
SWITZERLAND

 

 
 

 MUEHLEBACHSTRASSE 20 ,  P.  O. BOX, 
CH-8032  ZURICH, SWITZERLAND AsiaSociety.org/Switzerland

 

 1 

China’s Falling Birth Rate: a Crisis or a Revolution? 

How Chinese Women Are Rewriting the Rules of Reproduction 

Published: June 3, 2026 

Text: Qing Wang / Photos: Remko Tanis 

 
A mother and her son at their home in Shanghai, China 
 
 
PART I: My Grandmother's Bewilderment 
 
This past spring, I returned to my hometown in Guizhou province, in western China, to visit my 
grandmother. She is 91, and her health is failing. I sat beside her bed and brought her chocolates 
from Europe. Her face lit up when she saw me, but behind the joy lingered a shadow of worry.  
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Before long, she asked the question that had clearly been weighing on her mind: “When are you 
going to have a child?” 
She continued: “Qing, I know you’ve always had a mind of your own. But a woman, in this life, she 
still needs to have a child.” 
 
I grew up in my grandmother’s arms, and the bond between us runs deep. I left China a decade ago 
and have lived in Europe ever since, thousands of miles away from her. I see her whenever I can, yet 
every visit arrives with a knot in my chest. Ever since I turned 30, six years ago, there is one topic 
she almost always raises: the fact that I still do not have children. It seems not to matter how far I 
have traveled, or how fulfilled my life feels to me. Without a child, I remain, in her eyes, somewhat 
incomplete. 
 
For my grandmother’s generation of Chinese women, having children required no justification. 
You simply had them. It was the main condition for a complete life, a duty pressed upon them by 
family, society, and the state. But for women of my generation, childbearing is only one of many 
ways a life can be lived. 
Becoming a parent is not the sum of a full life, nor a requirement. Whether to have children should 
be, and can only be, a personal choice, free from the demands of family, society, or government.  
 
My grandmother and I love each other deeply but fail to understand each other just as much. The 
distance between us is not merely personal. It is generational. It is the distance between two 
versions of what life can be for a Chinese woman. 
 
My grandmother was born in 1935, during the early years of the Second Sino-Japanese War. When 
Japanese forces swept through her hometown, she fled with her family and tried to imagine a 
future amid the chaos. Unsure what to study, she turned to an aunt for advice. The answer she got 
was simple, almost stubbornly practical: obstetrics. War or peace, her aunt said, people will always 
have babies. It was a craft that would never become useless. 
 
Grandma followed that advice and became an obstetrician during wartime. After the founding of 
the People’s Republic, in 1949, she volunteered to work in some of the poorest parts of Guizhou 
province and remained there for the rest of her career. In remote mountain villages, she helped 
countless women bring children safely into the world. On the day she retired, people came from 
across the county carrying flowers and singing to her: Thank you, Doctor. 
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But the work was never simple. The final years of her career overlapped with the harshest period of 
China's one-child policy, and obstetric hospitals like hers became frontline enforcers of it. On one 
side, she continued doing what she had always done: protecting pregnancies, delivering babies, 
welcoming new life. On the other, her institution was required to carry out the state’s population 
policy: promoting contraception, performing sterilizations, and, at times, forced abortions. 
 
Like so many of her generation, she carries a wound that never fully healed. She was both the 
person who welcomed life into the world and a cog in the machinery that took it away. 
 
When she speaks of those years, of full-term fetuses forcibly terminated, of mothers crying until 
their voices gave out, she falls into a silence beyond words. She hated the policy. And somewhere 
within that hatred, I think, was also a hatred of herself: for having been there, for having been part 
of it, for having been unable to stop it. 
 
In 2016, faced with rapid aging and a shrinking future workforce, for the first time, China relaxed 
the one-child policy and allowed families to have two children. My grandmother felt something 
loosen inside her. At last, she thought, families who wanted more children would no longer be 
punished for it. 
But the story soon took another turn. After a brief rise in births in 2017, China’s birth rate resumed 
its decline and kept falling. It turns out that, even though the state finally allows it, Chinese people 
no longer want children the way they once did. 
 
My grandmother cannot make sense of it. Even in wartime, she says, people fought to bring 
children into the world. And now, when life is easier, and with the government subsidizing families 
and handing out cash to encourage childbirth, why do young people no longer want children? 
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Two children in Bayang Village, Baoshan, China 

 
 
PART II: A crisis? A revolution! 
 
