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Abstract:

China’s recent history of family planning re-
strictions is well known. An increasing amount of
attention has been paid to the role of abortion in
both national and local policy implementation as
well as individual-level decision-making. In this pa-
per, we explore the recent history of abortion within
the Chinese family planning policies within a broad
bioethics framework. In particular, we explore
themes of rational persuasion, coercion and manipu-
lation at the various levels of implementation.
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Introduction

It is commonly held that there is a broad
tripartite categorization of ‘influence’. The first
is ‘rational persuasion’, whereby the subject is
influenced by a reasoned or rational argument.
Generally speaking, this approach of influen-
cing is permissible in a bioethics framework.
The second method of influencing outcomes is
through coercion; coercive efforts might in-
volve the implementation of violent actions,
pecuniary or other social disadvantage (or the
threat of any of the above). The consensus here
is that such actions are not permissible. But
what is coercion? On the basis of works by
Hobbes, Kant and Locke, we would consider
coercion to be, at its most simple, circumstan-
ces where there is a relationship between the
coercer and coercee; that there is an act of coer-
cion by the coercer; and that the coercee re-
sponds (or changes an aspect of behavior) in
response to that action. However, there is
a great deal of debate about the definition,
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meaning and execution of coercion - which has
been further differentiated within philosophy
by the transhumanist perspective (as character-
ized by Robert Nozick (1969), for example) and
the bioconservative view (such as that of Alan
Wertheimer, see (Wertheimer, 1987) for a re-
view).

Here, then, the focus is on how the coercee
is affected by the coercer, with the process of
analyzing coercion grounded in a non-moral
framework (Hasken, 2007). Wertheimer, on the
other hand, strongly argues for a ‘moralized
baseline” based upon the economy of ‘threats’
(Wertheimer, 1987). According to Wertheimer,
a threat is coercive when, if the threat is re-
fused, the coercee will be worse off than he
would have been had it been accepted; and
that the coercee has no reasonable choice but to
consent. This consent requires a contextually
specific, moralized judgement (Hasken, 2007).

Moving beyond these interpretations,
Gunderson (1979) states that “There is nearly
universal agreement that coercion is an evil...
Even when it is necessary to avoid a greater
evil or to attain a good, it is still a necessary
evil' (Gunderson, 1979, p. 247). Anderson
(2011) translates this into a practical dimension
by stating that ‘coercion is typically thought to
carry with it several important implications,
including that it diminishes the targeted
agent’s freedom and responsibility.” In this
context, Anderson continues, ‘it is [therefore]
a (pro tanto) wrong and/or violation of right’.
Finally, we must briefly consider the concept of
harm as it relates to coercion. In the Millian
(Mill, 1869) sense, ‘the only purpose for which
power can be rightfully exercised over any
member of a civilized community, against his
will, is to prevent harm to others. His own
good, either physical or moral, is not a suffi-
cient warrant.” As such, the link between ‘the
common good” and a coercive act is a highly
contested, complex one where harm can de-
legitimize itself as an action if not correctly jus-
tified.

The third component occupies the ground
between these two ‘extremes’. Some scholars,
such as Blumenthal-Barby, have explored this
‘neglected space between rational persuasion
and coercion in bioethics” (Blumenthal-Barby,
2012, p. 345) - not least because the definition
of the two ‘extremes’ is so fraught with difficul-
ties. (Indeed, a core textbook in bioethics

(Singer, 2008, p. 32) recognizes the ‘fine line be-
tween persuasion and coercion’). This area is
often called ‘manipulation’, though Blumen-
thal-Barby (2012) argues for this space to be re-
labelled as ‘nonargumentative influence’ with
two subtypes, namely ‘reason-bypassing’ and
‘reason-countering’.!

It is within this tripartite framework that we
consider the history of China’s family planning
policies over the past three decades, with a par-
ticular focus on activities related to abortion.
We begin with a discussion of the design and
implementation of the policies in the late 1970s
and early 1980s, and show how this was
framed very much in the language of ‘rational
persuasion’ and a ‘common good’. This has
been a constant throughout the various reforms
and transitions of the policies over time. It is
a commonly held view that many Chinese citi-
zens believe that family planning restrictions
have been a success for the country; but this is
not an adequate reflection of whether ‘rational
persuasion” was a defining characteristic of the
policies. Secondly, we move to an in-depth dis-
cussion of one particular element of the shift
from “persuasion’ to ‘enforcement’, with a par-
ticular focus on the role of abortion. Here we
suggest that the language of the ‘common
good” and ‘rational persuasion” is very much
diluted/polluted by the language (and action)
of coercion. Finally, we move towards a dis-
cussion of the extent to which harm is present
and whether it therefore acts as a form of de-
legitimacy in a Millian sense. We suggest that,
indeed, harm is present.

