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Abstract The legislation on public health was almost vacant in traditional 
China; however, related concepts and activities of local governments and 
communities helped maintain ecological balance. Since the reigns of the Emperor 
Jiaqing and Daoguang, Jiangnan has witnessed drastic changes in her society and 
environment, and has saw the advent of western civilizations. Scholars advocated 
the government administration to deal with the public health, and thus transferred 
the public health from individual activities which were free from external 
influence and destitute of specialized management to systematic and organized 
conducts which were in charge of governments at various levels.
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摘要 在传统时期，国家基本没有关于公共卫生的立法，但地方官府和社会的相

关行为大致保持了自然和社会生态的平衡。嘉道以降，随着江南社会环境的变化

和西方文明的输入，众多士人主张直接以公共和国家的权力介入卫生的经常性管

理，从而使卫生事业逐渐由个别的、自为的、缺乏专门管理的行为转变成系统化

的、有组织的、纳入官方职权范围的工作。
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1 Introduction

The development of public health in modern times has established itself for a 
long time as the yardstick for modernity of a country or society in modern history 
studies, just as the sanitary conditions and the extent to which the sanitary system 
has been improved have become an index of the development of a society 
nowadays. However, public health has hardly been touched upon until the late 
twentieth century when academic concern about the social history of diseases 
and their treatment in China was ushered in. With the city of Lin’an as an 
exemplification, Liang explored public health and the related measures adopted 
by the governments in the Southern Song Dynasty (1127–1279), maintaining that 
the fact that diseases were liable to spread with the deterioration of sanitation in 
cities partly accounts for the establishment of the public health system and social 
welfare, an establishment which characterized cities in post-Song era.1 In his 
latest essay, Qiu also discussed the problems of public health in Beijing in the 
Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) in general and in late Ming in particular when dealing 
with the context in which plagues struck. Beijing, holding that since the middle 
of that dynasty the plague-ridden city was arguably resultant from poor sanitation 
and a whole host of vectors.2 

Mainly drawing upon western records, MacPherson reconstructed Shanghai’s 
evolution from a wilderness of marches into one of the world’s leading 
metropolises with modern public health system in the first fifty years of foreign 
presence.3 Recently, Ruth Rogaski has published a volume on the establishment 
of modern public health system.4 What included in it is “hygiene and the 
modernity of the city: Tianjin in 1900–1928,” an article which traces how the 
ideal of hygienic modernity was introduced by Tientsin Provisional Government 
(Tianjin dutong yamen) and accepted by the local elites and how the elites 
negotiated with the various classes and interest parties in the process.5 From the 
perspective of social changes, Wataru Iijima studied the gradual institutionalization 
of public health in modern China as was stimulated by infectious diseases such as 
the plague ever since the late nineteenth century.6

The fragmentary researches on the history of public health in China have yet to 
be furthered, and those concepts and activities related to public health in the Ming 
Dynasty and the Qing Dynasty (1644–1912) have only scratched the surface. For 

1 Liang Gengyao, 1999, 140–148.
2 Qiu Zhonglin, 2004, 331–387.
3 Kerrie L. MacPherson, 1987.
4 Ruth Rogaski, 2004.
5 Ruth Rogaski, 1998, 150–179.
6 Wataru Iijima, 2000.
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all their systematic study, MacPherson and Rogaski mainly focused on how the 
concept and institutions of hygiene were introduced to China and how they had 
taken root therein. In particular, MacPherson dealt with the influence of western 
civilizations and the efforts by westerners as well as by the Chinese with a western 
education, to the exclusion of due concern for pre-modern China itself and its 
own changes. Obviously, only when the changes of the concept and the activities 
related to are examined both within China and from the perspective of foreign 
influences, can the complicated course of changes be unfolded and the relationship 
between tradition and modernity be understood. The essay addresses this very 
question with Qing Dynasty Jiangnan as an example.7 With a confusing variety 
of meanings, hygiene8 in modern times encompasses a wide range of matters 
related to life and health, such as the maintenance and improvement of living 
environment, the treatment and control of epidemic diseases, the actualization 
and policies on safeguarding the masses’ health on the part of the government 
and the society, and the personal regimens, psychological adjustment as well as 
physical exercises.9 It is practically impossible for the essay to elaborate on the 
multi-facetedness of the topic. Therefore, the essay will address questions vis-à-
vis public health only with exemplifications from environment and water supply,10 
both of which are immediately related to people’s livelihood and to both of which 
attention has been drawn in the modern changes. 

7 As one of the most developed areas in pre-modern China, Qing DynastyJiangnan fi gured 
prominently during China’s modernization and is arguably typical of the areas which have 
witnesses the changes of the concept of and the activities related to public health. 
8 As a time-honored term, weisheng (hygiene) primarily refers to regimen in China. Its modern 
senses took shape gradually in the decades after 1870 in Qing Dynasty China. It was resultant 
from the interaction of a host of factors, ranging from the implantation of western sanitary 
knowledge, the introduction of the concept of “eisei” (hygiene) and the hygienic system 
from modern Japan, and the reinterpretation of the tradition by Chinese scholars. See also Yu 
Xinzhong, 2005, 104–140.
9 This point is illustrated by Yu Fengbin, see Yu Fengbin, 1923. 
10 Given the current explanation of hygiene, these items belong to public health. Then there is 
personal hygiene. Basically, personal hygiene is sort of individual behavior. The author’s 
comparison of the traditional and the late Qing or modern understanding of it indicate that the 
traditional and the modern understanding could roughly correspond except the items concerning 
expectoration and the prevention of germs from invading food. As far as personal hygiene is 
concerned, what China was devoid of was not the concept of or the activities related to hygiene, 
but the government’s attention thereof and its efforts to arrange the fragmentary concept and 
activities into an organic whole and consequently promote them. The practice of personal 
hygiene, would undoubtedly prevent epidemic diseases to some extent, but would certainly fail 
to curb them after their outbreak and spread. See also Yu Xinzhong, 2003, 197–203. Personal 
hygiene is not so indicative of the evolution of hygiene in modern times, although it is 
interrelated to the latter. Given the limited space here and its little relevance to this essay, the 
author will not discuss it.
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2 Traditional concepts and activities related to public 
health

It is widely believed that the traditional concepts and activities related to public 
health are more inadequate than that related to personal hygiene in China. For 
instance, Fan held that China was destitute of traditional thoughts on public 
health. “It seems that there were only two things that could be subsumed under 
the heading of public health, namely, drinking water and the disposal of corpses; 
then there was also the disposal of garbage and human waste.”11 However, what 
Fan has revealed in his volume could hardly justify the argument that China was 
miserably devoid of the thoughts on public health. In fact, he himself proceeded 
to declare, “Generally speaking, those things are of vital importance to preventive 
medicine. Even today, they are still given top priority in public health.” The 
author of this essay contended that the thoughts and conducts are not confined to 
what Fan has listed. There are also the following aspects.

2.1 State laws and regulations concerning public health

Although the strict and meticulous public health regulations that characterize the 
modern society were not to be found in the traditional one, traces of such 
regulations did present themselves in history. Exploring the sanitary conditions 
in Beijing in the Ming Dynasty, Qiu had spotted the organizations in charge of 
the cleanup of the city’s streets and ditches, and the state laws and regulations 
concerned. The Ming Code (Minglü) provided, “Any person who encroaches on 
the lanes or streets to build houses or even gardens shall be subject to flogging 
with a big split bamboo for sixteen times, and shall be ordered to restore the 
places to their original state. Any person who causes filthy matters to be left on 
the lanes or streets, shall be subject to flogging with a small split bamboo for 
forty times; water is not counted.”12 The provisions in the Qing Code (Qinglü) 
follow suit. In contrast to those in the Tang Dynasty (618–907) and the Song 
Dynasty (960–1279), the penalty was less severe: the punishment for soiling the 
streets was flogging with a small split bamboo for fourteen times and the provision 
was also repealed which provided that “if he fails to prevent the soiling from 
happening, the official in charge shall be guilty of the same offence.”13 The 

11 Fan Xingzhun, 1953, 40; for criticism on the lack of the thoughts on public health, see page 
10. 
12 Qiu Zhonglin, 2004, 346.
13 Ibid., 346, note 85. 
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changes may be resultant from the monarchs’ belief that the offences were of no 
great significance and could be trifled with, or from the fact that such cases were 
so prevalent that those who amended the laws and regulations attempted to render 
the provisions more immediately applicable. Nonetheless, it remains open to 
question as to what degree the provisions have found application in the Ming and 
Qing dynasties. What is noteworthy is the following annotation to the related 
provisions in the Qing Code.

Any person who, 
(1) digs holes or makes ridges, clogs up ditches, or builds houses on the 

streets both inner and outer;
(2) drives a cart, or leaves stock scattered near the city wall, or causes 

damages to the city wall;
(3) causes damages to the imperial road, the bases, and the fences protecting 

the gate in front of the Great Qing Gate (Daqing men), or to the General’s 
Mansion (Jiangjun lou), the Temple of the Goddess of Mercy (Guanyin tang), 
or the Temple of the Emperor Guan (Guanwang miao) etc., in the small town 
outside the city wall, shall be condemned to carry the cangue on his shoulders 
for a month before he is sentenced.14

It seems that this provision is indicative of its limited applicability to the capital 
alone. As a matter of fact, the specialized organizations in charge, which were 
installed by the state, were only to be found in the capital. In the Qing Dynasty, 
those in charge of the cleanness of streets were mainly the Street Department 
(Jiedaoting) affiliated to the Board of Works (Gongbu, one of the six boards in 
the Qing Dynasty, charged with governmental building projects as well as minting 
coinage) and the office of the leading officer in the infantry (Bujun tongling 
yamen).15 They assumed the following responsibilities as are expounded in the 
Historical Institutions in the State (Huangchao tongdian).

