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Figure 1. Renmin mao, February 2,1959. The sun creates
grain from heaped up fertilizer.
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Figure 2. Renmin ribao, December 5, 1959. Piled-up manl![e
erupts into a bOUl}tiful harvest.
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"ten thousand people entered battle like flying horses to collect
manure and march forward side by side." In Inner Mongolia,
"great tool reforms were carried out to speed up fertilizer
collection and excrement delivery."S7 Glorious images were
associated with the manure collection; drawings feature smiling
peasants marching shoulder to shoulder, armed with their
manure collection tools, leading their steeds into the fields.sa

Manure was not something that people could just deal with
casually or nonchalantly; heroic effort was necessary to put it to
the Party's good use.

What would be the result of this wise use of manure by
the Party? Bountiful harvests ofgrain would make all the people's
painstaking and brave efforts worthwhile, and would finance the
industrial leap that the Maoists hoped to make. In 1959, several
cartoons were published in Renminmao illustratingjust this idea.
"A little bit hotter, a little bit brighter" [Figure 1J showed people
lugging wheelbarrows and horse carts of manure to add to a
huge pile, with rays of grain radiating outward from this life­
giving fertilizer-sun.89 "Accumulate fertilizer this year, increase
production nextyear" [Figure 2J again showed peasants laboring
around another great steaming pile, which later, to the accom­
paniment ofdrums and gongs, erupts into a mushroom cloud of
grain labelled "Bountiful harvest" ([eng shou).40

This intense manure drive would "take command ofand
ensure the Great Leap· in agriculture. "41 Headlines screamed,
"Everybodyget working, everybody collect fertilizer, battle for an
even bigger and more bountiful harvest!"42 'Liaoning province
organized a program to sen~ the "numerousvarieties" ofmanure
from its ten major cities down to the countryside for use as
fertilizer, thus "turning waste into treasure." The 25 billion jin
(12.5 billion kg) of manure that the cities hoped to produce
every year was calculated to be enough to spread over 1,300,000
mu (214,000 acres) ofland, which would produce 760,000 tons
of grain, which in tum would be able to feed 2,500,000 people
for a whole year.48 Several writers performed this kind ofnumeri­
cal hocus-pocus, using the power ofstatistics to illustratejust how
valuable the substance reallywas. Itwas so precious that the Party
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hoped that people would "pledge not to lose a single drop of
manure!,,44

It was hoped that all of the 600 million Chinese people,
male and female, old and young, could learn from the traditional
peasant spirit in their manure collection work. This spirit was
illustrated best by the peasant who, when fertilizing his land,
always sang, "Soil, oh soil, the two ofus are partners, you eat what
I shit, and I eat what you shit,,45 Adoption of the ~fficial manure
practices was clearly the key to unlocking a wonderful new world,
where the laws of thermodynamics meant nothing, and manure
could be completely converted to food in an en~ess cycle of
socialist plenty.

The Beijing National Conference of Heroes was con­
vened on October 26, 1959. Six tllOusand five hundred and
seventy-six model workers and labor heroes from all provinces
and regions ofChina came to Beijing to celebrate the Great Leap
and to gather more revolutionary knowledge to share back
home.46

Shi Chuanxiang, the Beijing night soil carrier, was now
a deputy member of the Beijing City Council andmember of the
Beijing City Committee of the Chinese People's Political Consul­
tative Conference,47 and was selected to be one of the 293 heroes
in Chairman Liu Shaoqi's special group (zhuxi tuan).48 On
October 29 and 30, a soon-to-be-famous picture was run promin­
ently in several newspapers ofa beaming Shishaking hands willi
tlle Chairman.49 Clad in a new suit, Shi took tlle Great Hall
podium on October 31 and painted a grim picture of what life
was like in the "old society. "50 Starting at age 14 after coming to
Beijing from Shandong province, Shi worked for 20 years under
me whip of the oppressive, exploitative fenbas ("shit lords" who
managed the mob-Qperated excrement collection business
before Liberation). At 'that time, night soil carriers were "des­
pised by all" and had to answer to'the monikers "Mr. Shitman"
(shi ge lang) or "Stinky shit egg." They were all bachelors; Shi
slept in a shed with a donkey, huddled together with 10-15 ofhi$
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co-workers. He could never eat rice, but had to eat coarse grain,
and once he wore the same pair of pants for eight years.

