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A Survey of the Contents
of the Su wen

1. THE LITERARY SETTING

The Huang Di nei fing su wen is a compilation of fragmentary texts written by
an unknown number of authors in a period lasting from about the second
or first century B.C. to the second century A.D. Some passages may have been
written even later. It may well be that several of the headings of the seventy-
nine discourses of the textus receptus denoted a treatise prior to its inclu-
sion in the Su wen collection. Also, some of the titles quoted explicitly in the
Su wen discourses may have been titles of treatises incorporated elsewhere
in the Su wen. However, none of the texts that found entrance in the Su wen
has survived as an independent text.

The formation of vessel theory and of the yin-yang and five-agents doc-
trines of systematic correspondence was part of a wide-ranging intellectual
movement in Chinese natural philosophy whose beginnings can be seen in
the fourth and third centuries B.c.! A corollary of this development was a
quickly growing community of literati and literary patrons who collected,
disseminated, and made use of the texts conveying the new knowledge. The
bibliographic section of the Han dynastic history and also the collections of
texts unearthed from several tomb sites since the early 1970s bear witness
to the production and also to the widespread availability of such texts.

The absence of all the unearthed texts from the official bibliographies
of the time is a clear sign that the latter should be considered selective. Ob-
viously, they listed only a part of all texts circulating during the Han era.
We do not know, however, what proportion of existing literature found en-
trance on the official lists and how much remained exclusively in private
hands.

The possibility cannot be excluded that the medical books referred to in
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the bibliographic section of the Han shuwere, atleast in part, used as sources
by the compilers of the Su wen. However, the Su wen presumably incorpo-
rated a much larger number of original texts, none of which appears to have
made it into any of the official bibliographies. The same could be said of all
the titles quoted or mentioned in the Su wen discourses, none of which is at-
tested elsewhere. When Wang Bing added the “seven comprehensive dis-
courses” in the eighth century, thereby increasing the Su wen by 50 percent,
he was able to draw on a vast corpus of texts presumably written during the
Han era and transmitted through the centuries without being listed in any
of the private or public book lists. Titles such as Tai shi tian yuan ce X # X
7. M, “Book on the Supreme Beginning of the Original [Qi] of Heaven,”
Tian yuan ji X 7t #, “Arrangements of the Original [Qi] of Heaven,” and
Tian yuan ce X o ft, “Book on the Original [Qi] of Heaven,” are attested
only in the Su wen; apparently they denoted the same text.

References to textual sources in the Su wen can be divided into three
groups. First, there are more or less apparent cross-references to passages
found elsewhere either in the Su wen or in the Ling shu. Second, a number
of texts that must have existed parallel to texts included in the Su wen are
quoted at greater or lesser length. Third, several titles are mentioned as ref-
erences to texts that appear important in a specific context but are not quoted
verbatim.

The references in the first of these three groups do not mention specific
titles; they speak of “the discourse,” lun # , and of “the classic(s),” jing & . Al-
most all the passages quoted from “the classic(s)” and from “the discourse”
can be found in the Ling shu as well and, to a lesser extent, in other treatises
in the Su wen. Given that many of the Su wen treatises but not one of the Ling
shu treatises carry the character lun # in their titles, one wonders whether
“discourse” referred to a notion of Fachprosa® in general or to a specific dis-
course serving as a common source of the passages quoted in the Su wen and
the Ling shu. The latter possibility is suggested by parallel wordings in the
Su wen and the Ling shu that reveal a certain degree of editing nevertheless.
For example, Su wen 44 quotes “the discourse” as follows:

BEEBRIGH
17

The Discourse states:
“Io treat limpness, take it only from the yang brilliance.”
Why is that??

Ling shu g states:
KERERZG N
4

“Hence, in case of limpness, take it from the yang brilliance.”
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Su wen 74 has the following quotation:

The Discourse states:
“[The movements in the vessels] at Man’s Prognosis and at the Inch Opening

correspond to each other.
As if one pulled a rope of equal diameter [through both locations]. This is

called ‘balanced.’ ™

In comparison, Ling shu 48 has the following wording:

The Inch Opening masters the center; Man’s Prognosis masters the exterior.
The [movements in the vessels] at these two [locations] correspond to each
other; they go together and they come together. As if one pulled a rope of equal
diameter [through both locations]. In spring and summer, [the movement] is
slightly stronger at Man’s Prognosis; in autumn and winter, it is slightly stronger
at the Inch Opening. If it is this way, this is called a “balanced person.”

