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Abstract

This IB Extended Essay is about the pressing human 
rights issue of female trafficking in Yunnan, China. Given the 
recognition that the Chinese government’s implementation of 
the one-child policy in 1979 has been often attributed as a factor 
of this issue, this essay addresses the question “To what extent can 
the prevalence of female trafficking in China’s Yunnan province be at-
tributed to the implementation of the one-child policy?” The essay aims 
to answer this question by comparatively exploring and evaluat-
ing other key factors attributed to female trafficking in Yunnan, 
in addition to the one-child policy. factors of female trafficking 
present specifically in other parts of China or the world are not 
considered in this essay.

The research question was investigated by consulting a 
range of relevant and diverse resources, including journals, eth-
nographies, literature, government reports, nGo reports, and 
personal interviews, which were critically scrutinized to gain a 
thorough understanding of the topic.
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The essay concluded that the one-child policy, along with 
other factors, cannot be held solely responsible for the prevalence 
of female trafficking in Yunnan, although there is a definite cor-
relation present. The essay also concluded that poverty should 
instead be held most (but not completely) accountable for high 
female trafficking rates in Yunnan. Poverty in Yunnan impover-
ishes people to such a degrading point, that inevitably, negative 
patriarchal norms persist, and positive egalitarian principles re-
cede, thus forming a basis upon which female trafficking under 
the one-child policy occurs.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Introduction to the human rights issue of female trafficking

discrimination against women is neither an exclusively 
Chinese nor only a contemporary phenomenon. The patriarchal 
nature of major civilizations and societies since the beginning of 
time has created a world in which women are commonly marginal-
ized; suppressed socially, politically, and economically; and sexually 
exploited. despite modern efforts towards female empowerment 
and other, similar initiatives, a number of issues linked with the 
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discrimination against women continue to exist. Among these is 
the issue of female trafficking, a crime that countless females have 
been subject to since the beginning of time. human trafficking, 
defined by the United nations as “the recruitment (…) of persons, by 
means (…) of coercion, (…) abuse of power (…) to achieve the consent of 
a person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploita-
tion,”1 is widely deemed by different actors, such as governments 
and international organizations, as “not only a criminal justice is-
sue, but also a human rights issue.”2 Trafficking violates a person’s 
freedom,3 dignity,4 security, and freedom to choose employment,5 
among many other human rights, whilst also simultaneously rein-
forcing a long-established discrimination against women.

due to globalization and growth of the sex industry, the 
widespread practice of human trafficking has received increased 
international attention since the late 20th century. At a global level, 
the issue of female trafficking was first discussed by the league 
of nations in 1921.6 The subsequent drafting of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights by the United nations also indirectly 
addressed this issue and is now commonly seen as an important 
reference for human rights. notable human rights instruments 
against trafficking also include:

The Convention for the Suppression of the  Traffic in Persons and the Ex-
ploitation of the Prostitution of Others 1949,7 and the Convention on the 
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEdAW) 1979,8 which 
obligate states to prohibit trafficking of human beings through na-
tional legislation,

The Convention on Preventing and Combating Trafficking in Women and 
Children for Prostitution 2002,9 and

The ASEAN Declaration against Trafficking in Persons Particularly Women 
and Children 2004.

nevertheless, a successful and effective human rights framework 
to deal with trafficking has not been fully developed to date. Inter-
national human rights principles and guidelines10 “are not legally 
binding and do not fully articulate human rights obligations” and 
consequently, the effort against trafficking remains inadequate.11 
human trafficking continues to be the fastest growing, financially 
lucrative illegal activity in the world, with more than two thirds of 
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victims being women subject to sexual exploitation,12 a crime that 
has been long regarded as a violation of human rights.

