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a. Sharpen the focus: The paper ranges over a number of disparate
issues (dissection as punishment, the history of mai, anatometrics, etc)
regarding ancient Chinese anatomy. Perhaps it would be better to
concentrate on one, and develop it more intensively, and from a greater
variety of perspectives. The effect to strive for is that of a pebble tossed
into the middle of a still pond.

b. Broaden the treatment. Though there are discernible efforts (such as
the very nice opening) to reach beyond medical history narrowly conceived,
much of the discussion seems written for specialists of Chinese medical
history. I know, however, that you are familiar with a much broader range

of literature than simply medical texts; by drawing on this familiarity, and
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reconsidering medical ideas and practices against the background of other
sorts of sources, you could at once cast new and perhaps unexpected light
on these ideas and practices, and also show more effectively why your
inquiries are of interest to more than just specialists.

c. Here are four topics that your paper suggested to me, each meriting
at least a separate article, and possibly a book.

(i) The history of anatomical seeing in China. Some of the questions
here might be: Is there a history to anatomical seeing in China? In what
ways did Song dynasty inspection differ from inspection in the Han? Or
looking still later, how should we think of Wang Qingren’s efforts vis-a-vis
the earlier Chinese tradition? How did the Chinese emphasis on the written
word affect the vision and.understanding of the body?

(ii) The history of deliberately inflicted pain. The idea of dissection as
punishment suggests the problem of the whole history of torture in China.
Presumably the different forms of punishments reflected perceptions of
different degrees and forms of pain. Somehow I have the impression that
considerable imagination was devoted (especially in Ming and Qing times?
What is the history?) to the devising of tortures and punishments in China.
Is this true?

(iii and iv) More closely tied to dissection, the importance of the mai
and the zang in traditional Chinese anatomy suggests that need to look
more closely (and through a wide variety of sources) at the history of the
conceptualization and experiences of (iii) flow, and (iv) fullness and
depletion. Why did these notions/experiences come to claim such
extraordinary value in Chinese self-understanding? What would a

phenomenology of flow look like? Are there different experiences of flow,
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and if so, what was the particular sort of flow emphasized in China?
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- The Body on Display:
Human Dissection in Han China

Jianmin Li

Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

What was the purpose of dissecting human body in ancient China?
What did one hope to find inside the body? This paper attempts to answer
these questions through the case of Wang Mang’s dissection of Wangsun
Qing.

Although early Chinese medical practitioners were concerned with
human anatomy, their diagnoses were based on information revealed by the
body’s outward physical signs. Moreover, the ancient medical practitioner,
versed in medical texts, relied on numerology (shushu) to construct
cosmological formula that were the foundation of their explanation of the
body system. The medical knowledge contained in early Chinese texts has
little to do with anatomical dissection. Hence, Wang Mang’s experiment
lies outside of the mainstream of medical thought of the later period. For
example, traditionally gi is not explained in anatomical terms. In Chinese
history, the scattered cases of dissection reveal a curiosity toward abnormal
bodies or special people’s lincaments rather than an attempt to understand
the workings of a normal human body. In addition, even when dissection
did explain medical knowledge, the display of the human body was first
and foremost a means of punishment and humiliation. From this
perspective, the case of Wangsun Qing’s dissection is not as exceptional as
it first appears; instead, it should be considered as typical in the history of
Chinese anatomy.

Key Words: Wangsun Qing, anatomy