14 Daqing lüli, 1993, 665.
15 According to Daqing huidian zeli, “The Cleanup of Streets:” During the fi rst year of the reign 
of the Emperor Shunzhi of the Qing Dynasty (r. 1643–1661), a Han offi cial in the Board of 
Works was appointed to clean up the streets, while the offi cial in charge of horses was 
commissioned to dredge the ditches. During the second year of the reign of the Emperor 
Kangxi (r. 1661–1722), the inner citadel (neicheng, the northern walled city of Beijing, guarded 
by the Manchu Eight Banners) was co-administered by the offi cials in the Street Department 
and the offi cers in the infantry while the outer citadel (waicheng, the southern suburbs) by the 
offi cial in charge of horses. In the 14th year, the streets and ditches in the inner citadel were 
taken over by the leading offi cer of the infantry, and the outer citadel by the Street Department.” 
See Qinding daqing huidian zeli, Vol. 150, Duchayuan, six, in Wenyuange siku quanshu, 
Vol. 624, 1986, 704.
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The infantry department shall be responsible for the routine cleaning of the 
Great Qing Gate, the Tian’anmen Gate and the Duanmen Gate. The infantry 
shall be dispatched to clean the roads along the imperial road out of Wumen 
Gate when the senior officials are to have an audience with the emperor. The 
infantry affiliated to the Eight Banners shall repair and clean the streets inside 
the city when the royal cart is going out. The infantry and the retinue of police 
shall repair and clean the streets out of the city. The officers and solders of the 
infantry shall clear the street of traffic and pedestrians when His Majesty’s cart 
is traveling in and out of the city.16

As is shown above, the undertaking aimed at the convenience and grace of the 
emperors and the officials on their trips, in preference to the sanitation of the city 
and the health of the masses.17 For places other than the capital, the state decreed 
that:

The lanes and streets in the various provinces shall be taken charge of by those 
concerned. They shall not be encroached on and shall be under constant repair; 
if the project is of great importance, the large expenditure involved shall be 
reported, checked and then reimbursed.18

The above decree deals with the clearness rather than cleanness of streets. The 
relatively more important work of safeguarding the clearness of streets was not 
commissioned to specialized officials, let alone the cleanup of streets.

In short, the state laws and regulations concerning public health were actually 
dead letters at least for the local governments and people, for they were neither 
the top priority of the local governments, nor administered by specialized 
institutions and censors. However, it is unlikely that they were entirely 
insignificant. Theoretically, they demonstrated that those very causes related to 
people’s livelihood were the responsibility of the state and local governments, 
and that when necessary and with adequate morals and competence, the 
magistrates would concern themselves with the causes. 

16 Huangchao tongdian, Vol. 69. Bing’er: baqi bingzhi xia, Wenyuange siku quanshu, Vol. 643, 
1986, 465–466.
17 It is certain that such a stipulation was also benefi cial to the masses to some measure. A case 
in point is an imperial edict issued in the second year of the reign of the Emperor of Yongzheng 
(r. 1722–1735). It reads, “On twenty-ninth, when the ditches become clogged up and water 
collects, and when the streets are muddy and diffi cult to walk on, the Board of Works and other 
departments are ordered to drain the water. In this way, the residents will be protected from 
any injures. Your offi ces are to investigate and present a memorial to the emperor.” Shizong 
xian huangdi shangyu neige, Vol. 20, “Yongzheng ernian wuyue” (May, the second year of 
Yongzheng), in Wenyuange siku quanshu, Vol. 414, 1986, 180. 
18 Qinding daqing huidian, Vol. 74, “Gongbu dushui qinglisi,” 619, in Wenyuange siku quanshu, 
1986, 684. 
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2.2 The dredging of watercourses (moats)

To dredge watercourses is a time-honored cause, which constitutes an important 
part in the water conservancy of a country and which has always been on the 
agenda of the various dynasties. There is the voluminousness of literature on 
dredging in the historical records. Although dredging is regarded as a part of the 
causes of water conservancy or navigation on most occasions, the dredging of 
moats is conceivably related to public health in cities, at least in large cities. As 
early as the Southern Song Dynasty, people were aware of this point.19 However, 
for centuries it is believed to be conducive primarily to water conservancy, 
navigation and flood-prevention. In the literature in late Qing Jiangnan, discussion 
of it was abound, but before the reigns of the Emperors Jiangqing (r. 1796−1820) 
and Daoguang (r. 1820–1850) of the Qing Dynasty, few, if not none, attempted to 
link it with public health. For instance, during the reign of the Emperor Qianlong 
(r. 1735−1796) of the Qing Dynasty, Chen from Zhaowen remarked that:

Having been clogged up for a long time, the Qinchuan River was not able to 
restore to its original state. A canal in Zhaowen County flew from the north to 
the south, joined by watercourses in both the east and the west. As the area 
grew increasingly densely populated, the canal was encroached on and blocked 
up, and plank boards were set up so that they formed sort of viaduct. The 
residents forgot that the river was a canal proper. Alas! Rivers and canals are 
like the blood vessels of human beings. If his blood vessels are blocked up, 
a man gets ill; if the rivers and canals are clogged up, the county becomes 
poverty-stricken.20

In a similar vein, another remark was made during the reign of the Emperor 
Kangxi:

Located at the foot of the Wu Mountain, the provincial capital of Yue Province, 
one of the largest provinces in the sourtheast, was a prosperous hub of 
transportation, with a variety of merchandise. However, the past resources 
have got wasted, the locals have become lazy and big fires have broken out, all 
of which are believed to result from the clogging up of the moat. In the past, 
the water from the West Lake was conducted into a limpid canal, which eddied 
and flowed freely. Later, disappearing was the former watercourse, part of 
which was clogged up and turned into a road, and on part of which houses 

19 Cf also: Liang Gengyao, 1999, 140–148.
20 Chen Zufan, Siye wenji, Vol. 2 Zhaowenxian junheji, in Siku quanshu cunmu congshu: jibu, 
Vol. 274, 161.
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were built. With the suffocating dirt, even small boats were not able to sail in 
the stagnant river, which had been blocked up. It is just like a man, whose 
blood vessels wind their way and whose scars accumulate. It follows that the 
man falls prey to diseases easily.21

Comparing moats with the blood vessels of human beings, the above remarks, 
typical of contemporary observations, maintain that the clogging up of moats was 
like that of blood vessels, and that it would inevitably lead to diseases and poverty. 
They further demonstrate that the contemporaries were mainly concerned with 
the poverty rather than the diseases that arose from the clogging up which was 
linked to public health. Nonetheless, the relationship between the clogging up 
and public health was recognized then. During the reign of the Emperor Kangxi, 
Qiu Binghong from Hangzhou commented in “Qingkai chenghe lüe” (An appeal 
for dredging the moat):

Nowadays the river in the city is getting clogged up day by day, … so that in 
the provincial capital, dirt predominates when draught takes hold, and the 
streets become overflowing with water when it rains or snows. In the aftermath, 
the poor are suffering greatly, having been infected with epidemics. Should the 
watercourse be dredged, the city residents would lead a happy and peaceful 
life, and the benefit would be infinite.22

In addition, the benefits were mentioned in the records of dredging inscribed 
on the stone tablets:

While in the past water was collected in jars from places that were far away, 
now there is an abundance of it so that it is collected in front of one’s house. 
When the former work of carrying goods and materials on one’s shoulders was 
painstaking toil, which leads to thick callus on shoulders, nowadays two boats 
chained together are sailing abreast in the river, transporting goods. Whereas 
diseases took hold because the muddy river was not dredged, the watercourse 
becomes clean and limpid, free from suspended particles. While there was 
scarcely any storage of water and consequently devastating fires were rampant, 
a pellucid river is flowing through the city at present, averting future fires.23

After dredging, limpid rivers were free from dirt and sediment. It follows that 
the health and sanitary conditions were improved. Whether the contemporary 
people were aware of the relationship between dredging and public health or not, 

21 Shao Yuanping, Jieshan shiwencun: suiyu ji: junhe jilüe. The 23rd year of Kangxi, 10a. 
22 [Yongzheng] Zhejiang tongzhi, Vol. 52, Shuili, 1988, 1098. 
23 Shao Yuanping, 23rd year of Kangxi, 11a.
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dredging could be regarded as a conduct that maintained public health. Records 
of dredging moats presented themselves in the “Water Conservancy Records” in 
the various gazetteers. One exemplification is dredging the moats in Suzhou, 
which were dredged in the 48th year of Kangxi, and “redredged in the 61st year, 
then the six year of Yongzheng and the fourth year of Qianlong.”24 However, the 
frequency of dredging was subject to changes; sometimes, rivers were dredged 
once several years; sometimes, they were not dredged at all for decades or even 
hundreds of years. Although the state attached importance to dredging moats and 
used a large amount of money in water conservancy, there was still neither the 
recurrent budget nor the official in charge and the moats were neglected in the 
presence of big rivers. The timely dredging of clogged up moats were dependent 
upon a variety of factors, ranging from the state’s and local governments’ financial 
resources, to the magistrates’ morals and administrative competence as well as 
local activism. In the first year of Daoguang, Sun from Changshu remarked that:

