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For Harry, my dad, whose curiosity for alternative medicine I like to think lives on in these pages


Dumbo, look! I have got it! The magic feather! Now you can fly!

—TIMOTHY Q. MOUSE
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Donna’s Eden

Under the influence of an energy healer

It’s Friday night in Asheville and the banquet hall is nearly full. The room buzzes with a giddy hum as people gather in little communities along a neatly assembled perimeter of chairs. Middle-aged women are the best-represented group, but I spot a few men and some young people, too. A few even look like teenagers. Above us, three chandeliers disperse a warm glow over the room.

I make my way past the tables scattered with paraphernalia about the weekend’s “Introduction to Energy Medicine” and notice that, to everyone’s delight, Donna Eden, the woman we have all come to see, has made an impromptu appearance on the stage. She darts from end to end, seemingly to retrieve something. Then she turns to the crowd, gives an enormous smile, and hoists her arms up over her head in a two-handed wave. The room erupts in applause.

When the program starts for real some fifteen minutes later, there is no introduction. Donna simply marches onto the stage with her husband, David Feinstein, who was once a psychologist on the faculty at Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine and is now an enthusiastic proponent of “energy psychology.” David takes a seat at the back of the stage. Donna glides to the front, arms outstretched.

“Hello, everyone!” she says, beaming. “I welcome you all sooo much. I’m so glad you came. I’m so glad I came. I feel like there’s a part of Asheville that’s home for me. My mom was born here.

“I love teaching this. The world needs some really good healing tools that we can all use and depend on, and these are simple. They look like magic sometimes, but they work.”

Donna’s head is framed by a halo of blond curls, and as she speaks, her face lights up with a perpetual smile. “Our bodies produce the most profound medicine inside us already. It’s energy. Energy is the oldest medicine there is. It’s the safest and most organic and it’s free. We need a medicine that’s free. We need tools to be able to heal ourselves.”

David gets up from his chair and moves to the front of the stage. “Donna isn’t just talking here,” he chimes in. “She’s living proof of how energy medicine works. Several weeks ago, she celebrated her seventy-second birthday.”

Around me, I watch a few eyes widen at the thought that this spunky, effervescent woman onstage is one of the oldest people in the room.

“What I’m going to share with you this weekend are basic hands-on techniques you can use every day to give you more vitality and joy. These can clear energy blocks, help you feel younger, and relieve pain.”

As Donna talks, shadowy streams of pedestrians glide past the windows, which are dark now apart from the starry blips of light from the chandeliers. Asheville’s streets are like this, never crowded but always busy. Nestled into North Carolina’s ancient Blue Ridge Mountains, the town is populated by a motley assortment of college students, artists, hippies, retirees from the Northeast, and those who want to go to “healing sanctuaries” and open stores selling “gifts for the soul.” It is a fitting place for energy healing.

Energy healing is a nebulous category. It encompasses older practices such as Reiki and newer ones such as Therapeutic Touch, Donna Eden’s Eden Energy Medicine, and many other approaches you may never have heard of, such as polarity therapy, BodyTalk, Matrix Energetics, and Quantum-Touch. The simplest way to think of it is as a practice in which adherents believe the human body possesses a subtle force that can be harnessed for its own rejuvenation and repair. Energy healers say they manipulate this force through some combination of light touch, moving their hands at a distance over their clients’ bodies, and merely holding a thought or intention about how they want someone’s energy to move.

Although this mystical energy has never been validated by science—by which I mean replicated, rigorous, controlled studies—I haven’t come here as a debunker. I’m not interested so much in how Donna Eden and other alternative practitioners are wrong, but in how, against the odds, they may be right. I am trying to stay open to possibilities.

Donna looks out into the audience. “I’m going to need a volunteer. Most people understand all this a lot better if I demonstrate it. Over the course of the weekend, I hope to have a lot of you up here.”

About thirty hands shoot up, and Donna picks a stocky woman named Penny. When Penny arrives onstage, Donna reaches affectionately for her hand.

“I’m going to use a biofeedback tool that’s built into our bodies. It’s called energy testing. Sometimes it’s known as muscle testing, but we’re not testing muscle strength; the strength of a muscle doesn’t change from moment to moment. What changes is the muscle’s ability to resist pressure based on the amount of energy flowing through it. We’re testing energies and how they’re flowing and where they’re stopping.”

Donna looks intently at Penny for a few seconds. “Okay, now put your arm out like this.” She props Penny’s arm up at a ninety-degree angle from her body and puts one hand on Penny’s shoulder and the other on her outstretched arm. “Now I’m going to push down on your arm and you try to resist.”

Donna gives Penny’s wrist a firm downward push. Her arm doesn’t move. “Nice and strong,” Donna notes.

Then she walks backward so she’s about ten feet away from Penny. “I’m going to trace your meridians.”

Donna starts swooping her hands through the air as though she were conducting an experimental orchestra. She traces the invisible outlines of Penny’s body, from her head down to her brown suede boots. Then she walks back to Penny for another test. Just as before, she puts one hand on Penny’s shoulder, the other on her wrist. This time, Penny’s arm falls like a lead balloon, as if she weren’t resisting at all.

A look of surprise streaks across Penny’s face while the crowd exhales in amazement. I’ve watched Donna and others do this online before, but I still don’t have a reasonable explanation of what’s going on. Donna never appears to alter her level of effort, and Penny didn’t look as if she were intentionally caving. Nor does it feel like a cheap setup. Donna radiates such enthusiasm and certitude that it’s hard to conclude she is actively making any of this up or doesn’t believe 1,000 percent in what she is telling us.

“What I did,” Donna says, “is trace a meridian backwards. That takes energy out of the flow. Every single person in here has healing in their hands. I’ve never met anybody in my whole entire life who couldn’t use their hands to move energy.”

