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Reflections on the Yin-Replenishing Pill:
Body, Medicine, and Gender in Ming Society

Zhang Xuegian®

Abstract

This paper uncovers the history of the yin-replenishing pill, a prescription
popular in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, to explore changing body
perceptions and gender discourses in Ming society. The formula of the pill was
predicated upon a view that “yang [5 is always in excess and yin [& is always
insufficient” in the body, promoted by the iconic Yuan Confucian physician
Zhu Zhenheng &% (1281-1358). Zhu imagined that yin and yang were in
balance in the body, but that yang could easily disrupt this balance, leading yin
to become drained. The yin-replenishing pill was concocted to replenish yin
and solve problems caused by overactive yang. The pill was a regular
treatment used by Zhu and his disciples, yet was not widely circulated until the
promotion of Wang Lun T4 (1453-1510) to senior provincial office. To his
contemporaries, Wang was both a senior Ming government official as well as a
benevolent practicing doctor. Wang recommended the pill as a daily therapy to
treat illnesses caused by yin depletion, especially for male literati, who enjoyed
a sophisticated urban lifestyle, suffered from the pressures of examinations and
governmental affairs, or indulged in lust and material luxury. Yet not
everybody in Ming medical circles agreed with Wang. In the mid-late Ming,
the pill was criticized by some of his opponents, who believed it had an

* Zhang Xuegian is a lecturer in the Department of Chinese Culture at the Hong Kong
Polytechnic University.
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excessive, possibly harmful “cooling effect” on the body, while others argued
it was more important to replenish yang, and so prescribed milder and warmer
herbs, such as ginseng. Despite this controversy over the pill’s efficacy, both
sides expressed anxiety over the bodily weakness of male literati in the face of
a rapidly commercializing and urbanizing society. The history of the pill also
reveals changing gender discourses after the Song dynasty. The controversy
over the pill in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was mainly based upon
cases of male patients; women were only occasionally mentioned in cases
relating to their special social functions, such as lactation, miscarriage, and
pregnancy, or in cases of uncontrollable anger caused by their special social
surroundings. Yin and blood, which symbolized the female discursive body in
Song medicine, as opposed to yang and gi for men, became equally important
for both men and women, and even more important for literati men in the
Ming. Whether in terms of yin and blood, or of yang and qi, there was no
distinction made between the female and male body in Ming medicine.

Keywords: Ming dynasty, medicine, Danxi school F}%, gender, body, Zhu
Zhenheng KE=






