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Abstract

Purpose — This paper examines why state-led efforts to institutionalise routine physical examinations in China
from 1912 to 1949 failed to achieve universal coverage, despite early legislative support and the introduction of
Western preventive medicine concepts.

Design/Methodology/Approach — The study employs qualitative historical analysis and limited quantitative
content coding of 428 contemporary newspaper articles. Archival regulations, official inspection forms,
newspaper reports, and secondary scholarship were analyzed to systematically trace policy design,
implementation, and public reception across urban and rural regions.

Findings — Four interrelated barriers undermined policy success: (1) a cultural conflict between the traditional
curative mindset ("treat illness") and modern preventive ethos ("prevent illness"); (2) acute shortages and spatial
concentration of medical infrastructure and personnel in treaty-port cities, resulting in inadequate coverage
of rural areas; (3) entrenched social norms—including privacy concerns and gender taboos—that prompted
significant resistance, particularly against gynecological examinations; and (4) widespread poverty, which
rendered even modest examination fees prohibitive despite occasional "free-check" campaigns. Collectively,
these issues reinforced persistent disparities between urban—rural and rich—poor populations regarding access to
preventive healthcare.

Research Implications — By conceptualizing physical examination policies as an early form of "biopolitical”
state capacity building, this study contributes to the historiography of public-health governance in modern
China. Additionally, it provides valuable comparative insights relevant to contemporary initiatives aiming to

broaden access to basic preventive healthcare in resource-constrained settings.
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