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In late 2019, novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) caused pneumonia in Wuhan was spread to
the whole country and was identified by World Health Organization (WHO) as “public health
emergencies of international concern” (1–4). On the morning of March 12, 2020 Beijing time,
WHO officially identified it as a pandemic1. Up to June 15, 2020, the novel coronavirus
disease (COVID-19) has swept over 200 countries and territories, resulting in more than 7.6
million confirmed cases and over 0.42 million confirmed deaths2. The novel coronavirus-caused
pneumonia has a powerful infectious force for some population groups, and up to now no specific
drugs could cure it (5, 6).

Since the novel pneumonia outbreak, China National Health Committee issued seven editions
of diagnosis and medical treatment plan3. More than 40,000 medical staffs including traditional
Chinese medicine (TCM) doctors from all over the country were called up to Wuhan, and other
cities inHubei provinces to treat patients4. The epidemic situation displays a good trend after severe
prevention and control in China5.

In the 7th edition of diagnosis and medical treatment plan issued by National Health
Commission (NHC) of China, many TCM remedies are recommended for COVID-19 patients
in medical observation period. Huo Xiang Zheng Qi capsule is recommended for patients when
there is clinical manifestation of “fatigue accompanied by gastrointestinal discomfort”; and Jin Hua
Qing Gan granule, Lian Hua Qing Wen capsule, and Shu Feng Jie Du capsule are recommended
for patients when fatigue with fever occur. According to a news release from the National
Administration of TCM, the integration of traditional Chinese and Western medical treatment
can achieve satisfactory results for resolution of symptoms of COVID-196.

In the medicine field of China, there is always a dispute between the modern medicine and
the traditional medicine for a long time. The pros and cons of debate have its own perspective
and opinion. We are pleased to see that in the face of severe epidemic situation, there are mixed
teams of modern medicine doctors and TCM doctors. The majority of COVID-19 patients in
China have been treated with integrated Chinese and modern medicine. Hundreds of herbal
remedies have been used throughout the country (7). The Chinese government and academic
experts in herbal medicine have recommended incorporating TCM into conventional treatment
methods so as to generate synergistic effect by the combinational therapy of Chinese and Western
medicine (7).

1https://www.sohu.com/a/379386303_162522 (accessed May 15, 2020).
2https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019 (accessed June 15, 2020).
3http://www.nhc.gov.cn/xcs/zhengcwj/202003/46c9294a7dfe4cef80dc7f5912eb1989.shtml (accessed June 15, 2020).
4http://www.nhc.gov.cn/xcs/fkdt/202004/a116aa8a88034744a001d5d2b06f6fdf.shtml (accessed June 15, 2020).
5http://www.nhc.gov.cn/xcs/yqtb/202006/cbbf99e3237645bc87c0dd3b8e99f01b.shtml (accessed June 15, 2020).
6http://www.satcm.gov.cn/xinxifabu/meitibaodao/2020-05-13/15078.html (accessed June 15, 2020).
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Unfortunately, the experience of TCM in the treatment of
epidemic situation has not been widely recognized and used
for reference in the western Occident developed countries.
The lack of high-quality scientific evidence may be one
of important reason that would lead to reject. Another
fundamental reason is that the whole theory system of
TCM is not acknowledged by western–trained audience.
It might be due to different culture, more specifically,
different treatment philosophy. TCM has its strong material
base from single monomeric compounds to Chinese herb
extracts in COVID-19 treatment. Psychosocial pharmacological
effect probably plays an important role in the traditional
medicine (8).

So what is the exactly treatment philosophy in TCM culture to
the novel coronavirus disease?

Chinese public in general are always long taught that TCM
is a national quintessence with an ancient historical origin. In
addition to TCM, Peking Opera, martial arts, and calligraphy are
well-known as the “four quintessence of China” both at home and
abroad. National quintessence itself is more related with culture
and social custom than with natural science. TCM has been
played an indispensable role in the prevention and treatment of
epidemic diseases in history. During the SARS epidemic in 2003,
the intervention of TCM has also achieved therapeutic effect (9,
10). In the broad and profound TCM theory system, the present
COVID-19 is just one of common epidemics. Even COVID-19 is
brand new emerging severe infectious disease caused by a brand
new coronavirus and no specific drug is used to cure in modern
medicine, TCM still has confidence to fight the epidemic.