The ‘pre-history’ of the one-child policy

Long before China implemented the strin-
gent one-child-per-couple birth control policy,
the relationship between population and eco-
nomic development had been the subject of
heated debate. In the late 1950s, Coale and

1 “Reason-Bypassing Nonargumentative Influence’ re-
fers to ‘influence that operates by bypassing a per-
son’s reasoning capacities and often their aware-
ness, with examples including framing, setting up
defaults, setting up the environment a certain way,
and priming using subconscious cues’ (p. 349). ‘Rea-
son-Countering Nonargumentative Influence’, on
the other hand, operates by ‘countering a person’s
reasoning capacities, with examples including social
norms/ pressures, inducing affective states, playing
on desires’ (2012).
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Hoover (1958) proposed a classic theory that
extra births in a high fertility context would
have a negative impact upon economic devel-
opment, providing strong scientific evidence
for birth control measures. This view was con-
firmed by many further studies in the 1950s,
which identified the negative correlation be-
tween high fertility and economic development
(Birdsall, 1977). As a climax to this activity,
Club of Rome researchers argued forcefully
that it was necessary for developing countries
to implement immediate and draconian popu-
lation control policies in order to solve their
crises (Greenhalgh, 2008).

In China, a broader family planning policy
had been discussed and implemented from the
early 1950s; yet because of Chairman Mao
Zedong’'s ambiguous and pronatalist attitude,
the firm implementation of a birth control poli-
cy did not occur until the 1970s. In the spring
of 1979, Deng Xiaoping and Chen Yun issued a
number of directives on family planning in or-
der to limit population growth. Deng com-
manded that policies and laws be stipulated to
curtail population growth. When Li Xiannian
introduced the “one is best, two is most” policy
to Chen Yun in 1979, Chen replied, “Be tough-
er, stipulate clearly that only one is permitted”.
Several months later, the Chairman of the Cen-
tral Committee of the Chinese Communist Par-
ty (CCP), Hua Guofeng, proposed making
‘concrete measures’ to reward couples who
give birth to only one child. After Hua’s sug-
gestion, the “Only one is permitted” policy was
implemented nationwide, both in urban and
rural areas (Liang, 2014). As Greenhalgh (2008)
observes, by the end of 1979 the three most
powerful leaders in China, Deng Xiaoping,
Chen Yun and Li Xiannian, all supported
a strong antinatalist population policy. In addi-
tion, the one-child policy had already been im-
plemented in 1979 (Liang, 2014). In this sense,
therefore, within a bioethics framework the his-
tory of family planning in China from the 1950s
to the late 1970s was very much grounded in
a scientifically driven narrative of ‘rational per-
suasion’ (albeit with some statutory restrictions
imposed by the end of the period). This ‘scien-
tific rationalism” was carried forward to the
next phase of the design of family planning re-
strictions.

Along with his group of researchers, Song
Jian, an outstanding missile expert in China in

the late 1970s, crafted a narrative of a Chinese
population crisis using western ideas. Accor-
ding to their projections, China’s population
would expand so dramatically, and at a histori-
cally unprecedented pace, that rapid popula-
tion growth and overpopulation would deplete
natural resources, destroy the environment and
prevent China from achieving its rightful place
in the world. They therefore suggested that the
only solution was for national decision makers
to immediately implement a one-child-per-
couple policy, irrespective of the social and po-
litical costs (Greenhalgh, 2008). Despite the fact
that the data used by Song Jian and his col-
leagues for their projections were not intended
to be applied to real populations (Hvistendahl,
2011), and that their very long-range popula-
tion projections were seriously flawed by the
lack of reliable demographic data at that time
(Greenhalgh, 2008), the combination of the re-
lative lack of qualified demographers and the
determination of national leaders meant that
these leaders were easily convinced of the ne-
cessity - and feasibility - of such a policy in the
name of science. As such, China readily trans-
formed Song’s suggestions into basic state poli-

cy.

