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For centuries, milk was not a staple food in China; in fact, it served as a marker of racial
distinction between the agricultural Han-Chinese and the non-Han nomads on the
steppe. Since the nineteenth century, however, milk has increasingly become a
common choice for infant feeding and adult nourishment; moreover, it has become a
matter of national prosperity. Even though lactase persistence is markedly low in
China (five percent compared to eighty-six percent in the United States), China has
become the world’s fourth-largest dairy producer in the past twenty years.1 This surge
in milk consumption in China is directly reflected in the bulk purchasing of infant
formula milk by Chinese tourists traveling abroad after the 2008 melamine-tainted
milk scandal in China. Now that milk, especially formula milk, is playing a significant
role in the daily lives of contemporary Chinese citizens, one may wonder how milk trans-
formed from being a marginal food to an important food in Chinese diets. What does the
increasing prominence of milk tell us about how Chinese citizens acquire dietary health
knowledge and define their identities in the process of modernization? What does this
obsession with milk reinforce or obscure?

Zhang Sirui, Lu Shuying, and Veronica S. W. Mak have tackled these questions from
different geographical and temporal perspectives, collectively providing a multisite eth-
nographic analysis of milk by focusing on Shanghai, Hong Kong, and Shunde (in Guang-
dong Province), respectively. Shanghai is probably one of the earliest places in Asia to
have had foreign dairy cows, as breeds from Europe had arrived there by 1870. As the
first mainland city to possess a large-scale, commercialized dairy industry, Shanghai in
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the 1930s had the most dairy farms, the largest milk production, and the largest number
of milk consumers in China. In 1880, the first dairy cow arrived in Hong Kong from the
British Isles, and dairy products soon became popular and were incorporated into
Chinese culinary culture in the territory. Compared to these two megacities, Shunde,
located two hours north of Hong Kong, is home to an indigenous tradition of water
buffalo milk and cheese, even though in recent decades this tradition has been experien-
cing a serious decline. Given Hong Kong’s current model of “one-country, two systems”
after over a century of British colonial rule, Shunde and Hong Kong are politically dis-
similar despite their geographical proximity. As a result, these two cities offer a valuable
venue to examine the influence of political factors on dietary changes. Covering an
extended period from the late nineteenth century to today, these three books collectively
analyze the complex issues centered around the adoption of diary in Chinese diets as well
as the new cultural and ethnographical meanings created through this process.

Institutionalization of milk in modern Shanghai

In Shaping Milk Consumption in Modern China, Zhang Sirui takes her readers back to
Shanghai in the first half of the twentieth century, tracing the evolution of the dairy
industry’s regulatory body and the formation of industry standards. Dairy cattle were
introduced into Shanghai by European residents as a foreign community began to
form in the settlement after the city opened up for international trade as a result of
the First Opium War.2 Given a constant increase in local milk production in the follow-
ing decades, as Zhang demonstrates in Chapters Two and Three, the Shanghai Municipal
Council – the administrative organ of the Shanghai International Settlement – began to
regulate the dairy industry by introducing food safety standards as well as regulatory
rules. The council took a series of measures, including the implementation of a license
system in 1898, the establishment of an independent testing laboratory in 1906, and
the promulgation of obligatory pasteurization in 1936. Such procedures show, as
Zhang cogently points out, that the settlements “processed the dominance of both dis-
course and action by installing rules and regulating behaviors” while the local Chinese
community “only played a secondary role in cooperating with the actions of the
settlements.”3

While professional knowledge about cow milk only had a limited impact on the public
in the nineteenth century, Zhang notes in Chapter Four that the rise of commercial
advertisements in the 1920s contributed greatly to milk’s popularity among Shanghai
residents. Through an examination of advertisements for dairy products in contempor-
ary newspapers and magazines, Zhang reveals that media advertisements “effectively
stimulated people’s desire to buy through emphasis on various appeals [to health-
related issues] and compelling images, combined with a variety of marketing strategies.”4

Aided by such advertisements, milk powder by Lactogen and condensed milk by Nestlé
become widely accepted among mothers, who began to rely on dairy products as substi-
tutes for human milk.

