EAST ASIA

Doing Research on

the History of Madness
in China

The tight connection between Western Imperialism and phil- | remained fundamentally within the
anthropic undertakings is widely recognized. I shall argue that
the Asylum for the Insane in Canton was a striking symptom
of the imperialistic attitude, an attitude which could be
termed one of ‘double-intrusion’ because of the obvious at-
tempt to teach the Chinese what is ‘normal’ and what is ‘ab-

normal’.
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anton 1898: The
medical mission-

C ary John Glasgow

Kerr (1824-1901) estab-
lishes the first ‘Asylum
for the Insanc’ chat has
ever existed in Chinesc history, Onc of
the main purposes of this asylum was,
in the words of Kerr, ‘the change [of
the insanc| from the treacmentc and
influences of heathen relacives.” (‘The
‘Refuge for the Insanc’, Canton’, The
China Medical Missionary Journal 12, 4
(1898), p. 178).

Western psychiatry, an invention of
nincteenth century Europe, is well
known as an cxtraordinarily contro-
versial field of study. The view of psy-
chiatry as representing essentially the
history of humanism (Zilboorg, 1967)
stands in direct opposition to the view
of psychiatry as representing onc con-
stituent part in the process of devel-
oping industrialization and technolo-
gy in Europe and North America since
the cighteenth century (Foucaulr,
1961). The latter approach is funda-
mentally based on the critique of
Modernity (Enlightenment), which
focuses on the dichotomy berween
ratio and madness. This view led to
the fact that differenc ‘expel-mecha-
nisms’ (appearing first around the
cighteenth century) aimed ac the
elimination of madncss.

Notions entertained by medical
missionarics on the relatively infre-
quent prevalence of insanity in China
- when compared to Europe and
North America - which chey attrib-
uted to the 'phlegmatic tempera-
ment of the Chinesc’ and the general-
ly quie lifestyle in China, should be
read merely in the sensc of their own
representations. Such notions betray
their mostly affirmative suppore for
the project of ‘modernity’, including
the gencrally actempeed “culeural
hegemony’ on the part of Western
countrics (Said 1979) against the
backdrop of cvolutionary, biological,
and racist patterns.

Idiots

Examinations of Chinese medical
discourse in late imperial China indi-
cate many heterogencous notions, cx-
planations and methods of trcatments

on dian, kuang, xian, and feng. Whereas

the first three terms can be traced back
to the Wushier bingfang of the Mawang-
dui-corpus  (300-200 BC) and the
Huangdi neijing (200 BC - AD 800), feng
docs not appear uncil the Qing med-
ical discourse (where it indicates an
unfathomable form of madness, but
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also leprosy or rabid dog). This term
also appears in the judicial discourse
of the Qing cra, where it indicates a
particularly threatening state of in-
sanity, which demands special acten-
tion from family and village commu-
nity. Whereas the medical discourse
informs us of the possession by
demons or the prevalence of wind in
diffcrent organ systems, both of
which have to be cast out, the judicial
discoursc provides no explanation. Ju-
dicial discoursc on madness in Chi-
nese history shows that since carly
times (Zhouli) it has been a kind of
weakness afflicting the very young or
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old, the ‘idiots and imbeciles’, Such !

persons werce granted special consider-
ation in law until the turn of che
twentieth century and were judged as
having ‘lessencd criminal liabilicy’
(Biinger 1950:6).

Medical discourse in late imperial
China shows two dominant patterns
of explication: possession of demons
and an explanation within the ‘medi-
cine of systematic correspondence’.
Many texts indicate chat familics ac-
cepted .nny form of explication, as
long as the doctor or shaman called
could succeed in healing. The central
concept of madness within the medi-
cine of systematic correspondence
was of disharmony (madness due to
yinyang imbalance, disturbances in
body fluids connccred to gi-distur-
bances inside the body, ¢.g. qi reversal,
states of repletion (shi) and depletion
(xu), and disharmony of cmotional
states).

The most crucial point in this dis-
coursc on madness is that although
madncss was also described in terms
of ‘mental’ symproms and ‘mental’
illness throughout, these terms were
by no means perceived as forming a
single and scparate category stand-
ing in opposition to a singlc physical
catcgory. This is also cvidenced by
various theorics appearing in late
imperial China, such as the promi-
nent role of the study of heat (heat as
the origin of all discascs, and hence
also for madness) as well as differenc
attempts to locate the causc of mad-
ness (kuang for instance) as ‘firc on
the yangming meridian’, or on the

+ spleen-organ system, or on the liver .
and gall bladder, or on the heart, ‘

where the accumulartion of sputum

. sheng again expressed his po-

or wind were scen as causcs, as well -

as on sudden frights, and the like.
Even such approaches which at-
tempted (since che seventeenth cen-
tury) to subsume different forms of
madness under the category ‘shen-
bing’ - indicating a conceprual extrac-
tion of madness from ocher illnesscs -

gencral systemic approach both in di-
agnosis and treatment.
Since the two fundamentally incer-

cannot simply be reduced by an exclu-
sion of a single clement from the
whole, madness tended to figure
rather as a ‘quantitative’ alteration of
normal health; in chis, madness did
not differ from other illnesses and
was not considered a different state,
which would imply a fundamental
‘qualitative’ difference between in-
sanity and health. The laccer gencral
conception of discasc appeared at the
beginning of the nincteenth century
in Europe; and although Wang Qin-
gren (1831) first mentioned the idea of
the brain as location for the ‘outbreak
of epilepsy (xian)' (whether influenced
by Western thought or not), this
viewpoint did not achicve any signifi-
cance within general medical dis-
coursc on madness until the 1930s.
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Paradox

