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The Beginnings of Birth Planning in Shanghai
in the 1950s and 1960s

Kohama Masako*

Abstract

Fertility rates in China had started to decline sharply before the
one-child policy was put into effect in 1979. Shanghai experienced a
decline in the late 1950s and the 1960s, somewhat ahead of the rest of China.
This decline was the consequence of birth control campaigns that the
government had intermittently conducted since the mid-1950s in response to
high demographic pressures. Birth control, which became known as jihua
shengyu (birth planning), was not compulsory but was practiced on a
voluntary basis throughout this period. Despite this, coping with the double
burden of work and home, women willingly complied with birth control
campaigns launched by Shanghai Health Bureau, women’s federation, and
other organizations. By the early 1960s, the concept of birth control had
reached even uneducated working-class women. But birth control methods
at that time were not sufficiently developed in regards to safety,
effectiveness, and convenience. Moreover most of men were not willing to
use birth control. These technological limitations on top of the gendered
social structure led Shanghai women to adopt induced abortion and jueyu
(tubal ligation), which could harm their health but allowed them to make

decisions on reproduction for themselves.

Keywords: birth planning, birth control, Shanghai, jueyu (tubal

ligation), reproductive rights
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