2Ke 2009, 73, cited in Mak 2021, 82.
3Zhang 2020, 51.
4Zhang 2020, 120–121.
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After outlining in Chapter Five the difficulties that the dairy industry in Shanghai
faced during the Japanese occupation from 1937 to 1945, Zhang analyzes the post-war
reorganization of Shanghai’s dairy industry by undertaking a detailed case study of the
disputes between Shanghai’s two dairy industry associations and their eventual
merger. In contrast to the existing literature, which tends to emphasize competition
for profit or the predominant role of the new government of the People’s Republic of
China, Zhang argues that the conflict was in fact caused by industry standards.5 While
one association insisted on the pasteurization of fresh milk, the other, consisting of
smaller producers who could not afford the large investment cost of pasteurization facili-
ties, rejected this. This tension was further complicated by national regime change from
the Nationalists to the Communists in 1949. With a state-orchestrated merger of the two
associations in 1951 and the establishment of the state-owned Shanghai Dairy Company
in 1956, “milk produced by all dairy farms was collected by the company and then sold
after pasteurization in the factory.”6 It was thus that Shanghai’s dairy industry finally
became consolidated.

Reconstructions of motherhood through cow milk feeding

As Zhang demonstrates, from the Shanghai Municipal Council in the nineteenth century
to the Shanghai People’s Municipal Government in the 1950s, the city’s administration
had a dominant role in both the development of the dairy industry and the adoption
of milk as a part of daily diets. Yet government involvement was not the sole factor
that contributed to the emergence and rise of Shanghai’s dairy industry. Focusing on
the changing perceptions and practices of infant feeding in Shanghai from the end of
the nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries, Lu Shuying in Mother’s Milk and
Cow’s Milk explores how bottle-feeding replaced breastfeeding and brought about
changes in the role of mothers in socio-cultural spheres. Lu analyzes this change from
the mothers’ perspectives which, in her words, reflects “how the lives of mothers and
their children were affected by [medical] science, new trends of thought, and ideas of
modern nation-states.”7 With this as her conceptual basis, Lu sets out to uncover “the
contradictions and tensions between women’s career, motherhood, and personal
pursuit.”8 By tracing the trajectory of this development, she illustrates how foreign
food and material culture took root in China as a part of the evolving process of
Chinese modernity.

Following a brief introduction that summarizes her main arguments, Lu provides an
overview of traditional Chinese infant feeding approaches to explain how the introduc-
tion of cow milk and feeding-related knowledge by foreigners in the late nineteenth
century paved the way for later changes in feeding methods. In her second chapter,
she expounds on how, as China came under tremendous socio-political pressure in
the early twentieth century, breastfeeding suddenly gained special importance. A
number of Chinese scholars at the time promoted it as the standard for being a good
mother and a way to strengthen the Chinese nation-state. This politicization of the

5Glosser 1999; Wang 2009.
6Zhang 2020, 194.
7Lu 2020, 10.
8Lu 2020, 305.
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female body intensified in the 1920s when the central government and local adminis-
trations alike issued regulations to ban women from wearing corsets, because, they
claimed, these would “obstruct breast development and reduce milk secretion, which
not only affects women’s health but also endangers national health.”9 In 1934, under
the combined influence of the Great Depression and the Guomindang’s (KMT) New
Life Movement, women were urged by academics and politicians to stay at home to
raise their children through breastfeeding. Despite this, a growing number of women
in Shanghai, known as “modern mothers,” opted for wet nurses and cow milk instead
of breastfeeding.10 Such decisions ran counter to the state-promoted vision of good
wives and good mothers. However, as Lu aptly points out, these women were permitted
to do so partly because the improved material well-being and the spread of liberalism
provided women with agency to rethink how to perform motherhood and solve the
problem of infant feeding.