‘Rational persuasion and the common
good”: shaping family planning policies

The Chinese central government cam-
paigned to promote the post-1979 birth control
policies in the name of the common good. In
the official discourse by the Chinese govern-
ment, family planning policies would benefit
individuals and families, relieve the pressure
on the environment and resources, fit the long-
term interest of all Chinese people, and even
advance the well-being of all humankind. In
1980 the Central Committee of the CCP delive-
red the ‘Open Letter of the CCP Central Com-
mittee to the General Membership of the
Communist Party and the Membership of the
Communist Youth League on the Problem of
Controlling Population Growth in Our Coun-
try’, stating the effects of rapid population
growth. Apart from the costs to individual
families through greater levels of dependency,
it was argued that the state would need to sig-
nificantly increase educational expenditure, fa-
cility investment and greater levels of state fi-
nancing through income generation for their
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education and employment. It was argued that
rapid population growth would also lead to
over consumption of natural resources, aggra-
vating existing environmental problems and
worsening the living conditions of the popula-
tion. Finally, if it was not kept in check, the
demographic increase would result in difficul-
ties in providing food, clothing, housing,
transportation, education, medical care and
employment for the entire population, there-
fore limiting the state’s capacity to reduce po-
verty and ‘economic backwardness’.

In this sense, the ‘Open Letter’ did indeed
appeal to ‘rational persuasion’ for the ‘common
good’. In order to limit the population size to
1.2 billion and as a means for all people to reap
the benefits of ‘modernity’, the State Council
appealed to all citizens to give birth to only one
child. While the central government did not list
concrete measures for implementing the policy,
strict demographic indicators were indeed set.
In order to ‘promote” the one-child policy and
ensure that these demographic ‘targets’” were
met, physical apparatus at all levels were sub-
sequently established. In 1981, the National
Family Planning Commission was established,
followed by a top-down establishment of fami-
ly planning administrative organs. Since then,
the network of family planning has extended
from the national level to the more local levels
of province, municipality, county and town. At
the village level, the village leader is responsi-
ble for birth control (Nie, 2005). Already the
distinction between “persuasion” and ‘coercion’
was beginning to blur.

While the administrative teams were being
put together, relevant provisions were added
to the law. In 1980, the revised Marriage Law
obligated citizens to practice family planning.
This was reinforced by a directive in the 1982
Constitution stating that: “both the husband
and the wife have an obligation to practice
family planning”. In 2001, the Law on Popula-
tion and Family Planning restated the civil
obligation of practicing family planning (Nie,
2014). Yet it is important to note, despite this,
the relatively weak statutory framework of the
Chinese family planning regulations. Firstly,
the ‘Open Letter’ was conceived as an exhorta-
tion to citizens ‘advocating’ population control
policies rather than a stated law. As Wang et al.
note, “the one-child policy strategy strangely
was never issued as a government order nor

written explicitly in Chinese law” (Wang,
2013). Secondly, when parents have more chil-
dren than they are allowed under their particu-
lar family and geographical entitlements, the
relevant organ imposes not a ‘fine” but a ‘social
maintenance fee’ to cover the additional ex-
penses to the public purse of the ‘out-of-quota’
child. This therefore suggests that the primary
ideal of the state is to ensure the implementa-
tion of birth control policies through ‘rational
persuasion’, as evidenced from a relatively
weak statutory framework and a strong
grounding in ‘science’, which has been the
hallmark of most pronouncements on family
planning in China. For example, the notion of
‘four hundred million births into poverty have
been averted’ is a globally known claim about
the policy (Wang, 2013). However, the pres-
ence of a large surveillance network, as well as
the pecuniary and other penalties associated
with transgressing the boundaries set by the
state, mean that the policy clearly strays out-
side of being solely concerned with ‘rational
persuasion’. Indeed, the Chinese government
has been enthusiastic and confident about its
ability to make people’s private reproductive
behavior compatible with the national goal of
reducing population growth (Li, 1995). Despite
this, since the early 1970s (if not before), coer-
cion has been an integral part of China’s birth
control policy (Aird, 1990). The Chinese family
planning programme remains highly coercive
throughout the process; central policies have
resulted in many forced abortions, as well as
other coercive activities, in the birth control
campaign (Nie, 1999). As Banister (1987) put it:
“[China] makes extensive use of compulsory
family planning..., forced sterilization, com-
pulsory IUD acceptance, forced IUD retention,
and forced abortion”. In the following section
we consider in greater depth some of the more
unabashedly coercive elements of the family
planning policies - namely the execution of
abortions. As we shall see, with the pressure to
achieve specific short-term goals, the birth con-
trol policy has often been carried out against
the popular will by means of a variety of coer-
cive measures, and in many places direct en-
forcement measures have been used as key
tools in policy implementation (White, 1994).
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Abortion and the ‘targeting of agent’s
freedom and responsibility”