Located to the west of the sea, the Changshu County is subject to constant 
encroachment of the sea when tides occur. As the sea water flows through the 
northeast of the city, the serene moat itself is not able to cope with the mud and 
earth. If it is not timely dredged, it will become more silted up day by day. 
Compounded by the encroachment of houses and the dumping of dust and 
earth, the initially clogged up moat would have become land. Due to 
procrastination, various causes are hindered. The fear of difficulty has been 
pervasive for a long time. The favourable geographical position having been 
neglected and the world wisdom having been upheld, it is advocated that what 
has been ruined cannot be restored to its original state. However, is this the 
court’s purpose of appointing a magistrate? When they were summoned in 
earnest by Mr Zhang, the magistrate then, the masses came with their spades to 
dredge the moat, which suggests that they were ready to be ordered about. 
Magistrates tend to have a short shelf life hitherto. Didn’t Mr Zhang, who was 
committed to what had been abandoned for decades, make an outstanding 
contribution? Born with a silver spoon in his mouth, Zhang is in the prime of 
his life and appointed to more and more important posts. Chances are that 
Zhang’s career, characterized by the benefits it brings about to the masses, is 
going to find culmination later. Zhang distinguished himself by his devotion to 
the cause of dredging that had been abandoned and his great achievements. 
Could such a deed also be expected from posterity?25

24 [Tongzhi] Suzhou fuzhi. Vol. 11. Shuili, 11b.
25 Sun Yuanxiang, Tianzhenge ji, Vol. 46, Chongjun zhaowen chenghe ji. The 17th year of 
Guangxu, 3a–3b.
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Obviously, such a phenomenon was not ephemeral. It was against “the court’s 
purpose of appointing an official” who should be resigned to the situation and do 
nothing to promote what was beneficial and eliminate what was harmful. With 
the lack of fund and specialized officials and with the dependence on moral 
obligations, how could dredging be frequently carried out in a timely way? After 
all, good officials like Zhang were so rare that one can only expect to come across 
them by luck. However, in places where the social forces were active and 
prosperous, dredging was sometimes promoted by local gentry. During the reign 
of the emperor Daoguang, for instance, the local gentry Wu Tingchen and Pan 
Shiqian initiated the dredging of the silted watercourse in Suzhou.26 Compensating 
for the administrative incompetence of the magistrates, such activities which 
promoted what was beneficial and eliminated what was harmful, were arguably 
occasional and individual ones, destitute of the necessary guarantee. 

2.3 Water and sanitation

As far as public health is concerned, the dredging of moats is part of the efforts to 
maintain the sanitation of water sources. However, as it has become a specialized 
undertaking and has something to do with the sanitation of environment, it is 
listed and discussed alone in the above section. In addition to dredging, the 
contemporary attempts made towards the sanitation of water sources were evident 
in the following historical record, that is, the widely quoted stone tablet inscribed 
in the second year of Qianlong, “Suzhoufu yongjin Huqiu kaishe ranfang wuran 
hedao bei” (The stone tablet in remembrance of the Suzhou government’s 
permanent prohibition in Huqiu of dye houses, which have polluted the 
watercourses). The inscription was incomplete, and it reads to the effect that the 
effluent discharged from dye houses caused damage to seedlings, to drinking 
water and to the superb gardens. Harmful to human beings, the effluent leads to 
the suffering of the locals, and the impossibility of drinking tea in those teahouses 
near mountains. What was worse, the scenic splendors of the mountains faded 
away, and the former limpid streams became polluted ones with a stiflingly 
stinking smell and a variety of colours. The water and environment have been 
badly polluted, “the residents were aroused to no small grief and indignation”. At 
the appeal of 120 scholars and residents including Xu Yanqing and Wu Yuming, 
the local government of the Suzhou Prefecture, together with those of Changzhou 
County, Yuanhe County and Wu County, intervened in the affair, ordered that 
“the dye houses with their equipment and dyes be relocated”, and inscribed a 
stone tablet to show the permanent prohibition.27 It still remains unresolved as to 

26 Gu Zhentao, 1986, 352. 
27 Suzhou bowuguan, 1982, 71–73.
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whether the prohibition achieved some effective and lasting results, but at least in 
terms of the prevention of the pollution of water sources, Qing Dynasty Jiangnan 
saw the concepts and activities related to public health in the local communities 
and governments.

Besides the local governments’ efforts against water pollution, the folk customs 
and beliefs also played an important role in keeping the water clean. Take the 
story in Xushu Customs in the northern suburb of Suzhou as an example, “The 
legend goes that the pond in front of the Qunihou’s Temple was where gods water 
their horses. Residents who threw dirt into it or fish in it would fell ill. It was 
miraculous.”28 Then, in Shaoxing:

The spirits producers favored the limpid and serene water collected from the 
river flowing at the foot of the Mei Mountain, out of the gate of the outer city 
wall in the west. A river named the Lici gang River was the site where the 
legendary horse, made of mud, ferried the Prince Kang, who later became the 
Emperor Gaozong of the Southern Song Dynasty. Those on boats were warned 
that they should not urinate into the river in the midnight, otherwise they were 
in for a storm which was to overturn the boats. It was said the storm was the 
embodiment of the indignation of the horse at the sight of the filth, a horse who 
inhabited the bottom of the river. At midnight one day, a boat from the Yin 
County was on the river. One traveler, who had no acquaintance with the 
warning, relieved himself. A strange gale seized the boat immediately he 
returned and went to bed, scaring the boatman out of his wits. A traveler from 
Shaoxing got up to see what was happening, only to find that the Licigang 
River was roaring with rolling waves due to the foul smell. He asked the former 
traveler to kneel in prayer, but was refused. Now the gale was howling even 
more violently, tossing the boat on the rough river. He forced the former to 
kowtow and pray, and then the gale faded away.29

The folk beliefs, which may seem to be “superstitious” by current standards, 
arguably contributed to keeping specific water sources clean and sanitary. 
Furthermore, digging wells in the city is also helpful for keeping water salubrious. 
In Nanjing, for instance, “As the population converged on the city, there are a 
large number of wells. Four wells are found near Hanxi Gate, three to the east of 
the Beimen Bridge and nine in the vicinity of the end of the Jinxiang River… ”30 
Among the virtuous local individuals, who regarded digging public wells as 
benevolent and charitable, was Pan, dubbed “the most benevolent person” in 

28 [Daoguang] Hushuguan zhi, Vol. 18, Zaji, in Zhongguo difangzhi jicheng: Xiangzhenzhi 
zhuanji, 1992, 252.
29 “Shaoxing jinshi,” Shenbao, July 11 in the 13th year of Tongzhi, 3. 
30 Gan Xi, Baixia suoyan, Vol. I. 1926. 21b. 
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Suzhou. Having been fully aware of the growing pollution of rivers, he advised 
the locals to drink from wells. During the second year of the reign of the Emperor 
Xianfeng of the Qing Dynasty (r. 1850–1861), the year of his death, Pan “had 
forty or fifty wells dug in the city, … so that the residents gained access to water 
and benefited thereupon, when in that very year a terrible drought took hold of 
the city.”31 Once again, in the summer in the 12th year of the reign of the Emperor 
Tongzhi of the Qing Dynasty (r. 1861–1875), “Due to the lack of rain, the Wu 
Prefecture, where the river was dry, was suffering from a severe draught. The 
destitution of water put the residents to great inconvenience. Fortunately, having 
explored the geography in the county, Pan Dongyuan, the ministry counselor, 
sponsored the digging of a well in front of the Jixiang Temple. Named Wangyu 
Spring, the well was about 10 meters deep and 7 meters wide, providing salubrious 
water for the residents.”32

Rivers were, nonetheless, the primary source of water in the cities in Jiangnan 
then. Cao Dexin from Hangzhou wrote in a poem in the 11th year of Daoguang.

The official ordered the bodies of the deceased
Be buried, which were in the south of the city found.
The laborers were by Hades seized
And themselves lay on the ground. 
The stifling filth is pregnant with plages and in decay.
One who returned yesterday from far away,
Saw the bodies full of wriggling worms drear
Floating on the river still.
The sight filled the residents with fear,
Who fetched water from a distant vill.33

It goes without saying that the concept of sanitary drinking water and the 
related activities were rooted in the mind of the residents then. What is evident in 
this poem and the following case of Shanghai, is that water carriers—a specialized 
group of people in charge of collecting and carrying water—already found their 
callings then in order to facilitate the residents’ use and drinking of water as well 
as the sanitation of water. Moreover, in Jiangnan in the Qing Dynasty, alum was 
used to make the dirt particles suspended in water clump together so that they 
could be removed. Paying a visit to Shanghai in the first year of Tongzhi, Mine 
Kiyoshi from Japan wrote in his travelogue that:

31 Pan Zengyi, Pan Yifeng, Xiaofushanren nianpu. The second year during the reign of the 
Emperor Xianfeng of the Qing Dynasty (r. 1850–1861).
32 “Ji wujun xinjun wangyuquan,” Shenbao, Aug. 9 in the 12th year of Tongzhi, 3.
33 “Jizai shi: maishui,” in Zhang Yingchang ed., Qingshi duo, Vol. 14, Zaihuang zong, 467.
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Wells are dug only in three or four places in the city, so that the water from 
rivers has found application in daily use. However, the water is too muddy to 
drink immediately. Only when alum is used to settle the dirt and other particles, 
can it be suitable for drinking.34

The reports about similar cases also presented themselves in the early 
Shenbao:

The water in Shanghai is dirty. All right is the water that is found near the river 
mouth or that is refreshed by tides and to be found in the settlements in the 
north of the city. Although it is muddy and unclear, the flood water is clear and 
free from suspended particles the moment alum is dissolved in it.35

There is no telling as to when such conducts were initiated, but most assuredly, 
they were not foreign ones imported into Jiangnan. As early as in the late 
eighteenth century, when it paid a visit to China, Lord Macartney’s British 
embassy took notice of such habits:

So much dirt is suspended that the water from the river cannot be immediately 
drunken. The dirt either comes from the bottom of the river (the Bai River in 
Tianjin) carried by the boats sailing to and fro, falls from the banks, or wafts 
from mountains. The Chinese render the water drinkable in an instant in a fairly 
simple way: having collected some water from the river, they put alum in a 
holed bamboo tube and agitated the liquid with the tube. In the presence of 
alum, the dirt particles clump together and sink to the bottom of the bucket. 
After three or four minutes, when all of them have settled down, the bucket of 
water becomes drinkable.36

With ships frequently carrying grain between them, Tianjin and Jiangnan were 
closely linked. It is certain that they shared the method.

