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Abstract   The Young Companion, an important representative of Republican 
Shanghai’s popular magazines, organized a Healthy Baby Contest from August 
1926 to March 1927. Though its slogan, “Strong babies promise strong people, 
strong people guarantee a strong nation” expressed a nationalistic spirit, this 
contest was rather a commercial activity organized by a popular magazine and its 
commercial sponsor exploiting nationalistic discourse. Such an integration of 
nationalistic discourse and commercial interests profoundly influenced mass 
culture and ultimately promoted China’s modernization and its development as a 
nation. With this contest as an example, this paper sheds light on the relationship 
between popular journals and the making of a nation. 
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Introduction 

In the 1920s and 1930s, the printing business prospered with the publication of 
translated books about natural and social science aiming to introduce Western 
learning (xixue) and books aiming to enhance Chinese learning (guoxue), and 
with the emergence of a great variety of popular newspapers and periodicals. The 
Young Companion (Liangyou), the first modern pictorial in China, attained a 
fairly large readership with its octavo format, gorgeous pictures and diverse 
contents. The Young Companion started publication on February 15, 1926, ten 
years earlier than the American pictorial Life, stopped publication on October 15, 
1941, owing to the Japanese army’s invasion, but managed one more issue on 
October 10, 1945. It was a major pictorial, and the one which lasted longest in 
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modern China, with 174 issues over nineteen years, both in Shanghai and Hong 
Kong. It commissioned distribution agencies in many foreign countries as well, 
and reached a maximum circulation of 40,000, “so much so that later it was 
proud enough to print a world map in one of its issues dotted densely with its 
commissioned agencies, and marked with a slogan, ‘The Young Companion is 
distributed all over the world.’”1 

Print media in Republican Shanghai played an important role in constructing 
Shanghai’s urban culture and modernity, as has been notably examined in Leo 
Ou-fan Lee’s distinguished book Shanghai Modern: The Flowering of a New 
Urban Culture in China: 1930–1945. In chapter 2, “Construction of Modernity in 
Print Culture,” he first considers the publications of the Commercial Press 
(Shangwu yinshuguan), with Eastern Miscellany (Dongfang zazhi), “a 
middlebrow journal,” presented as the epitome of its periodicals. He argues that 
the introduction of new “knowledge was animated by a desire to keep China 
abreast of what was going on around it, while at the same time the press sought 
to support the effort of nation building by providing intellectual resources for 
both the state and its ‘people.’”2 That is to say, Chinese intellectuals sought to 
use print media to inspire Chinese people to accelerate their modernization, and 
helped affect the making of a nation.3 He then looks at The Young Companion, 
examining the “surface” of modernity through the pictures and advertisements in 
this pictorial, because he believes that “we must not neglect the ‘surfaces,’ the 
images and styles that do not necessarily enter into the deepest of thought but 
nevertheless conjure up a collective imagination.” He analyzes the cover girls 
and their living space, and the commercials for medications, powdered milk, 
health food and cigarettes, with their concern for physical health and family 
hygiene; he also considers the numerous photographs and pictures of nude or 
half-naked women, with their emphasis on human physical beauty. He thus 
illustrates the print media’s pivotal role in constructing imagination about 
modern women, home, family, and a new urban life.  
                                                  
1 See Ma Guoliang, Liangyou yijiu: yijia huabao yu yige shidai [Memories of The Young 
Companion: A pictorial and an era] (Shanghai: Sanlian shudian, 2002), 3. In that era it was 
said, “Wherever there are Chinese, there is The Young Companion.” 
2 Leo Ou-fan Lee, Shanghai Modern: the Flowering of a New Urban Culture in China, 
1930–1945 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999), 63. 
3  Karl Gerth also discusses the application of nationalistic discourse as a commercial 
marketing means in his work about the relationship between consumerism and nationalism. 
See China Made: Consumer Culture and the Creation of the Nation (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2003). Examining the National Products Movement in modern Chinese 
history, he asserts that “consumerism played a fundamental role in defining nationalism, and 
nationalism in defining consumerism,” 4. In this paper, in addition to considering the 
interaction between consumerism and nationalism through a social activity co-organized by a 
popular magazine and a commercial body, I attempt to enrich this study with a discussion of 
modernity and its impact on Chinese mass culture. 
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Some popular magazines did participate in the creation of nationalistic 
discourses and the making of a nation out of a sense of national responsibility. 
However, we cannot overlook the commercial motives that also prompted some 
of them to exploit the people’s aspirations for a strong nation. This paper will 
examine the latter, for the purpose of interpreting the intertwined and mutually 
supportive interaction between popular magazines and nation building. By 
selecting one of the most popular magazines in Republican Shanghai as a 
representative example and focusing on the Healthy Baby Contest organized by 
this magazine, this paper explores how popular magazines in Republican China, 
working with commercial sponsors, made use of nationalistic discourse to 
promote their popularity and pursue profits, but at the same time enriched that 
discourse and helped in the building of the nation, thereby having a great impact 
on China’s mass culture and the process of modernization.  

