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Disease and Healing in the Shang as Reflected in the
Oracle Bone Inscriptions

Zong-kun Li
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

Since the discovery of the oracle bone inscriptions more than a hundred years ago,
some research on disease and healing based on the oracle bone inscriptions has appeared,
but most of this work suffers either frdm a lack of relevant evidence, or from
misinterpretations of what evidence does exist.

This article makes use of a wide variety of evidence both from the oracle bone
inscriptions and from other archaeological materials to supplement previous research and to
correct various misinterpretations. The article argues that, while records in the oracle bone
inscriptions provide much information about disease in the Shang, they focus on the narrow
field of prognostications for sicknesses in particular parts of the body. Although there are
many such references, they are terse and simple in content. When scholars have attempted
to extrapolate from this material to describe disease in the Shang they have usually come to
conclusions that are unsubstantiated by the evidence.

Most of the information on healing in the oracle bone inscriptions relates to sacrifices
to spirits and prayers for improved health. Claims based on the oracle bone inscriptions that
acupuncture and moxibustion were already in use in the Shang are unconvincing.
Archaeologists have uncovered some simple medicine from the Shang, but the oracle bones

provide no such direct and reliable information on methods of healing.

Keywords: Shang oracle bone inscriptions, disease, healing, acupuncture/moxibustion
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