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Basically, Su wen 62 asserts, the diseases of the conduit vessels may con-
stitute a depletion or a repletion. As Su wen 53 observes, when the vessels
are replete, the blood is replete, and when the vessels are depleted, the blood
is depleted. Similarly, Su wen 46 points out, when the lung qi abounds, the
vessels are big. However, apart from these literal understandings of replete
as full, repletion is defined as the presence of an agent that does not belong.
A repletion in the form of an undue presence of cold is most dangerous, be-
cause it may cause the blood to coagulate and block its passage through the
vessels. Such a blockage, Su wen 62 states, may result from a mingling of blood
and (proper) qi with the evil intruder. It lets the vessels appear hard and big,
and it is here that the two notions of repletion meet.

6.4. The Contents of the Vessels

With regard to the contents of the vessels, the Su wen conveys a certain am-
biguity. Repeatedly the text refers to a close association between the heart
and the vessels. The standard phrase, as in Su wen 23, is “the heart rules the
vessels,” 8 or, as in Su wen 44, “the heart rules the blood and the vessels.”?3?
Elsewhere, in Su wen g, the well-being of the heart is said to manifest itself
in the status of the blood vessels. Su wen 10 identifies the vessels as “corre-
lates” of the heart and refers to the blood as “tied” to the heart.

The physiological functions associated with the blood were discussed ear-
lier;*° here it may suffice to state that the Su wen offers no hint at a notion
of blood moving through one part of a three-tiered system of vessels and qi
moving through another. The blood passes through the tertiary vessels and
through the small network vessels visible underneath the skin (itis here where
it should be drained through bloodletting, as Su wen 62 recommends), and
it pours, as we learn from Su wen g9, into the large conduit vessels (where
bloodletting is not advisable, presumably because it might lead to profuse
and uncontrollable internal bleeding).

Qi too passes through all vessels. Several statements hint at a special as-
sociation between the qi and the lung. Su wen g states that “the lung is the
basis of the qi”;**! Su wen 62 holds that “the lung stores the gi.”*2 The qi dis-
tributed throughout the organism by the lung is provided to the lung by the
stomach:

The qi of food enters the stomach.
The turbid qi turns to the heart.
Excessive essence [flows] into the vessels.

The qi in the vessels flows through the conduits.

The qi in the conduits turns to the lung.

The lung is the meeting place of the one hundred vessels.
They transport essence to the skin and the body hair.
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The hair vessels unite the essence, and
they move qi to the palaces.3%

Although individual authors may have advocated notions of either blood
or qi passing through the system of conduits and vessels, seen as a whole the
Su wen views these pathways as transmitters of both blood and qi. Hence, as
pointed out above, not only blood and proper qi travel through the conduits
and vessels; evil gi does so too. Cold qi is one example; malaria qi is another:
it “follows the conduits and network vessels.”>* Another potentially patho-
genic intruder iswind. It can “enter the stomach by way of the yang brilliance
[conduit]; it follows the vessels and rises to the inner canthi of the eyes.”3%

6.5. Vessel Flow

Some of the references to the passage of blood and qi through the conduits
and vessels quoted above could be interpreted as hints at a circulatory sys-
tem, as suggested by the well-known statement in Su wen gg:

The flow in the conduit vessels does not stop.
It circulates without break.3%

However, the Su wen itself contains no explicit reference to a circulation of
blood or qi in a Harveyan sense as a constantly revolving flow in a closed
tubular system. The author of Su wen 39 may have meant a circular flow as-
sociated with the cyclical passage of the seasons in the course of one year, or
he may even have referred to larger cycles of six years or sixty years in the
context of the doctrine of the five periods and six qi. Also, Su wen 39 does
not state clearly what is supposed to circulate in the conduit vessels: is it qi,
or blood, or both? In view of the various opinions expressed in different Su
wen treatises, none of these options can be dismissed.