For the one-child birth control policy, the
State Family Planning Commission developed
a birth-quota system, in which the target num-
ber of children allowed to be born in the com-
ing year was allocated to each province. The
provincial government then stipulated the ex-
act number of children permitted to be born in
every prefecture government under the pro-
vincial jurisdiction (Li, 1995). Through the ad-
ministrative bureaucracies at all levels, birth
quotas were passed down to units at the levels
of the city, county, and then town and village
(Huang, 2002). Officials at all levels often took
these ambitious population goals extremely se-
riously, in order to demonstrate their organiza-
tional capacity and political commitment. In
order to achieve their targets and pass their
performance evaluation or even exceed the
average level, officials who were personally re-
sponsible for meeting the quotas, from the
provincial level to the village level, would use
whatever methods necessary. Contraception
and sterilization were the first-choice methods,
but for those out-of-quota births, people in
charge of, and responsible for, the family plan-
ning programme had to rely on abortion to
achieve their targets (Rigdon, 1996).

The view of the Central Government re-
garding coercion has oscillated over time, from
a tacit acknowledgement of acceptability in the
early 1980s towards a more determined oppo-
sition; yet local authorities often saw coercion
as the only means by which fixed targets for
the fertility rate and birth quota could be met.
Indeed, there is something of a contradiction
between national and provincial pronounce-
ments on this matter. Even in the ‘Open Letter’
of 1980, it states that every family planning
worker should be a propagandist (publicist)
who should help the masses with their ideolo-
gical and practical problems; should never
commit illegal acts (in family planning work)
by force; and should dissuade others from
committing illegal acts by force.

At the provincial level, however, the way in
which family planning regulations were writ-
ten meant a significant degree of scope in in-
terpretation. To quote a verbatim extract from
Article 23 of the 1991 Population and Family
Planning Ordinance of Henan Province: ‘For

whatever reason, remedial measures must be
taken to terminate [an] unplanned pregnancy’
(1998). Similarly, Article 18 of the 1998 Popula-
tion and Family Planning Ordinances of Guang-
dong and Shandong Provinces state that ‘Re-
medial measures should be taken for un-
planned pregnancy at an early stage’(1998).
Article 19 of the 2001 Management Measures for
Family Planning issued by Guizhou Province
stipulates that ‘remedial measures should be
taken for women of unplanned pregnancy’
(2001). These so-called ‘remedial measures’” are
taken to refer to abortion only, which would be
performed on women who had an unplanned
pregnancy as well as where the pregnancy was
caused by IUDs and ligation failure (2008). The
central and provincial policies have permitted
- and assured - (at least indirectly) that local
cadres can, and sometimes must, use coercion
in their work (Nie, 1999).

In 1991, to strengthen the implementation of
the strict policy, the ‘one-vote veto’ directive
was issued, which connected family planning
achievements directly with the cadre’s promo-
tion opportunities and other benefits (Jiang, Li,
Feldman, 2014). Cadres who succeeded in
meeting their quotas were eligible for bonuses
and promotions, whereas they would risk a re-
duction in salary, disciplinary sanctions, demo-
tion or even discharge from their post, if they
failed. This pushed cadres harder to limit births
with physical force, and abortion served as the
last protection for local authorities from failure
to meet their preset demographic targets (Tu,
Smith, 1995). So pressured were they by the
demands of the national policy, local officials
often had no choice but to resort to coercion
and physical violence (Nie, 2014).

