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When it congeals in the vessels, this is retarded flow.
When it congeals in the feet, this is receding [qi].
In these three cases,

the blood has passed but cannot return to the void it [has left] 318

It is interesting to note that an unimpeded flow is to be striven for as an
end in itself:

The sages arranged yin and yang [in such a way that
their] sinews and vessels were in harmony,

[their] bones and marrow were solid and firm, and
[their] qi and blood both followed [their usual course] 319

If one carefully balances the five flavors,
the bones are upright and the sinews are soft.
As a result, gi and blood flow.32

Unlike the flow of qi, which is discussed below, the mere flow of and hence
supply with blood represents health; stagnation, blockage, reverse flow, and
depletion in specific body parts represent disease. The warning against the
detrimental effects of stagnation was derived from observations of the qual-
ity of flowing and stagnant water. A “flowing water” analogy is found both
in the Jin shu % # essay of the Lii shi chun qgiu of 239 B.C. and in the Mai shu
text of the Zhang jia shan manuscripts of perhaps the second century B.C.:

Now, the reason why flowing water does not become putrid and the doorway
pivot is not devoured by bugs is because they move.*?!

The blood itself is not an inert substance. Its proper flow is tied to the
presence of warmth:

When heaven is cold and when the sun is hidden,
then the blood in man congeals.3??

When evil enters the vessels,

if it is cold, then the blood congeals and freezes.??

When blood is exposed to an excessive intake of salty flavor, it will be harmed.??*

Also,

to observe over a long time harms the blood.??

At least one passage in Su wen 62 speaks of “bad blood” and warns of the
harmful, pathogenic effects it can cause when entering the conduits:

Look for the blood network [vessels],

pierce them and let their blood.

Do not allow bad blood to enter the conduits and
generate a disease there.??
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Pain is an indicator of the presence of both “undispersed” blood, that is,
blood accumulations,?” and depleted blood.3?® The idea of a pathological
insufficiency or depletion of blood was as plausible to ancient Chinese physi-
cians as it was to their Greek contemporaries. It was sometimes tied to blood
loss, sometimes interpreted as resulting from excessive emotions, sometimes
said to be associated with the phase of the moon, and sometimes seen in
conjunction with an unbalanced distribution of blood in the yin and yang
regions of the organism.

Blood, to sum up, is treated in the Su wen on a conceptual level that does
not present areader at the turn of the twenty-first century with any significant
problems of understanding. Although modern physiological knowledge
makes it impossible to repeat some of the statements quoted above, noth-
ing of what has been said on “blood” in the Su wen is to be considered enig-
matic or, judged from the context of ancient Chinese theories, absurd.

5.2. Q¢

Asviewed in references to it in the Su wen, qi is often a companion of blood;
blood, however, is not necessarily a companion of qi. That is, it is more
difficult to write about blood without mentioning qi than vice versa. As1 elab-
orate in section 6, at some time during the early Han dynasty the diagnosis
of disease through an assessment of the status of blood gave way to diagno-
sis by means of an interpretation of the qi movement in the vessels, and a
treatment designed to let blood was replaced by an application of needles
to influence the flow of qi. The Su wen documents all stages of these devel-
opments. It is obvious, however, that by the time most of the Su wen treatises
were written, physiology and pathology and diagnosis and treatment were
largely directed at manipulating the organism’s gi.

Several treatises in the Ling shu suggest that the concept of gi resulted
from an attempt at broadening an older concept of wind. In these Ling shu
treatises, a development is visible from the perception of wind as a demon
to its perception as a nonmetaphysical agent able to cause disease to a dis-
ease entity itself. This conceptual development includes growing recogni-
tion of an individual response to a common pathological factor. That is, at
one time a question is raised as to why not all people fall ill even though
everybody is stricken by wind.??° The introduction of gi as an unavoidable
environmental factor, as a physiological necessity, and as a potentially harm-
ful agent represented a significant cultural achievement in the quest for an-
swers to issues such as causation and response, or normality and deviation.

