II2 SURVEY OF THE CONTENTS OF THE SU WEN

TABLE 7. Selected Pentic Correspondences in the Su wen

AGENTS/VIRTUES: wood, fire, soil, metal, water

TONES: jue, zhi, gong, shang, yi

COLORS: virid, red, yellow, white, black

CARDINAL DIRECTIONS: East, South, Center, West, North
ORGANS: liver, heart, spleen, lung, kidneys

FLAVORS: sour, bitter, sweet, acrid, salty

SEASONS: spring, summer, late summer, autumn, winter
NUMBERS: eight, seven, five, nine, six

oDORS: fetid, burned, aromatic, frowzy, foul

ORIFICES: eyes, tongue, mouth, nose, ears

DOMESTIC ANIMALS: cock, sheep, ox, horse, pig

GRAINS: wheat/barley, panicled millet, setaria millet, rice, bean
BODY PARTS: sinews, vessels, flesh, skin/hair, bones
STARS: Jupiter, Mars, Saturn, Venus, Mercury

Qi: wind, heat, dampness, dryness, cold

EMOTIONS: anger, joy, pensiveness, grief, fear

SOUNDS: shouting, laughing, singing, wailing, groaning

The five qgi enter through the nose and

are stored in the heart and in the lung.

They cause the five complexions to be clear above, and
the tones of the voice can manifest themselves.

The five flavors enter through the mouth, and

are stored in the intestines and in the stomach.

When the stomach has something stored,

it nourishes the five qi with that.

When the qi are generated in harmony, and

when the body liquids are completed one after another,
then the spirit will of course be alive.!'?

On a second conceptual level the five-agents doctrine serves to depict the
human organism as a system of interrelated morphological units as well as
physiological functions; to link these units and their functions to man’s en-
vironment; and to explain interactions among the environment and the body
as well as among the various units within the organism themselves.

Because the five-agents doctrine explains the effect of certain environ-
mental agents, such as flavors as well as climatic factors, on physiological and
pathological processes, it is also employed to provide a rationale for a ther-
apeutic usage of these agents. On the basis of the interactions among the
various units of the organism, the five-agents doctrine is used further to trace
the transmission of diseases through the organism and to diagnose their cur-
rent whereabouts.

Several of the Su wen treatises contain long lists of correspondences among

SURVEY OF THE CONTENTS OF THE SU WEN I13

phenomena of the body and the surrounding world; these treatises read like
basic introductions compiled to inform a hitherto ignorant readership of
the essentials of a new worldview. For example, Su wen 4, starting from a list-
ing of the five cardinal directions, outlines the following:

The eastern region; green-blue color.

Having entered, it communicates with the liver;
its orifice opens in the eyes.

It stores essence in the liver.

<The disease it brings forth is shock.>

Its flavor: sour;

its class: herbs and trees;

its animal: chicken;

its grain: wheat.

Its correspondence with the four seasons, above it is Jupiter.
{Hence the qi of spring is in the head.}

Its tone: jue;

its number: eight.

{Hence one knows that [its] diseases are located in the sinews.}
Its odor: fetid.!4

And so forth for South, Center, West, and North.

Su wen 5, offers the following list of correspondences, including medically
relevant data on both the causation of disease and the therapeutic usage of
specific interactions that may occur among the five agents.

The East generates wind;

wind generates wood.

Wood generates sour [flavor].
Sour [flavor] generates the liver.
The liver generates the sinews.
The sinews generate the heart.
<The liver rules the eyes.> . ..
The spirit,

in heaven it is wind,

on the earth it is wood,

in the body it is sinews.

Among the depots it is the liver;

among the colors it is greenish;

among the tones it is jue;

among the voices it is shouting;

among the changes and movements [of the body] it is grasping;
among the orifices it is the eye;

among the flavors it is sour;

among the states of mind it is anger.

[If] anger [causes harm, it] harms the liver; sadness dominates anger.
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[If] wind [causes harm, it] harms the sinews; dryness dominates wind.
[If] sour [flavor causes harm, it] harms the sinews; acrid [flavor] dominates
sour [flavor].11?

And so forth for South, Center, West, and North.