Hygiene (Weisheng) and Health 

On October 15, 1926, Issue 9 of The Young Companion, from the third to fifth 
page, presented dozens of photographs of children, formally announcing the 
beginning of its “Baohua Baby Photos Contest,” sponsored by the American 
Baohua Company.4 Starting from the first advertisement for this contest in Issue 
7 to the publication of final results in Issue 14, the whole Baby Contest lasted 8 
issues, and had a great popular impact. In its slogan “Strong babies guarantee 
strong people, strong people promise a strong nation,” “strong” is associated with 
“physically healthy.” The populace was being told that hygiene was essential to 
physical health, but here hygiene was a new idea, part of the discourse of 
modernity, and its meaning was no longer the same as that in Chinese traditional 
understanding.5 

In her book Hygienic Modernity: Meanings of Health and Disease in 
Treaty-Port China, in tracing the shift in meaning of the Chinese word 
“weisheng,”6 Ruth Rogaski argues that “it was the arrival of foreign imperialism 
                                                  
4 This company’s original name in English was Brewer & Company, and its powdered milk 
product was called Momilk. In this paper, I used their Chinese names to accord with primary 
documents. 
5 Ruth Rogaski reports that a Japanese physician/bureaucrat, Nagayo Sensai, “claimed to have 
taken a term from an ancient Daoist text and used it to translate a matrix of European words 
that suggested both the government management of the people’s health and the creation of 
hygienically disciplined citizens.” See Ruth Rogaski, Hygienic Modernity, 16. 
6 According to Ruth Rogaski, weisheng “refers to the actions that humans can take to ensure 
health,” and this meaning “may be loosely conveyed with the English word hygiene,” but the 
two words may not be one-to-one correspondences. See Ruth Rogaski, Hygienic Modernity: 
Meanings of Health and Disease in Treaty-Port China (Berkeley and Los Angles, California, 
University of California Press, 2004), 15. 
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and European-Japanese conceptualizations of health that resulted in the creation 
of a discourse of weisheng, bringing together public and private meanings of 
health into a powerful model of modernity.” Modern hygiene was warmly 
embraced by Chinese intellectuals, who believed that a hygienic life was the 
essence of a modern lifestyle, and that only hygienic products and habits could 
guarantee physical health. They brushed their teeth with Colgate toothpaste, 
laundered their clothes with Colgate soap powder,7 eliminated health-threatening 
bacteria on their bodies with German Lysol disinfectant, and wore “medically 
approved underwear, imported from ‘England and America’” to ensure personal 
hygiene.8 Moreover, they would willfully separate themselves from other more 
impoverished Chinese through their “refined hygienic sensibilities.”9 

Advertising for Baohua powdered milk was one more example of the 
successful utilization of this modern discourse of hygiene and health. The 
Baohua Company launched an advertising campaign in Issue 2 of The Young 
Companion, but at first the advertisements emphasized its advanced production 
technology, thanks to which its powdered milk could “successfully preserve the 
maximum vitamins (shenghuo su)”10 contained in the milk, which were vital to 
human health11 (see Fig. 1). In the following issues, further advertisements for 
Baohua powdered milk appeared; while the graphic design tended to be more 
lively, the text still emphasized the “new production technology”12 and its 
superiority over that of other powdered milks in preserving vitamins.13 

