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Consequently, | have developed a system of introducing the 28+
pulses in Three Steps. The beauty of these Three Steps lies in their
simplicity and in their application. The Three Step System can be
used to learn the pulses, and can at the same time be applied in
clinic as a practical aid to pulse taking.

The Three Step System is not in itself a system of interpretations of
pulses, but rather a systematic way of asking oneself questions
about the pulse that can arrive at a specific pulse name. It is
inclusive, in that it can be used by any system of interpretation.
Working with staff at LCTA, it surprised and encouraged me that
once the vocabulary had been clarified, there was a strong degree
of consensus between us as to which pulse we were feeling. Over
the years, | have found that even staff who work with a non-TCM
way of taking the pulse have found the logic of the Three Step
System approach to be useful.

Working with the 28+ pulses, it becomes obvious that there are
not really 28 different pulse sensations. Quite a number of pulses
are names given to a specific combination of other pulses. The
example above of the ruo 39 pulse is a case in point. This pulse
is defined as deep (chen L), forceless (wu li & 71) and fine

(xi #f), and there is a series of pulses that are used in this way as
building blocks for more complex pulse images. In the Three Step
System, the entire spectrum of such building-block pulses is
covered in Steps One and Two. Step Three details further ways
these can combine to give rise to additional floating and deep
pulse images.

The Three Step System aims to do two things. Firstly, it involves a
clear differentiation of the individual pulse images and their
specific characteristics, referencing each translation word used to
the pinyin transliteration and the Chinese character, and being very
clear when different words are simply alternative translations of
one Chinese pulse image. Where it is helpful, and it often is, | use
the etymology of the Chinese character to help students grasp the
image of each particular pulse.

Secondly, it presents a step-by-step system of teaching these
clearly differentiated pulse images, such that the basics of pulse
reading are immediately manageable and the complexities are built
up systematically. It helps us to ask ourselves useful questions in
order to focus our minds on what can be felt on the pulse, and as
a consequence of this, it enables us to develop our technical
sensitivity to the pulse and to name what we feel in such a way
that we can understand each other.

The Three Step System has undergone many modifi)cations and
refinements through practical exposure to students over several
years, and has now crystalised into the Three Steps described
below. It has been so popular with students that extra pulse days
have been held at LCTA, and it is now being integrated across the
curriculum.
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The Three Steps are:
e Step One: The Four Basics [speed, regularity, depth, force]

e Step Two: The Three Quality Types [length, width, flow. These
define the quality]

e Step Three: The Combined Deep and Floating Pulses
[combining depth, force, width and quality].

]

Step One: The Four Basics

Step One of the Three Step System of Pulse Reading is the Four
Basics. These are speed, regularity, depth and force. Depth and
force connect to two of the parameters of the healthy pulse: that it
should have root (you gen i ), and should have spirit (you shen
A 1#). Having root means that the chi (cubit) position is not
floating, i.e. can be felt all the way down to the deep level, while
having spirit means that the pulse has sufficient force.

The pulses delineated in diagram 1 can be differentiated simply
from applying Step One.

The principle tenet of the Four Basics is that each Basic is
independent of the others. Thus a pulse will always have a speed,
a regularity, a depth and a force. These may combine in any way.
For example, it is quite common for a pulse to be deep and
forceless, but it is equally possible for it to be deep and forceful. A
forceful pulse may have normal depth, but it may also be floating.
The art of the Four Basics is to ask oneself how the pulse is in each
of these four respects, otherwise it is easy to jump to the
conclusion that a deep pulse is also forceless, or that a forceful
pulse is also rooted (not floating).

Speed

Speed is the least subjective parameter as it can be measured
against the clock. One interesting pulse in this section, and the one
that is often forgotten, is the huan #& moderate or relaxed pulse.
This is a pulse that beats at around 60 beats/minute, and as such is
slightly slow. It can be an indicator of either a normal pulse, or of
gi stagnation and deficiency (Yang 1997:275, 294) possibly coming
from heart gi xu, since the heart has not quite the strength to beat
as fast as it could (Flaws 1995:55). In the latter case it normally
indicates heart failing to govern the blood in combination with
spleen gi xu and dampness, with damp obstructing the flow of the
pulse (Flaws 1995:55, Hyunh 1981:110).

The picture of this pulse is quite beautiful and reflects its
interpretation as a normal pulse. On the left is the radical for

silk s, while on the right are two hands with a pair of scales
between them (Wieger 1965:lessons 49 & 92). This balancing of
the two hands with the silk is reminiscent of the tai ji concept of
moving with the sensation of a thread of silk between the hands,
reflecting moderation or balance.
