1.2 Introduction to China and Yunnan Province in the context 
of female trafficking

The People’s Republic of China is a major “source, transit, 
and destination country” for female trafficking, which has existed in 
China for more than 2,000 years.13 despite 30 years of “purported 
abolition” under mao Zedong’s rule,14 female trafficking in China 
has seen a revival since 1978, when the country began to experi-
ence a move towards industrialization and urbanization after vari-
ous economic reforms and the adoption of an open door policy. 
Trafficking has been increasing rapidly ever since. Trafficking is 
“most pronounced” among China’s internal migrant population, 
which is estimated to be more than 150 million people.15

Women from neighbouring Asian countries, as well as 
other continents, are reportedly trafficked to China for commer-
cial sexual exploitation, though the majority of trafficking occurs 
internally. The government of China “does not fully comply with 
minimum standards” and reputedly makes little effort towards 
the eradication of trafficking, and hence, after nine consecutive 
years of being placed on the Tier 2 Watch list of the annual United 
States Department of State’s Trafficking in Persons Report, China was 
downgraded to Tier 3, the lowest ranking, in 2013.16

Yunnan, with an estimated number of more than 1,000 
children and women trafficked annually, is one of the worst areas 
affected by trafficking in China.17 It is a unique province in China, 
being largely mountainous; sharing borders with Tibet, Burma, 
laos, and three provinces of China; and being home to the high-
est number of ethnic minorities18 in the country. Among its 45.9 
million residents, non-han ethnic minorities account for 15.44 
million, or 33.37 percent of the total population of the province. 
It is also one of the most impoverished areas in the country. Yun-
nan is considered as a significant “political and economic hub of 
the mekong sub-region,”19 allowing many occurrences of feloni-
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ous activities such as cross-border and internal drug and human 
trafficking each year.

1.3 Introduction to the research question

In this essay, the key factors that contribute to the preva-
lence of female trafficking in China will be explored and analysed, 
with the conclusion determining which of the factors is most re-
sponsible. Among these key factors is the Chinese government’s 
implementation of the one-child policy. launched in 1979, China’s 
one-child-per-couple policy was instigated as a strategy to mitigate 
social and economic difficulties, and has since been called “one of 
the most troubling social policies of modern times.”20 Although it 
has controlled population growth with relative success in China, 
the one-child policy has been criticized by various spokespeople for 
its violation of human rights, the most obvious being the freedom 
to found one’s own family and life. The launch of the policy was 
also very much “out of touch with Chinese reality,”21 with China 
being a society in which, especially in rural areas, having two or 
more children (preferably sons) is crucial for a family to survive 
due to agricultural labour needs. Consequently, China is currently 
facing a severe crisis and gender gap that has a ratio of 120 boys 
to 100 girls, the highest in the world.22 This gender gap reveals 
the traditional preference for males and discrimination against 
women in patriarchal China. Efforts to comply with the one-child 
policy in China have thus resulted in a long list of terrors, among 
them the trafficking of women—a crime rife in Yunnan.

Therefore, this essay will be addressing the research ques-
tion: “To what extent can the prevalence of female trafficking in China’s 
Yunnan province be attributed to the implementation of the one-child policy?”

2. factors of female trafficking in Yunnan

Because human rights can only be violated by states, the 
Universal declaration of human Rights only enshrines obligations 
on the state.23 likewise, under international law, it is primarily the 
duty of the state to prohibit human trafficking, as well as address 
the causes and consequences of trafficking, through national leg-
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islation.24 nevertheless, international human rights principles and 
guidelines are not legally binding and consequently, female traf-
ficking continues to be prevalent in China’s Yunnan province and 
beyond. making little effort towards eradicating female trafficking, 
the Chinese state has allowed for the persistence of causes affect-
ing, and human rights violations in relation to, female trafficking.

2.1 The one-child policy

The one-child policy was initiated in 1979 and has since 
created enormous conflict between the Chinese government and 
its people, particularly those living in rural China. Within its first 
decade of implementation, extremely skewed sex ratios as high as 
126:100—that can only be a result of some form of sex selection, 
such as the neglect or elimination of female newborns—were widely 
reported in rural areas. The government’s implementation of the 
one-child policy has hence not only failed to empower women; it 
has caused skewed sex ratios, exacerbated by families striving to 
have their sons carry on the descent line. Since the implementa-
tion of the one-child policy, females, particularly those from rural 
areas, have been kidnapped and trafficked in the underground 
marriage market to be married off to excess men.26 Compliance 
with the policy goes both ways; families often abandon or sell their 
girls as brides to traffickers to ensure the guarantee of a coveted 
male child.”27 The one-child policy’s causation of skewed sex ratios 
has therefore created pressing mariage complications for males.28 
families often strategize for a bride for their son by resorting to 
the purchase by agents who locate easily-swindled and vulnerable 
women in poor parts of China—Yunnan province in particular—
and act as intermediaries between brides-to-be and the families.29 
This is most often done through coercion and abuse of power—a 
clear trafficking offence.30