As the bottom rungs of the state apparatus,
township and village birth-planning cadres
were obliged to enforce provincial and munici-
pal policy as part of their official duties
(Greenhalgh, 1994). Under the constraints of
the specific quotas set by provinces, cities and
counties, family planning work had been one
of the most important tasks for township
organs. In Shaanxi province at the turn of the
1990s, in an attempt to improve birth control
performance, many areas introduced economic
mechanisms linking family planning to land
allocation and other resources under the con-
trol of grassroots cadres (Greenhalgh, Zhu, Li,
1994). However, it soon became apparent that
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such economic mechanisms were insufficient.
In the 1990s, a township party secretary in He-
nan province said, “To be honest, nothing
could be achieved in accordance with the cur-
rent legislation”. He continued to say that “it is
inevitable to break the laws if the tasks
assigned by the superiors are to be seriously
implemented” (Cao, 2013).

The practice of abortion was therefore
deemed essential in meeting the targets of the
birth control policy. In a survey of four villages
in Shaanxi, one out of every four village wo-
men married in the 1970s had had an abortion
by 1987, and one in eight had undergone the
trauma of a second or third trimester abortion
(Geenhalgh, 1994). In rural areas, mandatory
pregnancy testing was performed by township
family planning staff every 2 - 3 months on all
married women under the age of 50, and the
village and township family planning authori-
ties jointly decided whether a pregnancy was
to be permitted or terminated (Wu, Viisainen,
Hemminki, 2006). According to a 1982 report
by Guangdong family planning authorities,
80% of the 624,000 abortions in the province
were performed “by order”, and one-third
were in the sixth month of pregnancy or later
(Banister, 1987). The survey by Nie (2005)
showed that over two-thirds of women consi-
dered their abortion to be ‘caused” by the fami-
ly planning policy. There were two respond-
ents who declared that most of the abortions
were caused by the restrictions in fertility poli-
cy. Another respondent said that the prevailing
family planning policy led to forced abortions;
and that while some were performed on a vo-
luntary basis, most were the result of “having
no other choice”.

Forced abortions continued into the early
1990s, but had dramatically declined in scale
by the end of the decade. On 23 January 2007,
Zhang Weiqing, director of the National Popu-
lation and Family Planning Commission,
emphasized at a news conference that induced
abortion was a common problem in many
countries, and that the state did not view it as
ameasure for family planning. It has been
clearly and officially stated that “induced abor-
tion” is no longer to be employed as a means of
implementing Chinese family planning policy
(Han, 2013). However, in practice, induced
abortion is still one of the primary measures for
family planning in various parts of the country.

10

For example, in some counties of Guangxi
Province in 2009, it was reported that family
planning authorities performed some 48 abor-
tions in a day; in a county of Hunan province
in 2010, those officials who performed abor-
tions during concentrated periods of activity
would receive a reward of 600 RMB (around
100 USD) per aborted child within quota and
1,000 RMB (around 160 USD) for each aborted
child outside of quota (Hu, 2011). Arguably the
most notorious recent case is the forced in-
duced birth performed in Ankang prefecture of
Shaanxi province in the summer of 2012. The
mother was a 23-year-old woman with a child.
As she and her family were unable to pay
a fine of 40,000 RMB (around 6,600 USD) for an
ineligible second birth, she was detained and
her seven-month fetus was aborted. The disclo-
sure of this news triggered outrage and wide
discussion among both netizens and more tra-
ditional media outlets (Liang, 2014).

To conclude this section, therefore, we are
clearly able to identify the presence of coercion
in the implementation of family planning poli-
cies in China, especially through the act of
forced abortion. In the final section of this
paper below, we return to the discussion out-
lined at the start concerning the justification of
these coercive acts as a “necessary evil’. In the
meantime, we progress with our agenda to
consider the (Millian) notion of ‘harm” in the
history of abortion in China, focusing on the
relatively under-studied health consequences
of women who underwent abortions in the im-
plementation of the birth control policy.

‘Harm’, abortion and family planning
policies in China

It is estimated that a total of 200 million
abortions were performed in China during the
1970s and 1980s (Zeng, 1991), with a further
295 million cases of induced abortion from
1980 to 2012 (NHFPC, 2013). Clearly, many
cases of abortion in China have been, and are,
entirely voluntary. However, as we discuss
above, at least in the early years the vigorous
promotion of family planning work was a key
motivating factor behind some of these abor-
tions (Yu, 2012). Since the early 1970s, there-
fore, many women have been required, per-
suaded and even forced by the authorities to
abort fetuses against their will (Nie, 1999).
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While the vast majority of abortions do not
lead to any physical harm, unprofessional sur-
gery can lead to significant harm. Complica-
tions can develop even in instances of small
mistakes, and infection can be caused by the
lack of strict pre-operative disinfection and lax
operation of asepsis techniques during the
operation (Yao, Wang, 2002). This, indeed, has
often been the case in China, particularly in ru-
ral areas (Zhu, Li, 1997).

