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Framing Sha as a Disease Category in the
Qing Dynasty

Chu Pingyi*

Abstract

This paper analyzes how the term sha ¥} came to refer to a new category of
epidemic disease during the Qing dynasty. Sha physicians in the Qing described
sha as an acute, lethal, painful, and contagious disease demanding immediate
attention. They recommended the widely-used treatment of scratching and blood-
letting while at the same time warning the patient of the danger of applying these
treatments without enough medical knowledge. This framing of sha as epidemic
disease largely transformed its significance and the social responses to it.

The responsibility for treating epidemics in the Qing was largely left to the
gentry. For this reason, publication of sha books became associated with the
religious belief in merit which would be converted into a blessing for oneself or
one’s offspring. This social context underlined the form of sha texts which were
mostly in the form of medical quick reference manuals. In circulating texts and
medicine, Qing society found a way of coping with epidemics while maintaining

the moral authority and leadership of the gentry.

Keywords: Qing dynasty, sha '}, epidemic disease, folk remedies, history of

disease, history of books
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