China’s “One Child per Family Policy” –Forced Abortions

Group 5

In 1979 the Chinese government started a population control policy known as the “one child per family policy.” This policy was enacted in an effort to address China’s economic and social problems that had resulted from having the highest population in the world. Many over populated areas of China were facing serious land degradation, high pollution, over use of nonrenewable resources and poverty. So in order to prevent serious future consequences the Chinese government put this policy into action and it still is in effect today. 

This policy requires all families to obtain a birth certificate before their child is born. Families are offered incentives to only have one child. If they do not agree to only having one child they will be punished. They will be taxed up to fifty percent of their income, and/or even lose their jobs; other benefits could be lost as well. Additionally, unplanned pregnancies or pregnancies that were not authorized with a pre-approved birth certificate are required to be terminated. The Chinese government also started advocating the use of birth control by making it more readily available. 

As the policy was put into place it was found that there was a preference for Chinese families to have male babies, which led to female infanticides. This preference was due to the fact that male babies would eventually be able to pass on the family name. It was also due to the fact that in rural areas males were preferred to females because they could help out with more of the physical labor.   Once the Chinese government realized this problem they decided to relax their previous policy by allowing families to have “daughter-only-households.” Specifically this policy would allow rural couples whom already have had one daughter to have a second child.

Zhang Chunhong is a 26-year old married woman who lives in Beijing, China. Her husband and she had just celebrated their four-year wedding anniversary together. For the last two years they had been trying to start a family together but they hadn’t been successful. On January 30th 2009 she and her husband went to see a doctor that specialized in fertility treatments. He suggested that they try intrauterine insemination since; she had already tried the first rounds of treatment for infertility. The treatment was not successful the first time around. However, after Zhang completed her second round of treatment she learned that she was pregnant! She was so excited as this was the very news she was waiting for. Her husband and her had invested a lot in the various infertility treatments, which had burdened their lower middle class income. 

A couple of days after learning she was pregnant, Zhang and her husband went to the doctor for Zhang’s first check-up as an expecting mother. At this check-up Zhang learns that not only is she is pregnant….but she is pregnant with twins. The Doctor explains that multiple births are not uncommon with intrauterine insemination. However, he also reminds them that they have some decisions to make. They know that under China’s law they have two choices they can choose from. Either they can have both children and put one up for adoption or they can only have one child by selectively aborting one of the two fetuses. The only way they can have and keep both children is if they leave China. This is obviously a very difficult choice for Zhang and her husband to make as they have been trying to have a child for a while. 

Questions

1. Make a list of ethical issues that arise in this case study.

2. Focus on the selective reduction procedures.

· Which child should Zhang and her husband choose to abort, given they have no clue on the sex of the fetuses?

· What are the benefits of selective reproduction?

· What are the costs for performing the procedure?

3. Focus on the one child per family policy.

· What are the goals and/or benefits of the policy?

· What are the costs of the policy?

4. Focus on if the selective reproduction procedure doesn’t end up doing its job or eliminating one fetus.

· Would be ethically right for the hospital to torture the second child when it is born?

· As in torture we mean: leave outside in the winter or neglecting to feed the child.

· What would be the right thing to do with the second child? Take into account that the child will be retarded because of the drugs used for selective reproduction procedures.

5. Discuss how Zhang’s situation would be different if she was from a rural area compared to being from Beijing, an urban area.

6. Do you think that Zhang and her husband made an ethical dilemma for themselves by visiting a fertility clinic?
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