However, Baohua’s advertisement in Issue 6 was very different, a remarkable 
conjunction between commercial promotion and modern discourse on hygiene 
and health, and it served as a prelude to the ensuing Baby Contest. It portrayed a 
graceful young mother gently embracing a cute and chubby baby sitting on a big 
can of Baohua powdered milk, beside which was a passage entitled “Dangers of 
Employing a Wet Nurse” (see Fig. 2): 
                                                  
7 Leo Ou-fan Lee mentions that public discourses about modern family life show much 
concern with personal hygiene and physical health, and advertisements for toothpaste and soap 
powder manifest such concern. See Leo Ou-fan Lee, Shanghai Modern, 70. 
8  Rogaski interprets the advertisements for “hygienic underwear” and the “German 
antibacterial medicated liquid” Lysol in a Tianjin newspaper in the 1920s and 1930s, as 
exploiting the modern discourse about weisheng to publicize the products. See Rogaski, 
Hygienic Modernity, 229–31. 
9 Rogaski, Hygienic Modernity, 225. 
10 See Li Yuanxin, “Changshi: lun shenghuosu” [Common sense: On vitamins], Guangji yikan 
[Guangji medical journal], vol. 2, no. 8 (1925). Li Yuanxin worked as the American Baohua 
Company’s agent in China from 1923 to 1927. See Li Yuanxin, Huanqiu Zhongguo mingren 
zhuanlüe [World Chinese biographies] (Shanghai: Shanghai daxue chubanshe, 1944), 132. 
11 The Young Companion, Issue 3, April 15, 1926. 
12 Ibid., Issue 4, May 15, 1926. 
13 Ibid., Issue 5, June 15, 1926. 
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Fig. 1  The first advertisement for Baohua Powdered milk in The Young Companion 
 

 
 

Fig. 2  The article “Dangers of Employing a Wet Nurse” established the correlation between 
hygiene and health. 

 
Nowhere in the world except in China will people employ a wet nurse. Even 
wet nurses employed by a family which pays attention to weisheng have not 
been examined by doctors.… If an employed wet nurse harbors some secret 
disease, the lovely baby she breast-feeds will inexorably get infected and 
become unhealthy. Then the parents get laden with lasting worry and anxieties. 

 
This advertisement utilized the modern idea of hygiene to alert parents to the 
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dangers of employing wet nurses, and implied that Baohua’s powdered milk was 
safer for babies’ health, since its hygiene was ensured by modern production 
technology. After reading this passage, readers, especially young middle-class 
mothers who had a keen desire for a hygienic and healthy modern life, hesitated 
to seek out wet nurses, but turned instead to hygienic powdered milk to nurse 
their babies with. 

Later, in 1930, a municipal government actually laid down regulations to 
stipulate that any woman who intended to work as a wet nurse had to go to a 
designated hospital to get a physical examination; only those meeting a required 
medical standard could be awarded a certificate of health enabling them to work 
as a wet nurse through an agency. We do not know whether this article on the 
“Dangers of Employing a Wet Nurse” led directly to such legislation, but we can 
see that the modern concept of hygiene did not only catch the attention of 
merchants, but also influenced government’s thinking.14 

Health and Nation 

Baohua was not content to establish a correlation between their products and 
consumers’ physical health. It also sought to utilize the relationship between 
health and nation building. 

In Issues 7 and 8 of the magazine, Baohua and The Young Companion released 
a joint advertisement for the Baby Contest, to launch a mass promotion in the 
name of nation making. The purpose of this activity was explicitly stated: “The 
people are the foundation of a state (min wei bang ben)” and therefore “to 
strengthen a nation should begin with strengthening her people.”15 Such a 
statement echoed the general awareness of national crisis caused by Western 
imperialism’s incursions into China since the late Qing dynasty, and the sense of 
responsibility for national rejuvenation.  