The focus on the brain as locus for
the outbreak of madness was the
main challenge to the Chinese cxpla-
nation of madness posed by Western
medicine - and noc only to the Chi-
nese medical discourse on madness,
bur also for philosophy, because now
the brain and not the heart had to be
perceived as the location for think-
ing. Another challenge was posed at
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the socio-polirical level: the institu-

tionalized care of the insanc. The
question as to why Western-style
psychiatry did not take root in China
(Lin 1985) can be answered at differ-
ent levels: although the involvement
of China in war after war can be seen
as an important hindrance, the his-
torically rooted cultural perception
of ‘normality and abnormality’
scems to have been much more im-
portant. Starting from the results on
the Western history of madness, Chi-
nese history shows ac least two para-
doxes. On the one hand, since carly
times within the medical discourse
on madness, madness has been con-
sidered to be just one illness among
others. However, chis is not to be
confused with the developing ‘med-
icalization’ (Foucault 1963) - a com-
plex process which gradually sub-
ducs a population to the power of
the physician and the stace (Foucault
determined the beginning of this
process in Europe to be at the turn of
the nincteenth century).
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On the other hand, judicial dis-
coursc on madness in China shows
that sinee carly times it has been con-
sidered a kind of weakness. In che
West, a similar special concern f'or'thc
insanc is not paid before the nine-
teenth century. This is not to be con-
fused with the special attencion given
to it within the Chinesc context men-
tioned above: while in the West -
based on the ‘qualitative’ conception
of madness - medical authority be-
came juridical authority. At the same
time, this was never truc of Chm‘a,
wherc the family remained the marn
carer of any of ics afflicred members:

Perhaps morc than in other ﬁcids of
historical research, cxplomtiuns into
the history of madness in China de-
mands a highly reflective and clcaflly
formulated mcthodological ~ basis:
Mindful of the fundamental d‘ll:l!'
lenge posed by any attempt to privt-
lege the norms of agency and respon-
sibility (based on Foucaulcian cheory)
we should nevercheless be aware that

Foucaultian results reflecta European

Weltanschauung and arc based on the
given ‘dichotomy between ratio and
irratio’, which cannot be applied sul
generis as a heuristic concept o (e
Chinesc history of madness. 8

Dr Angelika C. Messner is attached to the
Institute for Chinese Studies, at the Christian-
Albrechts-University in Kiel, Germany. She ¢an
be reached at messner@sino.uni-kiel.de.

Wei Jingsheng in

Peale ci Jingsheng |
s N ; (born 1950) is

China’s best-

known dissident. He

spent more than half of

his adule life in prison |

for the peaceful expression of his po-
licical belicfs. In 1978 Wei wrotc an
essay entitled ‘The Fifth Moderniza:
tion’ in which he stated chat, with-
our democracy, China could not
truly modernize. His essay caused a
sensation: not only because of its

open assault on the government, but
also becausc the author dared to sign
his name and address on the cssay.

In 1979 Weci was convicted of
‘counterrevolution’ and senrenced to
fiftcen years in prison. After his re-
leasc in 1993 Wei continucd his work
for human rights and democracy. He
was imprisoned again until 1997
when he was put on a plane bound
for the United States.

Since he has left China Wei has in-
cessantly brought che issuc of
human rights and democracy
in China to the attention of
the world. Amongst others he
has been received by President
Clinton of the United States,
President Vaclav Havel of the
Czech Republic, and by Presi-
dent Lee Tenghui of Taiwan.
On March 10, 1999, Wei Jing-

litical opinions in a dcbate
with students in the Academy
Building of the Leiden Univer-
sity. The debate was organized
by the Dutch United Narions
Student Association (SIB) and
the Students” Association of
Sinolagy (SVS), both in Leiden

and co-sponsored by the Internation-
al Instituce for Asian Studics.

During the debate Wei remarked:
‘Since 1989 cvery Chinesc will agree
that China is in need of democracy.
The question is therefore not ‘Should
we  implement  democracy?’  buc
‘How'? There is no general agree-
ment on this macter. In my view
China needs truc political reform:
morc partics and a distribution of
political power through gencral elec-
tions. The people should be able to
choosc their leaders.” ... ‘1 am not
against internacional erade if all par-
ties involved benefit from it In
China unfortunately, it is the gov-
ernment which controls and profics
from international trade. The West
pays too lictle atrention to the
human rights issuc in China. At the
human rights convention in Geneva
not onc single country has con-
demned Chinal Western politicians
do have their responsibilitics.” ®
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