Chinese people are having fewer children. The broad outlines of this story are already familiar in 
the West.  
 
Over the past half-century, China’s population has been the subject of perhaps the most dramatic 
demographic experiment in human history. Birth rates surged through the 1950s and 1960s, then 
were forced sharply downward under the one-child policy of the 1980s and 1990s, implemented 
with a brutality that remains difficult to fully reckon with. Only in the early years of this century did 
the turbulence begin to settle. Rarely in history has a population been reshaped so radically, so 
deliberately, and on such a scale. 
 



SWITZERLAND

 

 
 

 MUEHLEBACHSTRASSE 20 ,  P.  O. BOX, 
CH-8032  ZURICH, SWITZERLAND AsiaSociety.org/Switzerland

 

 5 

But over the past decade, the story has taken another turn — one far less understood outside China. 
China’s population is no longer merely growing more slowly. It is now shrinking. And the pace of 
that decline is picking up. 
 
The numbers are stark. China’s fertility rate has fallen from more than six children per woman in 
the 1960s, to 2.25 in the 1990s, to around 1.0 in 2024: among the lowest in the world. 
In 2025, annual births fell below eight million for the first time since the founding of the PRC, 
reaching a historic low. The total population declined by 3.39 million, marking the fourth 
consecutive year of contraction. 
 
What makes this so striking is: this is not happening in a country ravaged by famine or war. This is 
present-day China: still humming, still building, still central to the global economy. This generation 
of Chinese people commands more material wealth than any before it. And yet many no longer 
want children. 
We once assumed this kind of demographic exhaustion belonged to aging welfare states: rich, 
stagnant societies that had run out of ambition. You know: Europe. Now it is unfolding in the very 
country that powered global growth for decades. 
 
Economists and demographers warn that the sinking population number could become one of the 
defining demographic crises of the modern era. Multiple pressures are converging all at once: a 
shrinking workforce, rapid aging, and a pension system under mounting strain. 
The demographic dividend that fueled China’s extraordinary rise over the past forty years, that vast 
labor force that built factories and filled cities, is being spent down with little to replace it. The 
decision to raise the retirement age in 2025 is not a solution so much as the first concession to an 
arithmetic that will not correct itself. 
The consequences will not remain within China’s borders. The world’s largest manufacturer, one of 
its largest consumer markets, and one of its most consequential geopolitical actors is entering a 
period of demographic contraction, the effects of which will reverberate globally. 
 
This looks like a crisis. On many fronts, it is. But “crisis” alone doesn’t capture what is actually 
unfolding. Something else is going on: underneath the numbers, a gender revolution is quietly 
manifesting itself. 

For the first time in generations, Chinese women are gaining real agency over the most intimate of 
decisions: whether to have children, and, if yes, when to have them. The forces reshaping these 
choices are deep and varied: a growing consciousness of women’s rights, rising economic 
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independence, changing expectations around work and domestic labor, and the emergence of 
communities where such questions can finally be discussed openly. More and more women are 
questioning the role once assumed to be theirs: as bearer of children. Many are renegotiating it. 
Some are refusing it altogether. 
 
This is a freedom my grandmother’s generation never possessed. It is also something China’s 
policymakers seem unable or unwilling to fully understand. They look at the numbers from behind 
their desks, reach for subsidies and cash incentives, and conclude that financial encouragement 
will be enough to raise the birth rate again. But history offers few examples of fertility rates 
rebounding once they have fallen this far. Money alone cannot solve this. 
 
Which is why understanding the real causes matters. Why do young Chinese women no longer 
want children? Over the six years I have hosted The Weirdo Podcast, an independent Chinese-
language podcast for progressive and non-conformist voices, I have returned to this question again 
and again, with guests from vastly different backgrounds. The stories I have gathered sketch a 
portrait of the Chinese woman of today: how she thinks, what she wants, and what she fears. 

