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Abstract

This paper explores the politics of herbal medicine involving a model village of family
planning based on nation-building and indigenous women’s birth control. In order to achieve
the target of modernization, China has listed family planning as a national policy.
Contemporary studies have been influenced by male Kam elites’ construction of a
reproductive myth, intensely reporting that Zhanli villagers consciously practice birth control
with cultural practices and the concealed herbal medicine for selecting the sex of the fetus
owned by a female herbalist. The state has approved this reproductive myth and built a Kam
model village for family planning propaganda nationwide. This article first debunks the
political manipulation of male Kam elites. Under the cultural politics of interaction between
nation-building and ethnic minority, male elites and government officials make up Wanhua so
as to fulfill outsiders’ cultural imagination about such an alien model village. The state
considers minority women, who are deemed to accept birth control intervention, as receivers
of development programs. Instead, the experiences of Kam women’s giving birth and their use
of medicine for abortion, confinement, and reproductive healthcare are silenced. This paper
focuses on the role of female herbalists in Kam medicine, the social and cultural context of
motherhood, and the changes of Kam women’s agency and capabilities in using herbal

medicine for reproduction under reproductive politics.

It shows how local patriarchy, nation-building and politics of biomedicine impact on
Kam women’s agency and their reproductive health. In the local society, although patriarchy
controls Kam women’s sexuality and reproduction, female herbalists take care of women, help
them to realize motherhood and reproductive autonomy. The knowledge of herbalists is
transmitted to females, and herbs for confinement are shared by women’s circles. Female
herbalists also own the knowledge of abortifacients and tell women to induce birth by
themselves. However, echoing the implementation of family planning, male Kam elites
misappropriate abortifacients to deal with the state by fabricating a plant—Wanhua for

selecting the sex of the fetus, and a mysterious fertility myth becomes a powerful tool for
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them to control population in the hands of the state and male elites. After state power controls
birth, Kam women’s perspective on reproduction and the knowledge of herbal medicine for

reproduction are fading away, replaced by modern contraception and sterilization.

Keywords: Kam Medicine, Female Herbalists, Medicine for Feproduction, Gender
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