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The Prevention and Treatment of
Plague Before and During the War
of Resistance: A Shift from Chinese
to Western Medical Knowledge and

Pharmaceuticals, 1937-1948

Kuo-li Pi

Abstract

Since the late Qing period, plague had become one of the most devastating
infectious diseases in China. Its spread was extensive, and outbreaks continued
to appear throughout the Republican era. In southern China in particular, plague
had long become endemic, posing persistent challenges to local society. After
the start of the Sino-Japanese War, such epidemics remained rampant in many
regions. The implementation of Japanese bacteriological warfare further rendered
epidemic prevention an issue of paramount importance to China. In response to
wartime demands for disease control and the maintenance of both military and
civilian health, many local governments and medical actors introduced innovations
in public health knowledge and techniques. However, previous scholarship on
the history of hygiene and medicine in modern China has seldom integrated
wartime epidemics and indigenous(folk) Chinese medical knowledge into a single
analytical framework. As a result, most narratives have depicted a linear story of
medical progress, neglecting to examine the transformations of traditional medical
resources. For traditional Chinese medicine, which had struggled to secure a
position within the domain of infectious disease prevention before the war, wartime

public health system proved disadvantageous to its development. This study

Distinguished Professor and Director, Graduate Institute of History, National Central
University; Adjunct Professor, School of Chinese Medicine, China Medical University
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examines the divergent understandings of plague prevention and treatment between
Chinese and Western medicine during the war, and traces how, with the emergence
of new hygienic institutions and pharmaceuticals, the core of epidemic prevention
gradually moved away from tradition. Local actors increasingly adapted to the
new system and turned toward Western approaches, rendering traditional methods
of plague prevention—rooted in private practice and Chinese herbal remedies—
obsolete. Consequently, the body of medical knowledge and technologies of
epidemic control underwent a profound transformation, marking a significant shift
from Chinese to Western paradigms.

Keywords: Second Sino-Japanese War, plague, pharmaceuticals, hygiene, knowledge

transformation
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