The Ling shu, in contrast, is quite explicit on this. It speaks of a circula-
tory flow in a closed system, but only of gi. It does not mention blood cir-
culation. One locus classicus in Ling shu 15 states, first, that the circulatory
flow of gi in the human body passes through altogether twenty-eight vessels,
the total length of which is 16 zhang and 2 chi, a measure roughly corre-
sponding to 37 meters. Second, the speed of the flow of gi is given with six
cun per breathing period, that is, approximately 13.79 centimeters during
one inhalation and exhalation. Third, in the course of a total of 13,500
breathing periods in a period of twenty-four hours, the qi completes fifty cy-
cles.*” Ling shu 15 speaks of ren gi A 4., “human qi”; its passage through
twenty-eight vessels corresponds to the circular movement of twenty-eight
constellations in heaven. Rather than of “human qi,” Ling shu 16 speaks of
ying qi # %, which is identical to the rong ¢i % &, “camp qi,” of the Su wen.
This camp qi begins its flow where the essence metabolized from food reaches
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the conduits. Its circulation starts from the hand major yin conduit and con-
tinues via all the twelve conduits until it reaches the hand major yin conduit
again. In contrast, Ling shu 18 speaks of camp qi as circulating inside the
conduits and protective qi as circulating outside the conduits. This is simi-
lar to the account in the Thirtieth Difficult Issue of the Nan jing, a text of
the first or second century A.D.; blood is not mentioned here either:

The camp [qi] proceed inside the vessels; the protective [qi] proceed outside
the vessels. They circulate without a break. [After] fifty [passages they have]
another great meeting.>® The yin and the yang [conduits] are tied to each
other like a ring without end. Hence, one knows that the camp [qi] and the
protective [qi] follow each other.3%

Common to these Ling shu and Nan jingnotions of qi passing through an
endless circular sequence of conduits is the idea that two such systems were
located in the body, one on the left and one on the right. These two systems
are not connected to each other, except for the two one-way paths leaving
from the stomach that are supposed to feed qi into the conduits on the left
and on the right. Neither is there any evidence that the heart was consid-
ered a central pump or bellows to propel the blood through these two cir-
culatory systems, or that the lungs were considered responsible for keeping
the qi in circulation.

Where the Su wen is explicit, it informs of sectional passages from X to Y
or within a specific conduit. A portrayal of the six conduits as separate streams
feeding into the stomach and the intestines is given in Su wen 5:

The six conduits are streams;

the intestines and the stomach are the sea.%0

A large number of statements suggest that an older notion of individual
vessels continued to dominate pathophysiological reasoning in the Su wen.
Many references to physiological and pathological parameters make sense
only if they are read either in regard to entirely distinct vessels or with a no-
tion of vessels forming an interrelated system of pathways while retaining
specific characteristics. That is, rather than form a system of tubes whose con-
tents are largely identical, the contents of each tubular section have their
own characteristics.

Su wen 24 lists interior-exterior pairs of conduits. That is, each yang con-
duit is linked to one yin conduit. As these conduits, in turn, are linked to a
depot (interior section) or a palace (exterior section), each such pair refers
to a close association between one depot and one palace:

Foot major yang [conduits, (i.e., bladder)] and [foot] minor yin [conduits, i.e.,
kidneys] constitute exterior and interior.
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[Foot] minor yang [conduits; i.e., gallbladder] and [foot] ceasing yin [con-
duits, i.e., liver] constitute exterior and interior.

[Foot] yang brilliance [conduits; i.e., stomach] and [foot] major yin [conduits;
i.e., spleen] constitute exterior and interior.

These are the yin and yang [conduits] of the feet.

Hand major yang [conduits; i.e., small intestine] and [hand] minor yin [con-
duits; i e., heart] constitute exterior and interior.

[Hand] minor yang [conduits; i.e., triple burner] and [hand] heart ruler con-
stitute exterior and interior.