Below are excerpts of four of those conversations, selected from the podcast. They feature 
influencers and academics, physicians and lawyers, voices from across the spectrum of 
reproductive rights. Together, they document something probably no population statistic can fully 
capture: Chinese women are not simply refusing motherhood in general. They are refusing 
motherhood when it comes on someone else's terms. They are, for the first time in generations, 
asking whether they wish to become a mother, and on what terms. 
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A 
man and a child in Shanghai, China 

 

PART III: Four Perspectives 

1. The Cost of Motherhood  

The decision to have a child is, at its core, a matter of money: what it costs, and who bears those 
costs. 

In March 2021, The Weirdo Podcast released a conversation with Rice Cake Mom, a prominent 
parenting influencer who had built a large following by questioning China's cultural conventions 
around pregnancy and childrearing. Her book, published around the same time, carried a telling 
title: Your Life Should Not Have to Give Way to Pregnancy. In the episode, we discussed the cost of 
motherhood at length. It turns out to be considerable, and not only in financial terms.  
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Recent studies have found that China is now among the most expensive places in the world to raise 
a child: the average cost to the age of 18 exceeds six times China's GDP per capita, a ratio higher 
than in both the United States and Japan. 

There are also costs that don't appear in any spreadsheet. On the physical side, Rice Cake Mom 
speaks candidly about birth injuries: the pain of childbirth itself, the long recovery that follows, the 
damage that can linger for years. 

She also takes on the myths that surround the postpartum period in China: the prohibition on 
coffee, the expectation of sexual abstinence, the assumption that discomfort must simply be 
endured. Drawing on her medical training, she fact-checks these conventions one by one, and finds 
much of them wanting. 

On the question of labor, the picture is starker. The episode discusses a phenomenon many Chinese 

women would recognize: "widowed parenting”(丧偶式育儿): fathers who are physically present but 
effectively absent from childcare. 

This point deeply resonated with the listeners. One comment captured the weight of this reality: 
fathers tend to see playing with their children as the full extent of their duty, while the exhausting, 
invisible labor of night feeds, hospital visits, and managing tantrums falls almost entirely to 
mothers and other female family members. 

In China, without grandparents to step in, two working parents can barely manage childrearing 
alone. Yet bringing grandparents into the picture introduces its own tensions. Generational 
differences in values and lifestyle can strain a marriage, and for many young mothers, navigating 
these relationships becomes yet another burden to carry. 

Rice Cake Mom’s conclusion in the episode is unambiguous: a woman's ability to resist social 
pressure around childbearing, coming from in-laws, from employers, and from cultural 
expectations, is inseparable from her financial independence. Economic autonomy does not solve 
everything, but it is the precondition for reproductive autonomy. Without it, the freedom to choose 
remains out of reach. 
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2. The Body as Battleground 

Knowing the cost is one thing. But for decades, many women have made decisions about their 
bodies without actually “knowing”. The silence surrounding childbirth injuries made accurate 
information hard to find. 

Published in May 2023, The Weirdo Podcast brought Mr. Six Floor, a former gynecologist turned 
health educator onto the show to discuss reproductive health, birth injures, medical 
misinformation, and the social pressures shaping Chinese women's relationship to their own 
bodies. It has now become one of the podcast's most widely circulated episodes. 

The episode's title is its sharpest argument: the "golden age" for childbearing, roughly a woman's 
twenties and early thirties, is also the golden age for professional development, self-discovery, and 
building an independent life. The framing refuses the assumption that these two things can be 
neatly sequenced, or that one naturally yields to the other. As the episode's most-liked comment put 
it: "This is the only twenties I will ever have. I want it to be, as much as possible, about me." 

The conversation moves between the clinical and the structural. The guest dismantles widespread 
myths about reproductive health, from pregnancy restrictions to breastfeeding as a moral litmus 
test, arguing that many of the "rules" governing women's bodies are rooted not in medicine but in 
social control. 

He also confronts the near-total silence around birth injuries: the physical damage that 
childbearing can cause, which receives almost no public attention. Motherhood is routinely 
celebrated; what it actually does to women's bodies is not spoken of. 

This silence is part of a larger pattern in which women are conditioned to absorb pain without 
complaint, a point one listener illustrated vividly, recounting years of agonizing menstrual pain 
endured without painkillers because family members told her medication was harmful. 