In TCM culture perspective, COVID-19 is an epidemic disease
caused by an epidemic evil with dampness and heat, which is
called Li-Qi in Chinese (11). After Li-Qi invades the human
body, it enters the lung first to make the Lung-Qi (vital essence
of lung, which is in charge of breath function) stagnate, then
lead abnormal breath movement, phlegm-heat accumulation and
block, and finally bring out the dead Yin and the dead Yang (12).
According to TCM treatment philosophy, dampness should be
eliminated first, and then heat be cleared away. After heat and
phlegm are cleared away, the body is restored to normal function
at last (13).

There seems to be something in common between virus and
Li-Qi. Both think that there is an external cause of disease.
Modern medicine refer it virus, they usually hope to find
specific drug to cure the disease. However, TCM does not
know microbiology and could not capture the virus entity,
they could only focus on Li-Qi-induced symptom with herbal
remedies. The aim of TCM treatment is simple, so long as TCM

remedies provide effective way to regulate functional disorders
of the human body. Therefore, TCM remedies are used to
detoxify poisonous dampness and heat, to strengthen body to
resist pathogenic factor, to adjust the harmony of the internal
relationship of the human body. That is to say, when TCM
doctors treat this kind of disease, they do not have to make the
cause clear to start. It is of importance to solve the symptoms for
most patients.

A small, non-randomized, single center retrospective
observational study reported a shorter average duration of
viral shedding and faster resolution of radiological pneumonia
in hospitalized COVID-19 patients prescribed Jin Hua Qing
Gan granules for more than 2 days as compared with those
receiving conventional care (14). The potential efficacy of this
herbal medicine for COVID-19 treatment should be further
investigated in adequately powered randomized controlled trials.

The understanding and description of TCM is based on the
ancient macro understanding of nature and the use of speculative
philosophy such as Yin-Yang. In the course of history, since
TCM started and developed without synchronizing with modern
chemistry, biology and physics, it had to takes the road of
philosophical thinking. However, by the aid of advanced science,
modern medicine embarks another road of development. It can
be said that TCM andmodern medicine are two trees growing up
in the soil of two different cultures.

Although high-quality clinical trial evidence is lacking at
present, the efficacy of TCM remedy on symptom improvement
cannot be ignored. To treat COVID-19, TCM and modern
medicine should complement each other and cooperate with each
other since TCM can contribute as an alternative measure.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

ZL, CH, HH, ZG, and FX were responsible for the design
of this work and interpretation of finding and drafting the
work. FX approved the final version to be published and is
accountable for all aspects of the work to ensure its accuracy and
integrity. All authors contributed to the article and approved the
submitted version.

FUNDING

This work was supported by the Medicine Guide Program
of Shanghai Municipal Science and Technology Commission
(Grant no. 19411971700) and Shanghai Municipal Clinical
Pharmacy Key Discipline Reconstruction Program (Grant
no. 2018-2020).

REFERENCES

1. Wang C, Horby PW, Hayden FG, Gao GF. A novel coronavirus

outbreak of global health concern. Lancet. (2020) 395:470–

3. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30185-9

2. Huang C, Wang YM, Li XW, Ren L, Zhao J, Hu Y, et al. Clinical features

of patients infected with 2019 novel coronavirus in Wuhan, China. Lancet.