While cow milk was not widely considered by Chinese a perfect substitute for
mother’s milk, Lu shows in Chapter Three that the perception and acceptance of using
cow milk for infant feeding changed significantly in the 1920s. The previously negative
attitude towards cow milk began to change with the rise of nutrition as a science. In par-
ticular, knowledge about vitamins confirmed the nutritional value of cow milk and “con-
structed the argument that cow milk could create a civilized and progressive nation.”11

When imported milk powder became available, bottle-feeding became increasingly
popular as dairy companies combined nutritional science with traditional Chinese
medical knowledge in their advertisements and promotional events. As a result, sales
of dairy products and milk substitutes shot up and bottle-feeding became widely
popular among urban residents of all strata of society. This had a big impact on the
lives of mothers, as they were no longer required to stay at home with their babies;
their mobility increased and their living space expanded. New knowledge about
feeding methods prompted mothers to reconsider their roles in both family and society.

In her final chapter, Lu discusses why mothers in Shanghai in the 1920s and 1930s
opted for cow milk for infant feeding and how it empowered them both domestically
and socially. Through an analysis of two social surveys conducted in 1927 and 1930,
Lu argues that intellectuals during that period held diverse, sometimes even contradic-
tory, opinions about bottle-feeding. A considerable number of parents would not
adapt cow milk, even though, “[relevant] health knowledge and material requisites for
bottle-feeding were available.”12 As case studies of educated women including Qin
Ying (1906–1993) and Ding Ling (1904–1986) reveal, even though mothers had a con-
siderable degree of agency to decide how to feed their infants, “it does not mean that
they agree heartily with their choice” and cow milk, though increasingly accepted, did
not “bring about substantial changes to mothers’ agency.”13 Bottle-feeding required a
considerable amount of health knowledge that was only accessible to educated women
and well-off families; it also made the life rhythm of both mothers and babies subject
to certain procedures, which did not help mothers work or liberate their bodies.

9Lu 2020, 75.
10Lien 2001, 180–188, cited in Lu 2020, 99. On the definition of “modern mothers” and their actions, see Edwards 2000.
11Lu 2020, 128.
12Mak 2021, 223.
13Mak 2021, 280–281.
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Syncretization of foreign ideas and local norms

While both Zhang and Lu focus on the historical adoption of cow milk and related cul-
tural transformations in Shanghai, Veronica S. W. Mak focuses on Hong Kong and
Shunde in her ethnographic study of how Chinese consume dairy products today and
the socio-cultural meanings created through milk. She conducted extended field trips
and interviewed people from diverse socio-economic backgrounds. These included
mothers, nutritionists, doctors, food historians, culinary teachers, water buffalo
farmers, cheese makers, and chefs. In her book, she emphasizes the importance of pol-
itical and economic forces that pattern social behavior, generate cultural meanings,
and condition collective identity.

Mak opens her book by briefly tracing the history of dairy products in ancient China
and discussing their place in traditional Chinese medicine. Though decidedly unheralded
in the old days, a milk culture has existed in China for centuries, and it has been shaped
by environmental, historical, political, social, and cultural factors. In the case of Shunde,
for instance, there has been an established milk culture thanks to “the popularity of water
buffalo husbandry, high availability of water buffalo milk”, and “a leisure class with the
cultural capital to appreciate [water buffalo] cheese […] and milk delicacy.”14 These indi-
genous water buffalo milk products, as Mak explains in Chapter Two, are being quickly
replaced by dairy cow milk in the context of economic globalization and China’s mod-
ernization. The rise of milk consumption in colonial Hong Kong marked the advance
of foreign values of food, science, and health, acting as “a way of inculcating social
values related to particular ideals of good bodies, good citizenship, and a strong
nation.”15 Challenging the notion of cultural homogenization, Mak cogently demon-
strates that Hong Kong, with its evolution of nutritional and cultural knowledge center-
ing around milk, is an example of food science contributing to the rejuvenation of local
culture and the creation of a culture of differences.