The Mawangdui manuscripts, interestingly enough, do not mention wind
etiology. They are deeply imbued with the concept of vapor/qi. The “path-
ogenic conditions of vapor in the vessels,” as Harper observes, “take several
forms: surplus or insufficiency, vapor which moves in the wrong direction,
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as well as blockage.”3 This, of course, is very much the list of pathogenic
conditions associated in the Su wen with blood.

That is, if the Mawangdui manuscripts are to be identified as the earliest
stages of a gradually unfolding application of the concept of gi in a medical
context, qi conceptualization may have started from what was known about
blood (albeit such knowledge is not attested in pre—Su wen texts). Subse-
quently, the concept of qi departed to ever more complex associations, leav-
ing the concept of blood far behind. The stage of development encountered
in the Su wen offers evidence of an increasingly widening gap between the
levels of conceptualization achieved regarding gi and blood.

It is only through a comparison of the Su wen with the Mawangdui and
Zhang jiashan manuscripts and other texts from the fourth to second centuries
B.C. that another origin of qi conceptualization can be traced—macrobiotic

thinking and breath cultivation.?! —

Read alone, the introductory paragraphs in Su wen 2 simply reflect an idea
of the human organism as an integrated part of the universal macrocosm.
Or, as Harper puts it, “Su wen 2 opens with a discussion of harmonizing the
body with the seasons . . . to demonstrate the correlation between the mi-

crocosmic body and macrocosmic processes across the seasons”:>*?

The three months of spring,

they denote effusion and spreading.

In heaven and earth everything comes to life;
the myriad beings prosper.

Go to rest late at night and rise early.

Move through the courtyard with long strides.
Dishevel the hair and relax the physical appearance,
thereby cause the mind to come to life.

Generate and do not kill.

Give and do not take.

Reward and do not punish.

This is correspondence with the qi of spring, and
it is the Way to nourish life.

Opposing it harms the liver.

In summer, this causes changes to cold, and
there is little to support growth.?3

The same structure is repeated in the next three sections, devoted to ap-
propriate behavior in summer, autumn, and winter. The aim of following
the advice given here is to support complete identity between macrocosmic
processes occurring in nature and physiological processes known to occur
in the human organism. That is, in spring one has to behave in such a way
that new “life is nourished” and that “growth” can happen in summer; in sum-
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mer one has to behave in such a way that “growth is nourished” and that
“gathering” can happen in autumn; in autumn one has to behave in such a
way that “gathering is nourished” and that “storage” can happen in winter;
and in winter one’s behavior must ensure that “storage is nourished” and
that renewed “generation” can begin in spring. This was a step away from or
a tradition developing parallel to pure breath cultivation, whose primary aim
was also to achieve a long life by nourishing the entire organism with “breath,”
“vapor,” or qi.3*

Also in Su wen 2, the effects of losing accord with the seasons are delin-
eated in more detail. To neglect the necessary correspondence between one’s
behavior, that is, one’s personal hygiene, and the requirements of the sea-
sons has an immediate effect on the well-being of the core organs.

If one acts contrary to the qi of spring, then
the minor yang does not come to life.
The liver qi changes internally.

If one acts contrary to the qi of summer, then
the major yang does not grow.
The heart qi is empty internally.

If one acts contrary to the qi of autumn, then
the major yin does not collect.
The lung qi burns and there is fullness.

If one acts contrary to the gi of winter, then
the minor yin does not store.
The kidney qi is turbid and in the depth.

Now,

the yin and yang [qi] of the four seasons,

they constitute root and basis of the myriad beings.
Hence,

the sages in spring and summer nourish the yang, and
in autumn and winter nourish the yin, and

this way they follow their roots.%%

The first four paragraphs and the fifth paragraph quoted above do not
really fit. To act contrary to the qi of a season is rather different from nour-
ishing, in one’s organism, the yin or yang qi, depending on whether the cur-
rent season is spring and summer or autumn and winter. In the latter case,
the four seasons are seen as supplying the myriad beings, including, of course,
man, with yin or yang qi, and man does well to ingest as much as possible or
Jjust the adequate amounts. The message of the first four paragraphs is that
the qi of each of the four seasons represents a specific quality rather than a
“qi as something material but simultaneously volatile and pervasive,” as we
encountered it in the Mawangdui manuscripts. One should lead one’s life
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in harmony with this quality rather than strive for longevity by ingestion of
a particular spring qi, summer qgi, and so on.

