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The Human-Flesh as a Medicine and the Idea of
“Vitalism”: The Medicial Idea of the Behavior of “Cutting Flesh
to Heal Parent” from Sui-T"ang Dynasty to Modern China

Chung-lin Ch’iu

Department of History, Tamkang University

The purpose of this article is to examine two concepts involved in the
behavior of self-sacrifice to cure one’s parent’s illness: the human-flesh as
a medicine and the idea of “vitalism.”

Use one’s flesh to cure one’s parent’s illness is a practice and
expansion of the human medicine in the Chinese medical theory. As shown
in historical records, many more kinds of body parts were used than what
was written in medical books. In this article, it is shown that medicine men
over-explained the book A F$53H, and asked a patient’s family members
to donate their own thighs, livers, blood or fingers. And many flesh
providers also explained medical texts by themselves to meet their own
world views. Therefore, many flesh providers regardless of symptoms,
provided their own flesh at their own will. As a consequence, the
applications of human medicine kept expanding, from simply “curing
chronic diseases” as mentioned in A& $538, to a mindset that associated
human flesh with many other diseases. It is logical to say, the idea of
flesh-medicine actually underwent the process of “diversification” and
“expansion”.

Certain ideas were observed among flesh-medicine records. For
example, many believed that upper parts were cleaner than lower parts,
thus instead of legs and thighs, many donated their arms, shoulders, breasts
or rib-sides. And many also believed in body part mirroring, for example,
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to use the eye to cure eye diseases, skin for the skin, blood for the blood,
liver for the liver, heart for the heart, etc.

Then, it is believed that one’s vitalism would affect another’s. Some
believed that a patient’s weakness could be strenghened by taking a healthy
person’s flesh and blood. Either the human flesh from the youth was full of
“yitality,” or it could revitalize an aged person. It is widely believed that
flesh from close relatives, mostly one’s children, was especially useful.
Thus flesh curing was only valid within the family where they shared the
same “vitality,” and those who did not share it, were not useful. Due to this
reason, flesh-curing was solely intra-family. Through some extended
explanations, direct and collateral lines were both included. A flesh-
provider can be of biological relationship, or of marriage or adoption
relationships. As the definition of the extended family, many more were
eligible than what were thought to be. Both biological or social relatives
were allowed to donate flesh. Furthermore, one could even mail the flesh to
remote relatives. The logic behind would be that the family tie remained
valid regardless of space and time. Despite of the distance and time, flesh
from a relative could still be of use.

In a word, flesh-medicine is a kind of folk medicine of family
aspect, where one’s body could be another’s medicine. Moreover, as a
child or a daughter-in-law, one’s body not only belongs to himself, but also
belongs to his family. Human flesh as a medicine is practiced in China, but
this family aspect made it somewhat different from other cultures’
versions.

Key Words: flesh-curing, Chinese mediciné, human flesh as medicine(A

), vitalism, family, history of medicine