It was two decades of torture, "working like a cow or a
horse," and being constantly beaten and cursed byfenbas, soldiers
and policemen. Once, after Shi refused to tip his cap to some
Japanese "devils" in Beijing, they beat himWith the butt ofa rifle.
A few years later, a speeding American jeep crashed into his
night soil cart, destroying the cart and almost killing Shi. Shi
remembered his friend Zhang who, after falling and hurting
himself, was simply buried alive by the fenba and left to die. He
concluded that "in those days our lives were at stake at any
moment" Shi's address was greeted by "stormy applause," and
several heroes in the crowd were moved to tears by this all-too­
familiar depiction of the old society.51

Following the public health and manure campaigns, Shi's
scathing condemnation of the Guomindang-era old society from
a "shitman's"-eye view was another strategy undertaken in the
Leap. The Party reminded the people why it was worthwhile to
work so hard for the Leap. This was done by way offlashbacks to
the bitter pre-Liberation past, or the shitty old days.

This practice was not invented in tlle Leap. As early as
1944, Party organs in the border regions were attacking the
"filthy past" (angiang de guoqu).Before the Party sanitized
Yangjiawan village' in northern Yan'an, it was a pretty disgusting
place. "There was shit allover the place, and the filthy stink
assaulted the, nose."52 By the time of the Leap, things were so
much better:

• Swallow the medicine in your mouth,
And the sweetness is in your heart.
Think back to the old society,
We poor people were treated worse than dogs.
In this age the ways have all changed,
And ifyou get sick there's no need to worry.
But don't forget the source of the water you drink­
Walk with the Party forever and ever.53
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The Party had to make it clear that it hadfinally given the
Chinese people a good and clean society, and that the people
owed it their gratitude. The Party even recognized that it was not
enough to merely give advice as it did in the early years. When
Party workers arrived in Big Willows village, "the villagers were
finnly in the grip of [unhygienic] habits and ideas that had

.persisted for centuries." The Party began a hygiene campaign,
but it "was not sustained. People slipped back into their old
habits."54 Now, they reminded the people that they werejust not
intelligent enough to cast off the death grip of the old society by
themselves; it 'took the wise and scientifically advanced Party to
do this for them.

The old society was an ugly place, a place full of disease
and exploitation, a place where "refined gentlemen" could curse
comm~n people as being "worse than shit."55 Gao Yubao's novel
told ofhis duties working for Chou the Old Skinflint landlord in
the 1930s: besides being ordered to clean and empty the family's
chamber pots, he had to go into the "stinking pigsty, which was
over two feet high, to mix the dung by treading in it!"56

Foshan city in Guangdongprovince, once "notorious" for
its filthy streets and ditches, won recognition in 1960 as the
"hygienic red flag city." The chemical "666" (the Chinese DDT)
was sprayed all around to kill pests, and people developed fine
hygiene habits. What was once called "Chickenshit Alley" (fisM
xiang) was nowa spotless and homey neighborhood. An "unbear­
ably filthy and stinky" stagnant pool was transformed into the
scenic public recreation spot, "Beautiful Lake" (XiuliHu).57

We can return to Shi Chuanxiang's narrative to see more
improvements that were made by the Communist state. Shi
testified to the Heroes Conference crowd that workers like
himself were now the masters of the country. As Chainnan Liu
told him on the occasion of their historic handshake, "You serve
the people by collecting night soil, I serve the people by being
state chairman ... both are indispensable parts of our revolution­
ary task." No longer "shitmen," sanitation workers and their labor
were respected by the people; adults now called Shi "comrade"
and children called him "uncle." Residents no longer plugged
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their noses when he arrived, and now "warmly" offered him
glasses of water to drink. Thanks to the help of the Party,
productivity increased: each night soiler on Shi's squad was now
able to collect more than 80 barrels ofmanure a day, up from the
previous 50. He boasted of the benefits that were now available
to workers:

