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The establishment and development of modern medicine in China
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Abstract: This article outlines the development of modern medicine in China into four key stages: the introduction
of western medicine, the initial establishment of a modern medical system, its subsequent reform and refinement,
and the challenges faced by contemporary medicine. The influence of Jesuit missionaries’ medical book transla-
tions in the late Ming and early Qing dynasties on the spread of western medicine in China was limited. It was
not until the early 19th century, with the introduction of smallpox vaccination and surgical techniques, that western
medicine gradually gained acceptance among the Chinese. By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the founda-
tion of China’s modern medical system was laid with the development of medical education, health administra-
tion, and professional medical organizations. Following the founding of the People’ s Republic of China in
1949, the government implemented systematic improvements in healthcare services, public health, and medical
insurance, leading to significant advancements in public health and overall well-being. After the reform and opening-up
in 1978, modern medicine in China developed rapidly, though new challenges emerged. The implementation of
the “Healthy China” strategy has provided a roadmap for the future development of medicine in the country.
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Figure 1 Comparison of illustrations from De humani
corporis fabrica'® (left) and A Pictorial Guide to The
Anatomy of the Human Body'®' (right)
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Figure 2 Luo Pin, One of the “Eight Eccentrics of Yangzhou”, created a series of eight paintings titled Ghostly Fun, in

which one of the paintings depicts a skeleton as the image of a ghost'*’
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Figure 3 Comparison between the skeleton in Ghostly
Fun'® and the skeletal anatomy illustration in A Pictorial

Guide to The Anatomy of the Human Body""'
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Figure 4 The cover and internal illustrations of A Pictorial Guide to the Human Bones and Vessels in Western Medicine
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