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Abstract
This paper explores the Chinese Communist Party’s choice to use a unique 
public health model that combined mass mobilisation campaigns with the 
effort to eradicate harmful or evil creatures. Mass campaigns created an all-
encompassing environment that ensured participation and also functioned 
well in conditions of administrative and medical scarcity. Within mass 
campaigns, the Party turned evil animals and eventually evil people into 
surrogates for the invisible worlds of diseases. This decision allowed the 
government to conduct campaigns that empowered the people while validating 
Party efforts at national transformation and scientific uplift at the grassroots 
level. The choice to substitute the seen for the unseen, however, had definite 
repercussions, leading to exceptionally arduous and frequently misdirected 
public health work, environmental damage and devastation for human targets. 
Despite vast changes in Chinese society in the Reform era (1978 to now) that 
mainly phased out mass campaigns, the Party nonetheless revitalised them 
as part of fighting SARS and Covid-19. It appears that Maoist-era strategies 
have become ritualised as mass performances that act as a social and 
political panacea: mass effort enacting traditional health activities ensures 
victory; and the government’s decision to conduct mass campaigns signals 
its serious commitment, which requires and thus legitimates paternalistic and 
authoritarian control measures to succeed.
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The battle was about to begin. Red flags blazed under the sun. Red posters with 
Chairman Mao’s benevolent face covered the newly scoured village. Four thousand 
Jiangxi villagers were lined up, ready to suffocate their arch-enemy that lay glistening, 
unsuspectingly, in the irrigation channels. Soon their nemesis, the minuscule 
Oncomelania snail, would be obliterated, the village environs sanitised, reconstructed 
and reimagined into a healthy, new scientific socialist society.1 The wise leadership 

1  The Oncomelania snail is the vector for the parasitic disease schistosomiasis. Shu Xiangmao, ‘Shouzhan 
magang’ (oral history compiled by Lei Yu), in Songwenshen jishi, ed. Liu Yurui and Wan Guohe (Nanchang: Jiangxi 
sheng zhengxie wenshi ziliao yanjiu weiyuanhui, # 43, 1992): 115–18.
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and guidance of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) would remake the world 
anew—at least until the evil snails re-emerged, proliferating like sesame seeds, only 
a couple months later.

In 1949 the Communist Party promised that under its leadership China would ‘no 
longer be a nation subject to insult and humiliation’. Or, as they famously put it, 
‘We have stood up’.2 But the whys and hows of standing up, or of modernising, had 
been under discussion for close to a century. Upon taking power, the Party focused 
not just on socialism as a solution, but also, like many countries in the 1950s, on 
science. Marxist ideas, such as historical materialism, took back history from the 
invisible forces of chance and the gods and transferred it into the hands of humanity 
as directors of their own future. Likewise, science could empower the Party and 
the people by moving forces from the unknowable, and thus uncontrollable, into 
the visible world where they could be seen, managed and, hopefully, dominated by 
humankind. The power to change prevailing invisible forces into visible ones ideally 
would help legitimate the Party as the natural leaders of China.

Disease was one of the most important forces that needed to be made visible and 
brought under control. However, like many developing countries, China had few 
resources or personnel to address this vast problem. It had the added difficulty of 
repeatedly attacking the bureaucracy, including the health administrative system, 
because it allegedly slowed down the thundering momentum of the revolutionary 
masses. Unfortunately, this undermined the capacity to do consistent health 
work. The Party leadership settled on mass mobilisation health campaigns, which 
educated and activated the entire population to take a leading role in preventing 
diseases using inexpensive, low-tech methods and back-breaking labour. These 
grassroots campaigns also functioned well, even with minimal formal administrative 
oversight. Campaigns focused as much on empowering the population to be self-
reliant and dominate their volatile natural environment as they did on eradicating 
illness. Attacks on evil creatures, livened up with assaults on ‘bad elements’ within 
the human population, were an integral part of mass health campaigns from the 
beginning. This paper assesses why these battles against malevolent beings were such 
a core part of mass campaigns during the Maoist era and how these multivalent 
campaigns were understood by the people and the upper Party. It concludes by 
examining what role mass campaigns and evil animals played in the Reform era, 
from 1978 to now, as part of the fight to control SARS and Covid-19.