It is difficult to reconstruct what exactly ancient Chinese naturalists may
have thought. The concept of acting against may have been linked to warn-
ings in some Su wen passages against dressing lightly when winter cold re-
quired one to dress in warm clothes, or against eating too much hot food when
the season required one to consume something cooling. Also, several passages
in the Su wen permit an interpretation of the qi of the seasons as concrete
bestowals on the myriad beings. And yet, heterogeneous as the Su wen con-
tents are, we may hypothesize that some authors had abandoned such donor-
recipient concepts, moving, as the four paragraphs quoted from Su wen 2
suggest, toward an abstract notion of seasonal gi as an all-transcending, sea-
sonally changing quality instead. The primordial stuff of the ancient Greeks
received its particular qualities—warm, cold, moist, dry—from the seasons.?*
Notions of a comparable degree of abstraction may have found literary ex-
pression in some of the Su wen statements.

Returning to the donor-recipient concepts, two pairings can be distin-
guished in the Su wen: first, heaven and earth as donors bestowing yang and
yin gi on the myriad beings; second, solid and liquid food bestowing qi on
man. Su wen 16 links the heaven-and-earth-as-donors model to a six-step sea-
sonal development in the course of a year. Human physiology follows this
development in that “the qi of man” moves from the liver to the spleen to
the head, and so on.

In the first month and in the second month,
the qi of heaven begins to spread;

the qi of the earth begins to effuse;

the qi of man is in the liver.

In the third month and in the fourth month,
the gi of heaven spreads properly;

the qi of the earth effuses firmly;

the qi of man is in the spleen.

In the fifth month and in the sixth month,
the qi of heaven is abundant;

the qi of the earth has moved upward;

the gi of man is in the head.

In the seventh month and in the eighth month,
the yin gi begins to kill;
the qi of man is in the lung.

In the ninth month and in the tenth month,
the yin qi begins to freeze;

the qi of the earth begins to be closed in;
the qi of man is in the heart.
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In the eleventh month and in the twelfth month,
the freezing is repetitive;

the qi of the earth is enclosed;

the gi of man is in the kidneys.3¥’

Once again, this paragraph reminds one of the difficulties of sorting out
the different conceptual levels in the Su wen. In hindsight, the notion of a
qi moving in bimonthly steps from one body part to the next, at one time
even leaving the core organs to reside in the head, neither overlaps with no-
tions, expressed elsewhere, of a constant monodirectional or even circula-
tory flow nor agrees with models presented, for example, in Su wen 18 and
Su wen 61. The former offers the following model of a fivefold movement in
the course of the year.

[In spring,]
the true [qi] of the depots disperses into the liver.
The liver stores the qi of sinews and membranes. . . .

[In summer,]
the true [qi of the] depots penetrates into the heart.
The heart stores the qi of the blood and the vessels. . . .

[In late summer,]
the true [qi of the] depots provides moisture to the spleen.
The spleen stores the gi of the muscles and of the flesh. . . .

[In autumn,]

the true [qi of the] depots rises high into the lung to stimulate the passage of
the camp [qi] and protective [gi],**® of yin and yang [qil. . . .

[In winter, ]

the true [qi] of the depots descends into the kidneys.

The kidneys store the gi of the bones and of the marrow.3%

In Su wen 61, as in the paragraphs just quoted from Su wen 18, heaven
and earth are not mentioned as sources of qi; rather, a general principle
appears to be at work. In Su wen 18, this general principle divides the year
into five periods, following the mutual-generation order of the five-agents
doctrine. In Su wen 61, only four periods are left, and although the order
of these seasons and their associated agents is reminiscent of the mutual-
generation order of the five-agents model, the author of the text obviously
saw no problem in omitting the central agent soil, thereby jumping from
fire directly to metal. The latter agent s, of course, overcome or eliminated
by the former:

In spring, the wood begins to govern.

The qi of the liver begins to emerge.

The liver qi is tense; the wind of this [season] is swift.

