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Abstract 
 

For a long time, Confucianism has been renowned for its agnostic view on the 

questions of spirits and ghosts. According to the Analects, Confucius was a man who did 
not speak of ‘the strange, the powerful, the chaotic, and the divine’ (guai li luan shen 怪

力亂神). Another Confucian doctrine also suggests ‘if one did not know about life, how 

could one know about death?’ Paradoxically, however, such a naturalistic teaching 

apparently runs counter to the fact that a number of Confucian scholars and literati had 

contributed to writings on ‘the supernatural’ in various genres. It is particularly true in 

late imperial China (roughly dated from the late 14th – early 19th centuries in this paper) 

when many Confucian literates recorded in their jottings and fictions fruitful stories, 

anecdotes and allegories about deities, demons, goblins, monsters and fox fairies, etc. 

Likewise, a couple of modern historians have characterized the nature of classic 

Chinese medicine as ‘rationalism’, which was often paralleled to the western medicine 

since the Hippocratic corpus. Yet, this viewpoint does not remain unchallenged since it is 

also known that shamanistic ways of healing have been widely employed in China 

throughout the ages. In other words, medicine was hard to separate itself from religious 

influences in pre-modern Chinese contexts. Rather, they always illuminated each other. 

Even in the late imperial period there were so many treatises on the illnesses of ‘demonic 
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influence’ in scholarly doctors’ works. Since the gentleman doctors’ perspectives on 

‘demonic afflictions’ seem not always ‘naturalistic’ and ‘rationalistic’, obviously, their 

attitudes deserve a detailed survey. 

My paper therefore serves as an attempt to explore the fruitful ambiguities of 

scholarly doctors’ medical treatments of ‘demonic influences’ or ‘demonic afflictions’ in 

Ming and Qing China. To begin with, my paper introduces first a category of illnesses, 

namely, xiesui 邪祟 (literally trans. ‘evil influences’) as recorded in a wide range of 

medical writings in late imperial China. As for the term xie 邪, late imperial Chinese 

physicians had rather different and diverse ideas: one stated that xie should be understood 

as the ‘excessive evil’ caused by the natural environmental factors, such as wind, cold, 

summer heat, damp, dryness and fire. The other, on the contrary, stressed that xie is more 

likely an influence of ‘deities and demons’. Despite their contradictory views of xie, 

these elite physicians at least had agreeable stance at the aetiology of xiesui. They 

emphasized that xiesui as exterior pathogens could only attack to people whose body – 

and his/her mind as well in a holistic view of life – is weak and vulnerable. The weakness 

and vulnerability of the body, according to the aetiology of classic Chinese medicine, 

should be blamed to the patients themselves: their hereditary influences, over-working, 

bad dietary habits, poor quality of sleep, and even improper sexual gratification were 

usually responsible to the occurrence of their sickness. Meanwhile, the locations where 

afflictions by xiesui likely occur were also taken into account, e.g., the likely ‘polluted’ 

places including old temples, wild fields, public toilets, remote woodlands, deserted 

graveyards and cemeteries, etc. 

Since xiesui as foreign elements could only invade to people whose body (and 

mind) is more susceptible to heteropathic influence, a few of the physicians went further 

to indicate that the ailments of exhaustion caused by qi and blood depletion and of 

phlegm were often confused with xiesui because of their similar symptoms of emotional 

disturbance. For example, various conditions such as menstrual disorders, labour and 

childbirth, chronic diseases were thought possibly lead to qi and blood depletion then 

emotional disorders. In addition to the aetiological explanations of ‘possession’ or 

‘demonic obsession’ shared by folk views, some scholarly doctors also suggested that the 

madness caused by xiesui should be distinguished from that of dian 癲, kuang 狂 and 

xian 癇  because of their different causes and pulse phenomena. Apart from these 

illnesses, the late imperial Chinese physicians divided xiesui into various kinds, ranging 

from deities, spirits, goblins, animal fairies, ghosts, and some apparently ‘infectious’ 
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diseases transmitted by ‘worms’.  

The typology of afflictions of xiesui was usually illustrated based on scholarly 

doctors’ diagnoses of pulses and other symptoms. This diagnostics also served as the 

foundation of their prognostication and prescriptions. The scholarly doctors 

recommended many ways of treatments to exorcising xiesui out of the afflicted body. The 

most commonly used were drug decoctions, needling/acupuncture, burning 

incense/moxibustion, etc. Besides, ointments were sometimes applied to the sexual 

organs of the sufferers whose illnesses had been caused by the ‘sexual obsession’ of 

‘demons’. In few cases the physicians might also employ methods with strong 

shamanistic implications, such as charms, spells and prayers.  

The last but not least issue discussed in my paper is the relationship between 

doctors and patients in the cases of xiesui as illnesses. By detailed analysis of the source 

materials I gather that many patients in late imperial China seem to have no loyalty to a 

certain kind of healers. That is to say, they might turn to any healer who was acclaimed to 

be able to cure sickness. It seems plausible to assume that the elite, scholarly doctors met 

varied competition from charlatans, drug-peddlers, religious masters, diviners, shamans, 

midwives, etc. Meanwhile, a few physicians showed their moral condemnation to the 

patients because their illnesses might have been caused by their ‘immoral’ conducts and 

‘polluted’ thoughts. 

In conclusion, this paper as a preliminary survey reveals that Ming and Qing 

Chinese elite physicians’ interpretations and prescriptions of ‘demonic afflictions’ were 

rather diverse, pluralistic rather than unified and consistent. They could be viewed as 

either eclectic or swinging stance in correspondence to the ongoing antagonism between 

naturalistic/rationalised views and religious/popular views on the subjects of the 

supernatural world(s). I hope the discovery of this paper will help the interested readers 

to rethink the nature of pre-modern Chinese medicine and reevaluate its relationship to 

Chinese religions. 
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