hence, trafficking of females has been greatly aggravated 
as a result of the one-child policy and its unceasing prolongation. 
not only has the Chinese government failed to achieve its origi-
nal aims of equal social and economic rehabilitation; it has also 
failed to protect the most vulnerable people in its society—poor, 
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young women—and has exposed them to further discrimination 
and exploitation. The supremacy of the Chinese government and 
its implementation of the one-child policy have resulted in the 
ineffectiveness of laws that “only theoretically protect women and 
female children in China.”31

Even so, it would be incorrect to assume that the one-child 
policy is solely responsible for the prevalence of sex trafficking in 
Yunnan and other provinces in China. Socio-cultural norms and 
traditions—i.e., the traditional preference for males—have existed 
since the beginning of Chinese civilization, and the one-child 
policy should be instead looked upon as a stimulus for the female 
trafficking crimes in a deeply patriarchal society.

2.2 Socio-cultural norms and traditions

When a son is born,

Let him sleep on the bed,

Clothe him with fine clothes,

And give him jade to play with.

How lordly his cry is!

May he grow up to wear crimson

And be the lord of the clan and the tribe.

When a daughter is born,

Let her sleep on the ground,

Wrap her in common wrappings,

And give her broken tiles for playthings.

May she have no faults, no merits of her own,

May she well attend to food and wine,

And bring no discredit to her parents. 

The above is a Song from The Book of Songs (800–600 B.C.): one of the 
oldest and most seminal works of Chinese poetry, believed to have 
been compiled by Confucius. It reveals the traditional and deeply 
patriarchal nature of Chinese society that continues to resonate 
today. In China’s feudal tradition men have frequently subjected 
women to subordination. Confucianism’s Three Obediences and Four 
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Virtues go as far as dictating basic moral principles specifically for 
women, instructing them to obey their “father as a daughter,” 
“husband as a wife,” and “sons in widowhood” —hence subjecting 
women to lifelong subservience and effectively, discrimination. 
A young woman, especially one who was newly married and had 
not yet produced a son, had the lowest status in society.32 Classical 
Chinese texts enshrined beliefs about marriage and the family, 
and many former government policies backed up the superiority 
of men by stigmatizing unmarried men.33 for women, marriage 
also meant having social identity, but desperate measures were 
often taken. for parents of “limited means,” it was not uncommon 
to sell their daughter as a concubine to a well-off family, making 
“the necessary compromise between marriage and servitude.”34 
In times of stress, such as the Taiping Rebellion in the mid-19th 
century, parents often put female infants to death to ensure the 
rearing of a son who could carry on the patrilineal family line.35 
during this time, female infants and young girls were often at risk 
of sale and kidnapping, and unsuspecting women whose work ex-
posed them to outsiders were susceptible to sexual abuse or rape. 
desperate husbands could even rent, pawn, or sell their wives in 
extreme cases of threat to survival.36 It is hence made clear that 
women in Chinese society were historically viewed as nothing but 
commodities for their sexual and reproductive services.

Additionally, females in Chinese society have traditionally 
been considered economic burdens, as they are unable to carry on 
the patrilineal family line or contribute to physical labour. due to 
customs, daughters also cost their parents money in the form of a 
dowry when marrying. Upon marriage, daughters moved in with 
their husband and cared for his family instead; thus a daughter 
getting married meant the loss of labour, and females in a family 
were seen as “temporary family members.”37 In extreme cases, 
selling of one’s body continues even today, shockingly, to be seen 
as “particularly filial” for a woman, as it signals that a woman has 
“paid her debt to her parents more completely than other young 
women.”38 Parents effectually evade the burden of dowry fees and 
also, gain financially when their filial daughter returns with money 
from her day’s ‘work.’ These traditions, along with many other 
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socio-cultural norms in Chinese society, have hence resulted in 
the common practice of selling and trafficking of young women, 
particularly in Yunnan, a rural province in which people’s lives 
and attitudes remain very conservative and traditional. Though 
in the 20th century women were treated fairly well under the 
leadership of mao Zedong—who promoted gender equality and 
famously said “women hold up half the sky,”39 in truth not even 
mao’s notoriously authoritarian and indoctrinatory rule was able 
wholly to alter traditional, patriarchal China. female trafficking, 
fuelled by a conscious and conventional discrimination against 
women, continues to occur rampantly in both rural and urban 
areas of China.

