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On the Disease History and Herbal Medicine of 

X�ao K� (Diabetes) in the Pre-Qín to J�n Yuán Period 
 

Su-Tso Yang 
Major Professor: Hsien-Cheh Chang 

Graduate Institute of Chinese Medical Science 
China Medical University 

 

While modern nations step in to the 21st century with food abundance, 

diabetes mellitus, a disease closely related to xiao ke in traditional Chinese 

medicine (TCM), remains as an important issue in the health care system. How 

to organize the xiao ke texts in accordance with the research method of disease 

history is worthy of providing new direction for future diagnosis and therapy. 

This thesis reviews the xiao ke studies and categorizes them into the six facets 

of comprehensive disease history, historical division, analysis of canons, 

disease nomenclature, etiology and pathogenesis, and pattern identification 

with treatment determination. 

TCM offers resourceful diabetic literature, but the vastness of its textual 

distribution remains inaccessible to most modern scientists. Instead of direct 

knowledge acquisition from text, the next purpose of this thesis is to obtain a 

referential overview of textual distribution through bibliographic analysis of 

xiao ke chapters in an electronic TCM encyclopedia, a timesaving method for 

the structural understanding of literature distribution. The key word search of 

xiao ke chapters in the Encyclopedia of Traditional Chinese Medicine gathered 

184 chapters, which belong to 117 books and 8 historical periods. Analysis of 

xiao ke textual publications with regard to their historical periods helps to 

narrow the scope of interests into smaller, more specific time frames. By 
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applying the variable of “average publishing interval”, the divisional basis of 

the disease history of xiao ke into 3 periods is clarified. Listing the top 10 

productive authors orients researchers toward the expert opinions of xiao ke in 

TCM. Focusing on the specific field of xiao ke, the book type classification 

depicts the concentration of textual material needed. Analyzing the affiliated 

chapter names superior to the xiao ke chapter in the bookmarks, the 

characteristics and nature of the disease is quickly constructed. Analyzing the 

adjacent chapter names in the bookmarks, diseases closely related to diabetes in 

TCM can be listed.  

After familiarizing with the distribution of xiao ke texts, in depth reading 

can be started with the most representative classic. Liu Wan-su’s San Xiao Lun 

(Treatise on Three Diabetic syndromes) is the earliest existing book solely 

dealing with the subject of xiao ke. Its main contribution to the diagnosis and 

treatment of xiao ke is the thorough presentation of pathogenesis. It points out 

the cause of xiao ke is the vacuity of kidney, spleen and stomach while the 

clinical manifestation shows repletion heat of heart. Its main emphasis is on the 

common pathogenesis of the three diabetic syndromes rather than their pattern 

differentiation. Thus, the treatment principle is enriching the yin of kidney and 

spleen and draining the heart fire with cold and damp drugs. The maneuver in 

the book is flexible and plays a pivotal role in the theoretical development of 

diabetes in TCM. 

The community of TCM uses the term of xiao ke for a long time without 

probing deeply into its meaning and definition. Whether it is a pattern or a 

disease remains unanswered. In Liu Wan Su’s medical texts, resourceful 

diabetic information is present. Other than San Xiao Lun, his Su Wen Bing Ji Qi 

Yi Bao Ming Ji (Life Saving Collection of Su Wen) also provides a section of 
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xiao ke. Interestingly, the approaches in both books are quite different. In San 

Xiao Lun, the commonness of the three diabetic patterns is emphasized. They 

share the same body constitution and pathogenesis of yin vacuity and 

dryness-heat of gastrointestinal tract with resultant yang repletion. The 

differential description of diabetic symptoms and signs is cursory. The depicted 

pattern name of san xiao overlaps with the disease name. The treatment 

formulas can treat at least two diabetic patterns. Disease identification is the 

core of diagnosis, while pattern identification is only used as an adjunct in 

clinical diagnosis. In contrast, Su Wen Bing Ji Qi Yi Bao Ming Ji focuses on the 

differences of the three diabetic patterns. It lacks descriptions on etiology and 

body constitution, but its assortment of diabetic symptoms and signs into three 

categories according to the triple burner classification is detailed. The depicted 

pattern names do not overlap with the disease name. Most of the herbal 

formulas are limited to the treatment of only one diabetic pattern. Pattern 

identification with interest in disease localization occupies most of the 

discussion, while disease identification is only briefly mentioned. 

