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Despite the fact that the first notices of Chinese medicine go as far back as 
William of Rubruck and become abundant during a later missionising of Ming and 
Qjng China led by Jesuits and others, well-grounded histories of Chinese medicine 
have been far slower to emerge and are at present only a few decades old at best. 
There are a number of reasons for this. One is the difficulty of the field. One has 
to know Classical Chinese well, be able to wade through a wealth of technical ter
minology and be willing to function in a scholarly environment in which very lit
tle has as of yet been explored to work in it. Another is ideology which, as Paul 
Unschuld has pointed out, has always been a driving force in the development of 
Chinese medicine and today burdens us in its interpretation. This is largely due to 
the enormous amount of mythology that is associated both with popular views of 
Chinese medicine and with Chinese medicine as it is practised and proselytised 
today in the People's Republic of China with its traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) 
that is not very traditional or even all that Chinese with a dominant influence of 
Marxism and what may at best be called pseudo-science. Thus the value of works 
of scholarship that not only represent valuable spade-work, very well done spade
work in the case of Kim Taylor's new and very important book, but also help us 
navigate the ideological maze that is today's official Chinese medicine. 

Talyor's book focuses on the key period during which the Chinese Communist 
Party made itself dominant in China and then went on to rework Chinese health 
policy in its own mould. Chapter one focuses on Zhu Lian, probably the most 
important medical theorist in early Communist China, and the emergence of her 
'new' acupuncture. Her work represented an effort to combine Marxist ideology, 
some of the assumptions of Western medicine with regard to such things as illness 
as invasion and perversion, with Chinese needling, although without the theory once 
associated with this needling. Taylor provides in this chapter by far the fullest 
account of Zhu and her work available, and given Zhu's importance this is long 
overdue consideration. 

Chapter two looks at the period immediately following the establishment of the 
People's Republic of China and the first attempts to unify Chinese and Western 
medicine, resulting in a prolonged struggle for control of the Ministry of Health 
and the direction of Chinese public health. During this period, in spite of a great 
deal of lip-service to the virtues of a Chinese medicine that was, at the time, well 
along the road to extinction, as Taylor points out, it was hardly a serious com
petitor for Western medicine in China and was retained and taken seriously, it 
would seem, only for ideological reasons and because of the known inadequacies 
of public health in almost all of China at the time. Even an uncertain needling 
was better than nothing. 

Chapter three continues this discussion and shows how Mao intervened strongly 
in favour of Chinese medicine, forcing a reconsideration and efforts to play up its 
importance and apply it more widely in the Chinese health care system. Here a 
major influence was a prevailing Chinese interest in stressing what they saw as 
native traditions of 'science' against the alleged superiority of the much-vaunted 
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science of the western world. Consequently, the foundations for what has become the 
TCM of today were laid down, theoretically and institutionally, including the research 
schools and programmes that are so important today in sustaining TCM and lend
ing it legitimacy. During this period, 1953-56, a most important step was made in 
forcing or strongly encouraging doctors trained in western medicine to study Chinese 
medicine while many elements of western medicine, including views of anatomy 
and physiology, even diagnostic tools such as X-ray machines and western miracle 
drugs, were introduced into Chinese medical practice and became important parts 
of it. 

Chapter four covers the final time period that Taylor considers, 1957-1963. It 
shows how TCM emerged as a mature system and what this implied for China's 
health care system as a whole. In her discussion she pays well-deserved attention 
to the officially promoted academies of TCM and details the role that they played 
not only in defining practice and theory, but also in setting up norms of clinical 
experience. In passing she provides extremely valuable coverage of the major text
books of TCM and how they came into being. Thanks to the efforts involved on 
several levels, this is the period in which TCM became what it is today, and the 
norms and conventions developed during those years have defined it since. 

In all of her discussion, Taylor documents her points carefully and with great 
precision, even quoting key sections of documents in the Chinese original to make 
her interpretations absolutely clear and well based. Her command of the literature, 
including much that has only become available in recent years, is extraordinary 
and she has produced a book that is unlikely to be superseded for decades to come. 
But most of all Taylor has provided an answer to the question as to when TCM 
came into existence and what forces moulded it. Ideology has reigned supreme in 
its development, as one might expect, but Taylor details precisely what kinds of 
ideology and from where. In so doing she has produced a book of enormous value 
and merit, certainly one of the very best books to appear on the history of Chinese 
medicine in recent times, or for that matter on the history of the Chinese People's 
Republic and its aspirations. 
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