notwithstanding, if we were to look specifically at Yunnan, 
the most ethnically diverse province in China, we may see a different 
picture. female trafficking rates in Yunnan are often the highest 
in the country, but traditional patriarchal norms may not be to 
blame. Ethnic minorities, making up 38 percent of the province, 
are scattered widely across the province.40 Though each of them 
is unique, many of the ethnic minorities share a different trait in 
their customs and traditions: women are perceived to be either 
equal or superior to men. for example, the lahu people—with 
720,000 living in Yunnan—have a culture definitively shaped by 
concepts of gender equality. Allocation of labour revolves around 
the principle of gender unity, along with determination of social 
leadership and other aspects of everyday life. men and women 
are seen as equal individuals and members of the community 
regardless of gender.41 on another hand, the moso people see 
females as superior to men because of their ability to give birth. 
Women are considered to be “not only mentally stronger, but also 
physically more capable, if not always more powerful, than men.” 
happiness in moso culture revolves around living harmoniously 
with one’s matrilineal kin.42 Similarly, the naxi minority does not 
have a concept of marriage in their culture—men, in an interesting 
reverse of gender roles, are simply used for their ability to help 
women reproduce, and in a family there is only a mother, not a 
father. Women have the economic authority and they alone have 
the right of inheritance.43



260 Kathleen Wenyun Guan

Unbeknownst to some is that ethnic minorities also enjoy 
preferential treatment in family planning due to affirmative action, 
including the choice to have more than one child. They hence 
evade the pressures of the one-child policy.44

So if in Yunnan, pressures to comply with the one-child 
policy for a great majority of the people do not exist, and women 
are often favoured rather than discriminated against, why is female 
trafficking, a widespread of crime in Yunnan that sees no obvious 
exclusion of females from ethnic minorities, still so rampant?

2.3 Poverty

Poverty is cited frequently by groups such as the United 
nations as a main cause of female trafficking. Poverty is an issue of 
human rights, affecting economic, social, and cultural rights and 
rights to liberty and security. Though there is no single common 
factor for the practice of female trafficking in Yunnan, China, or 
beyond, one common motivator for those tempted to enter the 
illicit trafficking world certainly exists—money.45

The concept of poverty is no ancient concept to Yunnan. 
A 2006 report in the Yunnan Daily stated that the province has a 
population of over 7 million people living in poverty, with annual 
incomes below $142 (USd), and 2.57 million living in extreme 
poverty, with annual incomes less than $114.46 Though China has 
seen colossal economic growth in the past two decades, with the 
economy growing at an average rate of 10 percent per year from 
1990 to 2004, economic development in China has been uneven 
and has contributed to a broader gap between the rich and the 
poor.47 Ethnic minorities in China, which constitute much of 
Yunnan’s population, are also generally believed to be relatively 
poorer than the han majority for various reasons. A study by Gus-
tafsson and Sai, analyzing temporary and persistent rural poverty 
among the ethnic minorities and the han majority, revealed that 
minority poverty rates in rural areas of China were higher than 
those of han Chinese.48
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Reiterating a couple of previous points, one can see how 
poverty comes very much into play when the one-child policy 
and socio-cultural traditions are key factors in female trafficking 
in Yunnan and beyond. The one-child policy has created skewed 
sex ratios due to pressures to comply with the policy, and it is the 
most vulnerable females from largely rural and poor areas like 
Yunnan who are kidnapped and trafficked in the underground 
marriage market to be married off to excess men. The policy has 
also compelled many families to abandon or sell their girls as brides 
to traffickers to ensure the guarantee of a coveted male child—the 
more socially and economically advantageous gender. Women 
are economically burdensome; upon marrying they cost their 
parents dowry and also stop supporting their parents financially 
due to traditional customs. neither are women able to carry on the 
patrilineal family line. Given these conditions, it is unsurprising 
that men are preferred to women from an economic standpoint. 
Patriarchal paradigms make it possible for poor families to justify 
selling of their young girls into trafficking.

