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Chinese-European Rivalry under Colonial Power:
The Sanitary Governance of Water Wells in
British Hong Kong (1894-1929 )

(Abstract)

LEE Ka-Hing

The spread and localization of the British’s sanitary concept and its institutions to
Hong Kong in the late nineteenth century was driven by the concerted efforts of Osbert
Chadwick (1844-1913), technical bureaucrats, and the European community. Taking
the bubonic plague of 1894 as an opportunity, the British Hong Kong government,
in the absence of medical evidence, took measures to close the unsanitary wells in the
colony, demonstrating the extension of colonial power in the area of water sanitation.
However, under the constraints of population growth, environmental disasters,
and Chinese customs, the Chinese community still emphasized the importance and
necessity of wells as a source of water for domestic use, while using the tap water
supply. This gradually gave rise to strong public opinions calling for the reopening
of wells, referred to in the European community as the “Well-Opening Movement.”
Although the Chinese demand had led to opposition from the European community
and technical bureaucrats, their demand reached its peak during the water shortage in
1928-1929, forcing the authorities to make a trade-off between water sanitation and
sufficiency, and finally to conditionally accede to the Chinese demand. The evolution
of the power play between the British Hong Kong government and the Chinese and
foreign communities on the issue of well sanitation between 1894 and 1929 shows
that colonial governance was a dynamic process in which various factors and forces

constantly interacted, rather than a simple top-down unidirectional mechanism.
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