Obviously, both the passage from Su wen 74 and the passage from Ling
shu 48 originated from a third “discourse.” The metaphor of a rope of iden-
tical diameter to denote an identical movement in the vessels at the two lo-
cations Man’s Prognosis and Inch Opening was quoted faithfully in Su wen
74; a person is balanced or, as we would say, healthy if no difference can be
felt in the movements in the vessels at Man’s Prognosis and the Inch Open-
ing. Ling shu 48, in contrast, quotes the metaphor too; however, it does not
believe it. Seasonal changes must show in the movement in the vessels; hence
in spring and summer, the rope, that is, the movement in the vessels, is a lit-
tle stronger at Man’s Prognosis; in autumn and winter, it is a little stronger
at the Inch Opening. Rather than perfect identity of movements at Man’s
Prognosis and the Inch Opening, itis this slight difference that signals a con-
dition of “balance” or health.

The references to “the classic(s)” pose similar problems. One of the texts
mentioned in the Su wen without being quoted is titled Mai jing ik &, “Ves-
sel Classic.” That is, use of the term jing was not restricted to the few “inner
classics” and “outer classics” listed among the medical texts in the biblio-
graphic section of the dynastic history of the Han. However, in Su wen 9, Qi
Bo responds to a fundamental question posed by Huang Di by referring him
to “the classic,” as if this text was so basic that one could expect everyone in
the field to have read it:

[Huang] Di:
“Greatly excessive” and “inadequate,” what does that mean?

Qi Bo:

This is [outlined] in the classic.”

Wang Bing proposed that this is a reference to a discussion of concepts
of excesses and inadequacies in Su wen 19; Gao Baoheng et al. pointed out
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that while Su wen 1g was devoted to excesses and inadequacies in the vessels,
the current notions of “great excess” and “inadequacy” pertained to excesses
and inadequacies of periodic qi, a topic treated in Su wen 69 and 70.2 Atany
rate, when Qi Bo told Huang Di, “This is outlined in the classic,” the text he
appears to have had in mind, if it was not the parallel listing of this topic in
Su wen 19, 69, or 70, may have been the source of either of these Su wen dis-
courses. In fact, several further references to “the classic” suggest that by the
time the Su wen texts were compiled, one core text, if not a small number of
titles, had gained so much authority that it was, or they were, respected as
“the classic,” or “the classics,” by most or all scholars concerned. Hence the
author(s) of Su wen 7% could make the following statement.

The art of the sages,

it sets an example for all mankind.

Judgment and mind

must be based on laws and rules.

If one follows the classics and observes the calculations and
accordingly practices medicine with due reverence,

this will be beneficial to all mankind.?

Unfortunately, we do not know whether this statement, by referring to
“the classics,” was meant to say that medical Fachprosa had already become a
literary genre broad enough to distinguish between “classic” texts worth be-
ing remembered for a long time to come and others whose contents were
considered of less central value. We move on firmer ground when we ex-
amine references to “the classic” in Su wen 35,.

Qi Bo:

The Classic states:

“Do not pierce [a patient with] an intensely burning heat.

Do not pierce [a patient with] a torrential movement in the vessels.
Do not pierce [a patient with] an incessant sweating.”

Hence,

it is because the disease is in full advance against [the proper gi] that it can-
not be treated yet. . . .

The outbreak of the disease is like the heat of fire, like [the coming of] wind
and rain: one cannot do anything against it.

Hence,

when the Classic states

“[to pierce] right at the moment when [the disease] abounds must result in
destruction; [when a disease is pierced] after it has weakened, [the success of
an] intervention will be most obvious,”

then this is explained by what was said above.!®

Ling shu 55 has parallel wordings. Bo Gao, the informant of Huang Di in
the Ling shu dialogue, first quotes the ancient treatise on military tactics, Sun
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zi bing fa % F % %, by Sun Bin ¥# # of the fifth century B.C., before quot-
ing from a treatise Ci fa %! i, “Patterns of Piercing,” a passage in which Sun
Bin’s military strategy reappears in a medical context:

The Patterns of Warfare (Bing fa 5% i) state:

“Do not move directly against an abounding qi; do not attack a line of soldiers
in full advance.”

The Patterns of Piercing (Ci fa #| i%) state:

“Do not pierce [a patient with] an intensely burning heat.

Do not pierce [a patient with] an incessant sweating.

Do not pierce [a patient with] a torrential movement in the vessels.

Do not pierce [a patient whose] disease and [movement in the] vessels go
against each other.” . ..

Hence it is said

“At the moment when it abounds, do not dare [to pierce; this would result in]

destruction-harm.
If one pierces [the disease when] it has already weakened, the [success of the]
intervention will be most obvious.!!

