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Cultural Decoding of China’s “Population Inflection Point” and Projections of

Population Trends

Yang Fan
(Law School, Yangzhou University, Yangzhou 225127, P. R. China)

Abstract: China’s population has long ranked among the highest in the world, but in 2022, China’s
population faced a significant turning point: the number of deaths exceeded that of births, resulting in
a negative natural population growth rate. This marks the first time since 1960 that China’ s
population has experienced negative growth, signaling the arrival of its “population inflection point”
which is characterized by an aging population and declining birth rates. The “population inflection
point” represents a global challenge in the process of modernization, and differences in cultural
foundations mean there is no universal solution to addressing it. Therefore, analyzing the causes of
China’s “population inflection point” from the cultural perspective and using the approach of cultural
sociology to predict its population trends has become an essential methodology.

In traditional Chinese society, the idea that people universally adhered to is that they have
profound commitment to their family and nation, which served as the cornerstone for population
stability within China’s cultural system in ancient times. However, the notion that people engage in
childbirth for state interests may simply be a misconception. The fact proves to be that Chinese
individuals tend to make fertility decisions based on family and clan interests. Feudal rulers utilized
Confucian ethical philosophy to link family and clan interests with state interests. For instance,
Confucian culture advocates three cardinal principles for people’s daily behavior, that is, ruler guides
subject, father guides son, and husband guides wife. Besides, feudal rulers promoted the spirit of
dedication for their nation and family through both legislation and moral preaching. Even if feudal
rulers proclaimed that a nation must exist before there can be a family, people’s fertility decisions are
still based on individual, family or clan needs rather than state interests.

Over the course of Chinese modernization, with the rise of individualism in China,
contemporary youngster’ s attitudes towards childbearing have undergone great changes in value.
The significance of childbearing to family, clan and nation has declined, while individual values have
become the top priority in fertility decisions. Amid the decline of family-and-nation culture, the state
should prioritize the value of childbearing for individuals and then optimize fertility support measures,
rather than impose obligations on youth to deal with their decreasing fertility desire, thereby prevent
“population inflection point” from degenerating into “population crisis” through the gradual change in
population structure. As China is not following the Western path of modernization, there is no need
to be overly pessimistic about the emergence of “population inflection point”. As mainstream fertility
values gradually shift, the population of China is likely to shrink significantly in the long run but has
the chance to gain “talent dividend” instead of “demographic dividend”.

Keywords: Fertility culture; Individualism; Family-state culture; Demographic dividend
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