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Disclaimer 

•  These slides summarise some of our work 
so far on the data collected 2010-12. A 
working paper should be ready in the near 
future. Please contact one of the authors: 
–  Dr Shujuo Chen (National Museum of Natural 

Science, Taichung, Taiwan) shujuo@gmail.com  
–  Assoc Prof Chris Isett (History, University of 

Minnesota) chris@isett.com  
–  Prof Stephen Morgan (Contemporary Chines Studies, 

University of Nottingham) 
s.morgan@nottingham.ac.uk  
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The project 

The Project 

•  Aim to explore human welfare in 
17-19thC Qing China before the 
Great Divergence 

–  Permit the quantification of the 
standard of living in both advanced 
commercial areas and remote districts 

•  Data drawn from the criminal 
process records … height and …  

–  covariates include place, occupations, 
assets, wages, climatic shocks, etc 

•  Funding for the project 
–  Chiang Ching Kuo Foundation 

(Taiwan) 
–  British Academy (UK) 
–  Past support for Morgan from the Uni 

of Melbourne, Australian Research 
Council and the Taiwan NSF 

Some issues 

•  China’s recent economic growth has 
led many scholars to ask new questions 

–  What are the past sources of China’s recent 
growth?  

–  What role did past economic development play 
in recent economic performance?  

–  How might we account for sources of growth?  

–  How has globalisation in the past affected 
China and living standards?  

•  The past decade has seen huge 
advance in our knowledge of early 
modern China 

–  New view of the Qing more favorable 

–  New comparative perspective on China … 
explicit comparison with Europe …   focus on 
globalisation and inter-dependence of the 
world economy … 
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Motivation for the project 

•  Our aim is to quantify the standard of living in 
China before the Great Divergence, c.1800, 
using anthropometric data for a 
representative population distributed across 
the core Chinese provinces.  
–  Overcome the weak empirical base of the past literature 

that has relied on fragmentary and short time series 

•  We will show the effects of various shocks 
–  environmental (weather events) and political disturbances 

that induced supply shocks, usually transmitted as grain 
price shocks and in turn affected nutrition 
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So what are we doing? What are our 
data? What do we have?  

•  We have collected height and other data from 
the Qing Government criminal process records 
(刑科题本) related to unlawful deaths 
–  The trial documents and the coroner’s investigation of the 

deceased that were central to determining cause of death and 
attributing blame thus allowing for appropriate punishment  

•  About 14,000 cases across China’s core 
regions have so far been collected 
–  About 2/3 men, 1/3 women … here we use a subset of the data 

of about 10,000 that comprise 7,500 adults 

•  Other data include 
–  Socioeconomic status and other personal information 
–  From other sources data on climate, grain prices and trade 
–  Combine into panels to explore various shocks on welfare  
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Background to the Qing 
criminal process system 

•  Lower courts death sentences required the 
approval of the emperor 
–  Trial records, witness statements and coroner’s report 

were all passed up for the emperor’s vetting 

•  An elaborate standard process to assign 
responsibility for unlawful death 
–  Every county needed to retain services of coroners to 

assist the magistrate in examining the body 
–  Body examination regulated by guidelines and 

standard practices that were consistently applied  
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•  Inquest form 
or yan shige
 驗屍格  
–  Pre-printed 

word block 
forms  

–  Include body 
diagram that 
showed points 
on the body 
that were to 
be examined 
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The first page of the coroner’s 
inquest form 
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So where are we with the data? 

•  This presentation is based on on about 
10,000 cases 
–  About 7500 adults 
–  Preliminary analysis of occupations suggests these 

are typical of the population of rural communities and 
small towns in China of the Qing period 

•  The following slides will summarise 
–  Geographic distribution 
–  Distribution of age and year of birth 
–  Time trends  
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Male distribution (prefecture 
level polygons) 
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Males (province level) 
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Female distribution 
(prefecture level polygons) 
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Females (province) 
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Summary of provincial 
distribution of data 

15 

Male age distribution (n=6342) 

Age heaping occurs 
on 0 and 5 age.  
The marked heaping  
on 35 and 45 years is  
a product of rounding 
where the age is  
recorded as “in their 
30s”, or similar.  

16 

Female victim age distribution 
(n=3469) 

Age distribution indicates a 
high incidence of deaths 
among young women as 
they entered the husband’s 
household after marriage, 
which typically took place 
around 18 years of age.  
This was also found in  
early 20thC Taiwan.  
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Year of birth and death, male 

YOB clustered 1670s-1760s, while YOD mostly 1730s to 1780s; records for both 
gender drop off rather sharply in the late 18thC and 19thC is very sparse so far.   
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Year of birth and death, 
female 

YOB clustered 1680s-1760s, with one born in 1640s; YOD mostly 1730s to 1780s  
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How socially representative are 
the data? 

•  Our aim is to capture broad social change 
representative of the population 
–  Do we succeed? … more or less 

•  Occupations  
–  Some occupations are over represented (eg, 

services), but in general the population appears to be 
typical of rural communities and small towns 

•  Were the deceased a criminal class? 
–  No … primarily domestic type homicides 
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Occupation summary 

•  Sub-sample of 1417 male occupations 

Agriculturalists 58.7% 
Manufacture & mining 4.0% 
Construction 0.9% 
Services 15.0% 
Textiles 1.3% 
Food 3.9% 
Transport 4.7% 
Government 3.4% 
Unemployed 3.5% 
Unspecified laborer 4.6% 
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A criminal class? Victims and their 
accused assailants  
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Determination of age adult 
(final) height attained 
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Summary height distribution 

Heaping is particularly conspicuous, though the extent of heaping varies by region. 
Does this matter?  It would seem to be more of an issue for males.  
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Male heights time trend 
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Female heights time trend 
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Comparison male and female: 
very little in the way of a trend 
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Regression analysis – 
regional  differences 

1. Trend: an upward 
trend for north and 
central-east China, 
but South seems to 
lack any direction.  

2. Shocks: South 
1670s may reflect 
Three Feudatories 
revolt (三藩之亂) 
1673-81 (FJ-GD, 
SC-HN, GZ-YN) 28 

Wrap: where are we? What’s 
next? 

•  Summary conclusion about heights 
–  To the extent that there are any trends 1670-1760 is a 

slightly upward trend for Nth and Central-East China 
–  South is without trend, but major shocks are clear 
–  Weather data have potential to explore the nature of 

weather-induced shocks on nutrition but the problem 
is developing appropriate modelling methods 

•  What’s next?  
–  Articles are being prepared 
–  Need to obtain follow up funding to support continued 

collection of data held in Beijing and elsewhere 


