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Women’s Advocacy Groups
and the 1999 Approval of the Pill in Japan

Yuri TOYODA
(The University of Tokyo)

This article examines how women’s groups contributed to the approval of the oral contraceptive pill in
Japan in 1999, after nearly forty years in suspension. Because women's movements in the 1970s and 1980s
argued that approving the pill would not liberate women, previous studies have assumed that women's groups
in the 1990s must have likewise contributed little to its eventual approval. Instead, the legal breakthrough
has been attributed to the speedy approval of Viagra and following international pressure. Such accounts,
however, cannot fully explain in what ways criticism was intensified following Viagra's approval, and why
and how international pressure increased at that moment.

This study demonstrates that the 1999 approval was facilitated by the strategic advocacy of late-
1990s women'’s groups. Focusing on the Professional Women's Coalition for Sexuality and Health, and the
Women and Health Network 99, this study analyzes hitherto-overlooked newsletters alongside mainstream
newspapers and magazines. These groups actively generated the aforementioned "international pressure"
by publicizing the pill's unapproved status at the Hague Forum and subsequently directing that international
attention within Japan’'s domestic discourse.

This study contributes to the history of sexuality and reproduction by revealing the active role of
women in the approval of the pill. Furthermore, by demonstrating that 1990s women's groups shifted from
prioritizing women's liberation to expanding women's rights within the existing social structure, it establishes
a benchmark for assessing the evolution of women’s movements. Ultimately, the study seeks to offer new

insights about how we can achieve reproductive health and rights today.
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