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Rethinking the Origin of Variolation and
Its Spread in Ming-Qing China

Chiu, Chung-lin”

Abstract

This article aims to address three issues related to variolation. First, the
term “zhong dou” referred to a contraction or an epidemic of smallpox in the
Ming dynasty, rather than variolation. The term “zhong dou” did not take on
the meaning of variolation until the Qing dynasty. Therefore, it would be a
mistake to take the words too literally and to interpret “zhong dou” in
Ming-Dynasty literature with a Qing dynasty connotation.

Second, when variolation first appeared, it was dubbed “shen dou,”
meaning “variolation with gods’ medicine” or “variolation method taught by
gods.” Description of the medical technology first appeared in historical
document in 1625 or 1626 in Hengzhoufu of the Huguang province. The gods’
variolation method spread to Jiangxi in 1626, to Anhui and the Jiangnan areas
during the Chongzhen era (1627-1644). It spread to an even wider region in the
early Qing dynasty, and the term “shen dou” was widely used. Legend has it
that “shen dou” originated in Sichuan; however, no record in the historical
documents of the late Ming dynasty and the early Qing dynasty indicate that
the legend was true.

Third, in the late Ming dynasty, “shen dou” religion appeared in
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No0.130, Sec. 2, Academia Rd., Nangang Dist., Taipei City 11529, Taiwan (R.O.C.);
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Hengzhoufu, which worshipped the “jin hua sheng mu (golden flower
goddess).” The goddess was said to have accompanied many doctors to teach
the variolation method in faraway places. “Jin hua sheng mu” was actually
three goddesses and had appeared in Hubei, Jiangxi, Anhui, and Shaanxi. The
legend of a miracle-working doctor in Mount Emei, who taught “shen dou”,
originated from the legend of “jin hua sheng mu.” In conclusion, the term
“zhong dou” is not the best key word in researching the subject. Instead, terms
such as “shen dou” and “jin hua sheng mu” are the ultimate code for probing
the origin of smallpox variolation.

Keywords: zhong dou (smallpox contraction), shen dou (gods’ variolation), Hunan,
jin hua sheng mu (golden flower goddess), Mount Emei.
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