In Chapter Three, she traces the growth of a cow milk industry in tandem with a
decline in indigenous water buffalo milk production and examines the changing socio-
cultural values carried by formula milk. Building upon Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of cul-
tural taste, Mak vividly depicts how global flows of capital, nutrition science, modern
food and packaging technologies, as well as marketing techniques, have interacted to
shape a new taste for cow milk.16 In the context of China’s modernization, cow milk
is closely associated with “[new] meanings of milk products, our ideal bodies, and
health and citizenship under the neoliberal governmentality and modernizing vision of
the Chinese state.”17 While migrant workers in Shunde returned home with imported
formula milk to show their earning capabilities and care for their children, middle-
class mothers in Hong Kong relied on formula milk to meet the labor market’s aesthetic
demands on their bodies. In both mainland China and Hong Kong, where competition in
the exam-centric education systems is intense, dairy companies use carefully crafted mar-
keting strategies that speak to anxious parents who tirelessly seek “scientific” techniques
to produce high intelligence and strong bodies in their children.

14Mak 2021, 44–45.
15Mak 2021, 48. Similar expressions, though in the context of Shanghai, also appear in Lu 2020, 195–196.
16Bourdieu 1984, 231, cited in Mak 2021, 75.
17Mak 2021, 84.
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Her final chapter examines the multi-faceted connections between milk consumption,
dietary health, body management, and urban residents’ attempts to cope with social, pol-
itical, and cultural challenges. Mak refers to Yan Yunxiang’s discussion of the drive for
success in contemporary China to describe two types of milk-related illness, namely a
mothers’ “lack-of-milk syndrome” as a result of stress from work and the cultural
norm that prizes slim female bodies, and children’s “picky-eating illness,” for which
bottle-feeding is depicted as the best solution.18 Acknowledging that these two syn-
dromes mirror the will of mothers and fathers of different social classes to perform as
ideal parents, competent workers, and good citizens, Mak adopts a critical anthropolo-
gical approach to de-medicalize these syndromes by arguing that they are constructed
owing to the particular socio-economic and socio-cultural landscape of contemporary
China.

Examining China’s modernity through the lens of milk

Taken together, these three engaging studies trace the emergence of China’s dairy indus-
try and explore the cultural implications created through milk. While Zhang and Lu
focus primarily on the historical aspects of milk production and consumption, Mak pro-
vides an ethnographic examination that analyzes contemporary Chinese consumption
patterns as well as their ambivalent moral experiences and social concerns. Despite
such differences in their approaches, all three studies are firmly based on meticulous
research using a wide range of materials. To elucidate the evolution of a dairy industry
and milk consumption in early-twentieth-century Shanghai, both Zhang and Lu delve
into annual reports of the Shanghai Municipal Council, legal and mediation documents,
sales records of dairy companies, personal diaries and correspondence, as well as local
newspapers and magazines such as the Shanghai Post (Shenbao), North China Daily
News (Zilin xibao), North China Herald (Beihua jiebao), and Ladies’ Journal (Funü
zazhi). Mak, on the other hand, conducts an in-depth analysis of data she gathered
during her field trips and from a variety of other sources: marketing and public health
materials on television, in newspapers, books, social media advertisements, and even
informational brochures distributed in hospitals. Moreover, the authors have scrutinized
all the available records without taking them at face value. Such a credible approach
ensures the quality of these books, which, in Hon Ming Yip’s words, are “informative
in content and diverse in topics involved.”19

Although their temporal and geographical emphases differ, all three studies raise
important issues that pertain to the development of milk consumption and the related
changes in cultural perception and practical engagement. First, the state has played a
crucial role in the institutionalization of cow milk in modern China, albeit in different
ways and for different reasons. In accordance with the concept of “food regime”
coined by Harriet Friedmann, all three of these authors note that while there is an over-
looked milk culture in Chinese diets, the introduction of cow milk into Chinese society
began with colonialism.20 To ensure the hygiene of cowsheds and the quality of fresh

18Yan 2013.
19Lu 2020, 3.
20Friedmann 2005.
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milk, the Shanghai Municipal Council issued regulations to classify dairy producers and
promote pasteurization, a move that laid the foundation for the later collectivization of
the dairy industry in the 1950s. The rising popularity of formula milk in China and other
Asian countries in the post-war period, as the authors have noted, was largely promoted
by international food aid programs, in which Anglo-American countries exported milk
and made milk powder accessible to people from different social classes. Faced with com-
petition from transnational dairy giants, the Chinese government actively pushed for the
consolidation of smaller dairies into larger companies.