I shift about in my seat, suddenly aware of just how distant is the parallel universe I have entered. Meridians, a concept that originally hails from the traditional Chinese practice of acupuncture, are said to be invisible lines within the body along which energy flows. Each meridian is named after an organ—liver meridian, lung meridian, gallbladder meridian, etc. But just like healing energy, scientists have never pinpointed or otherwise identified such a thing inside the human body, much less figured out how someone might trace meridians backward or use them therapeutically. Donna doesn’t typically do onstage healings, but in her 1998 book, Energy Medicine, she describes ridding people of all kinds of emotional and physical afflictions during the twenty years she spent doing one-on-one sessions. On her Eden Energy Medicine website, the fourteen hundred people she has trained as practitioners of her method also tell of often dramatic, life-changing improvements in their patients’ migraines, arthritis, back pain, fibromyalgia, autoimmune skin disorders, and sleep, fertility, and digestive problems. Many of these accounts include a testimonial of profuse gratitude from the person who was once suffering. Donna attributes her recovery from multiple sclerosis in her early thirties to moving energy in her body.

When I began telling people I was writing a book on alternative medicine, I couldn’t avoid accounts like this. People would tell me that they had been helped by some unconventional approach or that they knew someone who had. “Everyone has a story to tell,” my husband marveled one day after a string of conversations with colleagues inquiring about his wife’s daily activities.

There is reason to be skeptical of healing claims. As critics of alternative medicine rightly point out, people get better for many mundane reasons. Sometimes medical problems spontaneously and inexplicably disappear or improve on their own—the “treat a cold, it will last a week; leave it alone, it will be gone in seven days” principle. Such natural healing happens with many viral and bacterial infections, and from time to time with chronic pain and even cancer, particularly of the kidney, brain, lymphatic system, and skin. In other cases, symptoms wax and wane, particularly those such as pain, fatigue, and stiffness. Since we tend to seek help when things are awful, the chances of feeling better in the days after some particular treatment can be high. It’s also easy to overlook that some diseases have natural quiet periods when symptoms temporarily disappear or improve. If you do a particular therapy just before this period of remission, it’s normal to assign credit to it. Finally, people sometimes don’t actually have the disease they’ve been diagnosed with. According to a 2014 study, diagnostic errors happen to one in twenty Americans.

But can we dismiss all such healing claims as misattribution or wishful thinking? As I look around at the rapt faces watching Donna, I can’t help wonder about the way belief can sometimes create healing. In 1997, Arthur Shapiro, a noted psychiatrist, wrote, “Until very recently, the history of medical treatment was largely the history of the placebo effect.” By this he meant that throughout history many popular medical treatments—crab eyes, lozenges made from dried vipers, pigeon and turtle blood, horse dung, and bloodletting to name a mere few—surely did not work as advertised, but did have occasional efficacy due to the placebo effect, the phenomenon whereby our expectations about a treatment’s effectiveness can actually make it effective. Just as the generously eared elephant Dumbo believed he could fly after his trusted mouse friend, Timothy, gave him an ordinary crow’s feather to carry in his trunk, telling him it was magic, it seems the human body has ways of eradicating illness based entirely on what’s in our minds. Once called the “coolest strangest thing in medicine” by the British doctor and writer Ben Goldacre, the placebo effect has been the subject of much eager research in recent years.

In any given year, across the US 19 million people see a chiropractor, 3 million do acupuncture, 3 million practice the slow, mindful exercises of tai chi or qigong, and 1 million visit an energy healer such as Donna. At least 24 million do meditation or breathing exercises, which also haven’t yet met the standards of evidence necessary to make them mainstream medical treatments. The popularity of alternative approaches—which can be defined as treatments not taught widely in medical schools, not broadly available in hospitals, or not possessing a clear scientific basis—is due to a variety of factors.I Most commonly people are seeking natural, noninvasive, side-effect-free ways to ease the symptoms of health problems that doctors can’t cure and don’t always have satisfying treatments for.

Proponents of these therapies all have their theories about how they work, and for this book I will spend time hearing them. But since I regard science to be, as the astrophysicist Carl Sagan put it, “by far the most successful claim to knowledge accessible to humans” and the best safeguard we have against our biases, I am more interested in what the surprising number of placebo researchers, neuroscientists, and psychologists studying alternative healing techniques or mind-body interactions have to say. What are the scientific reasons that seemingly unscientific practices might work? In this inquiry, I do not attempt to be comprehensive. Rather than catalog the vast universe of alternative treatments, I focus on a subset of those with the greatest potential to elicit placebo effects and potentially other types of mind-body healing.

Donna calls for more volunteers and does additional demonstrations in which she studies someone for several moments and then does something to either weaken or strengthen the person’s energy patterns, which she says she can see. To “disrupt the energies” of a tall middle-aged man named Karl, she flutters her fingers over several points on his chest and arms. As she pushes on his arm, he strains mightily to prevent a seventy-two-year old woman from overpowering him in front of two hundred people. The energies of an elderly man in a wheelchair, which initially test strong, are described as becoming weak when he reads from a textbook. “Half your meridians run in one direction, and half run in the other,” Donna explains. This man’s energies, she says, are flowing in a way that makes it difficult for him to perform mental activities such as reading. Donna leads him in an exercise she says is designed to shift his energies back into balance. When he reads from the book again, his arm tests strong.

I stare at the elderly man and try to imagine the meridians in his chest stopping in midstream and reversing course, either thwarting or restoring some internal zest. But I can’t seem to get past the stripes on his sweater, which, when I glare at them, blend together in a hazy blob. By the time Donna dismisses us for the evening, I realize I am ready for a break.

*  *  *

The next morning when I arrive at the event hall, Donna’s daughter Titanya is waking everyone up with an “energy dance,” with loud Middle Eastern music and lots of arm and hip swinging. I try to join in but quickly realize I can’t dance and drink coffee at the same time, and I opt for the energy swirling in my cup.

