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author has for the Chinese people.’
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CELESTIAL LANCETS

This is a study of two of the most ancient
therapeutic techniques of Chinese medicine:
acupuncture and moxibustion.

Acupuncture is the implantation of very thin
needles into subcutaneous connective tissue and
muscle at a great number of different points on the
body’s surface: moxibustion is the burning of
Artemisia tinder (moxa) either directly on the skin
or just above it. For 2500 years the Chinese have
used both techniques to relieve pain and to heal
a wide variety of illnesses and malfunctions.

Dr Lu and Dr Needham, in this preview of an
important section of Science and Civilisation in
China, give a full historical account of acupuncture
and moxibustion in the theoretical structure
of Chinese medicine, and combine this with a
rationale of the two techniques in the light of
modern scientific knowledge. The book is in no
sense a clinical manual: rather is it a contribution,
judicious and enlightened, to that oecumenical
medicine which will eventually combine all the
true powers discovered in China and Europe.
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AUTHORS FOREWORD

This book is primarily about acupuncture, one of the oldest and most decply charac-
teristic of the techniques of traditional-Chinese medicine. For some two thousand
five hundred years, perhaps three thousand, the implantation of needles into the
subcutaneous connective tissue and muscles at a great number of different points on
the body’s surface has been used to heal a wide variety of illnesses and malfunctions.
That the needles stimulate many kinds of nerve-endings and nociceptors is today
undoubted, with all that this may imply of further repercussions in the central and
autonomic nervous systems. The relief of pain was one of the keynotes of the pro-
cedure, so it was not altogether surprising that in the course of time the trial was made
of acupuncture as a possible technique for achieving a painlessness or analgesia
adequate for the interventions of modern major surgery. During the past twenty
years or so a million or more successful operations of this kind have been performed.
So striking have the results been that almost for the first time modern-Western
medical scientists have felt obliged to take seriously an aspect of traditional-Chinese
medicine; and naturally this has led to a reconsideration of the older system of
acupuncture therapy. To some extent also the parallel practice of moxibustion, i.e.
the use of Artemisia tinder for cautery and heat treatments of varying intensities,
has shared in such a reconsideration.

Our discussion in this monograph really belongs to Vol. 6 of the Science and Croili-
sationin China series, but so widespread is the current interest in acupuncture through-
out the world that it has seemed advisable to issue our account in separate form
without waiting for its appearance in the cadre of a discussion of the history of
Chinese medicine as a whole. The subject has presented us with a case quite different
from most of our concerns in the earlier volumes of that series. Chapters there were
primarily historical, and they dealt with subjects in which East and West were inte-
grated long ago—for example, astronomy, mechanical engineering or chemistry.
They did not therefore involve us with the task of summarising a large and rapidly
growing body of contemporary scientific research literature, directed to the under-
standing of an age-old Chinese procedure in terms of modern science. We present
therefore not only a history of acupuncture and moxa but an attempt to sketch a
rationale of it in terms of modern knowledge. One could think of this as a contri-
bution to that oecumenical medicine which will combine all the true powers dis-
covered both in China and Europe, a medicine still in statu nascendi. What we are
not offering is another clinical manual similar to the many that already exist in
several Western languages.

Rationality evokes another feature of classical Chinese medicine which it is impor-
tant to be clear about. There was in China a counterpart of the Hippocratic Corpus,
the Huang Ti Nei Ching, Su Weén and Ling Shu, not quite so old, but not very much
younger ; and no less rational than the best medical thought of the Greek and Hellenis-
tic worlds. As readers will have the opportunity of seeing, it was in some ways more
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advanced than that, for example in its circulation-mindedness (which led already in
the Han to a doctrine of the blood-circulation only sixty times slower than the speed
of the Harveian one today accepted); and later, in the Sung, its appreciation of those
diurnal or circadian rhythms, both physiological and pathological, which modern
science has only recently recognised. Or again, one could instance the module system,
starting in the Thang, whereby acu-points could be identified with precision in
persons of widely different size and build.

Of course the body of theory which was developed by Chinese medical thinkers
during the ancient and medieval centuries was essentially of its time, an interplay
of the Yin and Yang forces and the Five Elements, a conviction of the circulation of
chhi (pneuma) through the channels of the body (as well as blood), and a technical
vocabulary of many terms such as plerosis and asthenia, patefact and subdite, agmen
and vexilla, calid and algid, humid heat and dry heat, etc. The theoretical structure
of traditional-Chinese medicine is indeed medieval, but at the same time remarkably
subtle and sophisticated; it never lost sight of the psycho-physical organism as a
whole, and its grand design was the restoration of natural harmony, a balanced
krasis of the body. Explanations of the effects of acupuncture today tend to be in
terms of modern neuro-physiology, neuro-biochemistry, endocrinology and immuno-
logy, sciences of which the old Chinese physicians necessarily knew nothing. We are
consequently faced with the profoundly difficult problem of translating the
medieval theories into terms of modern science, a process which may well prove
impossible, yet traditional physicians used them for some two and a half millennia
for organising their vast clinical experience. There is a paradox here not yet
resolved.