The last three lines of the above quotation from Su wen 5 are of partic-
ular interest here. They offer obvious hints at the notion of a potential of
the five agents to mutually conquer or dominate each other. Sadness, dry-
ness, and acrid flavor are associated with the agent metal. Anger, wind, and
sour flavor are associated with the agent wood. Metal is able to cut or fell
wood. Hence sadness is presumed to be able to dominate anger;!!® dryness
is presumed to be able to dominate wind, and acrid flavor is presumed to
dominate sour flavor. In a medical context this is to say that a person in a
pathological state of anger can be healed if it is possible to generate in him
the emotion sadness. In a situation in which wind has harmed the sinews it
is advisable to let a patient experience dryness to cure him from the harm
done to his sinews by wind. Finally, when consumption of too much sour
flavor has harmed the sinews, this can be reversed by consumption of acrid
flavor.

However, as is outlined in Su wen 10, “if one consumes large quantities of
acrid [food], then the sinews become tense and the nails wither.”!!” That is
to say, because acrid flavor is associated with the agent metal it is able to harm
those parts of the body that are associated with the agent wood. The same
paragraph states “if one consumes large quantities of sour [food], then the
flesh hardens and shows wrinkles, and the lips peel.”!!8 Flesh and lips are as-
sociated with the agent soil; sour flavor is associated with the agent wood.
Because wood is able to penetrate, that is, conquer, soil, sour flavor, if con-
sumed in large quantities, may harm the flesh.

A problem is encountered here because the statement in Su wen 4 to the
effect that sour food can harm the sinews, even though both sour flavor and
the sinews are associated with the same agent, wood, is difficult to reconcile
with the statement in Su wen 10 informing us that the sinews are harmed by
large quantities of acrid food. Why, one may ask, does consumption of sour
food not add strength to the sinews given that both constitute one agent?
Why does Su wen 23 emphasize: “The sour [flavor] proceeds to the sinews;
in case of diseases in the sinews one must not consume sour [flavor] in large
quantities.”!¥ After all, as Su wen 5 states: “Sour [flavor] generates the liver,”!20
and as Su wen 10 states, “the liver longs for sour [flavor]”?! and “the corre-
late of the liver is the sinews.”?? Similarly, Su wen 24 points out: “Sour [flavor]
enters the liver,”'® and it adds: “The liver rules the sinews.”!24 As a last ex-
ample, Su wen 44 states: “The liver rules the body’s muscles and flesh.”12
That is, while the system of correspondences points out associations among
phenomena, its purely metaphorical reasoning allows for a significant de-
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gree of ambiguity when it comes to an explanation of interactions occurring
among these phenomena.

The reasoning underlying the notion of mutual domination among the
five agents is outlined in Su wen 25:

When wood meets metal, it is felled.

When fire meets water, it is extinguished.

When soil meets wood, it is penetrated.

When metal meets fire, it is destroyed.

When water meets soil, it is interrupted [in its flow].

These [five processes] apply to the [interactions among] all the myriad beings;
their [validity] is never exhausted.!?

The Su wen does not provide a similarly clear-cut statement on the rea-
soning underlying the notion of mutual generation among the five agents.
However, from several treatises it is obvious that metal was presumed to gen-
erate water, water was presumed to generate wood, wood was presumed to
generate fire, fire was presumed to generate soil, and soil in turn was pre-
sumed to generate metal.

In Su wen 19, both notions of mutual domination and mutual generation
are explicitly combined in a discourse pertaining to the presumed course a
qi takes that is transmitted in the organism from one of the organs to the
next:

The liver

receives qi from the heart.
It transmits it to the spleen.
The qi rests in the kidneys.

Death occurs when it reaches the lung.!?’

That is, the liver represents the agent wood. It is said here to receive qi from
the heart. The heart is associated with the agent fire, fire being the son of
wood. The liver transmits its gi to the spleen, which is associated with the
agent soil. Soil is the agent that is conquered by wood. The qi of the liver
can take rest in the kidneys. The kidneys are associated with the agent water,
that is, with the mother of wood. In contrast, when the liver qi reaches the
lung—the agent metal that is able to fell wood—death results. All remain-
ing four passages of qi can be explained this way.