(2020) 395:497–506. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30183-5

3. Zhu N, Zhang DY, Wang WL, Li X, Yang B, Song J, et al. A novel coronavirus

from patients with pneumonia in China. N Engl J Med. (2020) 382:727–

33. doi: 10.1056/NEJMoa2001017

4. Chan JF, Yuan S, Kok KH, To KK, Chu H, Yang J, et al. A familiar

cluster of pneumonia associated with the 2019 novel coronavirus

indicating person-to-person transmission: a study of a family

cluster. Lancet. (2020) 395:514–23 doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(20)

30154-9

Frontiers in Public Health | www.frontiersin.org 2 July 2020 | Volume 8 | Article 385

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30185-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30183-5
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa2001017
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30154-9
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health#articles


Li et al. Traditional Medicine Treatment on COVID-19

5. Dong L, Hu S, Gao J.Dong LY, Hu SS, Gao JJ. Discovering drugs to

treat coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19). Drug Disc Ther. (2020) 14:58–

60. doi: 10.5582/ddt.2020.01012

6. Li ZM, Guo ZJ, Xu F. Clinical medication response under new major

infectious disease: off-label use and compassionate use. J Pharm Pract.

(2020) 38:193–5.

7. Liu L.Liu L. Traditional Chinese medicine contributes to the

treatment of COVID-19 patients. Chin Herb Med. (2020)

12:95–6. doi: 10.1016/j.chmed.2020.04.003

8. Xu J, Mercury J, Zhang Z, Xu F. Psychological, social, and

behavioral factors that influence drug efficacy: a noteworthy research

subject in clinical pharmacology. Br J Clin Pharmacol. (2008)

66:901–2. doi: 10.1111/j.1365-2125.2008.03300.x

9. Jia W, Gao W. Is traditional Chinese medicine useful in the treatment of

SARS? Phytother Res. (2003) 17:840–1. doi: 10.1002/ptr.1397

10. Liu BY, He LY, Liang ZW, Tong XY, Hu JQ, Jiao Q, et al. Effect of

glucocorticoid with traditional Chinese medicine in Severe Acute Respiratory

Syndrome (SARS). Zhongguo Zhong Yao Za Zhi. (2005) 30:1874–7.

11. Yang YJ, E XH, Ren HW, He Y, Zhou SP. Consideration of traditional

Chinese medicine in treatment of highly pathogenic human coronaviruses

SARS-CoV-2 and SARS-CoV. Chin Trad Herb Drugs. (2020) 51:1427–34.

doi: 10.7501/j.issn.0253-2670.2020.06.007

12. Zou L, Yu X, Wu YQ, Sun D, Wu YG, Fang H. Analysis and thinking

on traditional Chinese medicine in preventing and treating severe cases of

novel coronavirus pneumonia. Acad J Shanghai Univ TCM. (2020) 34:11–6.

doi: 10.16306/j.1008-861x.2020.02.002

13. Xiang Q, Mo ZB, Song EF. Traditional Chinese medicine theory and clinical

study on Novel Coronavirus Pneumonia (NCP) infection. Herald Med.

(2020) 39:323–6. doi: 10.3870/j.issn.1004-0781.2020.03.012

14. Liu Z, Li X, Gou C, Li L, Luo X, Zhang C, et al. Effect of Jinhua Qinggan

granules on novel coronavirus pneumonia in patients. J Trad Chin Med.

(2020) 40:467–72. doi: 10.19852/j.cnki.jtcm.2020.03.016

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the

absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a

potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2020 Li, Han, Huang, Guo and Xu. This is an open-access article

distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY).

The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the

original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original

publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice.

No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these

terms.

Frontiers in Public Health | www.frontiersin.org 3 July 2020 | Volume 8 | Article 385

https://doi.org/10.5582/ddt.2020.01012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chmed.2020.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2125.2008.03300.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/ptr.1397
https://doi.org/10.7501/j.issn.0253-2670.2020.06.007
https://doi.org/10.16306/j.1008-861x.2020.02.002
https://doi.org/10.3870/j.issn.1004-0781.2020.03.012
https://doi.org/10.19852/j.cnki.jtcm.2020.03.016
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health#articles

	Novel Coronavirus Pneumonia Treatment With Traditional Chinese Medicine: Response Philosophy in Another Culture
	Author Contributions
	Funding
	References