2  ‘The Chinese people have stood up!’, 21 September 1949, in Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung, vol. 5 (Peking: 
Foreign Languages Press, 1977).
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Maoist-era health campaigns: Controlling 
visible and invisible worlds

3  Yang Nianqun, ‘Disease Prevention, Social Mobilization and Spatial Politics: The Anti Germ-Warfare Incident 
of 1952 and the “Patriotic Health Campaign”’, Chinese Historical Review 11, no. 2 (Fall 2004): 155–82; Ruth 
Rogaski, ‘Nature, Annihilation, and Modernity: China’s Korean War Germ-Warfare Experience Reconsidered’, 
Journal of Asian Studies 61, no. 2 (May 2002): 381–415; 25 October 1952. 95–2-2. Qingpu District Archive 
(QPA). This paper uses archives collected from Qingpu District Archive, a suburb of Shanghai; Shanghai 
Municipal Archives; Jiangxi Provincial Archives; a rural Shaanbei County Archive; and Jiangxi Province’s Yujiang 
County Schistosomiasis Archive, which is located in the Yujiang Museum memorialising that campaign. Archives 
contain grassroots reports and government mandates regarding the Patriotic Public Health, schistosomiasis and 
SARS campaigns.

Figure 1: 1952 health propaganda 
picture, captioned ‘Protect children by 
eradicating the enemy invading germs 
[here portrayed as Uncle Sam with 
a rat’s tail, appearing out of a germ 
warfare capsule] with the strangling 
power of the masses and scientific 
disinfectant spray’.
Source: Weisheng xuanchuan gongzuo 14  
(June 1952): 2.

In 1952 China launched its first 
Patriotic Public Health Campaign 
(PPHC) as part of the Korean War 
when the United States allegedly 
employed germ warfare against China, 
causing mass carnage of local wildlife. 
Chinese people were organised into the 
first PPHC to patriotically fight off the 
enemy’s invading germs, which were 
portrayed as twisted demonic creatures, 
animals or insects dressed up in the 
olive drab of American soldiers or as 
Uncle Sam. From that point onward, 
citizen-soldiers killing evil creatures in 
an all-out war to prevent diseases was 
the basic framing of public health work. 
Although unintentional, this premise 
helped obfuscate and undermine the 
Party’s scientific education about health, 
disease and the environment from the 
very start.3

Unfortunately for these health 
campaigns, prior understandings of the 
origins of diseases were concepts such 
as environmental imbalance (fengshui), 
past life indiscretions (fate), dissatisfied 
spirits, and an excess of heat, cold or 
wind. These ideas share two linked 
attributes. First, they are all invisible 
forces. Second, due to their invisibility 
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and their connection to loftier powers, diseases are beyond human capacity to 
control, and therefore cannot be prevented by them. As cadres from Jiangxi put it in 
at an important 1956 prefectural meeting, the occurrence of disease ‘is a matter of 
bad environment so there is nothing to do to treat or prevent it’.4 Clearly, these sorts 
of beliefs about diseases were going to make it difficult to empower and activate 
the masses to slough off the illnesses of the old society and to transform their 
environment for the new one.

Figure 2: Science exhibit for rural people. Health personnel over-optimistically 
assumed that, once seen, microorganisms would be understood. 
Source: Original photograph in the Yujiang County Schistosomiasis Commemorative Museum.

However, if the Party managed to teach that pathogens are the causative agent 
of diseases, then illness would be transformed from an arbitrary event caused by 
amorphous invisible forces into a concrete and thus compliant element over which 
the Party and the people could take control by wielding the power of science. This 
empowering dream proved difficult to sell because pathogens are just as invisible as 
gods, ghosts and fengshui. Health personnel tried using microscopes to make their 
pathogenic target visible and, thus according to the materialist norms of the new 
society, real. Unfortunately, in the 1950s, few villagers knew about microorganisms, 
or understood the idea that a causal agent generates an illness. They could not 

4  X035-04-802, 1956. Jiangxi Provincial Archive (JXA); Zhonggeng Jiangxi sheng weifangzhi xuexichongbing 
wuxiaozu banggongshi bianxie, Yujiang xian shi zenyang genzhi xuexichongbing de (Nanchang: Jiangxi renmin 
chubanshe, 1958), 20.
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decipher what they observed through the lens. Some villagers saw what appeared 
to be monsters, or perhaps little demons, a traditional invisible cause of disease. 
For  those villagers, the microscopic creatures actually reinforced old disease 
aetiologies, rather than teaching new ones. Many villagers accused health personnel 
of ‘playing tricks and demonstrating magic just to try and scare us’.5

This problem was compounded when, under the direction of Chairman Mao, the 
PPHC incorporated the Four Pests campaign, attacking flies, mosquitoes, sparrows 
and rats because they were vectors for various human diseases.6 Eliminating these 
pests was not only a seemingly plausible elaboration of attacking enemy invading 
germs, but also reflected Chairman Mao’s broader thesis of the value of being ‘poor 
and blank’.7 If pests were eradicated and eventually the land was smoothed out, 
then the entire topography would resemble a pristine piece of paper upon which 
humanity could engrave its dreams and maximise its productivity. With this 
fantasy in mind, the Party began an escalating set of ‘kill campaigns’ to purify the 
environment of a huge number of agricultural ills such as moulds and rusts, as well 
as evil animals allegedly causing diseases. Over time, the ‘Four Harms’ campaign 
grew to five (adding the Oncomelania snail) and eventually to seven.8