Prognosis was important in ancient medicine; it served both to protect
a practitioner from treating incurables and being accused of being re-
sponsible for their eventual death and to establish expertise at a time when
no government-controlled exams blocked the way of the incompetent and
permitted the expert to proceed. Hence the Su wen contains numerous pas-
sages enabling a practitioner to calculate the future course of a disease and
the fate of his patients.
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A prognostic discourse in Su wen 22 offers another example of a simul-
taneous application of the notions of mutual domination and mutual gen-
eration. Of the five possibilities of diseases in the depot organs, the kidney
disease may serve as example.

When a disease is in the kidneys,

it will heal in spring.

If it does not heal in spring,

it will become serious in late summer.

If [the patient] does not die in late summer,

[the qi] will be maintained through autumn.

[The patient] will rise in winter.

He must strictly abstain from anything burning, from hot food, and from warm
clothes.128

The kidneys represent the agent water. Spring is wood, that is, the son of
water. Late summer is soil, that is, the natural conqueror of water. Autumn
is metal, that is, the mother of water. Winter is water. Things that burn, hot
food, and warm clothes serve to generate dryness. This is, of course, antag-
onistic to the agent water.

The passage in Su wen 22 continues:

Kidney diseases heal at jig and y: days.

If they are not healed at jia and yi days,

[the disease] will become serious at wu and ji days.

If [the patient] does not die at wu and ji days,

[the qi] will be maintained through gengand xin days.
[The patient] will rise at ren and gui days.'?*

Jia and yi days correspond to wood. Wu and ji days correspond to soil. Geng
and xin days correspond to metal. Ren and gui days correspond to water.

In case of kidney diseases

[the patient] feels better at midnight.

[These diseases] are severe during the final thirds of all four [quarters of
a day].

In the late afternoon they calm down.!3

Midnight is associated with the agent water. The final thirds of all four quar-
ters are ruled by soil, the conqueror of water. Late afternoon is associated
with metal, that is, with the mother of the agent water. The underlying prin-
ciple was explicated at the end of the discourse:

When evil qi has settled in the body, [the resulting disease] will be aggravated
when [it meets] with [a time associated with an agent that] dominates [the
agent associated with the respective depot].

When it reaches [a time associated with an agent] which [the agent associated
with the respective depot] generates, it will be healed.
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When it reaches [a time associated with an agent] which [the agent associated
with the respective depot] does not dominate, it will become more serious.
When it reaches [a time associated with an agent] by which [the agent associ-
ated with the respective depot] is generated, it will be maintained.

When it has found its own place [the patient] will rise.

One must first determine the [movement in the] vessels of the five depots.
Then one is in a position to speak about the times when [a disease] is minor
and serious,

and about the times of [a patient’s] death or survival.!?!

Occasionally the usual order of mutual domination is not upheld, and it may
well be that the text of such passages is corrupt. For example, in Su wen 19,
it is stated:

If a massive depletion results

from joy,

then the qi of the kidneys takes advantage [of this depletion];
from anger,

then the qi of the liver takes advantage [of this depletion];
from sadness,

then the qi of the lung takes advantage [of this depletion];
from fear,

then the qi of the spleen takes advantage [of this depletion];
from anxiety,

then the qi of the heart takes advantage [of this depletion].!*2

Joy is the emotion associated with the heart. Hence, extreme joy causes
a depletion of qi in the heart. The heart is associated with the agent fire.
Hence the agent water, the natural enemy of fire, immediately takes ad-
vantage of the void in the heart. As the agent water is associated with the
kidneys, it is the qi of the kidneys that moves into the heart.

Anxiety is the emotion associated with the lung. Hence extreme anxiety
causes a depletion of qi in the lung. The lung is associated with the agent
metal. Hence the agent fire, the natural enemy of metal, immediately takes
advantage of the void in the lung. As the agent fire is associated with the
heart, it is the gi of the heart that moves into the lung.

While the metaphorical reasoning underlying these two processes, as well
as the fourth line (water and soil), is in perfect agreement with the rules of
mutual domination among the five agents, the second and third lines in the
paragraph quoted from Su wen 19 above are not.