Donna appears, fully awake and raring to go, and tells us that we will be learning exercises to get our energies moving freely and in the right direction, to give us more of that vitality, joy, and pain relief she mentioned yesterday. These exercises consist of rubbing, holding, or tapping various points on our bodies, many of them the same ones used by acupuncturists. But instead of poking thin needles into the skin, Donna uses hands. She has us tap with both sets of fingers on our “K27” kidney meridian point, located on either side of the chest just below the collarbone. This is intended to deliver oomph when we are tired and to keep the immune system strong amid stress. A notch below that, in the middle of the chest, is the thymus gland. We thump our fingers on that. “Also excellent for your immune system,” Donna chirps. We rub spots just below our rib cage—our so-called spleen meridian. All I can feel is my actual spleen, which isn’t sure about being kneaded. At one point, I glance around the room and see two hundred people hitting themselves in the face. Of course, I’m one of them.

We also team up with a neighbor to practice. Donna says we should gently press on certain points on our partners—their hands, their forehead, their feet—to see if we can get their energies to move, testing it before and after with the arm push. If their arm proves weak, we are supposed to do something to see if we can strengthen it, and vice versa. I partner up with Charity, a twentysomething from Georgia, who drags her fingers around my face and head to stimulate my gallbladder meridian. Later, I clutch her two naked big toes in an attempt to create deep relaxation and promote the release of toxins. This is called a Brazilian toe technique.

None of it seems to be working. Charity is a wisp of a woman and I am five feet ten. Every time I test her she is weak. Her arm flops right down. I know it isn’t a fair setup, but Donna has said this isn’t supposed to be about strength. So either I’m hopeless at fortifying Charity’s energies or she has some serious deficiencies.

Donna tells those of us having trouble to take it slow and try practicing at home with some simple exercises, such as tapping on our cheekbones, which “grounds” a person by sending energy down the body and out the feet. “You become more sensitized over time and then can eventually feel the actual flow of energies in your body,” she says. “When I hit my cheekbones, I can feel energy going down my legs, but it doesn’t start like this.”

This is just one of many of Donna’s experiences. In her book, she explains that ever since she was a little girl, she’s seen multiple bands of color around and within other people. Some of them had texture and shape; others moved and vibrated. For a long time she didn’t think this was strange and assumed others saw such colors, too. Her mother, who also said she saw them, encouraged her daughter’s perceptions. Donna writes that when people are physically and emotionally healthy, their energies have a harmonious flow, appearing as “an endless waterfall,” spilling over the top of the head and caressing the body. With illness, energy looks blocked, frenzied, or chaotic, like static on a TV screen (back when TVs had static).

The next day, we see Donna only briefly. She leaves us with more inspiring messages about our ability to heal ourselves and take control of our health with our energies, though not necessarily, she is careful to point out, at the expense of conventional medicine. “Modern medicine is wonderful and has its role,” she notes. The rest of the morning is given over to Donna’s husband, David, who does a presentation on energy psychology, which uses tapping on various points and meridians to try to cure phobias or past traumas. I duck out early to meet Donna, finding her in the eleventh-floor hallway of her hotel, saying good-bye to one of the event’s organizers. “Ooohhh, I was looking for you at the book signings,” she says, referring to the breaks during which she signed copies of Energy Medicine. “I thought, ‘Where is that journalist Melanie?’ Did you get your book signed?” Then a big laugh and the enormous, infectious smile.

Donna wraps her hand around mine and pulls me into her hotel suite, where she is frantically packing for her next trip. Just a few days ago, she was in England, and tonight she and David leave for Arizona. I tell her that my copy of her book is digital, which left me with nothing to sign.

“Oh, that explains it. Well, I like to use that time to really get to know people, and I sign their books in different colors depending on what I see for their life color, which is the outermost layer of the aura.”

This, I realize, is why a giant pile of markers was sprawled on the table in every imaginable color. Of course, I want to hear my life color anyway.

“Well, first of all, you’re violet. That’s really interesting to me. I don’t know what your life has been about or anything. . . .” She stops and looks at the window behind the couch I’m sitting in. “Can I trade places with you? There’s just so much energy from outside. I just want to look at you.”

We swap couches. “So the aura has all these auric fields or bands that go around a person, and I can always see at least seven layers out. There’s so much information in all of them, but there’s one band that never changes. You’re born with and you die with a certain color, and you’re a violet. You are soooo violet. When I saw you coming in the hallway, I thought, ‘Oh, God, here comes a violet!’ ” She laughs. “And then I saw your yellow sweater and thought, ‘It’s so complementary with your purple.’

“Violets are really smart, but I always think that in past lifetimes they have either been the victims of the world or ruled the world, and when they got to the end of their lives, they said, ‘This is it?’ So this is the lifetime to crash through that. They never reached that spirituality or what they hungered for. There’s always introspection, but their challenge is to surrender and let go and have some fun. My husband is a violet life color. More left-brained; they rely on their intellects. So that’s you.”

Setting aside that I don’t believe in past lives, I think it’s not a bad read. I have on occasion been told that I need to lighten up and not take things so seriously, which always annoys me, probably proving the point. For some reason, hearing Donna tell me this isn’t the least bit irksome. Her way of conveying information is disarmingly modest and devoid of any judgment. It’s as if she just knows it.

Donna says she is a blue life color. “Blues are all about healing other people, they’re caregivers. A lot of nurses are blues. They also don’t have a lot of critical thinking. They just want to believe in the positive. So it’s not like I want to see the positive, I actually see it. That pure place. Even the darkest person, at the soul level, has a beautiful place of purity that is stronger than evil if it’s fostered. Connecting with people at that pure energetic core happens in the deepest healing work.”

“So if a guy sleeps with his best friend’s wife, you don’t think, ‘What a douche bag’?” I ask.

“I don’t. And it’s gotten me into trouble because even if I see really wretched things in their energy, I tend to look deeper to see their pain and their struggles, and I connect with them at that level. Witnessing them in this deeper way brings out their natural goodness and somehow sparks their healing. I love engaging people at this soul level.”

I must have knitted my eyebrows in confusion.

