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Flocking from Duck Eggs to Chicken Eggs:
Shifts in Dietary Habits in Urban China, 1644-1949

Ning Jennifer Chang

Research Fellow, Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica

This article examines the urban consumption of poultry eggs from the Qing
dynasty (1644-1911) to the Republican era (1912-1949). It argues that
preservation techniques and nutritional knowledge played a vital role in
enabling the consumption of perishable animal-source foods like poultry
eggs. This article demonstrates two significant expansions in egg
consumption. In the early Qing dynasty, maturity in the production
techniques of xiandan (salted eggs) and pidan (eggs preserved in lime
water) led to the emergence of the duck egg as a nationwide commodity
and a common delicacy on dining tables. During the Republican era, the
rise of the egg processing industry and the introduction of nutritional
science into China led to the recognition that chicken eggs—not duck
eggs—were a valuable protein source, second only to milk. This shift in
perspective altered the egg consumption landscape significantly. The
confluence of these two forces led Chinese dietary habits to gradually
transition from a distinctive local taste to a more global one, a phenomenon
particularly visible in urban China.

Keywords: Chinese dietary habits, animal-source foods, xiandan, pidan,
egg processing industry, nutritional science
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