'The problem is just as acute in China as anywhere else, and it was there compoun-
ded by the urgent necessity of providing medical services to nine hundred million
people. By good fortune conditions facilitated the integration of the traditional-
Chinese physicians with those trained in modern-Western medicine, but for a period
the shortening of medical education to three years was a necessity, and the training of
large numbers of paramedical personnel (the ‘barefoot doctors ’) enabled emergency
medical care to be extended to the remotest villages. But one of the casualties of this
successful campaign was the patient study of the theoretical system of traditional-
Chinese medicine, which formerly, in the good old days of personal apprenticeship,
could take a couple of decades before proficiency was attained.

An even worse truncation has attended the practical literature on acupuncture in
Western languages. Even when these works are based on translations of Chinese
handbooks for professional acupuncturists, they usually tend to approach the Western
reader with the assumption that all he needs is a set of charts, a list of illnesses, and a
case of needles with instructions as to where to stick them in, then hope for the best.
'The Western enthusiast, unlike the ‘barefoot doctor’, does not have a deeply skilled
specialist at his base hospital to whom reference can be made. In the hands of real
experts, acupuncture can, in our belief, be very effective, both for therapy and anal-
gesia, but when performed by amateurs, cranks or under-educated practitioners, it
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can have ill effects. Indeed, as the reader will find, acupuncture has been prohibited
at times, both in China and Japan, for just such reasons.

As for its history, from the times of I Huan, Pien Chhio and Shunyii I onwards,
this in its unfolding has been a veritable epic. Many conclusions which had formerly
to be based on philological arguments about the dating of texts, have now received
dazzling confirmation from archaeological discoveries, as for example the four manu-
scripts on silk which contain descriptions of the acu-tracts and were recovered only
very recently from the Han tombs of the —2nd century at Ma-wang-tui. These
scrolls reveal a development of acupuncture a good deal earlier than the Nei Ching.
And from that same —2nd century there are the acupuncture needles found among
the grave-goods of the Prince of Chung-shan, Liu Shéng. Or one could instance the
acupuncture texts intended to accompany those life-size bronze figures demon-
strating acu-points which were introduced first in the + 11th century, texts which
were later discovered inscribed on stone tablets that had been buried in the gate
bastions of a city wall. It is to be expected that future archaeological finds will throw
much further light on the development of Chinese medicine as a whole.

Lastly we must be allowed to voice a few votes of thanks. First as by right, we
acknowledge with much gratitude our conversations with many physicians, surgeons
and historians of medicine in China over the years, notably Dr Wang Chi-Min and
Dr Chhen Pang-Hsien. Dr Chang Hsiang-Thung helped us greatly with neuro-
physiological interpretations. Dr Hu Tao-Ching and Dr Sung Ta-Jen were especially
generous to us regarding the collection of essential literature. All these things and
many others, including studies in hospitals and clinics, were made possible by the
ever-welcoming support of the Chinese Academy of Sciences. Secondly, we have to
thank the collaborators in our own group, notably Mrs Diana Brodie, our faithful
and unerring secretary, and Miss Muriel Moyle, our indefatigable indexer. Professor
Nathan Sivin, now of Philadelphia, kindly read and commented upon our typescript.
Next there are many medical and physiological colleagues too numerous to name,
though we cannot fail to thank Professor Peter Lisowski and his staff at Hongkong,
Professor Ronald Melzack of Montreal, Dr Raymond Evans of Toronto and Professor
Patrick Wall of London. Last, but not least, there come the members of the British
Medical Acupuncture Society, presided over by Dr Felix Mann, who also helped us
with literature. And never can we cast up such reckonings as these without thinking
of the kind staff of the Cambridge University Press and our friend Mr Peter Burbidge,
author of a thousand benefits and Chairman of our East Asian History of Science
Trust. Owls perch, we think, from time to time, on the top of the Pitt Press tower, so
that we can say, borrowing a tag from a famous bibliopole: Tute sub aegide Pallas.

LU GWEI-DJEN
JOSEPH NEEDHAM