Commercial marketing was also vital in the promotion of a milk-drinking culture in
China. Quoting nutrition statistics and emphasizing modern production technologies,
milk powder manufacturers in the 1920s and 1930s endeavored to present cow milk as
more nutritious, safer, and more reliable than mother’s milk.21 In addition, advertise-
ments with images of fashionable and slender women were used to imply that milk
powder was the choice of “modern mothers” who could maintain their figures and
enjoy social mobility by adopting formula feeding for their infants.22 These observations
resonate with Li Zhongping’s study of milk advertisements in the Shanghai Post, confi-
rming that the images and texts were deliberately chosen to embody unique socio-cul-
tural implications focused on medical knowledge, state modernization, and women’s
liberation.23 Today’s multinational dairy companies (such as Nestlé) label their powdered
milk with formulas, symbols, icons, and chemical abbreviations of the ingredients – all to
communicate the health and social benefits of their products. The result of this commer-
cial offensive, as Mak vividly shows, has been the medicalization of milk-related illnesses
as manifested in the “lack-of-milk syndrome” and the “picky-eating illness.” By combin-
ing marketing strategies with China’s culture of scholastic competition, milk powder
companies have found a niche in providing parents with a means to enhance their chil-
dren’s cognitive development and, at the same time, partially resolve the cultural contrac-
tions they face.

In tandem with the introduction of cow milk came dietary education and nutrition
science, which submerged traditional Chinese medical knowledge and substantially
changed Chinese perceptions of their bodies and health. In the 1910s, milk consumption
began to be used to measure the prowess of a nation, while in China people began to
attach more importance to science. The dairy industry seized this opportunity to
promote milk as a food that could strength both the body and the country. As revolution-
ary ideologies and nutriology gained popularity among urban intellectuals, together with
the notions of timing, quantification, and rigorous procedures, a positive image of milk
feeding was created.24 In today’s China, this emphasis on health knowledge and the con-
struction of bodily ideals is again revealed in how formula milk is promoted to enhance
children’s academic performances. In other words, milk has been used in China since the
late nineteenth century to pursue various social aims while at the same time creating new
values attached to it. Such dynamics echo Ma Shuhua’s vivid depiction of the introduc-
tion of beer and Frank Dikötter’s observations on the localization of daily commodities in
modern China.25 Thus, milk has been consumed for reasons beyond health. There seems

21Zhang 2020, 97–99; Lu 2020, 123–124, 158–160.
22Lu 2020, 88–93, 158–160, 166–169.
23Li 2010, 106–113.
24Lu 2020, 117.
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to be a pattern, as many non-Euro-American countries, including China, eagerly accept
Euro-American knowledge and regard it as progress in the pursuit of modernity. This
leads to a syncretization of foreign ideas with local elements that ultimately reinforce
local values and social norms.