Both anger and the liver are associated with the agent wood. Sadness in
several instances stands for pensiveness and is associated with the agent soil.
Soil, however, is not dominated by metal; it is the mother of metal. One may
assume either that the notion of mutual domination in the five-agents doc-
trine was applied incoherently here or that the two lines are simply corrupt
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and should be read as follows to agree with the logic of the remaining three
lines:

[If a massive depletion results]

from anger (= wood),

then the qi of the lung (= metal) takes advantage [of this depletion];
from pensiveness (= soil),

then the qi of the liver (= wood) takes advantage [of this depletion].

The Su wen authors placed considerable emphasis on the concept of trans-
mission of diseases through the body. The paths a disease takes are governed
by the rules formulated in the five-agents doctrine, as in the following ex-
ample quoted from Su wen 65.

In the case of a heart disease, first [the patient experiences] heartache.
[After] one day he coughs.

[Within the next] three days the flanks [experience] propping [fullness and]
pain.

[Within the next] five days there is obstruction {no passage}; the body aches
and the limbs are heavy.

If [the disease] has not ended [within the next] three days [the patient will]
die,

in winter at midnight, in summer at noon.!%

A heart disease may be transmitted to the lung, thatis, from the organ as-
sociated with the agent fire to the organ associated with the agent dominated
by fire, that is, metal. Coughing is a sign indicating that the disease has ar-
rived in the lung. From the lung the disease may be transmitted to the liver,
that is, to the organ associated with the agent wood. Metal cuts wood. Prop-
ping fullness in the flanks is a sign indicating that the liver is affected. Wood
moves or penetrates soil. Hence the disease is transmitted further from the
liver to the spleen, that is, the organ associated with the agent soil. Closure,
bodily pain, and heavy limbs are attributed to an affection of the spleen;
hence they are signs indicating that the spleen is affected. With the passage
from the heart to the lung, then to the liver, and finally to the spleen, the
disease has run its course.

Midnight is the time of day associated with water; water extinguishes fire.
Hence patients will die in winter, a season associated with water as well, at
midnight when the force of water is particularly strong. Noon is the time of
day associated with fire, as is the season summer. During noon in summer,
the force of fire is particularly pronounced. If a heart disease happens to
end in the spleen in summer without being cured within three days, patients
will die at noon. This, then, is another example where the simple metaphorics
underlying the notions of mutual domination and mutual generation in the
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five-agents doctrine do not necesserily permit meaningful reasoning. If it is

* obvious why the pronounced force of water is likely to kill a patient with a

disease originating in the heart, that is, in the agent fire, it is less obvious
why the pronounced force of fire should be able to have the same effect.
Zhang Jiebin, a seventeenth-century medical author, commented that both
extreme weakness and extreme strength result in destruction.!?*

Knowledge of the paths of transmission of diseases through the organism
was important not only for prognostics but also for diagnosis, treatment, and
prevention. A practitioner adhering to the theories of systematic corre-
spondence was expected since the Song dynasty to determine the present
location of a disease, to treat it in its current state, and to prevent it from
moving on. The five-agents doctrine in the Su wen provided early insights
into relevant correspondences, as for instance in Su wen g where a list in-
forms that

the heart, . . .

its fullness manifests itself in the blood vessels . . .
the lung, . ..

its fullness manifests itself in the skin . . .

the kidneys, . . .

its fullness manifests itself in the bones. . .

the liver, . . .

its fullness manifests itself in the sinews . . .

the spleen, . ..

its fullness manifests itself in the muscles.!3?

Similarly, Su wen 10 offers the following correspondences:

The correlate of the heart are the vessels;

its splendor [appears in] the complexion. . ..
The correlate of the lung is the skin;

its splendor [appears in] the body hair. . . .
The correlate of the liver are the sinews;

its splendor [appears in] the nails. . . .

The correlate of the spleen is the flesh;

its splendor [appears in] the lips. . . .

The correlate of the kidneys are the bones;
their splendor is the hair on the head.!36

That is, a skin problem can be traced to the condition of the lung; any de-
viation from an ideal state might also be evident in the condition of a pa-
tient’s body hair. A problem in the bones can be traced to a depletion in the
kidneys; any deviation from a state considered normal may also manifest it-
self in the condition of a person’s hair on the head.



