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Official Management of the Nightsoil Business and Reform of
Environmental Health in the Beiping Municipality in the 1930s

SIHN Kyu-hwan

(Yonsei University, Korea)

Abstract: Nightsoil business in republican Beiping was relegated to the sphere of Chinese civil
society(Minjian society), supplementing the state’s function and operated on a private basis,
independent from the state since the late Qing. Civil society and the state approved tolerated nightsoil
merchants’ monopolized status on nightsoil disposal in the name of improvement of public health. In
short, nightsoil merchants possessed an ambivalent public consciousness while pursuing their self-
interest as the gentry class with social status in local society in the Ming-Qing period.

After the republican period, nightsoil business became an object of municipal government reform. As
the state power intervened in the reform of the nightsoil business, confrontation and conflict between the
state and nightsoil merchants began to surface. Because there was no improvement of reform problems
such as the improvement of public lavatory and nightsoil equipment, the restriction of nightsoil pushcart
peddlers, and the prevention of nightsoil merchant extortion, citizen’s requests for reform of the nightsoil
business magnified.

The municipal government, merchants, and citizens all supported the necessity of improvement of
public health in the republican period. Despite Beiping municipality’s attempts to reform the nightsoil
business, the municipal government did not take leadership in reform of the nightsoil business in the
early days of the Beiping municipality. Yuan Liang, a mayor who supported state medicine, carried out
the first reform of the nightsoil business which sought official management of the nightsoil business.
However, the first reform of the nightsoil business was frustrated by political fluctuations in northern
China. Qin De-chun, who was a successor in the health administration and Yuan Liang'’s political rival,
carried out the second reform of the nightsoil business which aimed at official supervision and merchant
management.

On the surface official management of the nightsoil business seemed frustrated, and nightsoil



merchants thus took initiative in control. However, in actuality, the municipal government wielded
leadership from the start with both the first and the second reform of the nightsoil business.

Key words: Reform of Nightsoil Business, Nightsoil Merchant, Yuan Liang, Official Management of
Nightsoil Business, Official Supervision and Merchant Management, Chinese Civil Society(Minjian

Society)
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