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Disenchanting:
Illnesses Induced by “Mei” and Their Treatment
before the Song Dynasty

Ping-yi Chu

Research Fellow, Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

This study examines illness and treatment associated with mei (%),
traditionally understood as a wuguai (¥ ))—supernatural monstrous
beings. The mei, resembling a human but not entirely human, represents an
“Other” from a different realm. Encounters between humans and mei occur
when the boundaries separating them are crossed. Such encounters are
facilitated by beings that “pull” (3£) them into contact, thereby inducing
huo (2%, confusion or bewilderment). Being ensnared by a mei differs from
harm caused by the “six excesses” or “seven emotions” (7NZEHH), as it
resembles entering an unfamiliar otherworld and interacting with beings in
a state of disorientation. Initial contact between humans and mei might be
resolved through force, but once ensnared, specific techniques and
medications are required to identify the mei’s true form and name, expel it
from the body, and eliminate it completely to prevent further harm.
Whether through medicinal substances or acupuncture, the treatment of
mei-induced ailments constitutes a symbolic ritual therapy.

While the conceptual framework of mei exorcism has remained consistent,
it has undergone certain transformations over time. During the pre-Qin
period, exorcism practices did not require specialists. However, with the
emergence of Daoism in the late Han dynasty, both ritual practices and
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pharmacological interventions played significant roles. This shift
introduced more systematic knowledge of mei exorcism, leading to the
emergence of professional exorcists. Physicians of this period also began
formulating remedies targeting mei-related conditions, establishing a
tradition of medical exorcism and recipes found in texts such as the
Zhubing yuanhoulun (GEiRIGE) of the Sui dynasty, the Waitai miyao
(YMERIER) of the Tang dynasty, and the Ishinpo (85.0,7 Yixin fang) from
the early Song dynasty.

This article explores how the interaction between humans and mei,
unimaginable to modern audiences, remains encapsulated in the concept of
“pulling” (Z). It also analyzes the bodily sensations associated with mei-
induced conditions and the symbolic therapeutic logic underlying the use
of medicine and acupuncture in their treatment. By analyzing these
practices, this article sheds light on the interplay between religion, magical
healing practices, and Chinese medicine.

Keywords: mei, Daoism, history of medicine, somatic experiences,
transgression