During the early stages of the implementa-
tion of the one-child policy (1979 - 1983), the
incidence of abortions skyrocketed in China.
So-called ‘barefoot doctors” were the primary
actors in birth control procedures and abor-
tions. However, such ‘barefoot doctors’” were
often inadequately trained and/or lacked the
necessary facilities or equipment to perform
safe abortions (Rigdon, 1996). In poorly
equipped rural clinics, the deficiencies in train-
ing and facilities were compounded by the
large number of late-term abortions. Since
there were a large number of women from
many villages requiring abortions under the
strictures of the birth control policy, many doc-
tors were unable to devote their entire atten-
tion to each case (Li, 1996). The family planning
service station in Linfeng county of Hunan
province conducted a survey of women suffer-
ing from complications following abortions
prior to 1983, which showed that 90% of res-
pondents were operated on temporary scaf-
foldings in the village. In one village in particu-
lar, 13 women had ligation operations in a vil-
lager’s home on the same day, among whom
eight were hospitalized due to serious post-
operative infections (Zhu, 1988).

In some cases infertility was the unintended
outcome for many women. However, forced
abortion can have many other ‘harmful’ out-
comes, including more general poor health ef-
fects. Some patients who suffer from complica-
tions as a result of unprofessional abortions
may be unable to resume their usual working
life, or even experience difficulties in self-care.
In the summer of 1995, a random survey was
conducted among 300 women of childbearing
age resident in 12 villages in 10 provinces na-
tionwide. The survey found that health dam-
age caused by improper family planning oper-
ations accounted for about 10% of all women
interviewed, most of which were the result of
unqualified family planning officials perform-

11

ing the operations (Zhang, 1999). In 2005,
a survey of two villages in Shandong province
showed that women suffering from apparent
sequelae following family planning operations
accounted for 7% and 9% of the total number
of fertile women respectively (Kong, 2011).
These circumstances can lead to a double fi-
nancial burden, where (e.g. anti-inflammatory)
medicines become the major item of household
expenditure (Kong, 2011). A survey of 2,840
women conducted in seven provinces in 1994
indicates a potential negative psychological
impact, with reported feelings of loss and guilt,
and anxiety about unpredictable recovery from
the operation and future childbearing. This can
then translate into interpersonal and relation-
ship problems (Zheng, 1996).

In terms of abortion, therefore, we must be
careful to differentiate between ‘voluntary’
abortion and ‘forced” abortion. But, of course,
the definition of ‘forced” is itself highly contest-
ed. In general, the higher profile cases dis-
cussed here involve the active involvement of
family planning cadres in determining the out-
come of a pregnancy (i.e. through abortion).
However, how do we classifty women who
have ‘voluntarily’ submitted themselves for
abortion through wanting to avoid an out-of-
quota birth? While not ‘forced” in the physical
sense of the word (at least as defined by the
egregious behavior of some cadres outlined
above), the element of ‘choice’ is certainly
heavily curtailed for such women. Of course,
a third dimension is the presence of sex-
selective abortion which, it is often argued, has
been exacerbated by the family planning poli-
cies themselves (Zhu, Lu, Hesketh, 2009).
Therefore, unpicking purely ‘voluntary” abor-
tions from those where the family planning
policy (and its administrative network) have
implicitly and/or explicitly been involved is
extremely difficult. Despite this ambiguity, the
evidence seems to suggest that the key cause of
abortions in recent years was due to an incon-
sistency of individual desire with the require-
ments of the family planning policy (Qiao,
101). The likelihood that a pregnancy will be
aborted is strongly determined by official fami-
ly planning policy and regulation (Tu, Smith,
1995). A study ranging from 1979 to 2010 indi-
cates that the likelihood of individual abortion
is correlated with the stringency of the family
planning policy: the more stringent the family
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planning policy, the more likely married wom-
en are to undergo an induced abortion (Wang,
2014).