I20 SURVEY OF THE CONTENTS OF THE SU WEN

Su wen 23 traces belching, coughing, talkativeness, swallowing, and yawn-
ing to the five depot organs:

In the heart [the qi] causes belching.!3

The Tang-era commentator Wang Bing explained these correspondences
on the basis of metaphors suggested by the five-agents doctrine: “[Belching]
reflects fire flaming upward. Smoke leaves together with the flames. The
heart does not accept anything dirty. Hence belching leaves from it.”!38

Su wen 23 continues:

In the lung [the qi] causes coughing.!3

Wang Bing commented: “[Coughing] reflects the unyielding hardness of
metal. When one knocks at it it produces a sound. Hence when evil strikes
the lung, coughing is the result.”4?

Su wen 23:

In the liver [the qi] causes talkativeness.'#!

Wang Bing: “It reflects the branches and twigs of trees (= wood), and the
branching off of physical appearances. Speech displays what is hidden. Hence
it originates from the liver.”14?

Su wen 23:

In the spleen [the qi] causes swallowing.143

Wang Bing: “[Swallowing] reflects the enclosing and containing carried out
by the soil. All things return to [its] interior, and are accepted by it. Hence
[the spleen qi] causes the swallowing.”**

Su wen 23:

In the kidneys [the gi] causes yawning.!4

Wang Bing: “[Yawning] reflects water flowing down. When it rises, it creates
clouds and fog. The qi is blocked in the stomach. Hence yawning is gener-
ated there.”146

While the metaphors of the five-agents doctrine enabled Wang Bing to
suggest a more or less stringent explanation of all five of these correspon-
dences, only two relationships hold in the light of modern reasoning, those
between the lung and coughing and between spleen and swallowing—if we
consider spleen as identical here with stomach. One might interpret this pas-
sage, therefore, as an example of a pentic set of correspondences that orig-
inated from two empirically valid observations to which were added three
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purely theoretical constructs. However, the criteria resorted to by the ancient

- naturalists to link belching and heart, yawning and kidneys, and talkative-

ness and liver remain hidden.
The same may be said in view of another statement in Su wen 23, associ-
ating five body liquids with the five depot organs:

The heart generates sweat.
The lung generates snivel.

The liver generates tears.

The spleen generates saliva.
The kidneys generate spittle.!#’

In view of the five-agents correspondences useful in diagnostics, changes
in the production of sweat suggest underlying changes in the condition of
the heart, changes in the production of snivel suggest underlying changes
in the condition of the lung, and so on. From today’s perspective, the as-
sociation of heart and sweat, of lung and snivel, and of spleen (i.e., stom-
ach) and saliva appears reasonable. Increased heart activity, noticeable
through increased heartbeat, may go along with increased sweating. A com-
mon cold affecting the lungs and causing coughing may be accompanied
by a running nose. The direct link between the oral cavity and the stom-
ach, as well as the close association between appetite, digestion, and the pro-
duction of saliva, may not have been hidden to ancient naturalists. In con-
trast, the association of tears with the liver is explicable only in terms of the
five-agents correspondences linking the eyes, the orifice where tears leave
the body, with the liver. The association of spittle with the kidneys is a purely
theoretical construct too.

While we cannot be sure whether the paths of reasoning underlying the
associations just quoted proceeded from empirically valid observations to
theorization, most pentic associations escape any such interpretation. An ex-
ample, also from Su wen 23, are the “images reflecting the five [movements
in the] vessels.” These “images” may be understood as projections of the char-
acteristics of the seasons associated with them; it is questionable, however,
whether an uninitiated practitioner would be able to perceive empirically
the qualities listed below.

The liver [movement in the] vessels is string{like].
The heart [movement in the] vessels is hook[like].
The spleen [movement in the] vessels is intermittent.
The lung [movement in the] vessels is hair[like].

The kidney [movement in the] vessels is stone[like] 1%

One important aspect of the five-agents doctrine is the periodicity of rul-
ing of the five agents in a circular arrangement. The concept of periodicity
of ruling was emphasized strongly in the doctrine of “five periods and six qi”