Focusing kill campaigns on pests rather than pathogens had huge advantages. Killing 
creatures because they were malevolent or annoying was more understandable than 
the new concept of microorganisms. At base, the notion that minuscule fleas on rats 
could pass on an invisible contagion stretched people’s credulity. Educators, many 
of whom did not understand the idea of pathogens either, settled on an alternative 
rationale. Apparently, the rats should be obliterated to prevent them from eating up 
grain, which was the only threat people could actually see. Repeatedly in campaigns 
that targeted vectors, not only did the visible creature become vilified as a proxy 
for the invisible pathogen, but often, as in the case of rats, the invisible pathogen 
dropped out entirely. Instead, apparently stupid activities were made useful by 
connecting them to protecting food sources, something every hungry villager 

5  Li Zhenglan, ‘Wo canjia xuefang kepu gongzuo’, in Songwenshen jishi, ed. Liu Yurui and Wan Guohe 
(Nanchang: Jiangxi sheng zhengxie wenshi ziliao yanjiu weiyuanhui, # 43, 1992), 133.
6  As Chairman Mao put it, ‘I’m very interested in this matter … Doing away with the four pests is a big 
public health campaign and a campaign to destroy superstition’. ‘Have firm faith in the majority of the people’, 
13 October 1957, in Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung, vol. 5 (Peking: Foreign Language Press, 1977).
7  Instead of being a detriment to development, being poor supposedly made villagers more willing to rebel since 
they had nothing to lose, and their being ‘blank’ (or uneducated) apparently made it easier for the Party to inscribe 
the new society into the bodies and minds of its citizens. Mao repeatedly used the ‘poor and blank’ theme to explicate 
his plans for the countryside. For example, see: ‘On the Ten Major Relationships’, in The Writings of Mao Zedong, 
Volume II, ed. Michael Kau and John Leung (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1992), 61 (article originally published 
25 April 1956).
8  During the Cultural Revolution there was also major work done to flatten and straighten the fields, channels, 
hills and holes in the land: Shanghai shi aiguo weisheng yundong weiyuanhui bangongshi, Chu qi hai (Shanghai: 
Shaonian ertong chubanshe, 1958); Wang Qingyuan, ‘Shi xuexichong-bing fangzhi gongzuo yu aiguo weisheng 
yundong jiehe qilai’, Jiankang bao 412 (25 November 1955): 3.
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could champion with gusto.9 In addition, one of the goals of mass campaigns was 
empowering the populace to secure their health and conquer the environment. 
Fighting over invisible forces neither motivated nor empowered anyone. However, 
designating visible evil animals as surrogates for invisible diseases meant citizens 
could actually see their targets, compete to kill the most, experience personal success 
and community validation for their prowess in ‘blood sports’, and believe that they 
were the agents transforming the natural environment.

Figure 3: Youth proudly display their kill as part of the Four Pests Campaign.
Source: Weisheng xuanchuan gongzuo (March 1956), front cover.

9  Allegedly, 20,000,000,000 jin (10 million tonnes) of grain were stolen by the combined efforts of the four 
pests. B3-1-16, 31 January 1956 – 25 September 1956. Shanghai Municipal Archive (SMA).
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Figure 4: Straw sieve to efficiently capture snails. Inventions like this were 
publicised by the top echelons of the Party as examples of grassroots scientific 
prowess, demonstrating the scientific transformation of rural people.
Source: Original photograph located in Qingpu District, Shanghai, Rentun Schistosomiasis Control Exhibition.

In turn, the Party had a seeable mechanism for counting people’s accomplishments 
and collecting statistics that validated national transformation at the grassroots level. 
The CCP also assessed its modernisation efforts in part via grassroots science, which 
in the rural arena generally meant constructing new technologies from home-grown 
equipment. It was much easier to create a new rat trap or straw sieve for sifting 
snails than to construct a snare to net viruses.10 Thus, the Party could laud itself on 
inculcating a new scientific persona among those at the bottom (something sure to 
bring broader societal uplift), even while ignoring the fact that most people never 
understood the new paradigm of preventable pathogenic diseases.11 Finally, the 
Party could bundle in attacks on human targets, such as the ‘five black categories’, 