How do we ‘judge’ this? If we determine the
outcomes in the bioethics frameworks outlined
in the introduction, we can certainly identify
evidence of coercion, and we can certainly
identify evidence of harm. In terms of the lat-
ter, we are able to frame this outside of a moral
framework by simply referring to the inade-
quate way in which abortions were performed
by “barefoot doctors” and other personnel.

Interpretations and conclusions

China’s recent history of family planning
restrictions, at first glance and without any
knowledge of their workings, bear many of the
hallmarks of the ‘rational persuasion” model of
behaviour change. Based upon a clearly scien-
tific discourse, the policies were designed for
the ‘common good’, where local officials were
meant to be ‘propagandists/publicists” rather
than ‘enforcers’. The common good has long
served as the basis for the moral necessity of
population control and citizens” fundamental
duty to practice family planning (Nie, 2014).
Indeed, if we just considered these narrow
terms of the ‘common good” and positive indi-
vidual outcomes judged by the expected top-down
outcomes, we might be able to view the policies
as a ‘success’. According to data collected in
the late 1990s in three provinces of Jiangsu,
Anhui and Yunnan, interviewed women relat-
ed family planning to the country’s positive
economic situation and attributed their ability
to prosper to having fewer children to support
(Jiang, Hardee, 2014). Indeed, until recently
there was widespread ‘support’ (again narrow-
ly defined) for the policies. Leading demogra-
pher Wang Feng, for example, suggested that
in the late 2000s only 30% or so of Chinese citi-
zens were adamant that the family planning
restrictions should be discarded, compared to
maybe 90% today (Kaiman, 2014).

Yet the translation of the aims of the family
planning policies into practice did entail a de-
gree of coercion. As White (2006) puts it: “‘What
had begun as an effort to slow population
growth by encouraging fewer births became
a state-mandated program of birth ration-
ing...What began as a concern to prevent po-
pulation growth from undercutting economic
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advances became a relentlessly determined
effort to force human production to submit to
the will of the state” (White, 2006, p. 245).
Greenhalgh and Winckler (2005) go further: ‘By
world-historical standards, China’s birth con-
trol program has been exceptional in its hostili-
ty to women. It is women’s bodies that have
been made to bear the burden of contraception
and abortion, and women’s private and public
selves that have been diminished by the poli-
cy’s prescriptions and social sequelae’” (Winck-
ler, 2005, p. 3). Women’s bodies indeed appear
to have been the vehicles for the enforcement
of the birth policies - the notion of ‘maleness’
or gi often precludes vasectomies or other birth
control methods that put the responsibility on
men. Evidence produced by state-controlled
media shows that coerced (both implicitly and
explicitly) abortion was used to implement the
national birth control policy, often against the
interests and wishes of individuals (Nie, 2005).
We once again return to the bioethics
framework set out in the introduction. In order
to curtail population growth for the ‘common
good” as well as for individuals, the Chinese
government had to adopt whatever measures
that were necessary to achieve this end. Coer-
cion was thus considered a necessary measure
for the good of society (Nie, 1999). It is not for
us as authors writing in the early 2010s to ‘pass
judgement’ on the decisions taken more than
three decades ago. This is for a number of rea-
sons. First, it is almost impossible to adequate-
ly distinguish the desired outcome trajectory
from that which occurred. The ‘Open Letter’
was indeed couched in terms that suggested
a voluntary adherence to the policy, but we
simply do not know what the ‘true” intentions
of the designers of the policy were in terms of
levels of coercion and the ‘harm’ principle.
Secondly, we need to embed the discussion of
policy design and implementation in the con-
text of the era. As noted elsewhere (Basten,
Jiang), the population history of China prior to
1980 was a turbulent one, with rapid popula-
tion growth following long-term stagnation
(coupled with the disasters of the 1960s). Deci-
sions on the future of population growth were
therefore set against this extreme backdrop
and, as we have highlighted earlier, on the ba-
sis of potentially misleading data. This is criti-
cal to our interpretation of the “harm principle’.
Thirdly, given the complex, decentralized na-
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ture of government in China and the characte-
ristics of Chinese local administration, it is
almost impossible to unpick the actions of in-
dividual cadres from the broader context in
which they operate. We have shown a degree
of ‘ambiguity’ in both the letter and the “spirit’
of the regulations, which means it is often diffi-
cult to identify an agent upon whom to ascribe
‘blame’” for some of the more (or even less)
egregious examples set out here.