[Hand] yang brilliance [conduits; i.e., large intestine] and [hand] major yin
[conduits; i.e., lung] constitute exterior and interior.

These are the yin and yang [conduits] of the hands.

Now, when one knows that from which the yin and yang [conduits] of hands
and feet suffer,
whenever one treats the disease, one must first remove their blood.%!

To remove blood from a particular conduit is not a removal of blood
from a large circulatory system in which it would not really matter where
the tube is opened. Rather, specific diagnostic parameters suggest where
an evil is located and require its removal from its present location. Even
though various statements emphasize that an evil not only passes through
the conduits and vessels, but may settle at specific locations and hence cause
ailments that are characteristic of a settling at these locations, the Su wen
authors did not feel it was necessary to go into any detail as to how one
should imagine the actual process of settling in a tube coursed by blood
and qi.

Also in Su wen 24, one is informed about different proportions of blood
and qi present in the six conduits:

The major yang [conduits] regularly [contain] much blood, little gi.
The minor yang [conduits] regularly [contain] little blood, much qi.
The yang brilliance [conduits] regularly [contain] much qi, much blood.
The minor yin [conduits] regularly [contain] little blood, much qi.

The ceasing yin [conduits] regularly [contain] much blood, little gi.

The major yin [conduits] regularly [contain] much gi, little blood.*%?

Certainly such differences in contents among the individual conduits are
difficult to reconcile with a notion of conduits acting merely as neutral sec-
tions in an all-encompassing tubular circulation system.

The notion of special characteristics inherent in the individual conduits
or conduit sections is also expounded in Su wen 7. One or two specific con-
duits or conduit sections may develop specific diseases causing characteris-
tic ailments.
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Diseases in the second yang break out in the heart and in the spleen.
[As a result] one cannot [use] the hidden bend;**?
females do not have their monthly {period]. ...

When the third yang has a disease, it breaks out as cold and heat.
Below this causes yong-abscesses and swelling.
It also causes limpness, receding [yang qi], as well as soreness in the calves. . . .

When the first yang develops a disease, one is short of qi and has a tendency
to cough.
[There is also] a tendency to outflow. . ..

When the second yang and the first yin develop a disease,
it is responsible for shock and back pain.
[Patients] tend to belch; [patients] tend to yawn. . . .

When the second yin and the first yang develop a disease,
[patients] tend to experience distension;
the heart has [a feeling of] fullness; [patients] tend to {pullin] qi. ...

When the third yang and the third yin develop a disease,
this causes unilateral withering, limpness, and slackening.
The four extremities [can]not be lifted. 04

Hence specific diagnostic parameters exist to inform a physician in which
conduit or conduit section a disease is located at present:

When [the movement in the vessels] at Man’s Prognosis is once [over normal]
fullness,

the disease is in the minor yang.

When it is twice [over normal] fullness,

the disease is in the major yang.

When it is three times [over normal] fullness, the disease is in the yang bril-
liance. . ..

When [the movement in the vessels] at the Inch Opening is once [over nor-
mal] fullness,

the disease is in the ceasing yin;

twice [over normal] fullness,

the disease is in the minor yin;

three times [over normal] fullness

the disease is in the major yin.*®

Even though commentators, beginning with Wang Bing in the eighth cen-
tury, have read these references to major yin, ceasing yin, and so on, as re-
ferring to conduits, one might of course read them as references to depots
or palaces, that is, to the organs, where a disease may be located. However,
Su wen 60 explicitly refers to the supervisor vessel, officer vessel, and thor-
oughfare vessel, which may have specific diseases entailing specific ail-
ments.*%® One could argue that these three vessels are not part of the circu-
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lar system of twelve yin and yang conduits and hence should have sectional
characteristics of their own. However, Su wen 41 names altogether fourteen
vessels that can “let a person’s lower back ache” in fifteen different ways. Be-
cause the dominant treatment recommended was bloodletting, one may pre-
sume that each of these vessels may contain specific pathological agents caus-
ing specific pain and that it was believed possible to eliminate these agents
together with the blood.*"” It is noteworthy that five of these fourteen ves-
sels are sections of the circular system of twelve yin and yang conduits, while
the remaining nine vessels are not.

