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On being the Real Thing
Chinese medicine is doing well, spreading around the world, and
gradually earning trust at the grass roots, which will be a crucial factor
in our survival over the next few decades. But we may be preventing
ourselves from being as successful as we otherwise could.

O

NE OF THE BIG ASSUMPTIONS
holding us back is that we need
to be Western doctors. Oh, the rhetoric
may be otherwise, but the proof is in the
actions: the design of our training courses,
the emphasis in our literature on “goldstandard” research, the rush to mimic biomedical diagnosis and treatments, the selfa
deprecation , the uncertainty.
Now, it is undeniable that Western medicine
has many great things about it. But it is also
a. Which Ante Babic, in his usual cuttingly incisive way,
calls “self-defecation”.

true that Western medicine has many blind
spots, aspects of health or disease that it
simply does not consider. Interestingly, these
are not trivial, in many cases, and are often
precisely those aspects that come back to
bite them, so to speak, in just the way those
things in our own lives come back to plague
us when we fail to, or refuse to, face them.
It is furthermore true that these blind
spots, these lacunae, are often the ones that
traditional Chinese medicine is well-fitted
to perceive and to address, aspects of health
that we do pay attention to, because we have,

The Lantern is a journal of Chinese medicine and its related fields, with an emphasis on
the traditional view and its relevance to clinic. Our aim is to encourage access to the vast
resources in this tradition of preserving, maintaining and restoring health, whether this be via
translations of works of past centuries or observations from our own generation working with
these techniques, with their undeniable variability. The techniques are many, but the traditional
perspective of the human as an integral part, indeed a reflection, of the social, meteorological
and cosmic matrix remains one. We wish to foster that view.

over numberless generations, learned that
they are important. That is, unless we have
adopted the same blind spots and can’t pay
attention to them, because we are trying too
hard to be poor copies of Western doctors,
instead of good Chinese doctors.
A clever response is to say, “Well, aren’t
you just trying to be a poor copy of a 12th
century doctor instead?” Clever, and useful,
because it exposes some of the underlying
assumptions and motivations behind this
drive to imitate Western medicine. The more
these assumptions are unexamined, the more
powerful the influence they exert upon us.
One of these assumptions is that until a few
decades ago, as it were, all of humanity was
caught up in a stupid dream, from which
we have just now awakened, and somehow
modern man is essentially smarter and more
capable than past generations. Those with
adolescent children will notice a familiar ring
to this, and in fact this viewpoint is a holdover
from Western civilisation’s adolescent period,
when it was absolutely convinced that “the
oldies” had nothing whatsoever to offer; or,
if they did, it was by accident. The effects
of this assumption are still all around us,
not the least visible in our environmental
degradation.
Another assumption, correlate to this, is that
Chinese medicine belongs to the past, and
the past, by definition, is out-moded and outof-date. This is where, perhaps, we may come
closest to a basic psychological motivation
for our desperate urge to associate ourselves
with Western medicine, because both these
expressions mean “not in fashion”.
So could it be that the real issue in our mind,
our collective Oriental medicine mind, is
that we are afraid to be thought of as out of
fashion? As old-hat? Not up with the times?
The question of course should be: how can I
be most effective in helping my patients?
We, the editors, believe that you can be most
effective working as a good Chinese doctor,
rather than as a poor copy of a Western doctor.
Once you do, you will constantly, every day,
see things missed because of the tendency
to look at machine read-outs instead of the
actual patient, to go “by the book” instead
of using common sense, and worst of all,
to be driven by the newest products of the

pharmaceutical industry rather than what
might best work for the patient. Wait, there
is something worse: medicine-by-litigation:
tests and procedures, even surgery, performed
from fear of being sued.
All of these things are motivators and drivers
in Western medicine that we, thankfully,
are free of, so far. But it produces a style of
disease-management (not “health-care”, mind
you, that is really and properly our job) that
resembles mechanical engineering and makes
patients into objects. And the patients feel it.

‘’

We can reach back for
inspiration when we require
it from those who have
done it all so amazingly
well, those paragons of
the past who have gone
before us.

Our medicine is tied into life. It enhances life
both in ability and quality. And we as Chinese
doctors should be turning to life, the deep
processes of life, to increase our individual
abilities to support this life-giving medicine.
We can learn how to treat our patients by
gently and consistently observing these
processes and cycles of life around us,
especially where we live close to nature. Those
principles of growth, with contemplation
and considered experimentation, can inspire
creative approaches in difficult patients.
Going more deeply, there furthermore exists
a source of knowledge that we gradually
discover has been a well-spring of support
for many if not all of our best exemplars
in Chinese medicine, exemplars such as
Tao Hong-Jing, Sun Si-Miao, Huang Fu-Mi,
b
Ma Dan-Yang, and Fu Qing-Zhu. These
very practical people knew that we are not
isolated from the world around us, that
reducing our concern with our self can relax
barriers that cut us off from life-support,
and that the experiences of those who have
faced problems in the past are not lost,
but available to us, humanity as a whole,
humanity as organism.
Learning from our own tradition to nourish
the body, to calm the mind and spirit, we can
reach back for inspiration when we require it
from those who have done it all so amazingly
well, those paragons of the past who have
gone before us. And then, perhaps, we can pass
this vital tradition, a medicine that enhances
life, on to our children and the generations
following. They are going to need it.
b. And now we find, in Chip Chace and Miki Shima’s
excellent new book An Exposition on the Eight Extraordinary Vessels, that even Li Shi-Zhen, author of the Ben
Cao Gang Mu, would see patients during the day and sit
in contemplation at night.

n Image: Sun Si-Miao uses
acupuncture to treat Dragon
King’s disease.
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