There is certainly no shortage of critics of
the Chinese family planning policies, both
within and outside of China. Aside from the
critiques above from a bioethics perspective
(see especially the work of White and Green-
halgh), it has also been strongly argued that the
‘success’ of the policies in terms of curtailing
population growth have been exaggerated, not
least through the highly contested claim of ‘300
million births into poverty being averted’. This
particular claim has been comprehensively de-
bunked by Wang et al. (2013), who examine
comparable declines in birth rates in other
countries not characterized by the kinds of pol-
icy seen in China, as well as Bayesian model-
ling based upon the sharp fertility decline of
the 1970s and, again, the experience of other
countries. They conclude that the ‘one-child
policy’ is an ‘ill-conceived policy that has pre-
vented Chinese individuals and families from
having the number of children they desire’
(Wang et al., 2013, p. 123). They continue that

‘it is a policy that has forcefully al-
tered family and kinship for many Chi-
nese, has contributed to an unbalanced sex
ratio at birth, and has produced effects
that will be felt for generations, with its
burden falling disproportionately on those
many couples who were forced to have
only one child... In other words, at the same
time as the demographic effect of the one-child
policy in controlling population growth has
been exaggerated, its long-term impact on
Chinese society has been underappreciated
(emphasis added) (Wang et al., 2013,
p. 123).

In this paper we have set out to demonstrate
that while the discourse of the family planning
policies may have been couched (and possibly
even designed) in the ‘rational persuasion” and
‘common good” model, the execution was coer-
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cive. There is clear evidence of coercion both in
the transhumanist conception of the choices
available to the coercee and the bioconserva-
tive framework of moralized reaction to
threats. The day-to-day interplay of these two
narratives might, however, be located some-
where between these two extremes where citi-
zens alter their own behavior within a confined
framework. Within a traditional bioethics
framework this might be termed ‘manipula-
tion’. If, however, we return to Blumenthal-
Barby’s (2012) schema outlined in the introduc-
tion, this might be better referred to as ‘Reason-
Bypassing Nonargumentative Influence’. This,
as a reminder, is ‘influence that operates by
bypassing a person’s reasoning capacities and
often their awareness, with examples including
framing, setting up defaults, setting up the
environment a certain way, and priming using
subconscious cues’ (Blumenthal-Barby, 2012,
p. 349). This certainly appears to be an appro-
priate lens through which to view much of
China’s family planning policies.

In sum, while we do not feel it appropriate
to ‘pass judgement’ on the Chinese family
planning policies from the perspective of a bio-
ethical framework, we might conclude with
a few words of caution for those who advocate
the implementation of similar policies for other
parts of the world. Recent apocalyptic visions
of the implications of global population growth
(such as Stephen Emmott’s (2013) remarkably
successful book Ten Billion) have pushed de-
mography to the top of the policy and media
agenda. Humans have been called a ‘plague on
the earth’ by leading naturalists (UKHP, 2013).
Based upon the purported success of ‘averting’
hundreds of millions of births with strong en-
vironmental benefits (see (Porritt, Monbiot,
2009) and (McDougall, 2010) for examples of
this), there is a widely held view among many
online commentators - especially those writing
‘below the line’ - that the implementation of
policies similar to the Chinese one-child policy
would be beneficial, if not perhaps even a ‘nec-
essary evil’. According to a report by the for-
merly named Optimum Population Trust (now
Population Matters), while one-child policies are
‘generally counter-productive and liable to dis-
count human rights... in extreme situations,
where states or regions may be almost unin-
habitable through environmental damage,
[they] may become unavoidable” (Guillebaud,
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2007). Suffice to say many online commenta-
tors take a less balanced view. For those advo-
cating such policies, we therefore submit for
their consideration our argument that whether
the intended policy instruments are based up-
on science and improving the common good,
and designed to be executed through ‘rational
persuasion’, the evidence from China suggests
that coercion in implementation and harm in
outcome is likely to be an outcome, intended or
otherwise. When it comes to reproductive li-
berty, it has been argued that coercive state in-
tervention is never justifiable, even if it is so-
cially beneficial (Nie, 2014). We might con-
clude, based on the evidence from China pre-
sented here, that inadequate constraints on the
power of governments and states in making
and implementing public policies, and social
engineering projects through proscriptive birth
control, may result in both societal - and indi-
vidual - level problems (Nie, 2014).
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