“Here, I’ll tell you what it looks like.” She describes a man who was standing outside a bodega near her house in California “looking really puzzled.” Donna went into the store but couldn’t help looking at him through the store’s open front. “His etheric field, the band closest to his body, looked totally smashed in. That would mean he did not have any good reflections of himself, no real mirror for himself. I thought, ‘What a hard world for him to have that out of commission.’ ”

The second band in the man’s aura looked “flimsy,” and the third showed that he was what Donna calls a kinesthetic, someone who easily senses and takes on the feelings of others. “This would make it even harder for him because he felt it all. He didn’t have any kind of hard shell from feeling everything or from worrying for others. If you just looked at his face, you might have thought, ‘Maybe I shouldn’t park my car there.’ You might think he was dangerous and someone to stay away from. The truth is he probably has had a really hard life. His auric field was just decimated.”

Donna walked out of the store, went up the man, and handed him a bag of avocados. “They gave me these, but I really don’t need them. Would you like them?” she asked.

Suddenly, Donna says, there was a different man. “Not only did his whole face light up, his auric field brightened and expanded.” It wasn’t the avocados, but the spirit of empathy in which they were given. “We human beings need one another. We heal one another just by recognizing each other.” This ability to pick other people’s emotional cues—or “energies”—was of immense value during Donna’s two decades of one-on-one practice with patients. Today, most of her time is spent on the road teaching and doing presentations such as this weekend’s, but she says that her unusually vivid perceptions enabled her to form hunches about what was driving someone’s illness and what might be done to help relieve it. Sometimes she saw past or current relationships causing emotional stress. Other times there would be a deep sadness or personal failure. Some people, like the California man, were crushed and overwhelmed by their abundant feelings. Often people were profoundly fearful of their illness or other problems in their life, and Donna focused on soothing their panic.

Before I leave her warm, affirming orbit, I ask Donna about the arm pushing and energy testing she did so many times onstage. The practice is widely used in alternative medicine. Many homeopaths and naturopaths employ it to test people for food allergies or to see which particular homeopathic remedy to choose. Some chiropractors also use it. In his book Serve to Win, Serbian tennis star Novak Djokovic says he found out he was sensitive to gluten after his nutritionist told him to hold a piece of bread against his stomach and then was able to push down on his weakened arm. Although this energy or muscle testing is alleged to reveal something factual about a person, nearly every time scientists subject it to properly controlled conditions, the method falls apart. In one of the more recent examples, three experienced chiropractors pushed on the outstretched arms of fifty-one patients while they were holding either a vial of saline solution, which was presumed to have no effect on someone’s energies, or a toxic compound, which was agreed would weaken one’s energy. Neither the chiropractors nor the subjects knew which vial contained which. In 151 of these blinded iterations, the toxic substance was identified correctly only 80 times, or about the rate you’d get from guessing. The chiropractors, in other words, were wrong nearly as often as they were right. And this wasn’t research done by a skeptic. The lead investigator told me that he is a believer in remote viewing, which is what we’re now calling ESP. He would have loved to verify energy testing as a “nonlocal” phenomenon.

I mention all this to Donna, who reacts with excitement and no hint of defensiveness. “It’s so interesting—can I talk about that? I totally understand why some of the studies wouldn’t get it. There are several things.”

This leads into several threads of conversation—about a group of curious doctors she taught in the nineties and a far less friendly group in the seventies that sued her for practicing without a license (she eventually got a license as a massage therapist since there are no licenses for energy healing)—before she remembers I had a question. “What were you asking about again?”

“Energy testing studies.”

“Oh, right. People often think they’re so intuitive when they get into any kind of healing, so you have the thought in your mind that this one is going to be strong, this one is going to be weak, and then you transfer that energy to the other person. You’ve got to have your mind completely out of the way.”

It takes me a moment to realize that Donna is saying that energy testing can be wrong because the tester may unintentionally be altering the other person’s body in some way.

“Isn’t that a bit far-fetched?” I ask, picturing some kind of Jedi mind trick.

“Here, I’ll just show you.”

Donna moves next to me on the couch and takes hold of my right arm, propping it up at the ninety-degree angle I’d seen her do so many times onstage. She pushes down on my wrist. My arm wiggles against her force but doesn’t move.

“Okay, so you’re nice and strong. I’m going to do something.”

The next few seconds are quick and undramatic. She closes her eyes, then opens them, takes my arm, and pushes down. This time my arm collapses as if it were raw chicken. I am stunned to realize that I have no ability to prevent this. As my arm is dropping, I am thinking that I will at any moment locate the strength to halt the fall.

“I didn’t test you with more pressure,” she says, before I can even ask. I can’t say I felt more pressure either. “I just thought, ‘Oh, she’s going to be weak.’ ”

I walk out of Donna’s hotel with an itchy, unsettled feeling. Despite my skepticism about healing energy, I find myself catching glimpses of the appeal of Donna’s worldview. Maybe it’s her perpetually cheery disposition or the way she seems to size up someone’s spirit by reading their “energy fields,” but I find myself trusting that she somehow knows exactly what she’s doing. I start to realize that in the right hands, belief can become contagious, especially when it contains the promise of relief from physical suffering. As William Osler, one of the founders of modern medicine, wrote in 1904, “Faith in the gods or in the saints cures one, faith in little pills another, hypnotic suggestion a third, faith in a plain common doctor a fourth. In all ages . . . the mental attitude of the supplicant seems to be of more consequence than the powers to which the prayer is addressed.” But how far could such magic feathers take you? If you believe a person can help heal your body by moving energy, flipping your meridians, clearing your chakras (the seven centers of spiritual energy along the midline of the body), or putting thin needles into carefully designated points on your body, is there any scientific evidence that this can become a self-fulfilling prophecy? And for what kind of ailments? I have no idea, but that’s what we’re going to find out, starting with one of the world’s oldest surviving medical practices.