The regular location of the conduit vessels is in the depth.
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Their qi is diminished.

It cannot enter the depth. . ..

In summer, the fire begins to govern.

The qi of the heart begins to grow.

The vessels are lean, and the qi is weak.

The yang qi remains [at its place] and overflows.
The heat steams the partings of the skin structures;
internally it reaches the conduits. . . .

In autumn, the metal begins to govern.

The lung moves forward to gather and kill.
The metal moves forward to dominate the fire.
The yang qi is at the confluences, and

the yin qi begins to dominate.

Dampness qi reaches the body.

The yin qi does not abound yet;

it cannot enter deeply yet. . . .

In winter, the water begins to govern.
The kidneys are about to close.

The yang qi is weak and diminished;
the yin qi is firm and abounds.>*’

It may well be that the author who wrote these lines was also the author,
or at least had knowledge, of another passage in Su wen 29 pointing out that
the agent soil rules no season of its own but dominates for eighteen days at
the end of each individual season. Nevertheless, the following statement is
not very helpful in solving the issue of the broken-generation order in the
statement quoted from Su wen 61.

[Huang] Di:

The spleen does not rule [a specific] season;
how is that?

Qi Bo:

The spleen, that is the soil.

It governs the center.

Throughout the four seasons it tends the four depots.

In each [season] it is entrusted with government for eighteen days;
it cannot rule an [entire] season by itself.

The spleen depot is permanently endowed with the essence of the stomach,
[i.e., of] soil.

As for the soil,

by generating the myriad beings,

it takes heaven and earth as laws.

Hence,

in the upper and lower [parts of the body] it reaches head and feet;
it cannot rule a [specific] season by itself.34!
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One wonders what criteria the editors of the earliest Su wen collection of
treatises may have applied. Did they include all texts related to the issues
treated here that they could find? Did they select, leaving out some, from a
larger spectrum of relevant texts that were compiled—perhaps a little later—
in the Ling shu? And if so, were the texts selected meant to convey a systematic
knowledge of human existence and its links, in health and disease, with the
natural environment? Or were these texts meant to be an anthology, pro-
viding readers with examples taken from as many schools of thought as pos-
sible? None of these questions will ever be answered satisfactorily; all we get
from the Su wen is an impression of numerous excerpts from larger systems
of ideas whose total extent remains hidden.

Scattered statements in Su wen 19, 21, and 29 are cases in point. As if
taken from a much larger context, they convey ideas about the nutritive
value of qi. If compared with the detailed hypotheses written down by Galen
at approximately the same time as the Su wen collection was compiled, it is
hard to assume that the knowledge of the supply of individual organs and
body parts with qi that found entrance into the Su wen represents all the
knowledge gained on this issue by physicians and other naturalists in an-
cient China.

The basic idea conveyed in Su wen 21 is one of an extraction of qi from
the food in the stomach. In the stomach, an “essence” part of the qi is trans-
mitted to the liver. In addition to the essence part of qi, a “turbid qi” is ex-
tracted from the food in the stomach; it is separated there from the essence
partand is transmitted to the heart. Qi thatis not needed by the liver is trans-
mitted directly to the sinews. Essence that is “excessive” is transmitted directly
to the vessels.3#2

Beverages, Su wen 21 continues, enter the stomach too. “Overflowing
essence i is transported upward to the spleen. The spleen qi spreads the
essence, which turns upward to the lung.”*3

Apart from an interesting and yet isolated assertion that qi of food is trans-
mitted to the liver, which is reminiscent of the passage of food through the
organism claimed by Galen, the reader of Su wen 21 is left to speculate how
the “stomach spreads essence to the liver” and why, of all places, it is the liver
where the essence has to move first. After all, Su wen 29 offers a different
view. It is a little less apodictic but must have been quoted from a context
other than the statement that found entrance into Su wen 21; here the stom-
ach transmits all its qi via the spleen.

[Huang] Di:
When the spleen has a disease and the four limbs do not function,
how is that?

Qi Bo:

All the four limbs are supplied with qi by the stomach,
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but [the stomach gi] is unable to reach the conduits [directly].
It is only because of the spleen that the [four limbs] get their supplies.

