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SCRAPS OF HISTORY

FAKED ILLNESS IN ANCIENT CHINA

The renown Chinese physician of the Ming (#]) Dynasty
Zhang Jie-Bin (%&A~K, A.D. 1563-1640; alias Jing-Yue &
# ) recorded 4 cases of faked illness in his “Jing-Yue’s
Complete Works” (% &% - #/) which we may label as
hysterical stupor. #

One of these case records is quoted below with a rough
translation. Zhang gave a detailed description of the case,
his observation and how he finally handled it.
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[Translation] A friend of mine in the Capital was an offi-
cial of the Royal Guard. He had two mistresses. one of
them was Yan-Ji who was accompanied by her mother.
One day the two women had a quarrel and Yan-dJi, running
out of reasons and with her mother pouring oil on the
flames, threw her temper all out by yelling and jumping
about. Finally she passed out and became unresponsive as
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if dead. She was sat up by a maid but there was no sign of
her coming round from dusk to dawn. I was sought to treat
her early in the morning. When | went in, she was plump
and her skin was dark. Her face looked pale and her eyes
close. Her arms were limp and her breath shallow. When [
took her pulse it was feeble and weak as if it was to dis-
appear any moment. These were really serious signs and [
was uncertain about what treatment 1 should offer her. Giv-
ing some tonic to supplement her deficiency might not be
good if her anger was not yet dispersed; if | gave her drug
to sweat she might not tolerate it since her pulse was
so feeble. Puzzied and undecided, I asked to examine
her again. But when [ saw her this time, her arms were no
more hanging limp. Instead she was lying supine in the
maid’s lap with her fingers interlocking before her belly. [
wondered whether someone had moved her. 1 became
more suspicious when she seemed to resist my attempt to
examine her and I was unable to move her arms. Hence [
unexpectedly gave her a quick pull on the arm. She gave
off a cry and pulled back strong and hard! My last bit of
doubt was swept away. How would a dying person’s pull
be so strong? So I reckoned that the feeble pulse might be
due to her inborn plump body build or cunningly induced
by pressing both arms tightly against the body. Her pale
face and shallow breath were not uncommon findings in an
angry person.

Having made up my mind, I then exaggerated about the
danger of her condition and deliberately talked about the
need of carrying out moxibustion before her, ensuring that
she would be frightened to death. Then I suggested to try a
dose of drug before the moxibustion and as expected, she
came round right away.

The next day my friend asked me, “My mistress seemed
so sick yesterday. But if her illness was genuine, how
would it be relieved so quickly the instant moment your
drug touched her lips? But if it was not real, how could she
behave so convincingly and hold up for the whole night? [
cannot bur suspect that there was some secret in the drug
you prescribed to her yesterday.” This I replied him, “The
secret is in the words [ said. The drug was only a pretence,
How would she dare not to come round right away as 1
had her really scared?”

This is what the Canon meant by “Fear can override an-
ger.” So one can see that the most unpredictable thing is
the complexity of human emotions. If [ did not go back
and reexamine her a second time, | would have been
fooled by her too. The lesson to learn is that one must
observe closely in cases like this.

# Quoted in M.Q. Wang's “Psychological Therapy in Traditional
Chinese Medicine” (¥ % .<3¥ /&4 - £ R E4 ), 1986, Chong
Qing Publication.



