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The luckiest generations in the U.S. and 
in China: the baby boomers and the Generation ’89, Part III
By Rick King and Chang Wang, contributors

Economy and Childbearing 
King:  The parents of my generation were 

frugal.  Normally, a family had only one car.  
But, three to five kids in a family was pretty 
normal, generally speaking.  When we were 
growing up, we did not go out to eat, didn’t 
go to the movies, and didn’t go on vacations.  
Any entertainment was very rare.  As a 
family, we had modest means.  My parents 
had their children early in their lives.  My 
mother became a grandmother at 48.  Most 
of the older baby boomers had their children 
earlier, the younger baby boomers had their 
children late and there was a split within the 
generation. 

My wife and I had our children pretty 
early, our son at 24 and had our daughter 
at 28.  My parents believed it was right 
to have kids early.  The size of the family 
also shrank from my parents’ generation 
to my generation: we had two.  We did not 
consider three.  We decided to spend more 
time with the kids and take the economic 
factor of childbearing into account.  That 

is different from my parents’ generation, 
because they would just adjust everything 
to accommodate more children.  A lot of 
people in my generation had kids almost 
at the same time, and things were geared 
toward that. 

Economy was good, but one example of 
the negative was the Oil Embargo (1973-
1974) during my college years. We were 
seeing service station selling gas for a very 
limited number of hours per day, maybe 2-3 
hours/day; there were lines of cars at the 
pumps. It was the first time in my life we 
experienced the semblance of “rationing” 
of any commodity.  It had seemed that the 
United States had plenty of everything.  That 

was a wake-up call that resources were not 
unlimited in some areas.  

 Chang: My parents’ generation had 
large families.  My father had eight siblings 
and my mother had three brothers.  My 
grandparents experienced war and famine 
constantly, but somehow managed to endure 
and raise their children for a better future. 

My parents’ generation normally had 
two children per family, three maximum.  
They received a complete education in 
spite of the Great Famine.  The parents 
of Generation ’89 went to college after 
the Communists took over in 1949, but 
had completed school before the Cultural 
Revolution started in 1966.  Normally 
they had their children during the Cultural 
Revolution.

For my generation born from early 
1960s to early 1970s, when we wanted 
kids, only one child was allowed.  But many 
people in this generation got away from the 
One Child Policy by paying the fine or going 
abroad.  The notorious One Child Policy 

officially ended this year, so the future 
generation will be allowed to have two kids 
in China.  When you think that it is up to the 
Communist Party to decide how many kids 
you can have, it is quite counter-intuitive. 

For all the generation before us, resources 
were scarce.  It is impossible to imagine the 
tremendous hardship and suffering my 
grandparents and parents endured.  My 
generation is the first generation in modern 
Chinese history to enjoy abundance of the 
commodity and consumerism, at the cost of 
total destruction of the environment. 
Environment

King: There was very little care taken of 
the environment before my generation.  My 

generation began to pay close attention to it.  
When I was growing up, the Environmental 
Protection Agency came into 
existence.  People began to 
be more concerned with the 
environment, the water, the air, 
and other natural resources.  
We began to hear about things 
about “global warming.”  We 
had some accidents at nuclear 
power plants.  All these things 
happened during my generation 
and my kids’ generation. 

 My generation is more 
accepting the environmental 
issues from a scientific and 
technological perspective, 
trusting the government to be 
on the ball concerning those 
things.  But sometimes it turned 
out the government wasn’t on 
the ball concerning these things.  
Sometimes you see regulators come in 
and be overly aggressive regarding the 
environment. 

On the other hand, my kids’ generation 
growing up and seeing environmental 
problems became immediately distrustful of 
the government.  For example, they might 
say “don’t trust the government even if they 
say the water is good.”  Sadly, we are seeing 
this played out today in Flint, Michigan.  
Even in the state of Minnesota, we see some 
failures of the water testing. 

My generation continues in great part, 
not in total, to put more trust and faith in 
the government regarding environmental 
issues.  As things go on, there is a lot of 
distrust of the government by my children’s 
generation.   

Wang:  From late 1970s to early 1990s, 
food and drug safety, as well as water and 
air quality, were not issues.  Food was 
precious but organic, medicine was cheap 
and effective, the sky was blue, and rivers 
were clear. 

Today in China: food safety issues are 

everywhere.  You probably have heard of 
the recycled cooking oil and tainted baby 
formula scandals.  Unfortunately, they 
are norms.  The recycled and poisonous 
cooking oil industry is controlled by the elite 
families of the ruling Party and account for 
at least 10 percent of all China’s cooking 
oil, according to the Chinese FDA.  The 
drugs are no better: fake or ineffective drugs 
occupy most of China’s pharmaceutical 
market.  Two directors of Chinese FDA were 
convicted – one was executed - for selling 
drug licenses to unqualified manufacturers.  
But the problem goes on. 

As for water today: the Chinese 
government reported 43 percent of state-
monitored rivers are so polluted they’re 
unsuitable for human contact; at least 60 
percent of all rivers are seriously polluted 
and almost every single river is polluted. 

China’s hazardous smog is also 
notorious: during one interview, a 6-year 
old Chinese girl told the reporter that she 
had never seen a star at night. ♦
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Editor’s Note: Both Rick King and Chang Wang consider themselves lucky, and the luckiness is generational.  King, a “baby 
boomer” who was born in California and grew up in Massachusetts, believes overall, his generation is better off than his parents’ and 
his children’s; Wang, originally from Beijing, belongs to “Generation ’89” in China, even believes his generation is the luckiest in 
Chinese history since 1842. 

China Insight invites King and Wang to author a conversational style essay to compare the lives and the key characteristics of the 
“baby boomers” in the U.S. and the “Generation ’89” in China. 

Part II in last month’s issue compared and contrasted education, employment and housing opportunities available to the boomers and 
Generation 89-ers in their respective countries.  This month will detail how the economy affect childbearing and how the environment 
impacted the two writers and their parents.  
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Lines of cars at the gas station during the Oil Embargo