2.4 The disposal of nightsoil and garbage

It is inconceivable that measures were not adopted to deal with garbage and 
nightsoil in metropolises of antiquity in China. There is no clear indication in 
earlier historical records, but in the Song Dynasty, the nightsoil trade and the 
garbage trade found their callings in Hangzhou, the capital of the Southern Song 
Dynasty. According to the Record of cooking grains in a dream (Mengliang Lu), 

34 Mine Kiyoshi, “Shinkoku Shanghai kenbunnroku,” In Kojima Shinji, 1997, 28.
35 “Shanghai yinshui huihai ji yi qingjie lun,” Shenbao, Feb. 2 in the 12th year of Tongzhi, 1.
36 George Staunton, 1994, 249.
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in the city there were “those in charge of sweeping the streets and carrying the 
garbage.” In the river in the city, there were “fleets of boats carrying the nightsoil”. 
Besides, “When spring was ushered in, labourers were employed by the local 
government to clear out ditches and carry the dirt on the streets to countryside by 
ship.”37 However, such topics concerning the environment protection in the city 
could hardly, if not never, be found in later historical records. In the colossalness 
of the various gazetteers in the Ming and Qing dynasties, almost no such literature 
displayed itself. Therefore the measures adopted to deal with nightsoil and 
garbage could only be rediscovered with resort to fragmentary literature or even 
literature in the period after the Qing Dynasty.

Qiu has pointed out that the width of streets was covered with excretion due to 
the inadequacy of lavatories in the Ming capital.38 This is also true of the Qing 
Dynasty.39 As discussed earlier, specialized officials in charge of the cleanup of 
streets were installed in the capital, the best place in the country; however, what 
they were concerned with was not unlikely only the places where the emperors 
and officials traveled, without any efforts made towards the sanitation of the city 
as a whole. Fortunately, that was not the situation throughout the country and 
Jiangnan is a notable exception. The Suzhou residents’ saying that “there is a 
latrine within every five steps and a lavatory within every ten steps”40 is just 
indicative of the numerous toilets in Suzhou in the past. In the seventh year of 
Guangxu, because of the filth and stench coming from a large number of lavatories 
along the moat, the magistrate of Shanghai issued an order that all should be 
demolished, an order which went to far and made the situation go from bad to 
worse.41 Miyauchi Isaburo, who visited China in the middle of Guangxu’s reign, 
talked about the lavatories in the Qing Dynasty, saying that:

Very large lavatories are built in the metropolises, where residents nearby and 
pedestrians come to answer nature’s call in the daytime. At night, a bucket with 
a lid is put in a corner of the room, used as a toilet, and washed the next day by 
the cleaner, …42

37 Wu Zimu, 1982, 103, 110, 112. Cf also, Liang Gengyao, 1999, 124, 147–148.
38 Qiu Zhonglin, 2004, 349–351. 
39 During the reign of the Emperor Kangxi, Fang Bao echoed a doctor and remarked, “Living 
on fi sh or mutton human beings stay with animals here. There were no lavatories at home and 
the ditches and streets were fi lled with fi lth. With no big rivers or deep gullies to carry away the 
dirt, the moat has been clogged up for a long time.” See Fang Bao ji, 1983, 295. 
40 Suzhoushi weishengju bianzhizu, “Suzhou jiefangqian gonggong weisheng gaikuang,” in 
Suzhou shizhi: weisheng fenzhi, 1988, 6. 
41 “Chenghao jiance shuo,” Shenbao, Nov. 13 in the seventh year of Guangxu, 1.
42 Miyauchi Isaburo, In Kojima Shinji, 1997, 549.
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It could be safely assumed that the large number of lavatories was related to 
the profits they could bring about, inasmuch as human waste has always been the 
main source of fertilizer in China’s farming. In the Ming and Qing dynasties, 
particularly in the Qing Dynasty, the expansion of farming and of the cash crop 
farming in particular, necessitated the increase in the demand of fertilizer, 
rendering the collection of nightsoil profitable. In the Qing Dynasty, a specialized 
trade—the fertilizer trade came into being in Suzhou and other cities.43 During 
the reign of Jiaqing, when Wu Xiongguang from Zhaowen talked with the 
emperor, the former said, “The river in the city [of Suzhou] is congested with 
boats carrying nightsoil. How could one discern any beautiful scenery here?”44 
The boats referred to here were most probably those belonging to the merchants 
of the nightsoil trade. As they could not possibly find application everywhere, the 
nightsoil collectors who carried nightsoil overland were also installed. During his 
journey to Shanghai, Mine Kiyoshi found that “the filthiness is beyond words, 
with stench, with garbage and nightsoil covering the width of streets, and with 
dirt practically burying one’s feet”. He questioned the locals about the situation 
and was told that:

It was not so before. However, with the arrival of the Britons, businesses have 
become prosperous and the streets dirty. It is said the locals are so much 
concerned with their bread that most are employed as casual silk-reeling 
workers, leaving no time for farming. If they should carry the waste to replenish 
the field as before, the streets could not have been so undignified.45

The above remarks show that there was a system of waste disposal in the 
traditional cities. So does an observation in the early years of Guangxu’s reign:

The administrative units of prefecture and county nowadays are not as good as 
those of antiquity which encompassed four units. In addition, the officials 
installed are less so that there are none in charge of gateways and lanes. There 
is a difference between the sparsely populated rural areas and densely populated 
urban environment. In places where residents and shops gather, filth and 
stench usually predominate because none is engaged in the construction and 
development of the areas. In a metropolis, by contrast, there are wide streets 

43 Cf also Yong Xue, 2005, (1): 41–71; Yu Xinzhong, (Forthcoming).
44 Zhao Erxun et al., Qing shigao, Vol. 357. Wu Xiongguang zhuan, Vol. 37, 1985, 11324.
45 Mine Kiyoshi, 1997, 28. Ge Zhenghui has translated and annotated the part of the book 
published on Hushang shihua in 1942. The Chinese version is available in Shanghai gonggong 
zujie shigao (Shanghai: Shanghai renmin chubanshe, 1980). The rendering is not complete, but 
includes this paragraph. This essay quotes Ge’s translation. 423–424. 
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along which one can find virtuous proprietors and their shops; labourers are 
employed to sweep the streets and paid with the tax collected. Although there 
is no order from the local government to sweep, the masses are committed to 
the cleanness. Walking on the streets, one could not feel more wonderful. 
However, the end of streets or the corners of the city were not taken care of by 
either the residents who consider the career of sweeping to be indecent and the 
cleaner to be constantly exposed to dirt, or the pedestrians who passed by, 
paying no attention to the environment.46

In addition to nightsoil, garbage is also mentioned here. The activities being 
not entirely profit-driven, residents clubbed together to employ cleaners. It is 
necessary that this pattern be used in the disposal of garbage, which, unlike the 
profitable nightsoil, did need some management and fund. With the literature 
available now, it is no easy task to conclude as to whether such a pattern appeared 
early just like that of nightsoil, or it made its appearance in the late Qing Dynasty. 
Nonetheless, the frequent taxation in charitable institutions points to its early 
appearance.47 At the moment, there is no telling as to when exactly it came into 
being, but at least during the reign of the Emperor Tongzhi, it existed in Suzhou, 
Hangzhou and other cities alike, where westernization had not yet predominated. 
In Suzhou, “Neighborhood chiefs in charge of law and order collect the tax levied 
on residents and proprietors to pay for the disposal of garbage. The roads 
frequented by high-ranking officials are clean. The job of the chiefs is the most 
attractive one hitherto, as the chiefs can pocket some of the tax collected.”48 In 
Hangzhou:

The streets in Hangzhou were narrow. They were also full of filth and stench, 
as the dust and earth were dumped there, and various meat and vegetables were 
piled up at the street corners. It was difficult to pass by. Consequently, soldiers 
were ordered by Mr Liu, the district commander then, to sweep the city 
everyday and carry the garbage to the open air out of the city. It is really nice to 
have the streets cleaned up. However, when Liu was promoted to the provincial 
commander-in-chief and transferred, the cause was not continued, since the tax 
collected to pay for the workers who swept the streets were pocketed by the 
neighborhood chiefs. The public wells are filled with muddy water and garbage. 
The streets are filled with dirty water and mud, causing considerable 
inconvenience to passers-by and women.49

46 “Chenghao jiance shuo”, Nov. 13 in the seventh year of Guangxu, 1.
47 See also Fuma Susumu, 1997, 483–618.
48 “Ji Sucheng qiuyu qingxing bing jiequ yi jizao qingli shi,” Shenbao, the leap June 14 in the 
12th year of Tongzhi, 1–2.
49 Buzhuzhuanren, Hangsu yiqing suijin:saochu laji, The Series, Vol. 526, 21. 
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Demonstrated in the historical documents on Hangzhou, is the state and local 
government’s (the troops’) infrequent intervention in garbage collection. 
Neighborhood chiefs in charge of local law and order (Dibao), who were not the 
regular government administrators, represented the local government to some 
degree and linked it to this business. Devoid of supervision and management, the 
institution of the employment of cleaners with the levy, was not so effective.