Instead of living in a donkey shed, we are now living
in apartment houses. Instead of the dread of being
buried alive, we now enjoy free medical tare. Lorries
have taken the place ofhandbarrows ... In addition to
a· television set in our unit, I have a wireless of my
own. I have also bought a fur overcoat which cost me
more than 100 yuan.58

Shi Chuanxiang was not the only sanitation worker who
gained newfound respect in the 1950s (though he might have
been the only one wearing a fur coat). Wang Ruheng was an
enthusiastic Shanghai public toilet attendant featured in a 1958
article. For seven years, since the age of 16, Wang had been in
charge ofa 2O-Square~footpublic bathroom in the Tilan district.
Always scrubbing the floor to keep away the stench, Wang said
the greatest joy for him was for a visitor not to notice any foul
odors, and leave happily. There seemed to be no limits to Wang's
generosity. He was always willing to help support old men who
had trouble squatting by themselves, or to fish his clients' wallets
out of the waste for them. The author described how it was hard
work like this, and the Party:s help, that won Wang the respect of
the people.59

Shi Chuanxiang's narrative of the old society, the
common description of the past in terms ofexcrement and filth,
and the descriptions of the new status that excrement workers
achieved in society combined to make up a sort of "excremental
timeline" ofmodernization. Mter almosta decade ofCommunist
rule, China had both rid itselfofexcrement and begun to glorify
those, like Shi, who had to deal with it on a daily basis. This set of
messages was originally designed to reinforce the radical new
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campaigns of the Great Leap period. But was the powerful
backhand of the Party totally absent from this praise?

How did these turns in language that I have covered
actually affect real groups of Chinese people? For the typical
citizen ofa modem state, new public health programs can bear
pitfalls as well as benefits. Acceptance of the idea that the state is
now responsible for the health of the people, by definition,
brings one more point ofintrusion andjudgmen't into what was
once a personal or .cpmmunity-oriented space. In China, 'the
hygienic was now "glorious" and the unhygieni~"shameful."

Certain habits, such as not brushing one's teeth or squatting in
the middle of the street to urinate or defecate, were now things
about which one should officially be ashamed. Failing to live up
to state expectations gave others official license to discriminate
against the practicers of these backward and pernicious habits.

The urgency of the Leap made it impossible to complain
when strange poisons like "666" were dropped allover the village
by crop dusters, sprayed around the house by pest-eliminating
crews, or blasted into the streams that villagers Washed in, in
order to kill the blood-fluke host snails.60 Nor could one effect­
ively protest against sanitation representatives who snooped'
around apartments in tile city and slapped stickers on doors
indicating whether tile place was a "Clean Household."

In some areas, the fight against schistosomiasis entailed
establishment of units to test the stools of every resident in the
vicinity twice a year. Officials kept track of those whose feces still
contained the schistosomiasis eggs and larvae. These disease
carriers and t1leir feces were monitored closely, and most likely'
made unhygienic examples of. One stool examiner betrayed tile
resistance of some people to taking part in this operation when
he described how the "main difficulty is to persuade people to
send in specimens ... some try to fool us by sending us dog or ox
dung."61 Health agencies had their own visions of the ideal
socialist society, and stool inspection was a means to creating a
schistosomiasis-free population. However, resistance of some
individuals to this fecal discipline that was designed to help the'in
'.
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is a testament to the problems that can arise from this kind of
program.

A specific group that can be examined is the night soil
collectors. David Strand has described 1920s-era Beijing night ­
soil workers' famous solidarity and collective identity.based on
their "unique social role."62 As the Party nominally worked to
integrate these former pariahs into the revolutionary social
order, it is possible to see how the stat~ actually ended up
contributing to avery separate night soiler i¢:¢ntity.