In the late Qing era, with an overwhelming amount of opium flooding into 
China, many Chinese were unable to resist its temptations and became addicted, 
which rendered them physically emaciated and feeble, spiritually lethargic and 
inert. China became labeled as “the sick man of Asia” by Western countries. 
Chinese intellectuals reluctantly accepted the label, since they concurred with the 
Western definition of a healthy body, and associated the sick body with their 
afflicted nation. Yang Nianqun noted, “As a cultural metaphor, the significance 
and connotations of a sick body gradually grew greater, and were even used to 
                                                  
14 See “Suowen: shifu zhiding liu yiyuan jianyan naima” [Brief news: Six hospitals designated 
to provide physical examination to would-be wet nurses], Guangji yikan [Guangji medical 
journal], vol. 7, no. 2 (1930). 
15 The Young Companion, Issue 7, August 15, 1926. 
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allude to the frequently invaded Chinese territory.”16 Concerned, and frequently 
offended, by the Chinese people being labeled “the sick man of Asia,” many 
patriots exclaimed, “A strong nation starts with a strong race,” and began to 
advocate mass sports. Pursuing a goal “to popularize Chinese traditional Kung 
Fu and wipe out the humiliation of being called the sick man of Asia,” Kung Fu 
master Huo Yuanjia founded the first non-governmental sports organization in 
China, the Chinese Jingwu Kung Fu Club (Zhongguo jingwu ticao hui) and 
stated in the proclamation of its establishment: “We should strengthen ourselves 
as a people if we intend to drive away intruding forces. I hope compatriots 
throughout the land will rouse themselves and join us to get physically strong. 
Then our nation will be revitalized and our people will all be vigorous and robust. 
The Chinese nation is sure to be rejuvenated and the Chinese people eagerly 
anticipate this.”17  

Some social reformists actively developed public sports activities conforming 
to a modern Western conception of sports. Such modern sports activities were 
especially pervasive in the modern schools, where there were usually daily 
exercises for most students and athletic sports. There were also regular 
inter-school and inter-collegiate athletic sports meets. At the beginning of the 
twentieth century, there were annual soccer matches between St. John’s College 
and Nanyang Public School. In 1904, a Shanghai inter-school track-and-field 
sports meet was held under the aegis of the Youth Community (Qingnian Hui), 
with participants including St. John’s College, Nanyang Public School, China 
Public School, and the Chinese and Western Academy (Zhongxi shuyuan). For 
these social reformists, people’s bodies did not only have a physical or biological 
meaning, but also held a significance as a sort of cultural metaphor which was 
intimately relevant to modern Chinese nationalism: “any person’s health or 
‘sickness’ was no long an isolated individual problem, but related to his status 
and quality to become a ‘member of nation (guomin).’ The elimination of diseases 
and maintenance of health was closely related to the grand proposition of whether 
China could stand up in the world as a qualified modern nation-state or not.”18 

The physical quality of the people was vital to the nation’s fate, and children 
were especially essential for the nation’s future, since “there is no more time for 
an elderly man to get stronger; even middle-aged and young people, if not well 
nurtured, have fewer chances to get stronger. Thus, to strengthen people should 
start with strengthening children.” 19  At the beginning of the 1920s, the 
                                                  
16 Yang Nianqun, Remaking Patients: Spatial Politics under the Conflicts of Chinese and 
Western Medicine (1832–1985) (Beijing: Zhongguo renmin daxue chubanshe, 2008), 3. 
17 Shanghai Municipal Archives, Chengshi jiyi [City memory], vol. 2 (Shanghai: Shidai guoji 
chuban youxian gongsi, 2005), 45. 
18 Yang Nianqun, Remaking Patients, 427.  
19 The Young Companion, Issue 7, August 15, 1926. 
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intellectual Song Jie realized the relationship between children’s nurture and a 
nation’s power. At the end of an article to introduce the newly-founded Soviet 
Union’s stress on children’s nurture and its laws and regulations to care for 
mothers and babies, he sighed, “Children’s nurture is the foundation of a 
long-term education, but it is regrettable that China’s way of nurturing children is 
anything but humanistic or scientific. As a result, our race is feeble and the 
people dull… I hope Chinese intellectuals will agree with the statement 
‘Children are the essence of life,’ and attach importance to the problem of 
children’s nurture.”20  

The Young Companion was also just becoming aware of the importance of 
children’s nurture in China and introduced the slogan “Strong people start with 
strong babies.” The magazine proposed to popularize a hygienic nurturing 
method, to strengthen children’s physique and lay a solid foundation for their 
future growth by improving their nutrition. By adopting the slogan “Strong 
babies promise strong people, and strong people guarantee a strong nation,” The 
Young Companion’s Baby Contest related the daily activity of nursing babies to a 
grand proposition vital to a nation-state’s future, and Baohua’s commercial 
promotion acquired legitimacy in a milieu full of nationalistic discourse. 