I. A word about terminology: Although the terms complementary medicine or integrative medicine are more accurate in that most people do not use these therapies to the exclusion of standard medicine, I’ve chosen to speak about alternative medicine because it’s a more recognizable term.
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Lost in Translation

The enduring practice of acupuncture

In March of 2015, George O’Maille lay languidly on a reclining chair with his eyes closed. It was the last hour of a four-hour class to help people alleviate or better manage their pain, and George was listening to the soft-toned instructions of a guided meditation. “Imagine choosing what you want to let through that narrow passageway of nerves in your neck,” a therapist said, as she slowly walked around the room twirling a rainstick. “Think of what it would be like if you could flip a switch and stop those signals causing pain, giving yourself more mobility and comfort in your body.” As the rainstick rumbled, an acupuncturist came by and poked thin needles into George’s ears. They pinched a little going in, but George didn’t mind. He had far more worrisome sensations to attend to.

The whole morning he had been thinking about how he should leave the class early to go home and take some of his pain pills. In a scramble to leave the house he’d forgotten to, and his distress was starting to build. Six years earlier, George, a sixty-nine-year-old former production manager for a television station in Sacramento, had recovered from a bout of shingles only to be left with excruciating pain, a complication that occurs in about 20 percent of cases. This postherpetic neuralgia, as it is officially termed, is characterized by burning or shooting sensations and thought to be associated with nerve damage. For George, it had settled into his right side. His chest, armpit, shoulder, and elbow often felt, as he drily put it, as if someone “took a baseball bat, stuck nails out of it, dipped it in tar, lit it on fire, and then beat me with it.” All of the opioids and anti-inflammatories his doctors prescribed and the steroid shots they injected into his spine barely affected the pain. What finally helped was gabapentin, an antiseizure medication often prescribed for this condition. George took it religiously three times a day, helping to dull, though not eliminate, his agony.

Now that the class was nearly over, he tried to set these thoughts aside. As he lay there, his body like a jar of warm honey and three needles sticking out of each ear, George noticed something shift. “I felt the pain going away and going away and going away, and I thought, ‘This is really strange,’ ” he recalls. By the end of the session, the pain was completely gone, and it stayed away even though he stopped taking gabapentin. After about a month, a few of the deep aches and sharp stabs returned. But instead of reaching into the medicine cabinet, George got another acupuncture treatment, this one an individual session. “And, boom, it was gone again.” It’s been six months, and he says he is again starting to feel a little pain, but is planning to go for another acupuncture “tune-up.”

I’m hearing this story in the office of Dr. Daniel Neides, the former director of the Cleveland Clinic’s Center for Integrative & Lifestyle Medicine, the place where George took his pain class and got his acupuncture treatments. Dr. Neides is trying to convince me that not only does acupuncture work wonders, it does so because of how the needles manipulate energy—or what acupuncturists call qi (an indispensable Scrabble word pronounced chee)I—running along the body’s twelve meridian lines. Like Donna, he maintains these conduits are real. In this sense, you could call acupuncture a kind of energy healing, although owing to its long history of use in Asia, no one does. Acupuncture gets its own designation.

“Now you can’t argue that,” he is saying about George. “At some point you have to go, ‘I gotta believe because it’s just happening time and time again.’ I see people improve all the time.”

“But this doesn’t necessarily mean meridians exist,” I object. “Aren’t there other reasons why people might improve after acupuncture treatments?”

“The Chinese have been working with this for thousands of years. There’s just no question about it. It has to do with meridians.” Neides is wearing his white doctor’s coat and has dark hair and a boyish face. He is getting increasingly worked up as he talks. “I could prove to you that you have an energy force right now. Follow what I’m doing.” He puts his hands together and rubs them vigorously up and down. “Keep rubbing hard. Create the friction. Now take your hands about an inch or two apart like this and tell me you don’t feel like there’s something in between your hands.”

Something does seem to hover between my hands. When I slowly move them apart, it feels as though I am pulling against a warm, airy, tingling glob. The feeling is not particularly dramatic, but when I concentrate on it, it’s there. I mention to Neides that scientists might nominate the heat creation and nerve activation from friction as a possible explanation.

“That’s positive and negative charges. If you ask me how this works, it’s that you’re manipulating positive and negative ions in a way that can reduce inflammation.”

I’m not sure what this means, but I don’t press the point because I don’t yet know enough to argue my way out of what feels as if it’s going to be a dense forest of pseudoscientific mumbo jumbo. (In 2017, Dr. Neides left the Cleveland Clinic after an uproar over an antivaccine blog post he wrote.) I also don’t raise the possibility that George’s pain spontaneously disappeared on its own because the timing of such a thing after six years seems particularly uncanny. Plus, how could there have been another extremely coincidental instance of pain relief a few months later? “What about a placebo effect?” I say weakly.

“I don’t know any placebo effect that could do that. Do you?” Neides says, his eyebrows arched.

I’m not sure I do. Although I know a placebo effect is a beneficial response to a belief or expectation about a treatment, I don’t know how complete or long-term it can be, how quickly or slowly it takes effect, or what conditions it might help alleviate. When people talk about the phenomenon, it is usually with an air of vague dismissiveness, as if placebo effects were fleeting, banal things that happen to other people, not to you or someone you’re telling some incredible story about. “Just a placebo,” they might say.

Neides tells me about some of the other things that happen here at the Center for Integrative & Lifestyle Medicine, which is on the second floor of a large building about ten miles east of the Cleveland Clinic’s main glossy sprawl of hospital facilities and doctors’ offices. In addition to acupuncture and pain-management classes, patients come here for a variety of other nonmainstream services such as Reiki, yoga, meditation, massage, and holistic psychotherapy. (While yoga, meditation, and massage are hardly fringe these days and no one would question their ability to lift moods or tone shoulder muscles, when it comes to treating disease, they’re alternative.) The five primary-care doctors at the center, most of them MDs, run a suite of nonstandard tests designed to look for stress, inflammation, dietary issues, and gut-bacteria imbalances.

“We have hundreds of people on a wait list to get in to see the doctors,” Neides boasts. “In 2010, we had four hundred patient visits the whole year. In 2015, we had twenty-six thousand. People are looking for something different, and we really have a whole different mind-set here.”