The text quoted as “the classic” in the Su wen is quoted as “Patterns of
Piercing,” Ci fa, by the Ling shu. This could be explained in several ways, of
course, including that the Ci fa was considered among insiders “the classic”
text on the issues discussed.'?

Su wen 77 emphasizes the important role of “classic” texts, even though
in this context it may be that “classics” refers to the Confucian classics. The
author may have meant to convey that to be a good physician is as demanding
as to be well versed in the Confucian corpus. Nevertheless, at least one later
commentator read “classics” as a reference to medical classics. He added his
listing of core titles:

Observe the calculations, treat according [to their indications], and do not
miss the structures of the transporters.

If [a physician] is able to apply this art,

he will never be in any danger for his entire life.

If he is not familiar with the structures of the transporters,

what is densely compacted in the five depots will boil. . . .

He diagnoses a disease and fails to recognize it.

This is called to miss the regular [pattern].

If [a physician] carefully observes these [rules in] treatment,

he is on one level of understanding with the classics.

<The Upper Classic, The Lower Classic, To Estimate and Measure, Yin and Yang, The
Abnormal and the Normal, The Five Inside>'3

A text named Shang jing t #&, “Upper Classic,” is mentioned and quoted
in the Su wen a total of four times.!* It is referred to three times together
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with another text, Xia jing T #&, the “Lower Classic.”'® Upper Classicand Lower
Classic may have constituted two volumes of one large text in the same way
as the various Ne: jing and Wai jing, “Inner Classics” and “Outer Classics,”
listed in the Han bibliographies. The passages quoted from the Upper Clas-
sic and the Lower Classic in the Su wen are too short to permit any conclu-
sions about conceptual differences between them.

The remaining four titles identified by an unknown commentator as clas-
sic texts are listed here with titles that have caused some confusion. For ex-
ample, Kui du # £, “To Estimate and Measure,” is a compound referring to
a diagnostic procedure rather than to a book title. However, at the four lo-
cations in Su wen 15, 19, 46, and 777 where this compound appears, it is al-
ways mentioned in a context implying a listing of book titles. That is, in Su
wen 15, To Estimate and Measure is named in one breath with the compound
Qi heng % 14, “The Abnormal and the Normal.” In Su wen 19 it is listed with
the compounds Wu se % %, “The Five Complexions,” Mai bian ik #, “The
Changes in the [Movement in the Vessels],” and Q: heng, # &, “The Ab-
normal and the Normal.” In Su wen 46, in addition to Qi heng, Shang jing
(Upper Classic), and Xia jing (Lower Classic), a fin kui 4 [& is mentioned to-
gether with the Kui du. Finally, in Su wen 777, the list of “classic texts” quoted
above names two additional titles, Yin yang 2 i, “Yin and Yang,” and Wu
zhong F ¥, “The Five Inside.”

No passage from Kui du, “To Estimate and Measure,” is quoted literally
in the Su wen. However, a short exchange between Huang Di and Qi Bo in
Su wen 15 provides some hints at the contents of this text and also of Qi keng.

Huang Di asked:

I have heard:

the [texts] To Estimate and Measure and The Abnormal and the Normal,
what they expound is not identical.

How are their [contents] to be used?

Qi Bo responded:

As for To Estimate and Measure,

this [text expounds how] to measure whether a disease is at the surface or in
the depth.

As for The Abnormal and the Normal, this [text discusses] abnormal diseases.1®

Although Kui du, Qi heng, and several of the other compounds identified
here as book titles are never explicitly referred to as such in the Su wen, the
context and definitions provided by Qi Bo imply that they were meant to
convey more than just names of methods or nosological concepts. The same
is true of several other at first sight rather enigmatic compounds. A good
example is Bi lei k. #7, “Comparison of the Likes.”

Obviously, “comparison of the likes” was a diagnostic method in the same
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way as “to estimate and measure.” In this sense, the compound b lei appears
in Su wen 176, 777, and 78.

Huang Di sat calmly.

He summoned Lei Gong and asked him:

Having been taught the art and reciting the texts,

it appears you are able

to consider a broad variety of teachings,

to reach [an ability] to compare the likes, and

to penetrate and become one with the structures of the Way.
Speak to me about where you excel.'”

You did not draw {on the method of] comparing the likes.
Hence,

your knowledge has not [reached the level of ] understanding yet.!8

Those who are experts in the [movement in the] vessels, for them it is
essential to rely on [such methods as]

comparing the likes,

[comparing] the abnormal and the normal, and

the natural approach and

thereby to acquire the respective knowledge.®

Given the listing of the three compounds &: lei, gi heng, and cong rong in
the latter passage, however, it is quite possible to interpret all three of them
as book titles. After all, we have found the compound ¢: kengin contexts sug-
gesting lists of titles. In Su wen 81, cong rong, the “natural approach,” also ap-
pears in a list of book titles.