The nightsoil disposal primarily operated by the society and the market, could 
partially lead to the fact that “although there is no order from the local government 
to sweep, the masses are committed to the cleanness”. However, destitute of 
special fund, administrative offices and officials, the work could not be done as 
a matter of routine, could not permeate the whole country, nor could it become 
institutionalized. Its implementation was dependent upon various specific 
conditions ranging from the emperors, the virtuous local individuals, to the local 
financial resources as well as the environment. Doubtlessly, there must be many 
a dirty corner. As is shown in the quotations above, the sanitation of streets may 
be guaranteed, but the ends of streets and the suburban areas were stinking and 
filthy. Then in downtown areas like the Xuanmiao Taoist Temple in Suzhou, “All 
the cesspools are overflowing the streets, due to the distance from the center of 
the city to the river and the resultant unwillingness to collect the nightsoil here.”50 
As exemplified in the above cases of Shanghai and Hangzhou, the sanitary 
conditions seesawed between partly good and faintly bad. Meanwhile, the lack of 
supervision and administration, was neither conducive to the effective disposal of 
garbage in the community, nor could it make the residents maintain sanitation. 
The state laws and regulations, the local governments’ ban on littering and 
spoiling the streets,51 usually failed to find implementation and turned out to be 
dead letters.

To sum up, despite the general belief that the concept of and the activities 
related to public health were miserably lacking in traditional China, a careful 
review of historical documents leads to the understanding that there are historical 
records on this issue and that in the historical context the concept and activities 
concerned did help maintain ecological balance. Theoretically and legislatively, 
the state and local governments, which claim to “love the subjects”, were 
supposed to assume the responsibility of maintaining public health. However, 
as the maintenance was not directly related to money, grain or social stability, 
it was far from being ranked among the top priorities. The local governments’ 
implementation of public heath, characterized by chance, depended on a whole 

50 “Ji Sucheng qiuyu qingxing bing jiequ yi jizao qingli shi”, Shenbao, the leap June 14 in the 
12th year of Tongzhi, 2.
51 During the reign of Emperor Kangxi, for instance, after the dredging of the moats in 
Hangzhou, “a stone tablet was erected to ban the clogging up the moats and show the 
punishments.” (Shao Yuanping, the 23rd year of Kangxi, 10b).
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host of random factors, including the magistrate’s sense of moral obligation, his 
administrative competence, the local gentry’s dynamic and the local financial 
resources. Consequently, in Jiangnan, where the social forces were active, and 
particularly in central cities such as Suzhou and Hangzhou, the social forces 
saw about public-health-related activities, and were granted nominal and de 
jure support by the local governments. The lack of necessary supervision 
and administration, however, made it impossible for the activities to be 
institutionalized, routinized or popularized. 

3 The changes of the public health since the Jiangqing and 
Daoguang periods

Japan saw the commencement of the change of the concept of hygiene in modern 
history. The change was also one from individual and social activities to state 
and administrative activities, and “a shift from the regimen to public health as 
well as a promotion of the so called civilization and the nationalization, the latter 
of which made its début in the late nineteenth century.”52 That is to say, the 
modernization of hygiene is just part of the modernization of the country. 
Although the modernization of hygiene in Japan relied on the cumulative tradition 
of regimen bequeathed to it, it was also influenced by western civilizations. The 
western influence is evident in the survey and imitation of the systems concerned 
in western countries by Nagayo Sensai and others as well as in the tremendous 
impact of Dutch learning (Rangaku).53 The government administration of public 
health did not make its appearance in China until the Patrol Division (Xunjing 
bu) of the Police Department was set up in 1905 after the five high-ranking 
officials went abroad to learn from westerners.54 As far as the institution is 
concerned, the western impact, or rather, the cardinal western impact is 
remarkably noticeable. Most assuredly, the implementation of an institution does 
not only depend on the decree issued by the government alone, but it also relies 
on the co-operation of an array of internal and external factors, namely, the decree 
issued, the ideology of the society, the practical benefits, the external pressure, 
and the magistrates’ competence as well as his determination to and dynamics of 
execution. The début of government administration of public health in the late 
Qing Dynasty was closely linked to the changes of related concepts and activities 
before, instead of being out of a sudden impulse of several persons. The middle 
and late nineteenth century witnessed unprecedented upheavals and changes in 
52 Narida Ryoichi, In Rekishigaku kenkyukai, 1995, 376. Wataru Iijima gives a brief description 
of the evolution of the government administration of public health in Japan since the Meiji 
Restoration. Wataru Iijima, 2000, 96–103.
53 See Fujinami Goichi, 1942, 130–139. 
54 See Cao Lijuan, 2001, 2. Han Yanlong, Su Yigong, et al., 2000, 59–81.
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China. In the case of Jiangnan, the author contends that the changes commenced 
during the reigns of the emporers Jiaqing and Daoguang, and were dramatically 
enriched or revised with the advent of the western civilizations. In what follows, 
the author will examine public health, with a focus on the sanitation of water 
sources and the disposal of nightsoil and garbage, the changes in both of which 
were relatively evident. 

Undoubtedly, the social environment has immediate bearing on the concept 
of and the activities related to public health in a society. For instance, in the 
sparsely populated rural areas in Jiangnan, carrying away garbage was absolutely 
unnecessary and projects like waterworks were also of little necessity. The 
environment in Jiangnan in the Qing Dynasty was noticeably different from that 
in the previous dynasty, especially during the reigns of the emperors Jiaqing and 
Daoguang. On the one hand, owing to the rapidly growing population and the 
prominent conflict between people and land, numerous landless paupers applied 
themselves to excessively reclaiming the hills in the west of Zhejiang, the south 
of Anhui and Ningzhen etc, so that the vegetation got damaged and the soil 
erosion accelerated. On the other hand, with the development of urbanization, the 
excessive domestic refuse, together with the waste from the handicraft industry, 
contributed to the environmental pollution, as was exemplified in poor sanitation 
and the worsening of water quality. When it got hot, the situation got compounded 
by the stifling filth and stench, and the rampant disease vectors such as flies, 
mosquitoes, and bedbugs.55 And the chances were that epidemic diseases would 
break out. Meanwhile, during reigns of the emperors Jiaqing and Daoguang, 
cholera, dubbed the “poker-faced killer”, also took hold of China and not 
infrequently raged through the country, dealing a heavy blow to Jiangnan.56 In 
such a context, concern for and discussions on the sanitation of water sources and 
environment were on the increase.

3.1 Water and sanitation

For all the discussions that attempted to relate the dredging of watercourses to 
hygiene, they were rare. By contrast, those since the reigns of the emperors 
Jiaqing and Daoguang became popular and definite. Gan from Jiangning, for 
example, remarked during the reign of the Emperor Daoguang that:

After the flood in the 11th year of Daoguang, the moat was blocked up for half 
a year. Then in the 12th year, the river was green, stinking, with rampant 
epidemics claiming many a life. Isn’t the above case one to be avoided? It 
follows that the dredging of moats is the most important issue.57

55 See also Yu Xinzhong, 2003, 170–176.
56 See also Yu Xinzhong, 2001, 2, 1–19; Li Yushang, in Lishi dili, Vol. 17, 316–336. 
57 Gan Xi, Vol. 9, 1926, 10b. 
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Now the concern for public health became the important, or rather the primary 
reason for dredging moats. The following report from Shenbao demonstrates that 
dredging in Shanghai was practically designed for public health alone:

The city of Shanghai is close to sea and river mouth. The tides coming at dawn 
and at dusk bring the residents no small benefits. However, the narrow and 
shallow moat was badly damaged inasmuch as too much garbage was dumped 
along its banks. As the tides came, the moat became dirty and ominous. While 
the rich could gain access to fresh water from the source of the river, the poor 
living in out-of-the-way corners in the city suffered most. The latter tried to get 
liters of the dirty water when tides came, only to find themselves infected with 
various epidemic diseases that arose from drinking the insalubrious water. The 
magistrate was in fact eager to have the moat dredged, and spent a large amount 
of money. After one or two years, the moat was still silted up. The unprecedented 
approach of Mr. Ye, the magistrate of Shanghai, who has small boats propelled 
by engines carry the dirt and earth, has indeed saved him a lot of money and 
energy and is really the most wonderful one up to now.58

In the 14th year of Guangxu, Xue Fucheng, the Intendant of Circuit in 
Ningshaotai, decided to dredge the moat as he “was aware of the uneventful 
coastal defence and began to think about water conservancy projects”. In his 
record, which was finished after the event, he accounted for the initiation thereof, 
“A severe epidemic took hold of the city (of Ningbo) at the turn of summer and 
autumn. When asked, the residents said that the dirty moat lead to the epidemic.” 
Then he talked about the benefits of dredging the moat, claiming, “Following its 
original course, the river flows unimpededly. After rain, it is even clearer. The 
water which is not polluted is collected for use, and the prospects of a epidemic 
are slim. Gaining profits without having to spend time or money, the residents all 
applauded the dredging.”59 It is as clear as day that the focus is on public health.

