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Disclaimers

Nothing in this book should be taken as medical advice. If you have questions about your particular condition, please consult a local acupuncturist.  No one can diagnose a patient without seeing them. If you are unsure where to find a practitioner, consider one of the directories that are listed here.  If you are still unsure, ask friends or ask a nurse at your local medical clinic for assistance.  Don’t be afraid to visit an office you are considering.
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Even after practicing acupuncture for over a decade, I continue to be surprised at the things people believe about the medicine. In some cases, people who have had acupuncture continue to hold some of these false ideas. While most people in the United States have heard of acupuncture, those who have actually tried acupuncture remain a relatively small percentage of the population. It’s no wonder that acupuncture continues to be mysterious and, to many people, kind of frightening.

I’d like to take some of the fear and skepticism about acupuncture away by clearing up some of the myths. Let’s talk about language. I use the term acupuncture very specifically. When I talk about acupuncture, I am talking about the practice of inserting fine needles into specific points to help the body heal.  This may take the form of symptomatic relief. It can also take the form of affecting a cure for the condition. Acupuncturists often use other modalities in addition to the needles. I do discuss some of these modalities but throughout this book when I say acupuncture, I am referring to the practice of inserting needles.  

When I talk about acupuncture theory, however, I will be talking about the theory of acupuncture.  Often the theory behind acupuncture has bled over into other alternate modalities, like Chinese Herbal Medicine.  The term “acupuncture theory” isn’t technically correct. When I say theory, I should say Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) or Classical Chinese Medicine (CCM).  However, I am not referring to one particular style of theory. I am speaking inclusively to the theories that are predominant in the United States, of which TCM and CCM are two of the most common.

This book is not about the various theories of how acupuncture works. There are some wonderful texts out there that take the time to explain how acupuncture works. These books will introduce concepts of qi and yin and yang. Many of the best also discuss the theory of the Tao. There may be a few books that attempt to discuss how acupuncture works without using these terms, but those are necessarily short and general. They are useful for those who just want a basic understanding of the medicine. If you are interested in finding out more about how acupuncture works, please check out the bibliography at the end of this book.

I will discuss, in the most general terms, that there are many ways in which an acupuncturist can think about the medicine and make a diagnosis. There are many point choices for any given complaint depending upon this diagnosis.  Each acupuncturist will decide points differently depending upon their own personal preferences, experiences and teachers.  

Acupuncturists practice in a wide variety of styles.  There is no cookbook set of points that will give relief for a particular condition. There are people who may practice that way, but the best acupuncturists know theory and choose points based on the unique diagnosis they come up with for their patient.  One of the most important aspects of being an acupuncturist is the ability to see each person as an individual.

To immerse oneself in learning how acupuncture works means immersing oneself in another culture. Receiving acupuncture does not require that the patient do that. Ultimately the question of how it works is less important than that it does work. Studies show that it works, although many leave open the question of whether it works better than a placebo. There are anecdotal stories of amazing things happening and these far outweigh the number of stories of people saying “it didn’t work.”  In many cases the people who believe it didn’t work only visited a practitioner once.  Acupuncture rarely works in one treatment.  Even when it does, the results are seldom long lasting.

Searching on the internet, one finds that acupuncture continues to be controversial. No matter how many people have had amazing results, there are sites like Skeptdic.com that insist acupuncture is a hoax. The Wikipedia entries are re-edited by those who insist there is no proof acupuncture works, despite plenty of evidence provided by the National Institutes of Health​[i] and the World Health Organization​[ii]. It is little wonder why many people are unsure about trying acupuncture.

I will attempt to address some of the common myths of how acupuncture works from the viewpoint of an acupuncturist. For instance, acupuncture doesn’t stimulate the nerves. Neither does acupuncture work based on the placebo effect. I’ll explain why.  

For those who decide they want it, choosing a practitioner can be daunting. One of my long term patients said that several people, including her doctor, recommended she try acupuncture.  It took her years to actually come in. Later in our relationship, I asked her why she waited.  She told me that she felt so ignorant about the whole modality that she wasn’t even sure what to ask. She was afraid to go to someone and look stupid in her expectations, although as near as I can tell, she really didn’t know enough to have expectations.

Finding a practitioner may mean going to the only person in the area. If you live in a city like Portland, Oregon or Seattle, Washington, it may also mean having a phone book full of acupuncturists from which to choose. How does one choose? What does one even ask this stranger who practices this unusual medicine? 