10  Yu Laixi, Jiangxi sheng Yujiang xian xuefang zhi: 1953–1980 (Yujiang: zhonggong Yujiang xianwei xuefang 
lingdao xiaozu bangongshi, 1984): 66; B59-2-86, 18 January 1956 – 27 May 1956. SMA; C1-2-2716, 10 January 
1958 – 19 August 1958. SMA.
11  In 2018, I confirmed archival evidence that villagers did not understand this health education by interviewing 
elderly villagers, cadres and barefoot doctors at multiple study sites. They universally agreed that during the Maoist 
era people did not understand the concept of prevention or pathogens, and that understanding came at best in the 
early Reform era during the 1980s.
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blaming purportedly evil people for undermining disease campaigns.12 This meant 
that campaigns could efficiently ‘eradicate’ both physical and social ills at once, 
while also incentivising participation by villagers lest they be labelled as bad 
elements. The choice to substitute the seen for the unseen, however, had definite 
repercussions, leading to both exceptionally arduous and frequently misdirected 
public health work. The extreme focus on numerical achievements also contributed 
to poor quality work and to preferentially selecting the type of labour that would 
yield the most impressive figures, rather than work that best prevented diseases.13

Figure 5: Snail elimination campaign. Mandatory mass campaigns by the whole 
community in militarised structures of engagement made it very difficult for 
individuals to evade participation.
Source: Qianjunwanma song wenshen; Farewell to the God of Plague: An Account of the Mass Movement to 
Prevent and Cure Schistosomiasis (Zhonguo chukou sangpin jiaoyihui, 1973).

12  The five black categories were landlords, rich peasants, anti-revolutionaries, bad elements and right-wingers, all of 
whom were the enemies of the new scientific, socialist society. B242-3-143, February 1969 – December 1969. SMA.
13  For a detailed examination of this dynamic, see Miriam Gross, Farewell to the God of Plague: Chairman Mao’s 
Campaign to Deworm China (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2016).
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From the people’s perspective, they participated in mass health campaigns because 
of patriotism, belief in Chairman Mao, competitive work between neighbours 
and work teams, militaristic campaign structures that subordinated individual 
participants, and social pressure, creating an all-consuming environment combined 
with clear danger for non-participation.14 However, they rarely took part because 
they understood the rationale for the work.15 As a February 1956 report from the 
Shanghai Health Bureau lamented when explaining the difficulties of the Four Pests 
campaign:

We must have people do activities like garbage management, rather than 
just killing the rats … The content of the campaign is mainly counting up 
numbers so that eliminating the four pests hasn’t become part of people’s 
consciousness.16 

As a result, particularly after the evil rats, flies, mosquitoes and snails, among others, 
rapidly repopulated the environment, people became frustrated. As some Qingpu 
villagers put it in 1956 after being asked to kill the snails, ‘You’re just afraid we’ll 
be idle in winter time and had to find make-work for us to do’.17 After observing 
the negligible results of the PPHC kill campaigns during the Great Leap Forward, 
people from Jiangxi’s Yujiang County concluded: ‘Sparrows can ascend to the 
heavens, rats can burrow under the earth, flies and mosquitoes exist everywhere, 
they’re impossible to eliminate!’18

After repeatedly doing this esoteric work, which happened at set times throughout 
the year, it appears that rural people began to view it as a ritual. Villagers’ tendency 
to understand this work as similar to religious rituals, particularly those that helped 
with healing, is understandable. Initially most campaign propaganda education 
used musical formats associated with religious fairs and festivals, and most health 
campaigns occurred during traditional holidays, including the Spring Festival, 
Tomb-Sweeping Day (qingmingjie), the Dragon Boat Festival (duanwujie) and the 
sixth day of the sixth lunar month (liuyueliu). Finally, much of the early campaign 
work was identical to rituals associated with these holidays, particularly ritual 
sweeping or washing with water. Many rural people thought they were continuing 
the old traditions of purifying people or places, showing respect for the dead by 
attending to their tombs, and sweeping out ghosts or bad luck from one’s residence. 
(Meanwhile, many health workers assumed that villagers had assimilated concepts 

14  X009-01-010,1957. JXA.
15  My research finds that there was still plenty of resistance to health campaigns using the weapons of the weak, 
generally through work slow-downs, purposely acting stupid, and in grassroots cadres’ case, intentionally under-
resourcing campaign work. However, it was much more difficult to entirely refuse to do work—so instead, rural 
people often just did work rapidly, but badly. For a fuller exploration of this see Gross, Farewell to the God of Plague.
16  B3-1-16, 31 January – 25 September 1956. SMA.
17  95–1-12, 1956. QPA.
18  1, 1-12/1959. Yujiang County Schistosomiasis Archive, located in the Yujiang Museum memorialising the 
campaign.
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about hygiene and preventing diseases.) In any event, in the minds of many rural 
people, by opening lines of communication and protection with the spirit world, 
these rituals had led to the health of the community and family. It seemed logical 
that the many esoteric campaign activities were analogous to magical healing rituals 
too. Thus, for some villagers, it was the meticulous but arcane sequence of words 
and actions that made these campaigns work, rather than an understanding of new 
disease aetiologies or of how these new procedures functioned to prevent pathogens 
in the real world. To provide one example, by March 1953, some Jiangsu residents 
had already assimilated the correct procedure for giving shots. They insisted on 
every step being followed, since it was unclear which part made the sequence work. 
When one team ran out of supplies ‘many patients were angry because no gauze was 
used after the shot’.19

