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The pseudo-sciences and the
sceptical tradition

Superstition flourished in China just as strongly as in every other
ancient culture. Divining the future, by astrology, geomancy, physiog-
nomy, the choice of lucky and unlucky days and the lore of spirits and
demons, was part of the background of ancient and mediaeval Chinese
thinking. An integral part of the ancient picture of the universe, it simply
cannot be ignored if we are to get a balanced picture of Chinese science,
especially since some of this superstition led, almost imperceptibly,
to important discoveries and practical investigations of the natural
world. After all, magic and science both involve manual oprations, so
the empirical element was never missing, even from Chinese ‘pseudo-
science’, and nor was scepticism. A sceptical approach was always a
factor in Chinese thinking, just as it is for all true natural knowledge.
On these two counts, then, vital elements necessary for the development
of modern science were there. But a third factor was also required: the
formulation of theories verifiable by the method of experiment. This
the old Chinese lacked, for they were never able to pass beyond the
relatively primitive and unquantifiable theories of the Five Elements and
the Two Forces.

The greater part of this chapter will be devoted to the Chinese
sceptical tradition, and to its greatest exponent Wang Chhung, a first-
century Confucian who was nevertheless attracted by the Taoist view
of Nature. But to examine his work, and to see the sceptical tradition
in its proper setting, we must first turn to those very questions that
aroused this scepticism — the superstitions of the pseudo-sciences.

Divination by scapulimancy and casting lots

The shu shu, the “techniques of destiny’, the ways of foretelling,
took many forms, but all were based on the conviction that it was
possible to predict the future, at least so far as the affairs of princes and
the destinies of states were concerned. And they were all designed to
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give as unambiguous ‘yes or no’ answers as possible. The oldest method
was scapulimancy, using red-hot metal rods to heat tortoise-shells and
breast-bones, or ox and deer shoulder-blades (scapulae), and then
interpreting the cracks that resulted. Indeed it was so old a technique
that chan, the very word for divination, seems probably to have been
derived from the pictograph of a shoulder-blade with cracks. Ox and
deer scapulae seem to have come into use first, the tortoise-shells
following later. There is some doubt about what species of tortoise was
used; Chinese tradition has it that they were turtle-shells, but an
examination of some of the large fragments that remain make it more
likely to have been a now extinct species of land tortoise. At all events,
both shoulder-blades and tortoise-shells seem to have been imported
from far to the south, well outside the primary area of early Chinese
civilisation.

Consultation of the cracks always gave the diviner an unambiguous
‘fortunate’ or ‘unfortunate’ answer. For the ancient Chinese this prac-
tice of resolving doubts by scapulimancy probably paid its way as a
solvent for neuroses of indecision; but for us the great value of the
practice lies in the help it has given for understanding of very early
Chinese society and the most ancient forms of Chinese writing.

During the Chou period, that is the first millennium B.C., another
divination procedure came to be adopted: the drawing of lots. Dried
stalks of the Siberian milfoil (a species of yartow) called shih were used
(Fig. 24). This was also the same word as the technical term for casting
lots (shih), and it had the ideograph (&) the lower part of which (&)
is the character wu, meaning shaman or wizard. As mentioned in the
previous chapter, it was, perhaps, these milfoil sticks that were the origin
of the long and short lines of the trigrams and hexagrams found in the
I Ching. '

By and large, drawing lots was adopted for affairs of lesser importance,
scapulimancy with tortoise shells for matters of greater significance, but
on occasions both were used at once. In this case matters were
complicated, for the two methods sometimes disagreed, and then the
diviner had-to face two contradictory answers. From evidence in the
historical classic, Shu Ching (Book of Documents), which, although
finished in the fourth century A.D., contains material going back to the
tenth century B.C., and from other texts, we find that the way out of
the impasse was for the diviner to prepare a system of relationships
between the different possible answers. These relationships can most
conveniently be drawn up into a table (Table 15). Whether the actions
taken always followed the diviner’s answer as given here we do not know,
but if the last category were, it must sometimes have meant a strange
alliance of superstition and democracy!
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Fig. 24. A late ChhingA representation of the legendary Emperor Shun
and his ministers, including Yi the Great, consulting the oracles of

the tortoise-shell and the milfoil. From Shu Ching Thu Shuo.
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Table 15. Divination methods

Pro Contra

T, M or T,M Definitely favourable or unfavourable as the case
might be.

T or M Mor T Milfoil valid for the immediate future, tortoise-

shell valid for the further future.

T, M, P or T, M, P Favourable or unfavourable as the case might be, in
spite of the opinions of ministers and people.

T, M, m or T, M, m Favourable or unfavourable as the case might be, in
spite of the opinions of prince and people.

T, M, p or T,M,p Favourable or unfavourable as the case might be, in
spite of the opinions of prince and ministers.

kEy. T = tortoise-shell; M = milfoil; P = opinion of the Prince; m = opinion of
the Ministers; p = opinion of the People.

During Han times and later, the popularity of scapulimancy de-
creased, but the milfoil sticks remained in general use; indeed this
continued almost down to the present day. In Taoist temples, simple
folk used to choose a stick from a box rattled by the attendant Tao shih,
and were then given a fortune-telling slip of paper corresponding to the
number on the stick. Very similar procedures exist in Japanese temples
today often with the use of slot-machines, and if the paper contains bad
tidings you must knot it to a shrub or tree in the temple garden, thus
neutralising the effect.