Sometimes it’s just better to ask friends.  Chances are the best acupuncturist is the one you feel comfortable with, no matter their style or their level of experience.  Finding one, when you don’t know where to start, is much like finding any other medical practitioner. Check licensing and then ask people. Nurses, especially, are often well informed sources for finding good complementary care practitioners.

For those who want to add herbal supplements to their healing modality, I am a little stricter on my criteria. Herbs are powerful medicine. Not all acupuncturists know herbs. Many of them aren’t even aware of what they don’t know. If herbs are important, finding someone who stocks their own herbs and actually calls themselves an herbalist is a good indicator that they take that part of the medicine seriously.

Some people find the idea of acupuncture needles to be frightening. They think of needles and picture the large syringes used by hospitals. In fact, acupuncture needles are quite slender.  Others worry about the training that the practitioner has had. Some people ask their medical doctor about acupuncture. While some physicians are knowledgeable about the practice and may even offer referrals, others remain skeptical, dismissing these types of questions out of hand. 

This book is not meant to be a comprehensive learning experience about acupuncture.  It is meant to contain answers to some of the most common myths held by potential patients. The anecdotal evidence of my patients getting better is the evidence that moves me to continue promoting the medicine.
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Myth #1:  Acupuncture hasn’t changed in thousands of years.
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Actually

Acupuncture continues to be a growing and changing medicine, although many of the changes are cultural adaptations and in many cases the changes are about rediscovering the truths and experience of the most ancient classics.

Further Discussion

If people think about acupuncture at all, they think of it as an ancient medicine, with origins in the dawn of time. Many people who use acupuncture think that everything we know about acupuncture comes down from those ancient practitioners. This isn’t untrue; however, it is not the whole truth.

It is true that acupuncture is an old medicine.  Most people put the origins at anywhere from 2000 years old to perhaps 5500 years old.  The argument for those saying 5500 years old is the Bronze Age hunter found in the Alps, nicknamed Otzi. Otzi’s remains were found to be tattooed at the points that correspond to acupuncture points. This, of course, brings up the question of whether acupuncture is actually from China or from somewhere else.

The first historical mention of acupuncture dates back to about 200 BC in China.  This is the Huangdi Neijing, or The Yellow Emperor’s Inner Canon.  Since then there have been several other classic texts, some of which appear to contradict others.  

Acupuncture was very often an oral tradition, with masters teaching their apprentices what they learned from their own master.  Oral tradition means memorization and we need to be aware that memories can be imperfect.  Further, because each master had their own way of doing things, teaching only a few students, this meant the theories could become very diverse within a single century. There are few texts that quantified the things the rural doctors were doing to treat their patients, often to great effect. In this way, information may have been changed, added to and lost.  The same information may have been added and lost several times.  Without a written record, there is no way to know what was added and what was lost. 

Today the classic texts are written down. In some cases rural doctors are sought out as teachers. More information is written down and compared. There are universities in China where students learn acupuncture. There are more schools around the world that teach acupuncture.  Despite this apparent quantification of ideas, the theories are changing. 

In the West, we are interpreting ideas from a culture that is based on a paradigm very different from that which we grew up with. There are language barriers, not just because the main books are written in a foreign language, but because this foreign language is from hundreds of years ago.  It is difficult enough to read and understand the English language as written four hundred years ago.  In the case of acupuncture, we are actually translating from Chinese written much longer ago than that.  

When we look to translated versions of the ancient texts, we must understand that there are many steps from the original manuscript to the text in front of the translator. The ancient text itself has been copied by different people, by hand, repeatedly. A scribe might be fatigued and make one change to a character which could change the meaning of a whole section. Additionally, the way something is worded from several hundred years ago may require a meaning different from that of the world today. It is difficult to tease out the nuances when we have moved so far in time and culture from the original writing.  

It is for these reasons that even the most dedicated classical practitioners may actually be changing the way the medicine is practiced and interpreted.

Acupuncture today is a conglomerate of different theories and ideas. Some of these ideas are new ideas tested as rigorously as possible by the scientific method. Other theories have been handed down through the ages in oral tradition and are practiced by only a few. Still other theories are commonly taught and held but rarely applied in their purest sense.

While this may seem rather haphazard, this is not unlike the evolution of Western Medicine. Several hundred years ago, western doctors would commonly do bloodletting and apply leeches for healing. This is rarely done today. We know this has changed because of the writings and oral traditions that have come down through the culture. We do not have nearly as much access to the theories and traditions of China that may have changed. In part this is because of political changes that happened when information was purged and deemed unnecessary. In
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