Obviously, the deteriorating water quality and the rage of cholera, which was 
mainly spread through water, had alarmed people to the close relationship 
between water pollution and diseases. During the reign of the Emperor Daoguang, 
drawing upon his own observation, Pan from Suzhou believed that the city 
residents fell prey to diseases because they drank the contaminated water from 
the river. He said that:

To dig and drink could be traced back to the remote antiquity. Among the 
sixty-four hexagrams in The Book of Changes, there is the Hexagram XLVIII 
Jing (well); amid the twenty-eight mansions in traditional Chinese astronomy, 

58 “Yihou yegong taohe dezheng ji,” Shenbao, Dec. 1, in the 11th year of Tongzhi, 1.
59 Xue Fucheng, 1985, 234. 
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there is the Jingxiu (well mansion). And the importance of wells is just self-
evident. Having been unaware of their importance, our contemporaries just 
leave them blocked up and covered, but collect dirty water from rivers. They 
drink it and fall ill, and even medicine cannot cure them, the reason of which is 
that they fail to understand the theory of “living with the primal qi.”60

When Wang, the celebrated expert in epidemic febrile diseases and renowned 
author of Huoluan lun (On cholera), arrived in Shanghai during the reign of 
the Emperor Xianfeng, he found that “the stiflingly stinking houses were 
crowded and the rivers in the suburb were intolerably dirty and maintained that 
“stinkingness and poisonousness were the causes of diseases here.”61 As a result, 
people were constantly in quest of solutions. While Pan advocated digging public 
wells and advised his contemporaries to “dig and drink”, Wang put forward 
possible solutions to the problem. He stated that:

Epidemic diseases are rampant in densely populated areas, and as it gets hotter, 
the foul air becomes overpowering. If the lakes and ponds are clear and wide, 
and the wells and springs are numerous and full of sweet water, the epidemics 
could be eliminated to some degree. If not, they may even spark a crisis. It 
follows that those who are concerned and who are capable should see to the 
dredging of watercourses which are expected to be free from dirt, and see to 
the digging of a large number of wells which enable the residents to drink clear 
water and consequently to enjoy longevity. Meanwhile, the diseases are also 
curbed …

When summer is ushered in, lumps of alum and realgar should be put into 
the wells in order to make the water clean and ward off snakes. The root of 
Acorus tatarinowii Schott and the timber of dalbergiawood should be immersed 
in water jars.62

Water carriers were employed in cities, and during the reign of the Emperor 
Tongzhi, barges carrying water also found employment in Suzhou so that “clean 
water from rivers out of town was transported into the city for drinking.”63

It could be safely assumed that with the deterioration of environment and 
water quality, officials and scholars including physicians were alarmed to the 

60 Pan Zengyi, Dongjinguan wenji, Vol. 2, Ziyi yaofang ji, the ninth year of Xianfeng, 
12a–12b. 
61 Wang Shixiong, In Cao Binzhang ed. Zhongguo yixue dacheng, Vol. 4, 1994, 654.
62 Ibid., 667–668.
63 “Shanghai chengnei yishe shuichuan yibian minyong lun,” Shenbao, Nov. 10 in the 11th year 
of Tongzhi, 1.
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relationship between health and the sanitation of water, and had begun to seek 
solutions in earnest. A case in point is Shanghai, which witnessed drastic changes 
in the modern history. In this metropolis, the problems were more urgent, and the 
efforts made towards the solutions more voluminous,64 which could be clearly 
traced in the early Shenbao. Some upheld the imitation of Suzhou in installing 
the “Water Barges Bureau”; some advocated the timely dredging of watercourses; 
some demanded strengthening the management on water carriers and other people 
concerned on the part of the municipal authorities; and others proposed the 
maintenance of the sanitation of watercourses on the part of the public.65 For 
instance, a proposal read:

Would the local government be kind enough as to issue the notice? First, the 
lavatories near the moats shall be relocated so that drinking water unmixed 
with human waste is hopefully available. Second, the dye houses in the city 
shall not discharge their effluent in the small rivers in the city, but shall do so 
in big rivers afar, in order that the drinking water is free from pollution. The 
price of dying may be raised to compensate for carrying the effluent for a long 
distance. Third, those who boil water for sale shall collect water in the Huangpu 
River rather than in the rivers nearby. They shall place the water jars either in 
the houses or in fenced areas, as opposed to the previous practice of locating 
them out of the houses, so that the beggars and the poor are denied access to 
the water to wash their hand. They shall not stop boiling the water until it is 
suitable for drinking. They may use a smaller copper ladle or they may raise 
the price a little bit when selling the boiled water. Each of them shall be given 
a notice which shall be valid forever, in order to eliminate dirty water or water 
which is not suitable for drinking. Fourth, the scavengers shall collect garbage 
and sweep the streets constantly. They may expect a pay rise which relies on a 
limited increase of taxation on each household. Anyone who fails to comply 
with the rule, shall be prosecuted. Fifth, the residents shall have self-respect 
and be prohibited from dumping garbage in the streets, washing their toilets in 
rivers, ditches or ponds. Any one who violates the ban, shall be prosecuted, 
and are not to be sheltered secretly by soldiers. If the notice is implemented, 
the city of Shanghai would be rid of filth and the residents would not suffer 

64 MacPherson approaches this point from the perspective of western infl uences. See Kerrie 
MacPherson, 1987, 68–122.
65 “Shanghai chengnei yishe shuichuan yibian minyong lun”, Shenbao, Nov. 10 in the 11th year 
of Tongzhi, 1; “Yihou yegong taohe dezheng ji”, Shenbao, Dec. 1, in the 11th year of Tongzhi, 
1; “Shanghai yinshui huihai ji yi qingjie lun”, Shenbao, Feb. 2 in the 12th year of Tongzhi, 
1–2; “Chu huishui yimian zhibing lun,” Shenbao, Feb. 9 in the 12th year of Tongzhi, 1; “Lun 
yinshui qingjie zhifa,” Shenbao, April 10 in the 13th year of Tongzhi, 1. 
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from epidemic diseases caused by dirty water. …If the gentry and the governor 
in the city should believe the noitce feasible, would they be kind enough as to 
notify the residents. It is matchless benevolence to have the dirty water 
eliminated and to bring benefits to all in the city.66

Meanwhile, the employment of the western tapwater was not infrequently 
proposed. The construction of waterworks in settlements in Shanghai began in 
the eighth year of Tongzhi and was finished in the following autumn.67 In the last 
year of Tongzhi, the construction of waterworks was suggested.68 In February in 
the following year, the related western observation was translated on Shenbao.69 
Soon after, it was suggested that “discussions on introducing tapwater should be 
initiated”.70 However, although “the officials and merchants in Shanghai had 
discussed imitating the western way of installing pipes to supply river water to 
the city residents”, “the planned project ended up in its abandonment due to the 
astronomical expenditure required.”71 In the tenth year of Guangxu, Li Zhongyu, 
one of the local elite who lived on the government grants, appealed to the 
authorities to apprise the public of using tapwater, and was supported by the 
magistrate of Shanghai. Consequently, the following notice was issued:

Proprietors, residents, water carriers and neighborhood chiefs in charge of law 
and order in the city are kindly requested to acquaint themselves with the notice 
to be issued. When there is a small flood, the river water gets dirty and causes 
diseases once it is drunk. The waterworks having shown the price, the water 
carriers are asked to carry fresh water from the waterworks. The price of fresh 
water is almost equivalent to that of river water. The fresh water is clean and 
free from any disease, and the water carriers can still win their bread. This 
could be called a win-win solution. Thereafter no one shall monopoly the 
business. Anyone who violates this ban shall be committed by the neighborhood 
chiefs for trial. All concerned shall comply with the notice.72

At the same time, Li Zhongyu, together with Su Zhisheng, appealed to the 
local government and the Tongren fuyuan tang, one of the charitable organizations, 
for the establishment of waterworks in the area adjacent to the south of the city 
(Nanshi):

66 “Chu huishui yimian zhibing lun,” Shenbao, Feb. 9 in the 12th year of Tongzhi, 1
67 Huang Shiquan, 1989, 145.
68 “Lun yinshui qingjie zhifa”, April 10 in the 13th year of Tongzhi, 1.
69 “Xibao lun Shanghai yinyong qingshui fa,” Shenbao, Feb. 10 in the fi rst year of Guangxu, 3. 
70 “Chengnei yi shangqu zilaishui shuo,” Shenbao, April 11 in the fi rst year of Guangxu, 2.
71 Ge Yuanxu, 1989, 40.
72 “Quan yong zilaishui shi,” Shenbao, May 12 in the 15th year of Guangxu, 2–3.
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Then to borrow water from the concession was under discussion. Water pipes 
were to be installed, and so was a water meter on the border between the city 
and the concession in order to safeguard sovereignty. Mr. Shao Xiaocun, the 
official affiliated to the customs office, sang praise of the discussion and asked 
Mr. Zhang from the Water Conservancy to conclude a contract with the 
waterworks. The cause was about to be a success when something unexpected 
cropped up: the Battle of Foochow between China and French was fought; 
having been involved in a case, Zhang was dismissed from his post and 
committed for trial; Mr. Shao was promoted to division chief in charge of 
finance and civil affairs in Taiwan and was consequently transferred. Now the 
plan of tapwater in Shanghai ended up in a failure.73

However, “When they need water, the residents asked the water carriers to 
carry them some water. Irrespective of the distance, each barrel cost ten cents.”74 
In addition, some city residents installed water pipes themselves and gained 
access to fresh water from the British waterworks. For years, their practice 
escaped notice.75 Towards the end of the reign of the Emperor Guangxu, residents 
in the city and in the area adjacent to the south of the city were allowed access to 
tapwater in the settlements.76 In the end of the first year during the reign of the 
Emperor Xuantong of the Qing Dynasty (r. 1909−1911), Zhang Renjun, the 
viceroy of Liangjiang (the provinces of Jiangxi, Anhui, and Jiangsu) concerned 
himself with the cause of tapwater, and the local government also prepared for 
the establishment of waterworks in Zhabei in the city. The original plan to use 
the water from the British waterworks in the concession was abandoned when 
the Board of Works in the concession intervened. Now the establishment of 
waterworks by the city itself was proposed. The expenditure was estimated to 
be 200,  000 teals of silver, half of which would be borrowed from Shanghai and 
half of which would come from the Board of Finance. Then 60,  000 teals was 
borrowed from another bureau when the construction ran out of money.77

The local government’s efforts towards establishing waterworks were original 
in the history of public health in China. In the historical context, the acceptance 
and application of tapwater, one of the foreign goods imported into China, were 

73 Li Pingshu, 1989, 17.
74 Huang Shiquan, 1989, 145.
75 “Liangjiang zongdu Zhang Renju weizai Shanghai Zhabei chouban zilaishui jieguan zai 
choushe gongsi shipian,” 65.
76 Li Weiqing, 1989, 106. 
77 “Liangjiang zongdu Zhang Renju weizai Shanghai Zhabei chouban zilaishui jieguan zai 
choushe gongsi shipian,” 65; “Duzhibu wei Shanghai Zhabei zilaishui gongsi xujie gongfei 
yinshi zhi nonggongshang bu ziwen,” 67, 68.
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the natural result of the interaction between the social changes of the traditional 
society and the western influences. Besides, notwithstanding the vital role 
that the local government played, the local social forces figured even more 
prominently, so that the former was no more than a body that recognized and 
supported the suggestions and efforts of the local elite, subsuming their activities 
under the government system and making them lawful and appealing. 