At the time of the Warring States period (fourth and third centuries
B.C.), yet another method of divination grew up: this was the random
selection of the trigrams and hexagrams of the I Ching, and their
combination and recombination. As each one stood for more or less
well-defined abstract ideas and natural processes, it was not very difficult
to draw conclusions about what their fortuitous juxtapositions porten-
ded. Here, as with the milfoil sticks, and indeed as with fortune-telling
methods the world over, it was the unpredictable arrangement of things
after they.had been shuffled that served as a prophecy, since the
underlying belief was that unseen powers affected the final order. To
achieve the right conditions, though, the diviner had to concentrate on
what was to be known; only in this way could the spirit influences
control the actions of shuffling. Divination using the I Ching was
therefore always preceded by incense-burning and prayers, after which
sticks were shuffled into either two or three groups and the odd sticks
counted out by cycles of eight, thus determining the complete or broken
character of each of the lines of the hexagram. Here again the psycho-
therapeutic value probably lay in the resolution of painful indecision.
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Astrology
Chinese astrology, which has been relatively little studied, took
a somewhat different course from that of Mesopotamia and Europe.
There astronomers concentrated on what celestial bodies, what con-
stellations, appeared on the horizon just after sunset or just before dawn,
as also on the motions of the Sun, Moon and planets along the ecliptic;
but from the earliest times in China it was the constellations around the
north pole of the sky — the circumpolar stars — that were used, together
with the constellations strung along the equator: The former never rise
and never set, because they are always above the horizon, even though
they can only be seen at night. The equatorial constellations were then
used by the Chinese to divide the heavens into 28 lunar ‘mansions’ or
sections, like the segments of an orange. Chinese astrologers therefore
paid less attention than their Western counterparts to the planet that
was ‘in the ascendant’ at any time. What mattered to them was the
particular constellation in or near which a planet or the Moon happened
to stand; but also they were extremely interested in conjunctions,
eclipses, comets, novae and many other ‘abnormal’ occurrences in the
heavens, as well as meteorological phenomena that seemed strange.
In ancient Chinese astrology, as in the ancient Western world, there
was little concern about the fate of individuals unless they were of royal
- blood: prognostications of the future were always concerned with the
affairs of state, the chances of war, the prospects of the harvest, and
so on. In Mesopotamia itself individual horoscopes were not introduced
until about 280 B.c. by the astronomer-astrologer Berossus; a ‘demo-
cratisation’ of astrology followed during the next century, practised
mainly by exiled ‘star-clerks’ from Mesopotamia. Before this change,
there was little to choose between Babylonian and Chinese astrology,
as is shown by comparing a Mesopotamiam baked clay tablet from the
library of King Ashurbanipal (seventh century B.c.) with the text of the
Chinese Shih Chi (Historical Record) of Ssuma Chhien (go B.C.):

(1) Tablet: If Mars is in [the name of the constellation is
missing] to the left of Venus, there will be devastation
" in Akkad.

Shih Chi: When Ying-huo [Mars] follows Thai-Pai
[Venus], the army will be alarmed and despondent.
When Mars Separates altogether from Venus, the army
will retreat. '

(2) Tablet: If Mars stands in the house of the Moon [and
there is an eclipse], the king will die, and his country
will become small. ‘
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Shih Chi: If the Moon is eclipsed near Ta-Chio [Arcturus]
this will bring hateful consequences to the Dispenser of
Destinies [the ruler].

(3) Tablet: If the Northern Fish [Mercury] comes near the
Great Dog [Venus], the king will be mighty and his
enemies will be overwhelmed.

Shih Chi: When Mercury appears in company with Venus
to the east, and when they are both red and shoot forth
rays, then foreign kingdoms will be vanquished and the
soldiers of China will be victorious.

The evidence here is that the Chinese observed the planets and the
Moon, especially some of their movements, just as the Mesopotamians
did, but they adopted different constellations for the rest of their
astrological predictions. This was only natural for the entire Chinese
sky was mapped in constellation patterns totally different from those of
the Middle East and Europe — a fact testifying to the independent rise
of ancient Chinese astronomy. It is likely, then, that what passed from
Mesopotamia to China in about the first millennium B.c. was nothing
more than the conviction of the possibility of a system of divination using
the stars.

Just as in Europe, so in China, astrology came in the end to be used
for casting individual horoscopes, but it was under foreign influence and
happened rather late (Fig. 25). Certainly lunar and solar influences
would lead any agricultural community to see a connection between the
heavens and events on Earth, but the Chinese also knew (like the Greeks)

Fig. 25. A Chinese horoscope of the fourteenth century a.p. The
nineteenth of a series of 39 sample horoscopes indicating all kinds of
fortunes in life; here-a person who is destined to achieve fame.
Favourable features of the horoscope are shown in the top right-hand
box, unfavourable ones opposite on the left. Immediately underneath
and at the bottom corners are shown the celestial influences governing
42 different aspects of life and health. Among them are included,
besides the sun, moon and five planets (represented by their element
names), Rahu and Ketu (the nodes of the moon’s path), comets and
vapours. The outer ring of the disc itself gives constellation names,
the third gives hsiu, and the seventh cyclical characters. Segment
significances are defined by the fifth ring. They concern, counting
counterclockwise from the right (at half-past two), fate (i.e.
longevity), wealth, brothers, landed property, sons, servants,
marriage and women, illness, travel, official position, happiness, and
bedily constitution. From Thu Shu Chi Chhéng.



