Asia (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 

University Press, 2010). 

9 Vanessa Fong, Only Hope: Coming of Age under China’s One-Child Policy (Stanford, CA: 

Stanford University Press, 2004). 

10 Susanne Bregnbaek, Fragile Elite: The Dilemmas of China’s Top University Students 

(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2016). 