New China was in many ways constructed as a shitless
place. Excrement was collected daily, swept off the streets,
flushed through invisible sewage systems to faraway places,
covered with chemicals, buried in storage tanks, and generally
removed from the public eye. While the nation was cleansing
itself, a few people still had to touch it everyday just to make a
living. Party attempts to glorify these workers in the name of
egalitarianism somehowstill concentrated onjusthowfilthy their
work was. Shi's work was so heroic precisely because it was
something that no one else wanted to do: it was "dirty and
stinky," and "because of the prejudices left over from the old
society, most people were not willing to work with feces. ,,6S Shi
justified the importance ofhis job in odd ways: "If everybody had
culture and could go fly airplanes or be technical experts, then
who would do all the excrement work?" Even the workers
themselves were unconvinced of the glory of excrement work;
Shi was excited.~d grateful when Liu Shaoqi told him "to study
hard and prepare for a newjob in the futur€."64

Shanghai nightsoil collector-tumed-competitive bicyclist
Chen Qiaozhu told of her experiences before she "came out of
the toilet to claim victory." Passersby would see her and "pooh­
pooh her, plug their noses, and spit," to which Chen would
fiercely reply, "Look! Ifwe stopped doing this work forjust three
days, Shanghai would tum into Stinkytown!"65 The propaganda
was supposed to show how revolutionary these workers were for
working in such filthyjobs. However, Shi's complaint in 1965 that
youngsters were not entering the profession66 makes a lot of
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sense in light of what the public was constantly told about this
line ofwork.

A Chinese pun goes, "If you convert a shit barrel to a
water barrel, the stink still remains."67 This was how night soil
collectors came to be portrayed: despite all that the Chinese
revolution had done for the people, many of them were still just
stupid and simple souls who, without Party help;would have been
content to keep touching human waste. Mter seven years
scrubbing his public toilet, Shanghai .hero Wang Ruheng had
expressed his excitement at being able to move up into a new
job: night soil collecting.68 The communist myths of egalitarian­
ism and freedom, and the public health campaigns' fixation on
tlle filthiness of feces combined to tell the people that anyone
who still chose to work with the stuff was just plain dull and
simple. The cruel "shit lords" were gone, and the night soilers
definitely benefitted from a new occupational and health
security. However, it is impossible to ignore the ugly ways in
which Party propaganda so effectively reinforced the stereotypes
that the Revolution was supposed to combat.

Three contending ideas about excrement presented in
the Great Leap Forward-era press formed what was far from a
coherent, seamless whole. Public health, production and
modernization propagandists all put forth their versions of the
ideal society that the Leap was shooting for. The public health
and production campaigns reinforced each other in their
portrayal of the correct handling of excrement as absolutely
crucial in working for tlle Leap. However, these two formulations
relied on diametrically opposed ideas of excrement: as danger­
ous and germ-laden in the public health messages, and as
treasure in the production campaigns. Finally, the glorification
of excrement workers in tlle campaigns to show off Communist
modernity exacerbated these contradictions even further. As
people learned to distance tllemselves from excrement and its
dangers, these workers were praised for their intimate relation­
ships with the stuff; their willingness to immerse themselvesir"L
feces every day was exactly what made them revolutionary.
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Despite the expected contradictions and inconsistencies
within these discourses, the utter thorouglmess of the moderni­
zation project seems to leap from my data. Excrement, some­
thing that we think ofas so personal yet so marginal to our daily
existence, served as a tablet on which so much could be written
and rewritten as Chinese people were led in rationalizing and
modernizing in every aspect of their lives. Practices of daily life,
down to people's own most elemental bodily functions, were to
receive attention in the form of scientific,advice and rational
opinion, if not direct surveillance. While the assertion that the
Party worried excessively about human excrement would not be
useful in constructing models of Great Leap-era modernizing,
the absolute completeness of the Party public health' and
production projects is important to comprehend.

Politicization, mechanization, education, militarization
- these are some of the most visible, but certainly not the only,
stages onwhich dramas ofmodernization are produced. For each
ofthese large arenas, there are necessarily many smaller training
grounds on which modernizing scripts are rehearsed and
sometimes perfected. Awareness of the state role cannot be
achieved totally by observation of these larger projects and
activities, but by definition must include knowledge of how the
state influences life practices on the most basic levels for its
subjects, without whom, after all, there could be no state.
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