Before coming to the center in 2014, Dr. Neides worked for fifteen years as a family doctor in Cleveland, where he routinely spent less than twenty minutes with each patient. It got to a point, he says, where he wasn’t sure how much he was helping his patients. When he was approached to run the center, he leaped at the chance. Now his patient appointments and those of the other doctors run at least double the amount of time they used to, which allows him to have more substantial conversations about what he and others call lifestyle medicine—focusing on nutrition, exercise, sleep, and stress.

That the Cleveland Clinic, which consistently rates as one of America’s top hospitals, has a dedicated, well-appointed center offering such things as Reiki and acupuncture demonstrates how firmly alternative practices have gotten their foot inside the door of mainstream medicine. When the Cleveland Clinic’s center first started in 2008, its handful of doctors and therapists saw patients inside dingy small offices in one of the hospital’s oldest buildings. Now the place, located in the Cleveland suburbs, practically has its own zip code. On the way in, I wound my way around a road that was surrounded by sixty-eight verdant acres of fields, forests, and horse trails, all of it donated to the Cleveland Clinic in 2002 by the defense contractor TRW during its merger with Northrop Grumman (which had earlier purchased the sprawling property from an oil heiress and congresswoman). And it’s hardly just the Cleveland Clinic. Many major hospitals and universities around the country have similar, albeit less generously situated, centers. The Mayo Clinic, MD Anderson Cancer Center, Massachusetts General Hospital, Harvard University, Johns Hopkins Medicine, Stanford Health Care, and the University of Maryland School of Medicine all run some kind of “complementary” or “integrative” facility that patients can go to on their own or that their doctors refer them to.

After I leave Neides’s office, I wander down the hall to find Jared West, the acupuncturist who put those needles into George’s ear. I’m hoping he’ll be able to enlighten me on how a person’s pain could suddenly and unexpectedly dissolve from a treatment such as this. West is tall, with a soft, meditative voice. He’s been involved with traditional Chinese medicine since his childhood, during which he learned acupuncture from his mother. He also practices qigong and tai chi, which are related methods of slow, focused movements synced with one’s breathing. Both hail from China; qigong is the older, broader practice and tai chi is a subset of it developed perhaps in the seventeenth century. Tai chi, which is short for t’ai chi ch’üan, was originally a martial art and a lesser-known form of it still incorporates the more rapid, self-defense maneuvers. In the US and Europe, the most popular variety is the palliative, non-martial-art kind. West learned qigong and tai chi at the age of eleven when he traveled to China with a Taoist priest.

Sitting in his cubicle outside a row of treatment rooms, West tells me that the ear points he used that day on George and the other seven pain-class participants are helpful for “calming the nervous system and changing the way it responds to pain.” Although George’s experience might have been more dramatic than most, West says he witnesses acupuncture as effective for pain all the time. According to traditional Chinese medicine, many health problems, including pain, are the result of a deficiency or blockage in the flow of qi or blood along some particular meridian line. By inserting and gently twisting the needles in points along those lines, you can help stimulate the flows of qi and blood, bringing it to needed areas and thus alleviating the pain.

Although most of the meridians are named after and travel through organs, West explains that they span the whole body, often traveling far beyond their namesake. This is why, he says, needles often don’t go where you think they should—why, for example, “supporting the lungs” could mean putting needles into the shoulder, arms, and hands, or why treating “liver qi stagnation” is not done anywhere near the stomach but through points on the feet and hands. Similarly, a treatment for headaches might also find an acupuncturist sticking needles into the feet, the logic being that headaches are sometimes caused by excessive qi in the head. Thus needles into the far reaches of the body will redistribute this energy and remove the stagnation. The ear points West used are believed to balance the distribution of qi through the entire body.

The few times I got acupuncture, years ago from a friend who had just graduated from acupuncture school, I never thought too much about how it worked. My friend would occasionally mention qi and its movements, but I was mostly focused on the sensation of being poked with needles, which often felt bothersome, as if I had a fly on my skin that needed to be flicked off. Invariably though, I would forget about this mild annoyance and dissolve into a relaxed, soupy state.

“Chinese medicine is a completely different system of understanding how the body operates,” West says. “It’s about functional relationships and a dynamic view of the body, not isolated body parts. Its effects can be quantified by conventional medicine, but its mechanisms are harder to explain with what we know about anatomy and physiology.”

This appears to be an understatement. West explains that five natural elements influence the movement of qi in the body—wood, fire, earth, metal, and water. Imbalance in the wood element, for instance, connotes rigidity and tightness. “Someone with a woody pulse might be tighter either physically in their tendons or emotionally with an inclination to yell and get frustrated by things not going right in their life,” he says. Back pain in an older person could be the result of too much “cold” (absence of fire element) and applying heat would relieve it. There are also the opposing forces of yin and yang. Migraine headaches, in addition to too much head qi, could be attributable to the failure of the liver meridian to hold yin energy, such that yang rises and causes a headache.

West urges me not to think of these things too literally, and I can tell he is trying to be patient with my obviously Western brain, but his explanations are sounding to me more like weather reports than medical evaluations. I can’t make heads or tails of phrases like “woody pulse” and statements such as “Spring is ruled by the wood element, which is associated with the liver,” something I read in a book called Between Heaven and Earth: A Guide to Chinese Medicine, give me a headache. When I attempt to apply the basics of anatomy and physiology to these ideas, it’s like mixing up the contents of two puzzles and trying to put them together. But why are these two medical systems so different and why isn’t there overlap? What I need to do, I realize, is lead my search back in time to the places that gave rise to these two divergent worldviews.

*  *  *

The history of what we call Western medicine is well known. Its roots, as any medical student can tell you, lie in the sea-encircled lands of ancient Greece some twenty-five hundred years ago. There, doctors such as Hippocrates began the first stages of systematic, scientific thinking about the human body. For centuries prior, people in Greece and nearly everywhere else on the planet believed that illness was the result of some supernatural force that had gotten ahold of you. A demon had cursed you or a god was extracting punishment for some offending behavior. The era’s doctors were shamans, and their method of healing used rituals to appease such angry spirits or cast them out. They would chant, make sacrifices, and use remedies made from plants and animals. Sometimes they would enter the spirit world through trance states that were psychedelically induced.