What the episode documents is a generation of women who have begun to critically scrutinize the 
reproductive script. Their aim is not to reject motherhood, but to refuse the terms on which it has 
been offered up ‘til now. One listener wrote: "Being called 'well-behaved' always made me want to 
cry. Now I understand why. It meant: surrender your desires so others can have theirs." 
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A woman and a child in Shanghai, China 

 

3. The Structures Behind the Fears 

Personal experience can illuminate a problem. But to understand its deeper causes, we need a 
wider lens, one that moves beyond individual stories to the structures that shape them. 

In February 2023, days after China announced its first population decline in six decades, The Weirdo 
Podcast released a conversation with two female scholars: Zhou Yunyun of the University of Oslo 
and Xie Kailing of the University of Birmingham. 

They approached the shrinking population not as a demographic puzzle but as a question of power. 
The very framing of low fertility as a “problem,” they argued, is itself political. It assumes that 
women’s reproductive choices should serve national and social goals rather than individual desires 
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and wellbeing. They challenged that premise directly. Is low fertility actually a problem? For whom? 
And who gets to define it as one? 

For generations, marriage and motherhood have been wrapped in romantic narratives: marriage as 
the natural culmination of love, motherhood as the fulfillment of a woman’s life. Yet as more 
women gain access to education, economic independence, and platforms to share their 
experiences, they have become increasingly aware of what these narratives leave out: the physical 
risks of childbirth, interrupted careers, the cost of raising children, and the unequal burden of care 
work. 

Chinese society has changed dramatically over the past few decades. The division of labor at home, 
however, often has not. Children may be the result of a joint decision, but the work of raising them 
is still widely seen as the mother’s responsibility. The glorification of motherhood reinforces this 
imbalance. The more maternal sacrifice is celebrated, the less room women have to express 
exhaustion, frustration, or regret. 

The podcast’s comment section offered a vivid illustration of these tensions. Many women wrote 
that they encountered gender inequality most acutely not in childhood or at work, but through 
marriage. Romantic relationships can feel relatively equal. Marriage, by contrast, raises questions 
about property, childcare, eldercare, and career sacrifice. 

Beneath these negotiations lie deeply rooted expectations about gender roles. What many women 
discover is that they are not simply negotiating with a partner; they are confronting a broader 
social structure. 

Economic realities make these concerns even more pressing. In an era of soaring housing costs, 
rising education expenses, and growing job insecurity, raising a child has become a major long-
term commitment. For many young people, not just women, whose own futures already feel 
uncertain, taking responsibility for another human being can seem overwhelming. 

 

4. The Right to Freeze My Own Eggs 

Does this mean Chinese women no longer want children? Not necessarily. Some are fighting for 
something more specific: the right to have a child on their own terms, outside of marriage, outside 
of the state's timetable, and entirely by their own choice. 
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In July 2023, The Weirdo Podcast brought onto the show Xu Zaozao, who was the plaintiff in China's 
first lawsuit by a single woman seeking the right to freeze her eggs. The episode documented a legal 
battle running for nearly five years and illuminated one of the sharpest contradictions in Chinese 
reproductive policy: a state urgently trying to raise birth rates, while simultaneously preventing 
single women from preserving their own fertility. 

In 2018, Xu, then thirty, single, and in good health, asked a Beijing hospital for egg-freezing 
services. The hospital refused on the grounds that she was unmarried and had no medical need. 
She sued, arguing that marriage is a means of achieving parenthood, not a prerequisite for it. The 
case went to appeal. The hospital's position held. 

Beneath the legal drama lies a set of assumptions that run very deep. Chinese policy permits single 
men to freeze sperm without restriction. Single women cannot freeze eggs. The asymmetry is 
rarely examined, but its logic is not hard to find. It reflects a view in which women's reproductive 
capacity belongs not to them, but to the institution of marriage and the social order it sustains. 

Xu's own words are the episode's most resonant moment: "What I want is the right to 
autonomously dispose of a portion of the cells in my own body." The modesty of that claim, she 
doesn’t seek the right to be a mother, but the right to keep open the possibility, illuminates how far 
Chinese law still is from recognizing women as full reproductive agents. 

Her lawsuit is, in miniature, the same argument this article makes at scale: what is happening in 
China is a story about who gets to decide and about women claiming the agency to decide for 
themselves. 

 

The world is right to pay attention to China's birth rate. But let’s be clear about the full picture of 
what we are actually watching. What is happening in China is not just a demographic shift. It is a 
gender revolution: quiet, uneven, deeply personal, and entirely consequential. 

 
 