This strategy of ritualisation was also utilised by local cadres and educated youth 
who took a leadership role in campaigns. To give work meaning, they would dress it 
up in the magic coin of the day and engage in what I call ‘scientific performances’. 
These embellished regular campaign work with statistics and a nominally scientific 
framework. For example, treatment work was stylistically revamped as medical case 
reports, even though patients were treated using government-mandated procedures. 
And prevention activities were framed as experiments, despite exactly replicating 
normal methods. In each case, the government laid out a correct sequence of 
activities that had to be followed exactly; described it with an alien, but potent 
set of mysterious words, called scientific vocabulary; and delineated it with a new 
array of magical symbols, called statistics. By following these magical formulae, 
local cadres gained respect from those above for becoming modern, scientifically 
motivated citizens. They also gained esteem from those below because they were 
enacting the sort of sequenced, ritualistic practices with associated odd actions 
and special words that Daoist and Buddhist clerics used for healing ceremonies. 
Seemingly, the mismatch of world views transformed scientific practices into rituals, 
and science more broadly into a new religion that, like other religions, gained power 
by being firmly seated in the invisible world. 

19  95–2-7, 1953. QPA.
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Figure 6: Traditional-style poster promoting the bounty that will ensue from 
eliminating schistosomiasis.
Posters like this helped blur the line between modern health campaigns and traditional health rituals based 
on popular religion. This poster also suggests eliminating snails by throwing them into the river, rather than 
laboriously burying them. This negligent strategy was quite popular since it allowed rural people to complete 
these vexing campaigns much faster. However, once afloat, the infectious snails helped disseminate the 
disease across the entire aquatic ecosystem. 
Source: Zhonggong zhongyang fangzhi xuexichongbing jiuren xiaozu bangongshi, Song wenshen (Shanghai: 
Shanghai wenyi chubanshe, 1961).
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Reform-era health campaigns: Retaining and 
rejuvenating the Maoist model
When the Reform era (1978 to the present) started, the new leader Chairman Deng 
Xiaoping forcefully repudiated the prior era’s ideologically driven decision-making. 
Instead, he focused on creating a rationalised administrative system, reinstituting 
a strong scientific establishment aligned with global scientific norms, and backing 
technocrats and others with expertise as a new leadership group. These changes had 
significant implications for the future practice of public health. Would ideologically 
driven mass health campaigns directed by non-health professionals continue 
in the new era? In addition, given the dissolution or weakening of many of the 
coercive structures that previously ensured participation and kept people in place 
(i.e. communes, urban work units and residency permits), would the government 
be able to corral people into participating? Interestingly, not only have mass health 
campaigns and associated kill campaigns continued, they are still being valorised as 
the reason for government success in conquering diseases.

Perhaps no choice was stranger than deciding to address SARS (2002–03) with 
a  mass mobilisation campaign. After all, when confronted with a perilous new 
disease, the global norm was to mobilise experts while trying to protect citizens by 
keeping them as far away as possible. Why did the Chinese Government revitalise a 
Maoist mass mobilisation campaign to address this emergency? Given records about 
high-level government decision-making are closed, it is hard to make a conclusive 
determination. 

However, speculatively, this decision may be linked to similar conditions, a gap 
in government credibility, and the prior ritualisation of these campaigns. When 
mass health campaigns started during the Maoist era, they were an effective way of 
mitigating rural deficits in terms of administration, funding, personnel, expertise, 
infrastructure and pharmaceuticals.20 During the early Reform era, most of the rural 
medical system was hollowed out again. Thus, one reason the government may 
have revived mass campaigns is because they work in an environment of medical 
scarcity. In addition, rejuvenating mass campaigns may have helped the government 
regain credibility. In contrast to Maoist health work that is remembered as being 
extraordinarily effective and proactive, the Party leadership spent many months 
denying SARS existed, even as the disease spread around the world. The rumour 
mill, fuelled by uncontrolled text messaging and significant internet access, made 
government obfuscation and neglect feel almost criminal.21 There could be no 
better way to signal sincerity and serious intent than through the reflected glory of 

20  Gross, Farewell to the God of Plague.
21  ‘Text messaging worries authorities’, South China Morning Post, 19 February 2003; Allen T. Cheng, ‘Text-
messaging revolution tests limits on news’, South China Morning Post, 4 July 2003.
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a Maoist mass health campaign. Finally, since mass campaigns had been ritualised 
as a magic bullet for conquering invisible forces nobody understood, they actually 
seemed like an excellent match for a frightening new disease. Once again, proverbial 
evil creatures and politically problematic people could be trotted out as convenient 
proxies and targets for the uncontrollable invisible world of diseases.