It may well be that in a passage quoted earlier, the author of Su wen 6 at-
tempted to reconcile what he perceived as contradicting notions of sectional
characteristics, on the one hand, and an alleged circulatory system, on the
other. Hence he spoke of /i ke, “unity [despite] division™:

In the division and unity of the three yang [vessels],

the major yang is the opening;

the yang brilliance is the door leaf;

the minor yang is the pivot.

[These] three [yang] conduits cannot lose each other.

If they throb, but not at the surface, they are called “one yang.” . . .

In the division and unity of the three yin,

the major yin is the opening;

the ceasing yin is the door leaf;

the minor yin is the pivot.

These three [yin] conduits cannot lose each other.

If they throb, but not in the depth, they are called “one yin.”

Yin and yang move endlessly.
Repeated transmission constitutes one cycle.*®

We may not be able to determine why the unknown author chose the im-
age of a door to describe the three yin and three yang conduits as separate
entities that form one unit when an overall function is concerned. Never-
theless, an opening, a door leaf, and a pivot are three elements that form a
door only when assembled; each element fulfills its own functions, but it is
their collective functioning as one whole that serves the higher purpose of
blocking or allowing entrance to a building. The vessels, like the three parts
constituting a door, may lose their individual distinction under certain cir-
cumstances. In this case, one should not speak of major yang, yang brilliance,
and minor yang but simply of “one yang.” The same applies to the yin ves-
sels. Repeated transmission through yin and yang conduits forms a cycle.

Forward transmission may be the ideal, but other scenarios are possible too.
Various pathological circumstances may cause the qi to stagnate at one place
in the conduit vessels, or to recede (jue J), or to move contrary to its regular
course (nz #, fan K ). The mechanical details of such pathological movements
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are not spelled out clearly. One may wonder whether a movement contrary
to its regular course was thought, at least in some instances, to affect an entire
circulatory system, in which case the flow of gqi and blood should move back-
ward everywhere in the body, or whether it is only qi that moves backward in
a particular section, in which case it would have to move against the continu-
ing proper flow of blood. One possible situation was described in Su wen 44:

When the heart qi is hot,

then the [movement in the] lower vessels recedes and turns upward.
When it turns upward, then the vessels below are depleted.

When they are depleted, then [this] generates vessel limpness.*?

Again, such a statement is difficult to reconcile with a notion of continu-
ous circulation; rather, the equation of recession with depletion hints at the
continuing notion of separate vessels. The notion of circulation documented
in the Su wen is incommensurable with the notion of a closed tubular system
developed by Harvey. The circulation the authors of the Su wen had in mind
was the circulation of goods and people in a complex and multicentered na-
tional economy. It is only here, not in a system of interconnected pipes, that
it is plausible to consider movements following a proper direction and oth-
ers aiming at the opposite direction. One and the same path may see some
goods passing by while others settle and rest for a time. Passageways may even
be blocked, and this may cut off smaller or larger sections of the entire sys-
tem from the flow of goods. Given also that the heart was nowhere identified
in the Su wen or in the Ling shu as a pump or bellows, to state that the an-
cient Chinese preceded Harvey’s recognition of blood circulation by sixteen
hundred years is to compare apples with oranges.*!?

7. PATHOGENIC AGENTS

7-I From Bugs and Demons to Natural Environmental Factors

In the course of the discussion of the vessels, we have encountered various
pathogenic intruders that can enter the body and cause disease. The intel-
lectual achievement associated with such causality should not be underesti-
mated. To regard natural environmental factors such as wind, cold, or
dampness as possible causes of disease may have been a truism at least since
the time when Zhang Ji (142-220?) wrote a text specifically on “harm caused
by cold.” However, during the Han era, such an etiological understanding
could not be based on a very long tradition. In fact, the Mawangdui manu-
scripts explicitly refer neither to wind nor to cold or dampness as pathogenic
agents. They emphasize “bugs as natural and demonic agents of destruction,”
a concept that can be traced to Shang inscriptions.*!!