Lei Gong requested:

[1, your] subject teach [medical] practice, and [thereby] I transmit it.
When I give lessons, they are based on the discourses in the classics,
[including] the Natural Approach, and the Patterns of Physical Appearance,
Yin and Yang, and Piercing and Cauterization, as well as

the nourishing effects of drugs prepared as decoctions.?

Hence the short excerpt quoted from Su wen %77 above could also be read in
the following way:

Those who are experts in the [movement in the] vessels, for them it is essen-
tial to rely on [such texts as] Comparison of the Likes, The Abnormal and the Nor-
mal, and The Natural Approach and thereby to acquire the respective knowledge.

“Comparison of the Likes” may have been an early Chinese term for con-
sidering correspondences between assumed physiological or pathological
processes and diagnostic parameters. “The Natural Approach” may have
been an alternative to overly strict adherence to theoretical patterns in di-
agnosis. Hence, at least for the time being, that is, until a lucky find brings
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to our eyes the texts in question, such diagnostic procedures as comparison
of the likes, a visual assessment of normal and abnormal states, and the nat-
ural approach may be seen as evidence of opposition against domination by
theoretical constructs in medicine. This, of course, reminds one of contro-
versies of a similar type in ancient Europe.

The largest group of texts mentioned in the Su wen whose titles suggest a
certain proximity of their contents was concerned with the movement in the
vessels. In addition to the Ma: jing fik &, the “Classic on the [Movement in
the] Vessels,” four other titles emphasize the importance on vessel theory in
early Chinese medical literature. They include a Jing mai % ik, “Conduit Ves-
sels,” a Mai bian Jk #, “Changes in the [Movements in the] Vessels,” a Mai
Ja Ik #%, “Patterns of the [Movements in the] Vessels,” and a Mai yao i &,
“Essentials of the Vessel [Movements].”

Several texts seem to have focused on therapy, including the Ci fa #| i,
“Patterns of Piercing,” and the Ci jiu # %, “Piercing and Cauterization.”
Actitle Re lun # 3, “Discourse on Heat,” may have designated an early text
focusing on heat as a cause or result of disease. Titles such as Yin yang /%
% and Yin yang zhuan % % 1& tell us that special texts reflected on the yin-
yang doctrine. The contents of the Yu ji £ #, “Jade Dynamics,” are roughly
outlined in Su wen 19 as comprising, among other issues, vessel diagno-
sis.?! The titles of all the remaining texts that were mentioned in the Su
wen do not tell us immediately what the focus of their contents may have
been.

To conclude this survey, a total of about twenty-seven titles of texts are
named in the Su wen. Thanks to the editors of the Su wen, the memory of
these texts was kept alive along with the few literary monuments of the Han
dynasty, such as the Nan jing or the Shang han za bing lun, that have been
transmitted through the centuries. All these sources together provide an
impression—albeit preliminary—of a flourishing Han-era culture of Fach-
prosa concerned with human and health sciences. It is only with this rich
and multifaceted Fachprosa in mind that we can make sense of the aston-
ishing heterogeneity of theoretical approaches and the impressive diversity
of conceptual levels that are outlined below.

2. THE YIN-YANG DOCTRINE
2.1. The Discovery of Dualism

The Su wen was written at a time when at least its authors and their intel-
lectual community were firmly convinced they lived in an environment pen-
etrated and governed by fairly understandable natural laws.?? These laws
expressed themselves in the generation, activities, transformations, and dis-
appearance of all beings, as well as in their interactions. Chinese naturalists
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had identified them as based on dualistic and pentic principles and had
named the former yin and yang, the latter wu xing % 17.

There is enough evidence available to conclude that the term xing, at the
latest in the second century B.C., replaced the term de 4§, attested in early
sources. Dong Zhongshu # ¥ # and other Han-era Confucian authors,
Neininger proposed, chose xing to replace de because the latter had been
discredited through its use by the “recipe masters” ( fang shi 7 +) by the time
of the Qin dynasty. The term xing, in particular the notion of wu xing # 17,
“five xing,” had denoted five types of virtuous behavior, as for instance in the
Liji # &, Xiang yin jiuyi # % & %, where “five xing” are indentified as suit-
able “to correct oneself and to stabilize the country.” Possibly, to separate
terminologically the “five virtues” in nature from the “five virtues” in man,
the latter, beginning with Dong Zhongshu, were called wu chang 3 %, “the
five constant [virtues in man],” and the former were designated wu xing.?