Perhaps as a result, the SARS prevention work carefully reduplicated traditional 
Maoist-era campaign targets and affect, despite being an inefficient use of manpower 
and an ineffective prevention strategy against coronaviruses. Mirroring a Maoist 
tactic that suggested a robust Communist body was immune to diseases, top Party 
officials repeatedly appeared in public places without masks and ostentatiously 
shared water glasses with students.22 The Four Pests campaign was restarted to 
obliterate rats, flies, mosquitoes and cockroaches (replacing sparrows). A targeted 
kill campaign also began against dogs, which is unfortunately an expected ritual 
that occurs following every health or natural disaster. As one angry pet supply store 
owner put it after various irrational kill campaigns: ‘Ordinary people shouldn’t be 
worried about SARS. They should be worried about officials who ignore science’.23 
The fact that such kill campaigns would have negligible impact on coronaviruses 
was irrelevant. These activities were such a core part of the ‘make society healthy’ 
ritual that they could not be excluded. Urban areas, including small cities and 
county administrative centres were directed to carry out traditional sanitation-
oriented prevention activities, now updated with chemical cleaners and framed as 
disinfection and sterilisation, rather than just clean-ups. Eighty million people were 
rallied to scrub the streets in Guangdong so they could personally participate in a 
PPHC.24 Interestingly, urban sterilisation was often initially done by professionals 
in protective garb using dangerous chemicals, followed by the mass mobilisation 
of citizens disinfecting the same spaces just purified by specialists.25 Speculatively, 
this sanitary theatre may have been a government-sponsored palliative to calm 
urban anxiety and convince citizens that the government was taking action in well-
recognised ways. It also pushed frightened people who had been hiding in their 
homes to symbolically take back urban spaces via customary ritual purification 
practices while emboldened by the comfort of the crowd and the pageantry of 
the state. 

22  Xing Lu, ‘Construction of nationalism and political legitimacy through rhetoric of the anti-SARS campaign: 
A fantasy theme analysis’, in The Social Construction of SARS: Studies of a Health Communication Crisis, ed. John 
H. Power and Xiaosui Xiao (Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2008), 114–15; Jefferson Morley, ‘Love in a Time of 
Coughing’, Washington Post, 29 April 2003.
23  The revival of these traditional scapegoats likely seemed somewhat more rational because the origin of SARS 
was identified as wild animals sold at wet markets. ‘Guangdong steps up hygiene in SARS battle’, Renmin ribao, 
9 January 2004; Anthony Kuhn, ‘China’s Fight Against SARS Spawns Backlash’, Los Angeles Times, 6 May 2003.
24  Huang Yanzhong, ‘The SARS Epidemic and its Aftermath in China: A Political Perspective’, in Learning from 
SARS: Preparing for the Next Disease Outbreak: Workshop Summary, ed. Stacey Knobler et al. (Washington, DC: 
National Academies Press, 2004), 125; 40, 1, 4–5/2003, 20, 21; 40, 6, 4–5/2003, 13–15, 40–1. Shaanbei rural 
county archive on their SARS campaign (SCAS).
25  Interview with Beijing citizen, Beijing, 13 August 2018.
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Figure 7: SARS campaign poster encouraging people to carry out the ‘three on the 
spot’ directive to rigorously control rural migrant workers lest they spread disease. 
It also portrays medical personnel as assuming the dominant role in the campaign.
Source: Zhu Xiaoying, Beijing Dongchengqu jiaoyu weiyuanhui, 2003. Landsberger Collection: chineseposters.
net/posters/e15-814, accessed 28 September 2021.