The conceptual jump from the etiology outlined in the unearthed man-
uscripts to the notions of pathogenesis in the Su wen is astonishing. The Wu
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shi er bing fang I + = % % , the largest known early-second-century-B.c. list
of “prescriptions against 52 ailments,” recorded mostly external ailments,
many of them wounds, bites, or burns. In general, a demonological origin
is presumed to call for apotropaic remedies, be they gestural, verbal, or
pharmaceutical. The bugs, as Harper has pointed out, include natural and
demonic creatures; a clear-cut line between these two categories certainly
did not exist in Chinese antiquity.

Another of the Mawangdui manuscripts, the Yin yang shi yi mai jiu jing 2
% + — I & %8, hasalist of all the vessels known and their respective ailments.
The only causal factor mentioned is that the vessel “is moved” (dong #). How
itis moved, or by what agent it is moved, the reader is not told. Similarly, the
Zu bi shi yi mai jiu jing & & + — Ik % 4, after providing detailed information
on the morphological courses taken by the eleven vessels in the body, sim-
ply lists the ailments associated with each vessel and the treatment as the cau-
terization of the respective vessel. Disregarding the destruction caused by
bugs, dogs, leeches, lizards, burns, and so on, the only pathogenic statement
in one of the Mawangdui texts that names a causal factor responsible for a
disease affecting the vessels appears in the Shi wen + ], where Teacher Gui
informs Yu that “when blood and vapor ought to move yet do not move, this
is called the calamity of blockage.”!?

The Su wen provides a very different picture. Bugs, either natural or de-
monic, play no role whatsoever; a few isolated occurrences of the terms chong
# and gu % in the Su wen as well as in the Ling shu cannot claim any path-
ogenic significance. The only passage in the Su wen that may be read as a dis-
tant echo of a parasitic etiology is a later insert in a long list of dreams caused
by various abounding qi, as well as overeating and hunger:

When there are many short worms,

then one dreams of crowds assembling.

When there are many long worms,

then one dreams of fights and mutual harming.*!3

The concept of gu #, with its pictographic representation of bugs con-
tained in a vessel, is perhaps the most obvious example of a link between
knowledge of the destructive powers of natural bugs, on the one hand, and
magicodemonological considerations, on the other. It has a history that can
be traced to the Shang oracle bones.*!* No one reading the Su wen will be
able to catch even a glimpse of its former significance (which continued in
other writings for many centuries to come); the term gu is mentioned in the
Su wen merely as “another name” of a

disease called “elevation conglomeration ill.”
The lower abdomen feels pressed, is hot and has pain.
One’s discharge is white.*!%
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Natural environmental agents such as wind, cold, and dampness, yin and
yang qi, as well as food and “evil qi” in general, are frequently named as causes
of disease. The vessels are the theater where it all happens: they are still as-
sociated with specific diseases and they may “develop diseases,” but for the
most part the Su wen authors left no doubt as to their ontic perception of
diseases as entities that are brought into the organism, that may move through
the vessels, have to be localized, and should be eliminated. As shall be shown
later on, the overlapping of bloodletting and qi manipulation in many parts
of the Su wen adds to its heterogeneity and makes it impossible to attribute
to the Su wen one single pathogenic model.

It should be noted, however, that with the disappearance of bug etiology
in the transition from the state of knowledge outlined in the Mawangdui
manuscripts to the notions emphasized in the Su wen a protoparasitology
was abandoned in favor of a purely speculative system of environmental
agents entering and causing disease in the organism. If we assume that bug
etiology had not been a product of mere fantasy but was stimulated by the
actual presence, first of all, of worms in human orifices, in wounds, or in de-
caying corpses, one may wonder what closed the eyes of early Han natural-
ists to these facts and suggested disregarding these creatures as pathogenic
agents altogether.