Nation-state and Commercial Manipulation 

The nationalistic slogan contributed to an increase in The Young Companion’s 
circulation and popularity, and to an increase in the popularity and sales of the 
sponsor’s powdered milk. I shall proceed to elucidate the specific commercial 
tactics employed in this contest held in the name of nation building. 

The original plan for the contest was to publish a number of photos of healthy 
babies, which were mainly submitted by their parents, in a sequence of three 
issues of The Young Companion. Readers were supposed to choose the ten best 
from each issue. Then the thirty winners in the preliminary elections went on to 
the final, with the result again determined by reader voting. In fact, the contest 
was extended to four issues owing to readers’ enthusiastic participation, and forty 
babies went on to the final. The competition got more and more fierce as if 
progressed, and readers grew more and more eager to see the outcome. Readers 
were drawn into following every step in the contest, thus increasing the 
circulation of The Young Companion. In order to attract more readers to 
participate in the contest and the voting, the organizers offered 400 yuan as the 
prize, and included the conspicuous slogan “Read The Young Companion, and 
                                                  
20 Song Jie, “Muqin yu yinger” [Mother and baby], Shuguang [Daylight], vol. 1, no. 6, 
September 21, 1920. 
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you may win 400 yuan”21 in its advertising.22  
Furthermore, according to the rules of the contest, only ballots printed in The 

Young Companion were valid for voting, which meant anyone who wanted to 
participate in the voting had to purchase a copy of The Young Companion.23 
Unfortunately, there is no statistical evidence on the magazine’s circulation at 
this time. Wu Ling has suggested that “To stipulate that only printed ballots in 
certain publications were valid might do favor to the circulation to some extent, 
but never led to a sharp increase.”24 However, the organizers were clearly 
seeking carefully to maximize the potential of the promotion to increase the 
magazine’s circulation and brand awareness. Advertisements for the Baby 
Contest appeared in the most widely read newspaper in Republican Shanghai, 
Shenbao,25 and two other newspapers, Shibao and Tuhua shibao, published not 
only the advertisements, but also the contestants’ photographs and voting results. 
Finally, the contest was launched under the banner of nation building, giving the 
magazine a nationalistic image which was essential to win a wide following 
amongst Chinese people at the time.  

These efforts by The Young Companion publicized the contest to the maximum 
extent and accomplished a brilliant promotion for the pictorial itself, which was still 
in its beginning stage (it was only six months after its first issue that it launched the 
Baby Contest, which was a novel mass event in that era). This publicity was bound 
to facilitate the pictorial’s development over the coming years. Baohua also used the 
nationalistic significance imbued into the contest to pursue profits. An introduction 
to Li Yuanxin,26 the Baohua Company’s agent in China, was published in the same 
issue which carried the first advertisement for the Baby Contest. The piece 
emphasized his passion for social welfare and his hopes for a strong Chinese nation: 
                                                  