Now,

when the spleen has a disease and is unable to move the liquids on behalf of
the stomach,

the four limbs are not supplied with the gi of water and grain.

[Their] qi weakens day by day;

the vessel paths are no [longer] passable.

The sinews and the bones, the muscles and the flesh,

none of them has qi to live.

Hence, they do not function.?**

A little farther in the text, one of the few examples in the Su wen is en-
countered in which a physiological statement is met by a morphological-
anatomical question. At some time and at least in one school of thought,
such questions must have been meaningful, or they would not have been
raised. One may wonder why such a tradition was not developed further and
did not stimulate later generations to ask similar questions in view of the fact
that the following dialogue was read by innumerable physicians, philoso-
phers, and naturalists for almost two millennia.

[Huang] Di:

Spleen and stomach are connected through a membrane; nevertheless [the
former] can move the liquids of the [stomach] on behalf of the [latter].
How is it that?

Qi Bo:

The foot major yin [conduit] is the third yin.

This vessel passes through the stomach, touches the spleen, and encloses the
throat.

Hence, the major yin [conduit] moves qi on behalf of the [stomach] to the
three yin [conduits].

As for the yang brilliance [conduit], it is the outside.

It is the sea for the five depots and six palaces.

It too moves qi on behalf of the [stomach] to the three yang [conduits].
The depots and the palaces, they all receive their gi from the yang brilliance
through these [two] conduits.

Hence,

[it is they who] move the body liquids on behalf of the stomach.

When the four limbs are not supplied with the qi of water and grain,
they will increasingly weaken day by day.

The yin paths are no [longer] passable.

The sinews and the bones, the muscles and the flesh,

none of them has qi to live.

Hence,

they do not function.3*®
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Regardless of whether further transmission occurs via the liver, the heart,
or the spleen, it was generally accepted that the stomach acted as the primary
source of qi in the organism. At least the Su wen contains no statement to the
contrary. In addition to the account quoted above from Su wen 18, with its
rather straightforward physiological and pathological views, Su wen 18 has a
section presenting the concept of stomach-supply on a somewhat higher the-
oretical level. Accordingly, the vessels show a movement that should be a good
mix of stomach qi and of qi originating in the core organs. How such a mix
is achieved, readers are not told. They are informed, however, that well-
defined aberrations from an ideal mix are signs of various degrees of disease
and possibly fatal. Why a certain abnormal mix indicates a more or less se-
vere disease, or even imminent death, is explained, in addition to the con-
cept of a presence versus absence of stomach qi, in terms of the five-agents
doctrine.

The system underlying the quote below is such that an absence of stom-
ach qi is fatal. Presence of much stomach qi and a little qi associated with
the respective season (i.e., in spring, qi of wood, which causes a stringlike
movement; in summer, qi of fire, which causes a hooklike movement; in late
summetr, qi of soil, which causes a soft and weak movement; in autumn, qi
of metal, which causes a hairlike movement; in winter, gi of water, which
causes a stonelike movement) indicates a “normal” situation. A reversed mix
of little stomach gi and much seasonal qi indicates a disease in the core or-
gan associated with the respective season. A movement indicating’a mix be-
tween stomach qi and a qi associated with that season which is representa-
tive of the agent dominating the agent of the present season (i.e., a hairlike/
metal movement mixed with stomach qi in spring/wood) is a disease asso-
ciated with that dominating season, possibly indicating that the main prob-
lem is yet to come. Finally, a movement indicating a mix between stomach
qi and much qi associated with the agent dominating the agent associated
with the present season is called a “present disease.”

The text is quoted here in full, including comments already added in an-
tiquity and indicated here by curly brackets { }.

The regular gi of a normal person is supplied by the stomach.

{The stomach [gi] is the regular gi of the normal person.}

When someone has no stomach qi, that is called “movement contrary [to a
regular course].”

A movement contrary [to a regular course results in] death.

When in spring [the vessels have] stomach [qi and exhibit a] slightly string[like
movement], that is called “normal.”

If it is mostly string[like] with diminished stomach [qi present], that is called
“liver disease.”

If it is only string[like] with no stomach [qi present], that is called “fatal.”



