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On Pulse Examination and 

Personal Subjectivism 
 

By Christian Nix 

 

I would like to point out what I consider to be a gross misapprehension regarding professional quality 
pulse examination in holistic Chinese medicine and a certain parallel to holistic practice in North 
America in general. 

In the September 2012 issue of Acupuncture Today, Kimberly Thompson gives a lengthy account of 
her misadventures in pulse examination training, eventually turning her article into a product 
endorsement for DMI (something about Digital Meridian Imaging).   

Ms. Thompson‟s advice is to incorporate this DMI machine since “(her) instructor told (her) it would 
take 30 years to become rally good at pulse diagnosis.” 

Perhaps she had a modest instructor.   

But what seems more unsettling is her clear belief that anything to do with pulse examination is a 
subjective experience.  Not only does such a conclusion constitute a guarantee of mediocre practice, 
it is indicative of the exact dynamic of collective mediocrity in holism that arises from personal 
subjectivism. 

Ms. Thompson offers the following insight: “What have I learned about pulses?  First and foremost, 
they are subjective.  Everyone who feels the pulses has a different perspective.”   

Really?  This dismissal of objective standards is precisely the obstacle that makes conventional 
physicians sneer when holistic professionals attempt to gain inclusion into the mainstream. 

Not only are the sensations of the pulses not subjective, they are so utterly clear cut and defined that 
only someone who has not learned professional-quality pulse examination could forward such a 
statement.   
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Manfred Porkert had this to say about this very topic: 

‘The problem is not that students cannot feel what must be felt.  

No student should attempt pulse diagnosis unless and until s/he has previously absorbed all 
pertinent information and especially the pulse iconography (viz. the word for word definitions of 
the 28 pulses).  

You cannot feel the pulse that you cannot remember at the time of feeling it (i.e. it is not a 
tactile issue, it is a labeling issue). 

Inability to label the feeling correctly means that the practitioner cannot correlate the diagnostic 
signs / symptoms with the treatment principles and treatment plan.’ (1) 

In other words, her stated conclusion that „they (pulses) are subjective,‟ is exactly the place you don‟t 
want to end up when practicing holistic Chinese medicine at the professional level.  In fact, it is 
professional quality pulse examination that differentiates the professional standard from the myriad 
folk styles of Chinese medicine which still proliferate.   

 

On the Difference between Subjectivity and Personal Subjectivism 

But Ms. Thompson‟s commentary regarding pulse examination reveals a deeper issue and throws 
wide the door to a discussion of a larger and more systemic challenge that hinders inclusion of holism 
within the mainstream.   

I make use of this example as a parallel because it is up to us holistic professionals to build this 
bridge.  No one in conventional medicine will be building it for us. 

The core paradox of human existence is summed-up neatly in the statement, “The world exists not 
merely in itself, but also as it appears to me.” (2)  

The crux of the issue has to do with the difference between subjectivity and personal subjectivism.   

Subjectivity is indeed half of the human condition – i.e. the world exists „as it appears to me.‟  Indeed, 
there are subjective inner-experiences that more or less all humans share in common.   

For example, when I have a fever, I feel (subjectively) hot.  Anyone who has suffered a fever 
condition knows what it is to feel hot.   

Yet here is the essential point: a patient may feel subjectively hot even if there is no elevation in body-
temperature – i.e. even is there is no (objective) evidence that the are hot.   

The essential difference between subjectivity and personal subjectivism is epitomized in this example.  
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Her conclusion that „the pulses are subjective‟ utterly leaves aside the logic of holism and great 
achievement of the system of professional-quality pulse examination that distinguishes hospital-
quality care from folk medicine.  It is this damning excuse that „well, it‟s my personally subjective view 
that the pulses are simply a subjective experience‟ that is exactly what is not true and precisely what 
hinders professional standards. 

For example, a „floating pulse‟ is “felt with light pressure; when pressure is increased it becomes 
insufficient (i.e. less forceful); when pressure is released, it returns to its original strength.”   

There is nothing subjective about that description.  „Felt with light pressure‟ certainly seems clear 
enough.   

If you memorize the image (i.e. definition) and understand the pathomechanism that might give rise to 
that image, then there is exactly nothing subjective about pulse examination.   

Holism seems to attract lots of personal subjectivism.  It is simply part of the ethics of holism and I 
have written about this elsewhere and even offer a class on this topic since there is so much 
confusion surrounding the difference between personal subjectivism and subjectivity.  (See: 
http://www.christiannix.com/taoofintegration/)  

In the specific case of Ms. Thompson‟s article, the feeling of the pulses beneath the fingers is not 
really the main issue. The real issue involves labeling that feeling correctly. 

But regarding the larger issue of holism in general and its achievement of a professional quality 
standard (and thus inclusion within the mainstream since no inclusion on a wide scale will be possible 
without peer-reviewable standards that hold up to retrospective analysis); this dismissal of pulse 
examination as something personally subjective is a case in point example of the much more 
damaging issue of whether or not students, practitioners and Chinese medical colleges in North 
America can arrive at a consensus regarding standards of diagnosis and care.   

Of course, the real kicker is that these professional standards already exist.  So much of this in 
inherent and obvious within the Chinese medical language and literature (which schools will neither 
promote nor require, nor even hold students accountable to linguistic accuracy when first learning 
their theory and clinical skills). 

The notion that pulse examination is somehow a matter personal subjectivism is symptomatic of the 
much larger issue of lack of professional rigor within Chinese medicine in particular and holism in 
general in North America. 

This is not a new problem any more than the New Age is a new movement.  It has been with society 
so long as men and women have sought to found institutions and promote the survival of the tribe.  If 
you doubt this, read any of the literature on the subject, starting with Anne Harrington's The Cure 
Within, a history of mind body medicine. 

Relative standards open to personal subjectivism in medicine are no different than the moral 
relativism so prevalent in the „it's all good, latter-day society of 21st century Western culture.‟ 

 

http://www.christiannix.com/taoofintegration/
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This point is the very theme of Ayn Rand‟s master-work Atlas Shrugged, and a favorite topic of Lonny 
Jarrett. 

Pulse examination at the professional level is only used to confirm or deny your hypothesis of the 
patients presenting patterns.  Any conclusion to the effect that it is open to personal subjectivism is 
not only erroneous; it also serves to hinder efforts of holistic professionals at inclusion within 
mainstream medicine.     
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