Despite these similarities, there were some distinct differences in the SARS 
campaign, suggesting that the format of ‘people’s wars’ against diseases was heading 
in a new direction. In the older campaigns, the masses were the primary actors. 
Any role taken by health professionals was at best subsidiary and hidden, but more 
often was actively denigrated. In contrast, in the SARS campaign, the state glorified 
research scientists and medical professionals as ‘white-coated warriors’ and ‘angels in 
white’ who assumed the vanguard role at the forefront of the battle.26 This relegated 
the masses to supporting their efforts with auxiliary work. Interestingly, observing 
people’s behaviour, it seems likely that most citizens would not have participated 
in the residual mass parts of the campaign, given a choice. Throughout China, 
apartment complexes, villages and even whole provinces took the initiative to lock 
themselves down, quietly seceding from the rest of China for the duration of the 
epidemic.27 A second difference was the increasing importance of people, rather 
than animals, as the primary proxy target of the campaign. As with Maoist-era 

26  Mangai Balasegaram and Alan Schnur, ‘China: from denial to mass mobilization’, in SARS: How a Global 
Epidemic was Stopped (World Health Organization, Western Pacific Region, 2006): 82.
27  Sarah Schafer, ‘Crushing an Epidemic’, Newsweek, 26 May 2003; Zheng Yongnian and Lye Liang Fook, ‘SARS 
and China’s Political System’, in The SARS Epidemic: Challenges to China’s Crisis Management, ed. John Wong and 
Zheng Yongnian (Singapore: World Scientific, 2004), 56–7.

http://chineseposters.net/posters/e15-814
http://chineseposters.net/posters/e15-814
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campaigns that scapegoated landlords and Rightists to concurrently ‘disinfect’ 
the society along with purifying the environment of pests, in the SARS campaign 
dam refugees, protesting against the Three Gorges Dam resettlement program, and 
Falun Gong supporters were blamed for undermining the campaign by having ‘evil 
intentions of anti-mankind, anti-science, and anti-society’.28 However, in addition 
to these conventional political targets there was a society-wide identification of 
migrants as dangerous elements distributing the disease. An estimated 2 million 
migrants fled Beijing and Guangdong, knowing that they would be blamed as 
disease disseminators.29 Once in their rural homes, migrants experienced a dragnet 
of government-appointed ‘volunteers’, each keeping watch over 10 households, 
who would turn them in to a compulsory quarantine system where they had to 
pay for their own room and board. There were constant censuses of migrants and 
mandatory daily temperature-taking by health workers. Some places also made 
it illegal to hide migratory family members from the SARS surveillance system.30 
At base, the SARS campaign suggested a switch in focus from the masses to experts 
as the main campaign actors, a move heartily supported by most citizens; and an 
altered emphasis from animal to human surrogates as the major source of disease.

The campaign against Covid-19 has continued these trends. Self-sacrificing medical 
professionals have been the state-selected front of the society-wide heroic battle 
against the disease. They have been backed up by faceless battalions of sanitary 
inspectors enshrouded head to toe in PPE, spewing poisonous disinfectant across 
the urban ecosystem.31 Citizens were told to demonstrate their patriotism and care 
for their community by isolating themselves long-term at home—and, anecdotally, 
many believe that this was the most important contribution they could make to 
the campaign.32 While animals have not totally dropped out of the campaign, since 
unfortunate dogs were still situated as dangerous sources of Covid-19 and killed 
on sight, evil animals have been relegated to the background. Instead, a shifting 
group of humans have risen to the fore as the primary sources of jeopardy: Wuhan 

28  Tony Saich, ‘Is SARS China’s Chernobyl or Much Ado About Nothing?’, in SARS in China: Prelude to 
Pandemic?, ed. Arthur Kleinman and James L. Watson (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006), 89; ‘Falun 
Gong cult condemned for hindering SARS control’, Xinhua News Service, 11 June 2003; Lynn T. White, III, ‘SARS, 
Anti-Populism, and Elite Lies: Temporary Disorders in China’, in The New Global Threat: SARS and Its Impacts, ed. 
Tommy Koh, Aileen Plant and Eng Hin Lee (Singapore: World Scientific, 2003), 64.
29  Thomas Abraham, Twenty-First Century Plague: The Story of SARS (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2005), 49.
30  Christopher A. McNally, ‘Baptism by Storm: The SARS Crisis’ Imprint on China’s New Leadership’, in The New 
Global Threat, ed. Koh, Plant and Lee, 77; Gady A. Epstein, ‘China revives intrusive practices for SARS’, Baltimore Sun, 
20 May 2003; Schafer, ‘Crushing an Epidemic’; John Pomfret, ‘China Turns to Informers to Fight SARS’, Washington 
Post, 20 May 2003; Balasegaram and Schnur, ‘China: from denial to mass mobilization’, 83; Joan Kaufman, ‘SARS 
and China’s Health-Care Response: Better to Be Both Red and Expert!’, in SARS in China, ed. Kleinman and Watson, 
64–5; 40, 1, 4–5/2003, 20–2, 25, 63–4; 40, 1, 4/27/2003, 64. SCAS.
31  Ironically, the disinfectants indiscriminately used against Covid-19 are so poisonous that they are inadvertently 
accomplishing the old goal of killing off the local wildlife: Annie Roth, ‘Wildlife deaths from coronavirus 
disinfectant use alarm scientists’, National Geographic, 7 August 2020.
32  Telephone-based interview with Wuhan citizens, 12 July 2020.
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and Hubei citizens; southern Chinese; migrants; Africans and eventually Caucasian 
tourists and Chinese returning to China from less controlled countries, among 
others. In the case of southern Chinese (including those from Wuhan and Hubei), 
humans became the proxy for the dangers absorbed by proximity to wild animals. 
Specifically, once Covid-19 was, at least initially, tied to another wet market, northern 
Chinese blame southerners for their incomprehensible tendency to ‘eat all that gross 
scary stuff … Southerners are barbarians who make people sick through their crazy 
eating habits’.33 This broad-scale victim blaming and indiscriminate scapegoating 
has helped turn the government’s forcible confinement of Wuhan residents at home 
or visiting other areas seem like a sensible precaution and has made it patriotic 
to act as the eyes of the state when surveilling and reporting one’s neighbours. 
Sadly, the underlying logic of fearing the visibly different outsider as a suspected 
contagion spreader substituting for the invisible pathogenic foe has become a 
global phenomenon.34 As Jennifer Bacani McKenney, a doctor of Filipino descent 
born and raised in Fredonia, Kansas, observed after many xenophobic interactions 
with residents of her home town: ‘I think there’s a lot of fear. And there’s so much 
unknown,’ she said. ‘People want to blame something, and they can’t blame a virus 
that is too small to be seen. So they blame people like me.’35