21 The Young Companion, Issue 7, August 15, 1926. 
22 In the 1920s, an average worker’s annual salary was about 200 yuan. However, the prize 
fund was to be shared among the top ten healthy babies in the final: the first prize was 50 yuan, 
the second 30 yuan, the third 20 yuan and each of the other seven finalists would receive 10 yuan. 
23 According to an interview with Wu Ling, a granddaughter of The Young Companion’s 
founder, Wu Liande, in the present-day pictorial Waitan huabao [The bund pictorial] (see 
Waitan huabao, Issue 366, December 17, 2009), another two newspapers, Shibao and Tuhua 
shibao, assisted in publishing advertisements for the Baby Contest, the contestants’ photos, and 
ballot forms as well. 
24 Waitan huabao, Issue 366, December 17, 2009. 
25 Shenbao, September 30, 1926, 8. 
26 Li Yuanxin was born in Australia in 1884, but his ancestral home was Zhongshan County in 
Guangdong Province. He received his education in Australia, and was engaged in business 
mainly in Australia and America. According to Huanqiu Zhongguo mingren zhuanlüe, he was 
devoted to charity and founded charity organizations such as Zhonghua mafeng jiujihui 
[Chinese Leprosy Relief] and Lianqingshe ertong shizhensuo [Children’s Clinic of the United 
Youth Community] to raise funds for lepers and sick children. He was elected honorary 
director of Guangdong lühu tongxianghui [Association of Cantonese Living in Shanghai]. See 
Li Yuanxin, Huanqiu Zhongguo mingren zhuanlüe, 132. 
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“He spares no efforts to improve social welfare and especially devotes himself to 
the health of children and the education of youth, expecting to cultivate strong and 
well-rounded talents for our Chinese nation. Though working for a foreign country, 
he gives priority to our own nation building.”27 This short passage endeavored to 
forge an image of a patriotic merchant with a patriotic conscience in order to 
legitimize him as one of the supervisors of the contest ballot.  

Baohua also closely associated its powdered milk with the Baby Contest. An 
advertisement for Baohua powdered milk appeared in Issues 7 and 8 along with the 
advertisements for the Contest. When the first photographs of healthy and lively 
babies were published in the 9th Issue, the Baohua powdered milk advertisement 
appeared on the same page. The announcement of the results was the climax of 
contest for readers, but Baohua was more concerned with the advertisements for its 
product that were published in the five subsequent issues of The Young Companion 
after Issue 10. In these, two chubby and lovely babies together embraced a can of 
Baohua powdered milk, beside which was the large, prominent, bold-faced slogan 
“Strong babies promise strong people, and strong people guarantee a strong 
nation,” which integrated the commodity with nationalistic discourse (see Fig. 3).  

 

 
 

Fig. 3  Linking the slogan “Strong babies promise strong people, and strong people guarantee 
a strong nation” with the advertisements for Baohua powdered milk 

 
In fact, the first appearance of this graphic was not in The Young Companion, 

but in the National Day special issue of Shenbao on October 10, 1926. On the 
special occasion of National Day, a graphic suggesting the intimate relationship 
                                                  
27 The Young Companion, Issue 7, August 15, 1926. 
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between a strong nation-state and powdered milk had an even more powerful 
resonance. In the ensuing November Issue of The Young Companion, this graphic 
was used once again. We do not know whether the use of the Contest slogan for 
the National Day advertisement was an impromptu decision, or a long-time 
element of the overall marketing plan, but this certainly underlines the nationalist 
component of the Baby Contest’s concept. 

However, there was a bitter paradox in the contrast between that nationalistic 
slogan and the bold message “Made in USA” which also appeared in the 
advertisement. In his classic study, Karl Gerth suggested that a nationalistic 
consumer culture emerged in China in the early twentieth century. “Faced with 
inexpensive and superior imports,” Chinese indigenous manufacturers “worried 
how they could preserve or increase their market share.”28 All commodities were 
consciously divided into two categories: domestic and foreign products, or 
“patriotic” and “treasonous products.” For instance, Nanyang Brothers’ Tobacco 
Company, competing against the British-American Tobacco Company, published 
an advertisement in Shenbao featuring the appeal “Only purchasing national 
products.”29 Under such circumstances, Baohua powdered milk’s country of origin 
and the prominent stamp ‘Made in USA’ seemed to be inconsistent with its 
nationalistic slogan, and might be taken to imply the unwelcome message that the 
creation of a strong Chinese nation could only rely on products overseas. Such a 
paradox undoubtedly weakened the effectiveness of Baohua’s marketing strategy 
to employ nationalistic discourse, and was partly responsible for its later failure. 