In their discussions of the adoption of cow milk into Chinese diets, all three authors
call attention to milk’s impact on women’s agency and the changing perception of this
agency by both women and men. During the reform era in the late nineteenth
century, Chinese intellectuals saw women’s lack of knowledge and absence from work
as a partial reason for China’s poverty and weakness. As a result, women’s bodies, beha-
viors, and thoughts became the object of reforms that aimed at promoting breastfeeding.
The same reasoning was behind the development of domestic science, introduced into
China in the 1920s via Japan, and the Nationalist government’s corset ban in the
1930s. While women’s autonomy expanded as education became more accessible
during this period, breastfeeding was construed as their most important vocation:
motherhood was endowed with the meaning of cultivating strong future citizens, and
this in turn required women to stay at home and restrict their mobility. However,
women were also increasingly exposed to educational and employment opportunities
that enabled them to use cow milk as a substitute for breastfeeding. Concurrently, the
new aesthetic emphasis on body curves also created incentives for many women to
reject breastfeeding. Today’s middle-class mothers in China and in many Asian countries
have more freedom than their predecessors to choose their own work and way of life, yet
they are also fully aware of the benefits of breastfeeding. In consequence, many mothers
face the dilemma of choosing between breastfeeding and formula milk. As Wang Shuyin
notes, such situations reveal that mothers’ infant feeding decisions are driven by their
desire to build ideal identities as capable workers, good mothers, and decent
individuals.26

While cow milk feeding greatly empowered women in general, it also impacted the
role of fathers. While a growing number of mothers in Shanghai in the 1920s and
1930s began to enjoy the autonomy of choosing their own infant feeding method, the
deciding factor in whether they could exert their subjective initiative, as Lu reminds
her readers, was the preference of their spouses.27 Because educated men often had
better access to dietary knowledge and were the main source of family incomes, they fre-
quently played a dominant role in determining infant feeding choices. In today’s Hong
Kong, as Mak reveals, obsessions with formula milk also reflect growing paternal
influence on infant-feeding, as they now take “earning money to buy milk powder” as
“a socially acceptable reason to justify their lack of time spent at home, engaged in
child-rearing or housework.”28 Such arguments supplement Wang Shuyin’s observation
that participation in decision-making about feeding methods provides an opportunity for
fathers to build a more intimate father–child relationship, which can be seen as the
embodiment of modern individualism in the private sphere.29

25Ma 2016; Dikötter 2007.
26Wang 2021.
27Lu 2020, 275.
28Mak 2021, 116.
29Wang 2021, 45.
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Conclusion

These three books add to the growing body of literature on the production and consump-
tion of food as an object of modern dietary health knowledge, project of state modern-
ization, outcome of commercial marketing strategies, as well as a site of social status and
space to exercise autonomy and agency. Using extensive archival documents and ethno-
graphical records, these books provide us with not only a multifaceted picture of the
history of milk in China but also fascinating perspectives on the politics of science and
construction of gender identity. All three analyze the change in the status of milk as a
socio-cultural example of Chinese people’s pursuit of modernity and construction of a
modern identity.

Much of the discussion is illuminating, yet critical readers may find that the historical
materials related to breastfeeding are mostly expositions of male intellectuals. This
compels us to rethink some of the arguments concerning the pattern of the adoption
of cow milk in Chinese diets and the cultural transformation this entails. Under such
conditions, ideas and practice may sometimes be disconnected. Although Lu provides
some detailed case studies written by women about how mothers made their feeding
choices, she also acknowledges that these authors were female intellectuals, a distinct
minority at that time.30 Moreover, as Yung-Chen Chiang points out, many views
expressed in women’s magazines during this period tended to be extreme.31 In her
study of contemporary Hong Kong and Shunde, on the other hand, Mak uses a case
study method combined with ethnographic observation, thus the number of her intervie-
wees is limited. While this qualitative approach creates a particular intimacy with her
informants, she also runs the risk of overstating the cases’ representativeness of urban
middle-class Chinese families. If the overall appearance of a mother’s role is summarized
by using subjective expressions of particular cases, this may cause a distortion of histori-
cal facts.

These minor quibbles aside, these three books are admirable. By weaving together
stories of milk consumption and cultural meanings of cow milk’s adoption into
Chinese diets, Zhang, Lu, and Mak offer stimulating and thought-provoking answers
to some serious questions. Compellingly argued and eloquently written, these books
provide their readers with a fruitful starting point for historicizing food in the Chinese
context and are thus suitable reading for both academics and general readers interested
in food history, material culture, and social transformation in China.
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