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Neither Donkey nor Horse:
Medicine in the Struggle over China’s Modernity
by Sean Hsiang-lin Lei

About the author:

Sean Hsiang-lin Lei is Associate Research Fellow at the Institute of
Modern History, Academia Sinica, Taiwan, and Associate Professor at the
Institute of Science, Technology and Society (STS) at Yang-ming University. He
specializes in the history of medicine, including both biomedicine and
traditional medicine, in modern China and Taiwan. His first book, Neither
Donkey nor Horse: Medicine in the Struggle over China’s Modernity
(University of Chicago Press, 2014) seeks to understand how Chinese medicine
was transformed from an antithesis of modernity into a potent symbol and
vehicle for China’s exploration of its own modernity. His on-going research
investigates the changing conceptions of the body, selfhood, and moral
community through the history of two competing diseases: modern Tuberculosis
and laobing (“wasting disorder”), a traditional disease that is caused primarily
by various forms of overwork. Drawing on historical studies, he explores
larger issues such as the relationship between modern science and non-Western
knowledge traditions, the emergence of the capitalist body in China, and the role

of techno-science in the modern transformation of East Asia.

About the book:

This book aims to answer one question: How was Chinese medicine
transformed from an antithesis of modernity in the early twentieth century into a
potent symbol and vehicle for China’s exploration of its own modernity half a
century later? Until now, most scholars have understood this historic transition
as resulting directly from a change in Chinese governmental policies toward
traditional Chinese medicine, a change that was motivated largely by
ideological and political considerations such as cultural nationalism. Instead of

viewing this transition as a derivative of the political history of modern China,
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this book argues that China's medical history had a life of its own and at times
reversely influenced the ideological struggle over the definition of China’s
modernity and the Chinese state.

Far from being a “remnant” of pre-modern China, Chinese medicine in the
twentieth century co-evolved with Western medicine and the Nationalist state,
undergoing a profound transformation — institutionally, epistemologically, and
materially — that qualified it to be recognized as modern Chinese Medicine.
Nevertheless, this newly created modern Chinese medicine was stigmatized by
its opponents at that time as a mongrel form of medicine that was “neither
donkey nor horse,” because it attempted to integrate modern medicine with what
they considered the “pre-modern and un-scientific” practices of Chinese
medicine.

My use of the phrase “neither donkey nor horse” intends to highlight the
fact that this new species of Chinese medicine was defined by its enemies as one
of impossibility, pathology, and self-contradiction. Unlike the post-colonial
concept of hybridity, the phrase “neither donkey nor horse” was a phrase used
by the actors to refer to this newly created medicine as a real historical entity.
Being attacked by its critics as a “mongrel” that was infertile, valueless, and
pathological, this deliberately derogatory expression accurately conveys the
humiliation and emotional violence that the advocates of Chinese medicine had
to endure during this time. Against this hegemonic discourse of modernity that
rejected the possibility of productive crossbreeding between the modern and the
traditional, the definitive feature of this new medicine was the fact that it took
the discourse of modernity (and the accompanying knowledge of biomedicine)
seriously and survived the resulting epistemic violence by way of negotiation
and self-innovation. Through these efforts, its history demonstrates in concrete
terms that the relationship between Chinese medicine and modernity was not
destined to be antithetical. In this sense, the historic rise of this “neither donkey
nor horse” medicine constitutes a local innovation of crucial importance for the
general history of modernity in China, fundamentally challenging the

universalist conception of modernity.
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