Tu Youyou’s story is one of the most extraordinary examples of science directly saving millions
of lives.
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The Global Context

In the mid-20th century, malaria was one of the deadliest diseases in the world. Caused by
parasites transmitted by mosquitoes, it killed millions annually, particularly in Asia and Africa.



By the 1960s, resistance to existing drugs like chloroquine was spreading rapidly, and new
treatments were desperately needed.

The Project 523 Mission

In 1967, during the Vietnam War, China secretly launched Project 523, a nationwide effort to
find a cure for malaria. Tu Youyou, a researcher trained in both modern pharmacology and
traditional Chinese medicine, was appointed to lead one of the key teams. Unlike many
colleagues, she had no medical degree or overseas training, yet she combined rigorous scientific
method with deep knowledge of herbal remedies.

Discovery of Artemisinin

Tu systematically screened over 2,000 traditional Chinese herbal preparations. She focused
on Artemisia annua (75 /5, qinghao), a plant described in a 4th-century text, Handbook of
Prescriptions for Emergency Treatments by Ge Hong. The text suggested soaking the plant in
cold water and drinking the juice for fevers.

Her insight was crucial: earlier experiments boiling the plant destroyed its active compound. By
switching to low-temperature ether extraction, she isolated a substance later named
artemisinin (757 %), which powerfully killed malaria parasites in both animals and humans.

Because of this achievement, Tu Youyou received the 2015 Nobel Prize in Physiology or
Medicine — the first Chinese woman to receive a Nobel in science. Importantly, she credited the
wisdom of traditional medicine combined with modern science for the breakthrough.

Legacy

e Millions saved: Deaths from malaria have been cut dramatically since ACTs became
standard.

o Integration of traditions: Tu’s work demonstrated how ancient knowledge can spark
modern medical revolutions when studied rigorously.

e Model of persistence: She worked quietly, without seeking fame, often under
challenging conditions, yet produced a discovery that changed global health forever.



Tu Youyou is often called the “Three No’s scientist”: no doctorate, no study abroad, no
membership in the Chinese Academy of Sciences — but her discovery became one of the most
important medical breakthroughs of the 20th century.

Global Impact

Artemisinin and its derivatives became the foundation of artemisinin-based combination
therapies (ACTs), now the world standard for malaria treatment recommended by the World
Health Organization. These therapies are fast-acting, highly effective, and have saved millions of
lives worldwide, especially children in sub-Saharan Africa.
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