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Individual Choice or National Policy:
Reflections on Birth Control in
Modern China As Seen in the Special
Issue on Limiting Births of the
Ladies’ Journal in the 1920s

Fang-shang Lu

Abstract

The Shanghai Ladies’ Journal (Funii zazhi) published a “Special Issue on
Limiting Births” in June 1922. This issue was published in reaction to the
enthusiasm for women’s liberation roused by the April visit to China of Margaret
Sanger, the famous American birth control activist. The special issue symbolized
the success that the “scientific birth control movement” had achieved in China by
1922.

“Maternal choice” was a topic in May Fourth women’s liberation discourse
that focused on limiting births, that is, “birth autonomy.” This notion, which
originated in the “scientific contraception” vigorously promoted by Sanger, was
initially designed to achieve “maternal liberation” — or in other words, a woman’s
right to make her own decisions about giving birth. However, the experience of the

birth control movement in China since the 1920s and in Taiwan since the 1950s
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demonstrates that if birth control is linked to economic development and the
population problem, then giving birth and raising children is no longer considered a
“personal issue” but a “national concern.” Government population and birth
policies meant that women could never decide about giving birth only with reference
to themselves. Initially, women called for the right to birth control (abortion),
which was at the time considered “criminal behavior,” but in the end, a right became
aduty. In the final analysis, we need to ask, to whom does the human right to give

birth belong?

Key Words: Ladies’ Journal, Margaret Sanger, birth control, women’s rights