Hippocrates, Galen, and other Greek doctors rejected this supernatural approach. They believed natural laws governed the operations of the body, and they wanted to figure out what they were, which was about as grandiose an ambition as you could imagine for the time, on par with trying to figure out what made the sun shine or the sky blue. Outside of the identification of major organs from corpse dissection, virtually nothing was known. How body parts worked together to generate not just health and disease, but life itself, was a complete mystery. No one had any idea that the heart is a pump, that signals from the brain move muscles, and that traits from our parents are passed down through DNA. All of this sophisticated knowledge was some two thousand years away.

The system the Greeks came up with was based on bodily fluids, or “essential humors.” There were four—blood (secreted by the liver), phlegm (secreted by the lungs), and yellow and black bile (emerging from the gallbladder and spleen, respectively)—and they governed not just one’s physical health but also temperament and emotions. If you were low energy, depressed, or highly sensitive to your surroundings, you had an overabundance of phlegm, an idea that endures in the word phlegmatic. If you had anger issues, were bold and ambitious and quick to envy, you had too much yellow bile. Black bile, on the other hand, made one pensive, melancholy, withdrawn, and overly cautious. A balance of the passions, Hippocrates wrote, was fundamental to good physical health. Each humor was mapped to a specific organ and one of the four natural elements—earth, water, air, and fire.

Since maintaining good health required keeping the humors in balance, the Greeks were constantly trying to coax one or more of these fluids out of the body. Bloodletting was a common practice for releasing an overabundance of blood. For the other humors, there was liberal use of enemas, laxatives, saunas, purgatives, and teas that made you sweat. Many of these scatological traditions continued in Europe until, shockingly, the nineteenth century. In the eighteenth century, Voltaire advised young men to find wives who could administer enemas pleasantly and quickly, which I think should provide women everywhere with a deep sense of gratitude for having not been born in eighteenth-century France. Bloodletting too endured as a mainstream medical treatment, until the 1850s, and not just for the poor. In 1799, well-meaning doctors took eighty ounces of blood from President George Washington’s arm in his last twelve hours on earth, probably hastening his death from a throat infection. Doctors’ lancets were so symbolically important that one of the world’s earliest, and now one of its most influential, medical journals was named the Lancet.

Several hundred years later and five thousand miles away from ancient Greece, a similar revolution in human thinking was going on in ancient China. This one, though, did not trickle down to the wider populace at the time and was instead undertaken by a relatively small number of elites. No one knows much about who these people were, where they lived, how they got their ideas, or even how many of them there were. What is known is that sometime in the second and first centuries BC, they wrote texts that were collected into what’s now considered the foundational source for traditional Chinese medicine and the first written account of acupuncture—the Huangdi Neijing (Yellow Emperor’s inner canon).

Much like the Greeks, these Chinese authors were turning away from the heavens. They too had decided disease was not caused by gods and demons but by innate systems inside the body. In their view, two such phenomena existed—blood, or xuĕ, and what they called qi. In the Neijing, qi has numerous meanings, including the invisible force that surrounds the earth so it doesn’t fall into the sun and the force regulating wind, moisture, heat, cold, and other aspects of nature. In the context of the human body, there were two connotations. Much like the Greeks, who called the breath pneuma, the ancient Chinese decided something about breathing was profoundly life-giving, and they called this indispensable essence qi. Qi also referred to the life-sustaining properties of food. The character’s literal translation, I am surprised to learn, is “steam rising from rice.”

“Qi has nothing to do with energy,” Paul Unschuld sniffs over the phone one morning from his office in Berlin. “That idea is pure nonsense.” Unschuld is a Chinese medical scholar who ran what was then called the Institute for the History of Medicine at Ludwig Maximilian University in Munich for twenty years and is now at Berlin’s Charité-Medical University. I called him up because he has written a dozen books on the history of Chinese medicine and is the first Western scholar to have translated both books of the Huangdi Neijing into English, a painstaking endeavor that consumed the better part of the last forty years. It took such a long time, in part, he says, because he refused to transpose Chinese characters into words or concepts that didn’t exist at the time, such as pathogen, cell, and, interestingly, energy and meridian.

Unschuld says that in the Neijing both blood and qi are described as traveling through the body in a deeply embedded system of hoselike “channel vessels.” Some of the book’s authors say that blood and qi flow in opposite directions in the same channels. Others, perhaps reflecting different traditions from different regions in China, maintain that blood and qi have their own separate channels. Referred to in the texts as jing luo and jing mai, these pathways, Unschuld says, have been completely mistranslated as “meridians.” They were blood vessels.

According to Unschuld, the Chinese believed, much like the Greeks, that you had to keep the flow of essential bodily substances in balance. Too much or too little blood or qi in one area of the body got you into trouble. Instead of teas, saunas, enemas, and purgatives, the Chinese devised a sophisticated system for inserting needles into points along the jing luo and jing mai channels to draw out a combination of blood and qi. Sometimes this was with “hair fine needles” possibly similar to what acupuncturists use today (minus, of course, the sterilization and packaging). Other times, it was with more hostile devices, perhaps akin to what the Greeks employed. “There are nine different types of needles described in the texts, and many of these were nothing other than miniature weapons: mini-daggers, mini-swords, mini-lancets,” Unschuld says. One variety was a fierce seven inches long.

“It’s very explicit; it’s not interpretation,” he says. “The treatment with needles means ‘open the blood vessel and with the blood, the disease will vanish.’ It was used for a lot of diseases. It’s always tied to terms like remove. Something has to be removed and the easiest way is with blood because you can see it. Qi you can’t see, you have to imagine it.”

In other words, ancient acupuncture was part modern needling and part bloodletting, though probably not the pints of blood the Greeks and later European doctors were known to draw. Unschuld says it’s unclear how or when things shifted away from bloodletting and toward a gore-free version of needling, as there’s no written record of such a transition. Texts written in the sixteenth century, though, focus mostly on qi manipulation, not bloodletting.