Additionally, although the ethnic minorities previously 
discussed follow egalitarian and matriarchal principles in which 
women are viewed as equal or superior to men, it is no doubt that 
they live in a patriarchal country in which desperate measures—i.e., 
the trafficking of their women—can be taken in desperate times 
of financial need. Trafficking is also “often migration gone terribly 
wrong.”49 ‘To become wives of the han’ is a saying of the lahu 
minority in Yunnan, referring to their unmarried and sometimes 
married women who wish to or already have resettled in rural 
areas of other predominantly han Chinese provinces—e.g., the 
more prosperous Zhejiang—to become wives of han peasants as 
an avenue of empowerment and contribution to “the perpetua-
tion of patriarchal families.”50 migration is a way for financially 
burdened women, particularly those from ethnic minorities, to 
experience social mobility while simultaneously contributing to 
the family income.51 Attempts to migrate often enlist in the help 
of an agent, who can often abuse his or her power and coerce 
young women into trafficking.
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2.3.1 Geography and the isolation of minorities

Yunnan province is unique for its geographic and demo-
graphic characteristics. Both can contribute to its high level of 
poverty. Several counties in Yunnan, including lan, Cangyuan, 
ximeng, and menglian, suffer from the “so-called state-class” 
poverty.52 In these counties, which are located in the border re-
gions of southwestern Yunnan, we can find several ethnic groups 
living in isolation—with mountainous areas occupied by the lahu 
Bulang, Aini, and Wa ethnic groups, and the dai ethnic minority 
living in the river basin. Together, these ethnic minorities form a 
population of more than a million, with most, if not all, living in 
poverty. for example, 60.8 percent of people in lan county belong 
to the population group in China with low annual income, and 
a remaining 38.2 percent belong to the population group with 
extremely low income.53 The miao minority, nearly 9 million in 
total population, with many located in Yunnan, are “mountain 
dwellers formerly engaged in a self-sufficient economy based on 
farming” and one of the poorest ethnic groups in China.54 The 
geography of Yunnan has created a situation in which the high 
minority population is greatly isolated from the fast-developing 
and modernizing China, compelling them to live a rural life based 
mostly on agricultural survival. Though living a life of segregation 
is also customary for many minorities, it is no doubt that the geog-
raphy they are surrounded by constrains them to a life in which 
survival and financial security are severely limited. hence, as earlier 
mentioned, migration is a common practice for minority women 
desiring a way out of matriarchal responsibilities and financial 
insecurity, and in many unfortunate cases this results in traffick-
ing. The lack of education available in the rural, secluded parts 
of Yunnan also results in women not having the necessary formal 
education for good jobs, so they turn to domestic and sex work.55

2.3.2 Globalization

In the late 20th century, China began to experience a move to-
wards globalization after the adoption of an open door policy.56 
The government began to develop its tourism by targeting its 
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border regions, among them the impoverished Yunnan, where 
development projects were previously tried but failed. many 
foreign investors saw Yunnan as an “Asian growth zone” with its 
luscious geography and ethnic diversity, and the province soon 
became a major tourist area57 for locals and foreigners alike. 
Tourism revenues amounted to $2.1 billion (USd) and accounted 
for 12.6 percent of the provincial GdP in 2004.58 Places such as 
manting Road, a sex district in southern Yunnan, soon emerged, 
attracting unmarried and married male tourists hearing of ethnic 
women’s “sexual openness” and forming the foundation of the 
local economy.59 Consequently, internal and cross-border traf-
ficking has increased greatly. Globalization in Southeast Asia has 
encouraged many women to migrate for economic stability, and 
again, these women are vulnerable, and often subject to coercion 
into the trafficking trade, whether to do sex work or become a 
bride to one of China’s excess men.