Outcome and Influence 

The Baby Contest came to an end in March of 1927. Later, The Young Companion 
would grow in popularity in Shanghai and in Chinese communities overseas, a 
success which must have owed much to this large-scale Contest. However, no 
more advertisements for Baohua powdered milk were found in the later issues of 
The Young Companion. In Shenbao, the newspaper with the biggest circulation in 
Republican Shanghai, there was an intensive advertising campaign for Baohua 
powdered milk between October and November of 1926,30 but the company and 
its product disappeared from the paper after a final advertisement published on 
page 8 of New Year’s supplementary issue. Baohua’s agent in China, Li Yuanxin 
                                                  
28 Karl Gerth, China Made, 3. 
29 Shenbao, May 4, 1927, 12. In this advertisement, “Only purchasing national products” was 
stressfully articulated: “Only purchasing national products is the best way to protect our 
country, for if every Chinese spends only ten cents to purchase national products, 40 million 
yuan can be saved for our country.” 
30 I find in Shenbao there was an advertisement for another powdered milk, called Letujing. It 
seems the two brands were carrying on an advertising war in Shenbao. 
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transferred to Huimin Powdered milk Company in 1927, taking the position of 
director and general manager,31 and his defection perhaps have contributed to 
reason of Baohua’s disappearance, or been necessitated by the company’s pulling 
out of China.  

By co-operating with a commercial enterprise in organizing the Baby Contest, 
The Young Companion reinforced the discursive links between hygiene, health and 
nation building, thereby adding to nationalistic discourse and promoting the 
Chinese modernization and nation building. Since then, the relation between health, 
children and national power has been frequently referred to, whether from 
commercial or nationalistic motives. For instance, an advertisement for another 
type of powdered milk, Letujing, employed the similar slogan “A strong body 
guarantees a strong race.”32 A magazine article entitled ‘Nurturing Healthy Young 
National Citizens to Save China’ expressed the hope that “China, which used to be 
despised as the sick man of Asia, will probably become vigorous and dynamic 
enough to compete against the first-rank countries in the world. Then we can look 
forward to a prosperous China and our current national status as a third-rank 
country will greatly improve, like a red sun rising high in the east.”33  

In addition, this Baby Contest created a major trend. In the 1930s, both 
government and non-governmental organizations held a large number of baby 
contests throughout China, in urban and rural areas. Even in the 1940s, after 
Shanghai was taken over by the invading Japanese army, many baby contests 
continued to be organized by Japan’s puppet government and all levels of local 
administration, “intending to save our country and nation in this way.”34 Other 
popular magazines, including women’s magazines, fashion magazines, and 
medical journals, also contributed to mass education about scientific nurturing 
methods. Participating in baby contests and reading articles in magazines to learn 
about nurturing children in a scientific way led to a transformation in people’s 
daily life and in mass culture, and this benefited China’s further modernization and 
the construction of a nation-state. 

Conclusion 

The Young Companion was essentially a fashion and lifestyle magazine, but, in the 
                                                  
31 Li Yuanxin, Huanqiu Zhongguo mingren zhuanlüe, 132.  
32 See Shenbao, from January to February of 1927. 
33 Mao Xian, “Yangcheng jianquan de xiao guomin jiu Zhongguo” [Nurturing healthy young 
national citizens to save China], Guangxi weisheng banyue kan [Guangxi hygiene bi-monthly], 
vol. 3, no. 15 (1936). 
34  Modern Document Room of Shanghai Municipal Archives, “Riwei Shanghai tebie 
shizhengfu guanyu xingban yinger jiankang bisai de wenjian” [Documents of Japan’s puppet 
Shanghai municipal government about organizing healthy baby contests], R1-8-103. 
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contemporary nationalistic atmosphere, it also published pictures and stories about 
domestic and international current affairs and photographs of important politicians 
from home and abroad. Its proclamation that “strong babies promise strong people, 
and strong people guarantee a strong nation” was intended to promote a scientific 
approach to nurturing children in order to lay a solid foundation for a strong 
Chinese nation. However, as one scholar has remarked, “The angle of its political 
reports is obviously marked by its pursuit of fashion and popularity. Though later 
The Young Companion expanded or changed the categories of the protagonists in 
its political reports, it was still determined by an awareness of fashion.”35 The 
Baby Contest organized by The Young Companion, was a commercial initiative, 
exploiting Chinese people’s desire for modernity and aspirations for a powerful 
nation-state. 

Popular magazines and merchants made use of nationalistic discourse for their 
own profit, but this integration of nationalistic discourse and commerce ultimately 
had an influence on Chinese mass culture, strengthening China’s modernization 
and broadening the recognition of the need for nation building. 
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