Both de and xing appear to have conveyed the identical meaning of
“virtues” or “agents” in the sense of forces that make certain things or
processes happen.

In the Zuo zhuan, twenty-ninth year of Duke Zhao, the question is discussed
why dragons no longer appear. An explanation brought forward is that in
former times special “offices” (guan ¥ or zheng I£) took care of government
affairs, one of them being responsible for water and water dragons. These
special offices were named after the five xing, thatis, a “wood officer” (mu
zheng K ), a “water officer” (shui zheng /& E), and so on. The entire pentic
group was called % 17 2 ¥ wu xing zhi guan, “the offices of the five xing.”?*

Apart from the fact that this is an early appearance, possibly dating to the
fourth century B.C., of the phrase wu xing, we encounter here the term xing
in an administrative context. The five mythological “offices” listed are re-
sponsible for enacting specific policies not only in human society but also
concerning natural phenomena.

Given the development of notions of cyclical recurrences or phases of ac-
tivity of the five xing, a reading of “five phases” has become popular in West-
ern literature.? In our translation we follow Harper who in his translation
and discussion of the Mawangdui manuscripts adopted Marc Kalinowski’s
suggestion to translate wu xing as “five agents.””® The word agent maintains,
as Harper points out, some of the material aspects of the xing as they are
used in accounts of natural processes. A good medical example is the ac-
count of gestation in the Mawangdui medical text Tai chan shu & & & where
the bestowal of Water, Fire, Metal, Wood, and Earth/Soil on the fetus in the
fourth through eighth months of gestation enables blood, qi, muscles,
bones, and skin to form.

An exhaustive historical account of the emergence and development of
the yin-yang and five-agents doctrines has yet to be written. Nevertheless, from
their appearance in the Su wen it is obvious that, as simplistic as their ter-
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minology may be, these doctrines reflect a rather complex perception of hu-
man existence in a dynamic world.

Maybe it was an awareness of the necessity for two sexes to meet to pro-
duce offspring that, in some remote period of intellectual history, paved the
way for a recognition of the importance of the coexistence and interaction
of opposites for the continuation of life. In this regard, terms such as xiong
# and ci ¥, as well as pin 4t and mu 4, may have preceded the terms yin
and yang. They had been introduced to categorize male and female variants
of animals, and perhaps it is not too far-fetched to assume that in an agri-
cultural society the breeding of cattle and other domesticated animals of-
fered the initial hints at the existence of a dualism in nature.?®

In a second step, the notion of pairs of opposites as prerequisites for the
generation of new life may have been expanded to become an explanation
of the workings of the entire universe. New terms were required to reflect
the broad philosophical applicability of this paradigm, and it was found ap-
propriate to reinterpret the designations of the northern and southern slopes
of hills, yin and yang, as terms signifying a ubiquitously applicable notion of
phenomena opposed to each other while also forming an inseparable union.

When the Yijing % # stated, “Itis because hard and soft push each other
that changes and transformations occur,”® or “when heaven and earth in-
teract, all the myriad beings participate,”’ the terms gang Bl and rou % and
tian X and di #i, respectively, reflected the same idea as yin and yang; but
only the latter proved sufficiently abstract to achieve widest use and stand
for the paradigm per se.?! Hence the Guan zi % ¥, a text partly dating from
the third century B.c., stated: “[ The sequence of the seasons of] spring, au-
tumn, winter, and summer reflects the alternative appearance of yin and yang.
The length of the seasons reflects the operations of yin and yang. The alter-
nations of day and night reflect the transformations from yin to yang [and
vice versa].” In the end, yin and yangwere used not merely as labels catego-
rizing opposites, but they were seen as abstract principles themselves, perme-
ating all microcosms within the one grand macrocosm.

At the same time, the coexistence of these opposites was recognized as a
dynamic process, as suggested by the changes from day to night and back to
day, the succession of high and low tides, the sequence of the annual sea-
sons, and many other natural phenomena. Similar to the Hellenic philo-
sophical dictum panta rei, “everything flows,” the notion of permanent
movement was an integral aspect of the earliest perception of natural laws
in China. The title of the Book of Changes, Yi jing % #, is a well-known sym-

bol of this understanding.

The dependence of a farming economy on the regular recurrence of spring
and autumn, of seasons to sow and to harvest, must have been a powerful
suggestion to believe in an ideal of regularity and overall balance in the long-
term changes from domination to weakness and back to domination of ei-