3.2 The disposal of nightsoil and garbage

When the changes of the concept of and activities related to the sanitation of 
water as are discussed above are indicative of China’s internal changes, those of 
the disposal of nightsoil and garbage which will be under discussion in this 
section are pregnant with the western influences. As is mentioned earlier, for all 
the measures adopted to deal with nightsoil and garbage in the traditional Chinese 
society, they were in fact not so effective, inasmuch as they were not implemented 
as a matter of routine, nor were they popularized or institutionalized. Consequently, 
public health in some densely populated metropolises was far from satisfactory, 
which was even more noticeable against the west with its modern sense of public 
health and its related systems. Since the reign of the Emperor Tongzhi, officials 
and scholars alike began their expedition abroad, but they failed to pay special 
attention to the modern mechanism of public health like Nagayo Sensai, the 
Japanese specialist.78 However, the cleanness in the West and in Japan impressed 
the majority of visitors deeply. Zhang’s experience is a good example. When he 
was sent on his diplomatic mission to the West by way of Japan, he remarked, 
“As the houses in Japan are made of wood, and the joints are loose, the Japanese 
are kept in constant fear of wind and rain. However, the houses are strikingly 
clean.”79 Arriving in New York, Zhang recorded that:

(The leap Apr. 2, in the sixth year of Tongzhi) With a circumference of about 
37.5 kilometers and with a population of 1, 500,  000, New York boasts of the 
width of her streets, and the cleanness and magnificence of her buildings, 
which match those in Paris. Housing an abundance of proprietors like London, 
she is in fact a densely populated city. … Troops are installed to sweep the 
streets at dawn and at dusk. Everyday a truck with a round revolving brush at 
its back drives along and cleans lanes. The brush is about 3 meters in length 
and 2.7 meters in circumference. As the truck drives, it revolves so that the 
lanes are swept.80

78 For details of Nagayo Sensai’s journey to the West as an offi cial of the Meij Government, see 
also, Nagayo Sensai, “Shokoshishi,” In Ogawa Teizo, Sakai Shizu, 1980, 133–139; Yoshiro 
Ono, 1997, 98–105. 
79 Zhang Deyi, 1985, 631. 
80 Ibid., 652–653. 
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Generally speaking, the West was far away and its influences were limited, 
despite the good practice therein, while the settlements which were at hand 
were different in terms of their impact. Contemporary Shanghai was a site 
of settlements, all of which were set up out of the city independently and 
administered in the western way. The cleanness and tidiness of streets there 
formed a sharp contrast with the dirtiness and disorder in the city, a contrast 
which had left an indelible influence on the Chinese. Remarks that underscored 
the differences did present themselves on the newspapers. The following passages 
are among the representative ones:

In the settlements in Shanghai, the streets are orderly, and the eaves of verandas 
are clean. There is no sight of dust, odds and ends, or dirt including dirty 
clothes. Dirt or odds and ends which are left exposed once in a while are 
cleared by the one in charge. Therefore, the passers-by have all the ease and 
comfort, without having to cover their nose with their hands. Even the fortuitous 
blemish or mud on streets is immediately dealt with by a mason; dry dirt and 
flying dust, which are pervasive in summer, are coped with by the spraying 
cars; the fear of water overflowing the streets is also alleviated at the sight of 
ditches to discharge the fluid; the stifling filth and stench of piled dirt is 
rendered impossible, as the dirt is carried away in barrels in the morning. 
Shanghai Municipal Council is in charge of the cleanup of streets, which is 
indicative of the consideration of the Bureau for the masses. …By contrast, the 
scene in the city is an eyesore of eyesores, with foul air and muddy roads. 
When it is suffocatingly hot, cleanness is of vital importance in order to curb 
epidemic diseases. Could the dirt be left unattended and exposed? Do those 
who have an understanding of our times agree with the above observation?81

After the Xia, Shang and Zhou dynasties, while the high-ranking officials 
trifled with the work of sweeping streets and withdrew from any management 
thereof, the masses were content with the dirt, and made do with whatever was 
available. As a result, foul air permeated the urban as well as suburban areas. 
However, the concessions in China are characterized by the width of streets, 
the magnificence of buildings and the cleanness of streets. By contrast, one can 
hardly set his feet on dirty urban streets, which were not only eyesores, but 
also lead to the breeding of epidemic diseases.82

The marked difference did motivate the contemporary scholars to reflect on 
the crux of the problem and seek solutions. They maintained that the lack of a 

81 “Zujie jiedao qingjie shuo,” Shenbao, June 15 in the 11th year of Tongzhi, 1. 
82 “Chongjie shuo,” in Zhang Deyi, 2004, Vol. 1, 155–156.
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specialized organization in charge of public health was held responsible for the 
poor sanitation in the city. An article tried to account for the diametrically 
different scenes in the settlements and in the city. “The foreigners have established 
ports, planned for and organized every undertaking. Imitating the regulations in 
their motherlands, they set Shanghai Municipal Council, which is in charge of 
the streets.” In the city, however, “There is none in charge. There is a difference 
between the sparsely populated rural areas and densely populated urban 
environment. In places where residents and shops gather, filth and stench usually 
predominate because none is engaged in the construction and development of the 
areas.”83 In addition, also held accountable was the destitution of necessary 
supervision and administration, both of which were supposed to help maintain 
sanitation, to keep the laws effective and good wills lasting. Towards the end of 
the reign of the Emperor Tongzhi, a Lingnan Liantangsheng observed that:

The streets and lanes both in and out of the city of Shanghai are less than clean. 
When summer comes with the stifling hot weather, they become stinking. 
Narrow lane ends are full of toilets and garbage, compounded by wanton 
urination and littering. The situation results from the fact that the Chinese 
neighborhood chiefs in charge of law and order are not like the foreign 
policemen who maintain a constant patrol of the streets. Careless and negligent, 
the neighborhood chiefs are blind to the dirty streets. Although the personnel 
have been charged with the cleaning, the undertaking is not carried out as 
carefully as that in settlements. In addition, the pedestrians as well as residents 
along the banks, still urinate and litter wantonly, as habit is second nature. 
Without the patrol police, the streets are doomed to be dirty eyesores.84

Then he suggested, “Moreover, the rule concerning the cleanup of streets 
should be popularized and enriched. The neighborhood chiefs shall maintain a 
constant patrol, following the example in the settlements. Anyone who litters or 
urinates shall be subject light punishment. Only in this way can the residents be 
protected from the filth and stench and can the streets be clean and impressive. 
Isn’t that fantastic?”85 Meanwhile, applauded were the laws and regulations 
promulgated in the settlements. For instance, the collecting and carrying away of 
nightsoil was traditionally independent of the local government, but “according 
to the rules and regulations in the settlements, the nightsoil shall be carried away 
within a time limit. No violation is allowed. If the barrels containing nightsoil 
should be carried out when it was not within the time limit, they should be 

83 “Chenghao jiance shuo”, Shenbao, Nov. 13 in the seventh year of Guangxu, 1.
84 “Lun hucheng jiedao wuzhuo guan yi xiujie shi,” Shenbao, Mar. 23 in the 12th year of 
Tongzhi, 1.
85 Ibid. 
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covered with lids lest the stench permeate the air in the sun and the pedestrians 
be infected with epidemics”. No wonder a report on Shenbao remarked that 
“perfect is the method adopted by Shanghai Municipal Council to deal with the 
cleanness of streets.”86 It was even suggested the tidiness and cleanness of streets 
were “indicative of government administration in general and conducive to 
people’s livelihood in particular”, “so that the state should not lose time in 
consolidating its management of these matters.”87 That is to say, specialized 
officials and organizations should be installed by local governments and 
communities; moreover, the state should also apply itself to the undertaking since 
the dignity of it relied on such a cause.

In the declining years of the Qing Dynasty, when the national crisis became 
severe and the western influences pervasive, ideas which were related to the 
disposal of nightsoil and garbage mushroomed among the scholars as a result of 
the scholarly reflection stimulated by the contrast between the western cities or 
settlements and Chinese cities. Aided by the progressively prosperous mass 
media, they compelled the attention of the public, exerting cardinal influences 
on the local communities and governments. Shanghai and other cities saw 
the gradual change of the administration of public health, including that of the 
disposal of nightsoil and garbage. In Shanghai, for instance, in addition to the 
common practice of collecting taxes to employ cleaners, those who carried out 
their cleaning duties inadequately were punished. On May 20 in the first year of 
Guangxu, “The magistrate went out of the office and went along the street, where 
he spotted piled dirt and got furious with the lazy garbage carrier. As soon as he 
returned to his office, he ordered that garbage carriers be sent to the office and 
investigated closely. They were to carry a cangue on their shoulders and be kept 
exposed on various streets for ten days as a punishment.”88 Then in Hangzhou in 
August in the second year of Guangxu, the magistrates of the county of Qiantang 
and the county of Renhe were ordered to “expose the crime and indict those 
concerned, or turn them in and punish them immediately” when dealing with 
whoever dumped their garbage wantonly. In February in the 14th year of Guangxu, 
the residents in the two counties were notified that the garbage piled up “in the 
streets, lanes, alleys, or ferries in Hangzhou shall be removed before the deadline.” 
In the first month in the 23rd year of Guangxu, the Street-Cleaning Breau took 
over and employed scavengers to sweep the streets. In the leap May in the 29th 
year of Guangxu, the Police Bureau took over and decreed that the garbage 
should be cleared up before eight in the morning, that the barrels of nightsoil 
carried on a shoulder pole should be denied access to the streets, and that wooden 

