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SUMMARY: In this paper, | analyze a short play entitled “When
Doctors Disagree,” written by Alice Mabel Bacon (1858-1918) in 1901.
Bacon was a teacher from the United States who taught in various
women’s schools in Meiji Japan, including Ume Tsuda’s English school.
The play was written for her students to perform at Tsuda’s school.

Several medical doctors representing the United States, Britain,
Japan, Germany, France, and Russia appear in this play and argue over
how to treat their patient, “Go Inkyo Sama” (Honorable retired old
man), who is supposed to symbolize China. Whereas the German,
French and Russian doctors hope to “vivisect” the dying patient, the
American, British and Japanese doctors avert their plan by giving the
patient effective medications and thus reviving him. Bacon made the
plot of this short play rather simple, but it actually reflected not only
the contemporary international conflict in the Far East, but also her
deep ambivalence toward the rapidly changing American society.

The doctors’ discussion clearly showed Bacon’s disapproval of
“vivisection” and other medical and scientific experiments involving
live animals and humans. Although vivisection has a long history, its
practice in the United States was relatively new and was being heatedly
debated at the time. The sentiments against vivisection reflected the
public’s fear of the accelerated pace of scientific progress. While some
in the United States regarded vivisection as necessary to ensure scien-
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tific progress, others, particularly middle and upper class reform-minded
white women, argued that it was a cruel act toward innocent animals
and humans.

Bacon tried to educate the young Japanese women at Tsuda’s
school in the role they were expected to play in the modernizing of
Japanese society by making them act and watch this play. This paper
analyzes Bacon’s contradictory position as a promoter of modern edu-
cation in Japan and as an American woman of strong anti-modern sen-
timent by reading this play as a text that was emblematic of her para-
doxical stance.

“Who shall decide, when doctors disagree,
And soundest casuists doubt, like you and me?”
—Alexander Pope: 1688-1744, Moral Essays. Epistle iii. Line 1.
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