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Discussing the Emergent Measures Taken on
Pneumonic Plague in the Three Northeast Provinces:
Based on “Telegrams Archives” during the
Xuantong Period, the Qing Dynasty

Peng Wei-hau
Department of History
National Chung Hsing University

Abstract

This article discusses some statistical issues of body counts casualty statistics,
cremates as well as comforts and aids a bereaved family the question in the
pneumonic plague of the Three Northeast Provinces during the Xuantong period, the
Qing dynasty. Official telegram files of the Qing dynasty, which serve as the basis of
discussions in contemporary history of medicine, indicate that the pneumonic plague
began in October of the second year of Xuantong period (1910 CE), and ended in
mid-March of the third year of Xuantong period (1911 CE). In spite of its short
endurance of six months only, the death toll came in tens of thousands. The plague
had had great influence on the economy as well as the whole future of the country.
This article looks into its inspiration for the contemporary history of disease, and
serves to rouse introspections about the epidemic of SARS in Asia in recent years.

Due to the differences between official and informal methods of body counts
in the pneumonic plague, difficulty in statistics had been a problem. Furthermore,
the situation of burying infected corpse privately not only cased infection but also
resulted in blind spots that made correct official census impossible. In order to solve
the serious problem of infection, which was caused by burying infected bodies
privately, Wu Liande decided to enforce cremation to stop contagion. At first, the
policy faced objection from the conservative school, who held the traditional attitude
of Confucian. Later, with the support from the Qing Government and owing to the
significant effect of cremation, the policy was enforced smoothly and continuously.
At the end of the article, the author also discusses issues of bereavement of
personnel who took part in fighting the pneumonic plague in the Three Northeast

Provinces.

Keywords: telegrams archives, SARS, cremation, Wu Liande
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