3. Conclusion

A range of relevant resources were consulted during this 
essay’s process of research, helping me gain an understanding of 
the different human rights theories behind, and contexts in which, 
female trafficking in China takes place. various print sources, 
such as ethnographies, literature, and journals, were useful in 
their presentation of different perspectives and hence allowed 
for deeper understanding of human rights. Secondary objective 
resources and reports released by non-governmental organizations 
were also referred to. Sources that may contain possible bias, such 
as governmental reports and personal interviews, were evaluated 
critically. An additional but necessary point is that trafficking is 
a phenomenon extremely clandestine in nature, and accurate 
statistics and literature regarding this issue’s prevalence in China 
are limited. Some information in this essay, especially figures, 
should hence be taken with a grain of salt. nevertheless, the 
sources consulted provided a credible background to the female 
trafficking sphere in China’s Yunnan province and beyond, and 
led to the following conclusions:



264 Kathleen Wenyun Guan

This essay’s research question of focus was the extent to 
which the Chinese government’s implementation of the one-
child policy can account for the prevalence of female trafficking 
in Yunnan province. This essay has deduced that there can be no 
one single cause for female trafficking in Yunnan and/or beyond. 
The one-child policy is indeed a major factor in female trafficking 
in rural China, correlating extensively with skewed sex ratios that 
lead to the female trafficking for marriage and reinforcing the 
traditional high regard for men over women. from this statement, 
we can also see that pre-existing socio-cultural norms and traditions 
are also equally, if not more, to blame for the incidence of female 
trafficking in China. notwithstanding, this essay also revealed the 
egalitarian and matriarchal natures of the many ethnic minorities 
that constitute the ethnically diverse Yunnan, hence contradicting 
the belief that patriarchal norms are solely responsible for female 
trafficking in the province.

This essay thus concludes that it is, rather, poverty that 
should be held most accountable for the prevalence of trafficking 
in China’s Yunnan province. Traditional discrimination against  
women,  which  the  one-child  policy  is  responsible for stimulat-
ing, arises very much from the economic burdens they pose in 
poor families, and the widespread movement of females coming 
from matriarchal societies into patriarchal, han Chinese families, 
as an avenue of social and financial empowerment was also dis-
cussed in this essay. migration in China, both cross-border and 
internal, is attributed to the desire for financial stability, and it is 
often through ostensibly trustworthy agents by which vulnerable 
women are then trafficked. like the existence of patriarchal ideals, 
the one-child policy is merely an incentive for female trafficking, 
fuelled by extreme poverty, to occur.
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Winston S. Churchill

Marlborough, His Life and Times

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1936, Book Two, p. 485

We have now reached the culmination of the eighteenth- 
century world war, and also of this story. The foundations of 
marlborough’s authority in England had been destroyed and the 
national and European cause which he served was triumphant. 
his power had gone, but his work was done. We have witnessed 
a spectacle, so moving for the times in which we live, of a league 
of twenty-six signatory states successfully resisting and finally 
overcoming a mighty coherent military despotism. It was a war of 
the circumference against the centre. When we reflect upon the 
selfish aims, the jealousies and shortcomings of the Allies, upon their 
many natural divergent interests, upon the difficulties of procuring 
common and timely agreement upon any single necessary measure, 
upon the weariness, moral and physical, which drags down all 
prolonged human effort; when we remember that movement was 
limited to the speed of a marching soldier or a canal barge, and 
communication or correspondence to that of a coach, or at the best 
of a horseman, we cannot regard it as strange that louis xIv should 
so long have sustained his motto, Nec pluribus impar. [not unequal to 
many]. 

lying in his central station with complete control of the 
greatest nation in the world in one of its most remarkable ebullitions, 
with the power to plan far in advance, to strike now in this quarter, 
now in that, and above all with the certainty of implicit obedience, it 
is little wonder how well and how long he fought. The marvel is that 
any force could have been found in that unequipped civilization of 
Europe to withstand, still less to subdue him. In marlborough the 
ramshackle coalition had found, if not its soul, its means of effective 
expression, its organic unity, and its supreme sword. Thus the circle 
of quaking states and peoples, who had almost resigned themselves to 
an inevitable overlordship, became a ring of fire and steel, which in its 
contraction wore down and strangled their terrible foe [louis xIv}.