Conclusion
While the primary actors and targets have changed, even in the self-consciously 
scientific and modern twenty-first-century campaigns, some core aspects of the 
Maoist-era PPHCs have remained the same. These campaigns are still carried out as 
an all-encompassing battle needing the full resources and dedication of the whole 
of society. Thus, they create a comprehensive environment exerting great societal 
pressure not only to conform and participate, but also to monitor whether others are 
patriotically doing so as well. These health crusades have heroic model leaders; masses 
of anonymous industrious troopers; and evil villains, either human or animal, that 
act as perceptible surrogates for the elusive invisible world of pathogenic diseases. 

33  Interview with relatives of residents of Wuhan and Yichang about their situation, 28 January 2020; Allen Kim, 
‘Cats and dogs abandoned at the start of the coronavirus outbreak are now starving or being killed’, CNN, 15 March 
2020; Interview with a relative of a Nanjing resident about their perceptions of the situation in China, 19 March 2020; 
Paul Mozur, ‘China, Desperate to Stop Coronavirus, Turns Neighbor Against Neighbor’, New York Times, 3 February 
2020; Keegan Elmer, ‘China’s Guangdong province unveils new anti-discrimination measures after widespread reports 
of racism against Africans’, South China Morning Post, 3 May 2020; Lily Kuo and Helen Davidson, ‘“They see my 
blue eyes then jump back”—China sees a new wave of xenophobia’, The Guardian, 29 March 2020; Li Yuan, ‘Trapped 
Abroad, China’s “Little Pinks” Rethink Their Country’, New York Times, 24 June 2020.
34  Ironically, Chinese from the whole country when venturing to Asia, and Asians abroad, including multi-
generation Asian residents in Europe and North America, have experienced the same undiscriminating ‘blame 
game’, xenophobia and racism, depicted as frightening symbols of contagion throughout the rest of the globe. 
Mozur, ‘China, Desperate to Stop Coronavirus’.
35  Antonia Hylton and Emily Berk, ‘Health official in Kansas target of anger, harassment over proposed Covid 
measures’, NBC News, 4 December 2020.
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Finally, they have fixed approaches and purification rituals repeated for close to three 
quarters of a century that instil them with a magical efficacy that does not depend 
on being especially targeted (or effective) for any particular disease.

For the Chinese Government, PPHCs have proven to be a true blessing. All of these 
campaigns validate maximal intrusion by the government into people’s private lives. 
Further, despotic state control is so normalised as a fundamental part of health 
campaigns that it has become a comforting sign of government engagement, sure 
to lead to success.36 Thus, retaining and revitalising core parts of traditional health 
campaigns legitimate extreme government action as authoritative, rather than 
authoritarian. They leave behind a legacy of goodwill and confidence that strong 
patriarchal leadership will make the hard choices needed to ensure the well-being of 
the whole of society.

36  Surveys during the SARS campaign, when the government forcibly locked down tens of thousands of people 
and showed no concern for individual human rights, revealed extraordinarily high levels of satisfaction with the 
government’s strategies: Chaojie Liu, ‘The battle against SARS: a Chinese story’, Australian Health Review, 26, no. 3 
(2003): 8, 9.
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