
The American Hospital in China: A Pioneer in
East Asia (1880-1920)
The American Hospital in China (AHC) was a Protestant medical mission
hospital established in Shanghai in 1880. It played a pivotal role in the
development of modern healthcare in China and East Asia, providing
medical care, training healthcare professionals, and fostering cultural
exchange.
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Historical Context

In the mid-19th century, China was undergoing significant political and
social transformations. The Opium Wars (1839-1842 and 1856-1860)
resulted in the opening of treaty ports, including Shanghai, to foreign trade
and influence. This led to the influx of Western missionaries, including
Protestant medical missionaries who saw an opportunity to provide medical
care and spread Christian values.
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Establishment and Early Years

The American Hospital in China was founded by Dr. Peter Parker, an
American missionary and diplomat who had served in China since 1834.
Parker recognized the need for a Western-style hospital in China and
worked tirelessly to establish the AHC with the support of the American
Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM).

The AHC initially operated from a rented building in Shanghai's Hongkew
district. In 1883, it moved to a permanent site on Dixwell Road (now Ruijin
Er Road),which became its home for the next four decades.

Medical Contributions

The AHC provided a wide range of medical services, including surgery,
obstetrics, gynecology, pediatrics, and ophthalmology. It was staffed by
both American and Chinese physicians and nurses, who worked together to
provide high-quality healthcare.

The AHC was known for its innovative medical practices. It was the first
hospital in China to perform a successful laparotomy (abdominal surgery)
in 1882. It also established the first medical school in China in 1881, which
trained Chinese students in Western medicine.

Educational and Training

In addition to providing medical care, the AHC played a crucial role in
training Chinese healthcare professionals. Its medical school offered a four-
year program leading to a medical degree. Graduates of the AHC's medical
school went on to become leading physicians and surgeons in China.



The AHC also established a training program for nurses, which was the first
of its kind in China. Nurses trained at the AHC played a vital role in the
development of nursing as a profession in China.

Cultural Exchange

The AHC was not only a medical institution but also a center for cultural
exchange. It provided a platform for Western medical missionaries and
Chinese physicians to share knowledge and ideas.

The AHC also played a role in promoting Chinese culture in the West. Dr.
John G. Kerr, a prominent American missionary physician, published a
book titled "A Manual of the Natural History of China" (1880),which
introduced Chinese natural history and medicine to Western readers.

Challenges and Impact

The AHC faced many challenges during its history, including the Boxer
Rebellion (1899-1901),during which the hospital was attacked and looted.
Despite these difficulties, the AHC continued to provide medical care and
training to the Chinese community.

The AHC's impact on Chinese healthcare was profound. It helped to
establish Western medical practices in China and trained a generation of
Chinese healthcare professionals. The AHC also played a significant role in
fostering cultural exchange and improving the health of the Chinese
people.

Legacy

The American Hospital in China closed in 1920 due to financial difficulties.
However, its legacy continued through the many Chinese physicians and



nurses it trained who went on to establish their own medical institutions and
provide healthcare to their communities.

Today, the AHC's former site in Shanghai is occupied by the Ruijin Hospital,
a major teaching hospital of the Shanghai Jiao Tong University School of
Medicine. Ruijin Hospital is one of the leading hospitals in China and
continues to provide high-quality healthcare to the people of Shanghai and
beyond.

The American Hospital in China played a pioneering role in the
development of modern healthcare in East Asia. It provided medical care,
trained healthcare professionals, and fostered cultural exchange. The
AHC's legacy continues today through the many Chinese healthcare
professionals it trained and the institutions it helped to establish.

Image Alt Attributes:

A black-and-white photograph of Dr. Peter Parker, founder of the
American Hospital in China.

A black-and-white photograph of the AHC's first building in Shanghai.

A black-and-white photograph of a group of AHC nurses.

A color photograph of the AHC's former site in Shanghai, now
occupied by the Ruijin Hospital.
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