Maybe the reason is that bugs (like demons) were considered uncon-
trollable. The new pathology coming along with vessel theory and with the
morale of the mean required causal agents that had their proper place in
man’s environment, that entered the organism in case of a depletion in the
latter only, and that passed inside the body through well-defined passage-
ways. The first of these requirements could have been met by bugs easily.
The second, however, would have been hard to conceptualize. What could
prevent a bug from entering an organism? Bugs may have been thought to
care as little about human behavior as did demons when they had identified
a potential victim. In contrast, wind, heat, cold, and so on, were seen as con-
trollable. Specific behavioral norms grounded in the morale of normality
versus excess were conceptualized that could prevent an intrusion by these
agents. The third requirement, passage in the body through well-defined
passageways, may have been too difficult to meet conceptually. If bug etiol-
ogy had had its origin in the appearance of worms and other such creatures
in orifices, corpses, and so on, it may have been impossible to see them mov-
ing together with blood and qi through the vessels.

More decisively, even, neither bloodletting nor qi manipulation may have
promised any results in attempts to conquer bugs in the body. In contrast,
once the presence of agents such as heat, cold, or wind had been identified,
they could be countered by heat or cold or other means, and when coun-
tered successfully, they were eliminated without leaving any traces such as
morphological lesions. Wind, heat, cold, and so on, fitted vessel theory and
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the morale of the mean; the bugs did not. The logical consequences derived
from vessel theory, one may hypothesize, were stronger than continuing ev-
idence. Bug etiology was ruled out by the Su wen authors only; it survived in
the pharmaceutical ben cao tradition wherein drugs were known to kill, a func-
tion not provided for in the context of vessel theory.

7.2. Wind Etiology and Pathology

The Suwen emphasized wind as the most general etiological agent four times:
The wind is the origin of the one hundred diseases.*!6
The wind is the master of the one hundred diseases.*!”
The wind is the chief [cause] of the one hundred diseases.*!3

The wind is the origin of the one hundred diseases.*!?

There is only one statement to the contrary:

I know that the hundred diseases are generated by the qgi.*?

Although this four-to-one proportion more than reverses the proportional
significance of wind and qi etiology in the Su wen, in contrast to the remi-
niscences on bug etiology, the four statements on wind as the origin of all dis-
eases were neither isolated nor obsolete. As we shall see, one entire treatise,
Su wen 42, was devoted to a discussion of wind. Wind etiology may have been
a precursor to or parallel development of qi etiology. However, qi etiology,
though eventually gaining the upper hand, was unable to completely elimi-
nate notions of wind etiology. Both have existed side by side until the present.

Spread through Yang Shangshan’s Tai su, the Ling shu, and the Su wen,
various discourses have been preserved that enable a reconstruction of some
of the early phases in the development of wind etiology.*’! They are closely
tied to the development of wind and rain oracles beginning at the latest at
the end of the third century B.c. Wind had already long been seen as a de-
mon. Now this ancient notion was slowly pushed into oblivion by a new nat-
uralistic perspective. Accordingly, wind came to be seen for some time as a
natural phenomenon that is activated as a reaction of heaven to the move-
ments of Tai yi X —; its observation allows the prediction of certain events.
In the Shijibiography of Emperor Wu di (r. 140-186), Tai yi was named the
highest being in the hierarchy of demons and spirits.

Wind prognostication was built on knowledge of the existence of eight
palaces, one in each of the four cardinal and four secondary points. Tai yi
was supposed to move from one to the next in a fixed sequence and at fixed
dates, that is, the so-called ba zheng /\ I, the “eight regulars.” These are the
beginnings of the four seasons, the two equinoxes, and the two solstices. In