86 “Danfen yiyong tonggai,” Shenbao, Sep. 25 in the 11th year of Tongzhi, 2. 
87 “Chongjie shuo,” 2004, 155–156.
88 “Chengjiu jiedao fuyi,” Shenbao, May 20 in the fi rst year of Guangxu, 2.
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boxes should be installed to collect garbage.89 The changes were even more 
striking with the advent of the government administration of public health. The 
Street-Cleaning Bureau in Changzhou was set up by the chamber of commerce 
towards the end of the 31st year of Guangxu and eight scavengers were installed. 
They were to sweep the major streets once everyday and were paid with the 
monthly tax levied on proprietors. In the year that followed, the Patrol Bureau 
(Xunjing ju) was founded and took over the management.90 As early as in the 
beginning of the 33rd year of Gangxu, scavengers were installed both inside and 
out of Suzhou, and wooden boxes to collect garbage were placed along the 
streets.91 Nonetheless, littering-up was still not curbed so that “the stench and 
filth made the city residents prey to any number of diseases, undermining public 
health greatly”. As a result, the Suzhou general chamber of commerce proposed 
that a governing body be set up to see to that every morning from eight to twelve 
domestic refuse was collected, carried to ad hoc boats and sent out of the city; 
and that streets were swept clean.92 The proposal was approved and supported by 
He Gangde, the magistrate of Suzhou, who wasted no time in consulting with the 
magistrates of three counties for possible ways of implementing some reforms in 
earnest.93 In February in the first year of Xuantong, patrol police and public health 
police were installed, and so were forty scavengers in each district.94

It is human nature to prefer cleanness to filthiness. Since the reigns of the 
emperors Jiaqing and Daoguang, the environment underwent changes, with the 
pollution of cities even more severe and the epidemic diseases more rampant. 
Consequently, the local virtuous men in Jiangnan felt it more and more urgent for 
them to seek solutions to the problems concerning the sanitation of water and 
environment. Their sense of urgency was heightened with the arrival of western 
experience and with the vivid contrast with the foreign settlements. On the one 
hand, things of antiquity and traditional resources did thread their way through 
the changes discussed above, such as the installation of people to collect nightsoil 
or to carry water, and the practice of collecting tax to pay the cleaners. On the 
other hand, the lessons learnt from the west and the settlements were indeed 
adapted to the Jiangnan scene, as are well exemplified in the installation of 

89 Hangzhoushi weisheng zhi (This copy is the mimeographed one submitted for further 
examination, without any indication of the year of printing), 118–119. 
90 Changzhoushi weisheng zhi, 1989, 283.
91 “Sushang zonghui niding zhili chengshi weisheng jianzhang,” in Suzhou shanghui dang’an 
congbian (1905–1911), Vol. 1. 689.
92 Ibid., 690.
93 “Suzhou zhifu zhi You Xianjia, Wu Neshi han,” in Suzhou shanghui dang’an congbian 
(1905–1911), Vol. 1. 691.
94 Hangzhoushi weisheng zhi, 118–119.
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specialized organizations and personnel in charge of public health, in the 
formulation of concrete rules and regulations, and in the supervision on the part 
of patrols and the tangible punishments inflicted on violators. So far, unfolded 
are Chinese society’s changes, which were enriched and revised by western 
civilizations. 

With the Qing New Policies (Xinzheng), the Qing government tried to learn 
from the west, establishing a division of the Patrol Bureau (Jingzheng), setting up 
a relatively complete range of regulations as well as commencing the government 
administration of public health. However, the regulations enacted by state were 
implemented differently in different places. Towards the end of the Qing Dynasty, 
Jingzheng was prosperous in some central cities along rivers or coast, but was 
no more than dead letter in some remote areas.95 As far as the government 
administration of public health is concerned, before the state issued related 
decrees, regulations had taken shape in central Jiangnan cities, such as Shanghai. 
In contrast with the state decrees, which could be safely regarded as foreign 
matters that had been imported into China, the local regulations and the 
implementation of the state decrees could not simply be explained in terms of 
westernization or “internal change”. 

4 Conclusions

The cause of public health and the word weisheng (hygiene), which have always 
been existent in China, have undergone changes with the changes of times and 
those of nature, society and environment. Borrowed from the West or Japan were 
“hygiene” in its modern sense and the modern sanitation systems focusing on 
the government administration of public health. In modern China, the western 
influences permeated the modernization of the concept of and the activities 
related to public health. However, there are discrepancies between the enactment 
and issuance of decrees on the part of the state and the formulation and 
implementation of related local regulations. From the above exploration of the 
changes of the concept and activities linked to public health, the author contends 
that the changes were resultant from the interaction of a whole host of external 
and internal factors, rather than simply springing from westernization or “internal 
changes”. They relied on the cumulative tradition for their development, while 
embodying the introduction of and the benefit from the western experience; they 
actualized the attempts by the local governments of Jiangnan and the local 
communities to deal with the changes in nature, society and environment since 
the reigns of the emperors Jiaqing and Daoguang, while reflecting the response to 

95 Han Yanlong, Su Yigong, 2000, 142–143. 
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the impacts of western civilizations. Amid the variety of changes, a fundamental 
one is the necessity felt by the elite to install a specialized organization and the 
related systems, including the patrolling and punishment systems, as opposed to 
the traditional public health system with its drawbacks. That is to say, the 
government administration of public health as a matter of routine was advocated. 

Meanwhile, having learnt from the West, some charitable organizations and 
local governments made changes in terms of their functions and institutions to 
keep in tune with the times. Their changes were in response to the urgent call for 
solutions to public-health related problems which have cropped up in the wake of 
the changes of the Jiangnan society. And they were also immediately related to 
the active and prosperous social forces in Jiangnan, which were in quest of 
approaches to tackling the problems with their enthusiasm. In such a context, the 
introduction and implementation of government administration of public health 
were easy in some measure, and they were significant in the following respects. 
They rendered definite and lawful the transition of the sanitation cause from the 
individual activities which were free from external influence and destitute of 
specialized management to systematic and organized conducts which were in 
charge of governments at various levels. Meanwhile, they also made the local 
governments fully aware of their sanitation-related responsibility, which would 
otherwise be quite vague, and consequently motivated them to carry out the cause 
with vim and vigor. 

Furthermore, the characteristics and problems of the traditional state and local 
governments in terms of their functions were also touched upon in the earlier 
discussion. Theoretically, the state and local governments were to be in charge of 
public health. Practically, the royal authority was so pervasive that it was 
responsible for each and every matter, but the court and local governments on 
behalf of it had their top priorities in their work. Generally speaking, whereas 
morals and order were their chief preoccupation, the local welfare and hygiene 
were no more than the embodiment of the benevolence of the government. 
Notwithstanding the state’s attention to them, the latter two were not immediately 
linked to order, and were only advocated and encouraged by the court and local 
governments, and the voluminous work involved was done by the local social 
forces. Moreover, related systems were scarcely constructed.96 Undoubtedly, the 
local sanitation cause was not directly related to morals and order and it was not 

96 For instance, drawing upon his research into the fl ood in the third year of Daoguang, the 
author has discovered a tendency in the relief policy, characterized by the emphasis on 
providing relief rather than rescue. The state had meticulous provisions concerning the relief 
after disasters, while it had neither provisions nor actions concerning rescuing the life and 
property of the subjects from disasters. For details, please refer to: Yu Xinzhong, in Zhang 
Guogang et al., 1999, 203.
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unlikely that the official attempts to construct the public health systems were 
miserably absent. As far as the sanitary measures were concerned, adopted by the 
authorities were those of dredging, which were actually not for sanitation’s end 
when the aim of the authorities and of the laws is taken into consideration. 
Moreover, the actual work was primarily done by the local social forces under 
the leadership of local virtuous men. Three examples will suffice. Trying to meet 
the demand of scholars, the local governments permanently prohibited the dye 
houses in their capacity as authorities. Since the reigns of the emperors Jiaqing 
and Daoguang, the local virtuous men did not infrequently commit themselves to 
the conducts and suggestions concerning the improvement of water quality. The 
social forces also publicized the personal hygiene system in the late Qing Dynasty. 
It follows plainly that public health with clearly defined aims was initiated and 
implemented mainly by individuals and local social forces, although the state did 
render some significant help when necessary. The local social forces played an 
important role in making up for the absence of national medical institutions, and 
for the incompetence and negligence of the local governments as well as playing 
a vital role in the innovation of the systems related to the treatment of epidemic 
diseases. Their shortcomings, however, are equally conspicuous. First, they were 
unevenly distributed, spatially and temporally; second, they were principally 
composed of the non-governmental forces, devoid of any power of enforcement; 
third, their actions were featured by spontaneousness, not unmixed with 
capriciousness. Inevitably, they were brought into playing with limited functions 
in the treatment of epidemic diseases, in the publicity of certain preventive 
concepts and devices, and in the medical management. It follows that the 
widening and timely promotion of useful concepts and effective measures were 
undermined, so were the ban and check on the numerous actions harmful to 
health. In brief, dealing with public health, which is directly related to people’s 
livelihood, the initiative and creativity of the local communities should not be 
inhibited, otherwise the sanitation and antiepidemic system could not be made 
full use of. Anyway, the declining years of the Qing Dynasty witnessed the 
increased government intervention in public health and the gradual establishment 
of government administration thereof, both of which were promoted by the 
development of China itself and by the influences of western civilizations, and 
both of which could be regarded as significant evolution. 
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