The influence of Greek humoral theories on the practice of Western medicine waned in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries amid the advent of scientific experimentation and testing. Discoveries about cells, biological systems, and disease-causing bacteria revealed humors and bloodletting to be entirely wrong ideas about how the body operated, and they were eventually cast aside to the point where there is no trace of them in the current practice of medicine (though Hippocrates’s prescriptions on medical ethics, exercise, fresh air, rest, and a good diet continue to ring true).

In China, the advance of modern scientific knowledge took a very different path. In an attempt to move China forward, the Daoguang emperor issued an imperial edict in 1822 that banned acupuncture and moxibustion, which is the practice of burning herbs along acupuncture points, from the Imperial Medical Academy. But China lacked academic institutions that could provide a home for medical science and help shepherd a widespread cultural acceptance. Instead, both ancient practices were kept alive by folk healers throughout China until the 1960s, when Chairman Mao systematically revived them in a bid to boost Chinese nationalism and provide cheap health care to the nation’s sprawling population. From there, acupuncture made its way to the US in the 1970s as Americans started traveling to the People’s Republic.

But before that, some Europeans made the journey to China and discovered the exotic practice of acupuncture, which had always involved more grace and art than the Greek-inspired traditions. In Unschuld’s view, one of these Europeans is responsible for the current misunderstandings of acupuncture’s origins. “George Soulié de Morant,” he says, his voice dripping with rancor. “That French charlatan. He introduced these two erroneous concepts, qi as energy and the jing luo as meridians.”

Unschuld’s villain published the first popular book outside of China on acupuncture in 1939. George Soulié de Morant didn’t have any formal training in medicine or Chinese languages, but harbored an abiding interest in Chinese culture and an ability to pick up languages quickly. When he moved to Shanghai in 1901 as a clerk for a French bank, he reportedly witnessed surgeries done using acupuncture as the only anesthetic. Soulié de Morant also claimed to have observed healings from acupuncture, including during a cholera epidemic in Beijing in 1908. Upon returning to France in 1910, he sought to introduce this fascinating Eastern practice to the West and found French physicians willing to learn it. He eventually wrote the book L’acuponcture chinoise, in which he summoned the French geographical word meridien to interpret jing luo and jing mai, and translated qi as “energy.”

“Both these concepts,” Unschuld says, “were disseminated in schools in France before people like myself could look into the ancient texts and see what the literal translation and meaning of these terms was. So now, most literature published in Western languages on Chinese medicine reflects Western expectations rather than Chinese historical reality.” Morant may have misrepresented other things, too. According to research done by Hanjo Lehmann, another German scholar of traditional Chinese medicine, Morant wasn’t a nobleman as his name implies; he added the Soulié de part to boost his status. Nor was he a diplomat in the French embassy, as he claimed. He worked as a translator. And there is no record of a cholera outbreak in Beijing or anywhere else in China around 1908, much less of acupuncture being able to help to treat it.

Lorraine Wilcox, a licensed acupuncturist who lives in California, holds similar views of Morant’s translation errors, yet has a more generous view of his intentions: “I think he was trying not to give the Western doctors he was teaching too much of a culture shock. He wanted to make it sound more scientific and acceptable. He was trying to bring Chinese medicine to the doctors rather than bring the Western doctors to Chinese medicine.”

As for why the Chinese haven’t pointed out that qi doesn’t mean “energy” and that meridians are channel vessels that originally had much to do with blood vessels, Unschuld says it’s an issue of both translation and pride. In the 1970s, when acupuncture was becoming widely known in the West, few Chinese speakers had any idea how to properly interpret the complex concept of qi into other languages. So they went along with what English speakers had come up with. Also, thanks to Mao, traditional Chinese medicine has become something of a cultural export for China, and those devoted to its preservation aren’t eager to do anything that might devalue or disrupt it.

*  *  *

Before talking to Unschuld, I had gotten the idea that the notion of qi running through meridians must have originated with some meditating Chinese monks. I imagined them retiring to mountain caves thousands of years ago, where they achieved enlightened or otherwise heightened perceptions of their bodily sensations. These monks then mapped, my story went, all the things that came to be known as meridians and acupuncture points. I don’t know how I got this half-baked narrative, but in my defense I don’t think I completely fabricated it. Several acupuncture websites I poked around on suggested as much.

In considering acupuncture’s ancient origins, I had succumbed to thinking that because this practice has endured for so long, its founders must have been onto something that we here in the modern West have yet to quite put our fingers on. Some spiritual essence of the universe within the body perhaps, or an aspect of our consciousness connected to all things. Traditional Chinese medicine does have a holistic appeal, with its interconnected view of the body’s systems and an emphasis on keeping these systems in harmony so as to prevent disease, as well as a deep understanding of the multiple, interlocking causes of disease—concepts that many Western doctors often fail to fully grasp or appreciate. Over the last two hundred some years, it’s safe to say that Western medicine has been far too willing to myopically separate the body into component parts and systems.

But I now know that the writers of the Huangdi Neijing weren’t meditating mystics summoning spiritual secrets. There probably weren’t even any mountaintops. As some of history’s early rationalists, they were undertaking a rudimentary and prescientific search for the factors that support life—the oxygen in the air we breathe that travels to every cell in the body, and the nutrients, vitamins, and minerals in food. These concepts are now so unremarkable and embedded into our worldview that it’s hard to imagine what it must have been like not to know them, to wonder what the relationships between air, food, and being alive were. But now that years of careful, rational, bias-controlled experimentation and analysis have afforded us such knowledge, what’s the point of talking about qi as a real thing flowing inside our bodies? Why adopt the second century BC view? It’s a bit like arguing for the ancient Greek view that the liver secretes blood. When it comes to science, there is no East and West. Done properly and rigorously, there is just science. The anatomical and physiological underpinnings of “Western medicine” are scientific, while most of the two-thousand-year-old concepts of traditional Chinese medicine aren’t.
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