Then again, Liu Wan-su’s xiao ke texts are used as an example of textual 

research. Both San Xiao Lun and Su Wen Bing Ji Qi Yi Bao Ming Ji focus on 

xiao ke, but the diabetic descriptions in both books are quite different and do 

not seem to be written by the same author. By adding the diabetic text from 

Huang Di Su Wen Xuan Ming Lun Fang, an authentic book of Liu, the diabetic 

descriptions of the previous three books were compared for their contents. 

Consistency is found in the diabetic texts of San Xiao Lun and Huang Di Su 

Wen Xuan Ming Lun Fang, and Su Wen Bing Ji Qi Yi Bao Ming Ji seems to be a 

breed apart. 
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Probing into the xiao ke texts of the classical period (Pre-Qin Dynasty to 

Jin Dynasty), the related terms of xiao ke were not well defined. Xiao ke and 

xiao dan appeared to be synonyms, and along with the rest of related terms, all 

represent disease names. The materia medica in the period had accumulated 11 

drugs for xiao ke treatment in the book of Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing. Xiao ke 

texts related to shang han (the cold damage) were noted in the book of Shang 

Han Lun, and those related to za bing (the miscellaneous disease) in the book 

of Jin Kuei Yao Lue. Acupuncture treatment for xiao ke was noted in Zhen Jou 

Ja Yi Jing with 12 acupuncture points reported. The description of xiao ke in 

this period started with scattered paragraphs and ended in chapter names 

sharing with other related diseases. 

In the period from Nan Bei Dynasty to Tang Dynasty, the foundation of 

pattern identification, herbal formulas, etiology and pathogenesis was 

constructed. Startging with the book of Xiao Pin Fang, two major causes of the 

disease were identified, which are mineral formulas and heat in the physical 

center (re zhong). The material medica in this period had surmounted up to 63 

drugs for xiao ke. Twenty of which were listed in a disease oriented chapter for 

quick reference. In the Suei Dynasty, the first pathology book of TCM appeared. 

It set up a special chapter for xiao ke and subdivided the disease into eight 

patterns. In the Tang Dynasty, Sun Se-miao contributed two books with xiao ke 

chapters. Other than mineral formulas, he identified the excessive intake of 

alcohol and roasted food as the main cause of the disease and reminded that the 

restriction of desires is of prime importance. Abundant herbal formulas for xiao 

ke were also provided, and he suggested that acupuncture is not suitable for the 

chronic stage, more than 100 days after the onset of disease. The main 

contribution of materia medica in this period was on the recording of growing 
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districts, applicable medicinal parts, production methods, natures, indications 

and outer contours of drugs. Then, th book of Wai Tai Mi Yao summed up the 

xiao ke texts in this period. 

Marching into the period of Song, Jin and Yuan Dynasties, the pattern 

identification system of san xiao matured, and the pathogenic theories of xiao 

ke consolidated. Judging from the standpoint of diagnosis and treatment, two 

pathways of knowledge descent among the xiao ke texts in this period can be 

identified. One follows the main axis of san xiao pattern identificaton, starting 

with the book of Tai Ping Sheng Huei Fang and ending with Zhu Dan-xi’s 

books of Jin Kuei Go Xuan, Dan Xi Xin Fa and Dan Xi Zhe Fa Xin Yao. The 

other pathway focused on the disease identification, starting with the book of 

Sheng Ji Zong Lu, linking San Xiao Lun and Ru Men She Qin, and ending with 

Zhu Dan-xi’s books of Mai Yin Zheng Zhe and Dan Xi Shou Jing. Zhu Dan-xi is 

the conjoint scholar that held both pathways in his writings. 

Hopefully, this thesis on xiao ke can induce scholars’ interests on the 

disease history in TCM for fruitful future researches. 

 

Key words: Traditional Chinese medicine, Xiao ke, Diabetes mellitus, Disease 

history, Bibliographic analysis, Liu Wan-su, pattern identification, Textual 

research. 
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