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Research subject 

It is generally assumed that Ē Jiāo (Asini Corii Colla or Gelatinum - Ass-Hide Glue or Donkey-

Hide Gelatin) is derived from beating a black donkey, while still alive, until it is bruised all over. 

It is then butchered and the skin is stewed to obtain the gelatin which is used in Chinese Herbal 

Medicine as Ē Jiāo.  

 

I personally feel no animal should suffer in such a way for the benefit of another being. In my 

daily practice I find that a lot of my patients feel the same way about this kind of gaining of 

Chinese herbs. Therefore, if the common understanding is correct I prefer to substitute Ē Jiāo.    

 

In this essay my goal is to get a clear answer about whether or not donkeys are being beaten to 

obtain Ē Jiāo. Secondly, I want to clarify what its actions are according to the literature 

available to me in English and which herb(s) might be the best substitute.  
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What is Ē Jiāo? 

Ē Jiāo (Asini Corii Colla or Gelatinum - Ass-Hide Glue or Donkey-Hide Gelatin), according to 

most sources, is glue or gelatin prepared from the black hide of an ass or donkey. (Holmes, 

2002, p. 294) states that the hide of a horse or ox can also be used. Most sources however 

specifically call that 'fake' Ē Jiāo. The product which uses water from the Dong E area in 

Shandong Provence and black hides is traditionally considered to be the best  (Bensky, Clavey, 

& Stoger, 2004, p. 760). 

 

Preparation of the gelatin is generally done in late autumn and winter, as summer temperatures 

prevent proper gelling. It involves washing and soaking the hide in water, boiling and stewing it. 

The strained liquid is concentrated into a gelatinous paste and left to congeal naturally. The 

gelatin is then cut into squares and thoroughly dried. For a more detailed description see: 

(Bensky, Clavey, & Stoger, 2004, p. 760)  

 

None of the English books or websites consulted for this paper state anything about the 

necessity of beating the donkey. The website Eco-Conscious and Vegetarian Traditional 

Chinese Medicine (TCM) does state that animals in general are beaten with metal pipes to stun 

them before slaughter. This also applies for donkeys. This kind of beating has no intentional 

relation to the production of Ē Jiāo  (e-jiao-donkey-hide-gelatin, 2010).   

 

Contusions, which are basically haemorrages under the skin, do however promote coagulation. 

Wikipedia states the following on bruises:  

'The damaged capillary  endothelium releases endothelin, a hormone that causes narrowing of 

the blood vessel to minimize bleeding. As the endothelium is destroyed, the underlying von 

Willebrand factor is exposed and initiates coagulation, which creates a temporary clot to plug 

the wound.' (Bruise, 2007) 

Theoretically this mechanism heightens the action of Ē Jiāo to stop bleeding. The natural 

reaction of the body to bruising is to repair the damage. Which means new blood and tissue 

(Yīn) are produced. This would also enhance the properties of  Ē Jiāo. But in order to get these 

results, it would mean that the donkey is not immediately killed after being beaten, in which 

case the suffering would be prolonged. Therefore it can be argued that beating the donkey can 

add  the effectiveness of Ē Jiāo.   

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Endothelium
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Endothelin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hormone
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vasoconstriction
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vasoconstriction
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Von_Willebrand_factor
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Von_Willebrand_factor
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coagulation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clot
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What does Ē Jiāo do? 

Actions 

1. Tonifies (Gān) Xuè (Blood): very marked action 

2. Tonifies Yīn: distinct action and Moistens Fèi (the Lung) 

3. Secures Jīng (the Essence): distinct action (not generally mentioned in other sources. 

The symptoms given suggest this is related to Xuè (Blood) and actions 1 and 4)  

4. Stops bleeding: mildly distinct action  

The rating of the actions is taken from (Hempen & Fisher, 2009, p. 770). Most sources, unlike 

this book, also state as action moistens Fèi (the Lung) which is closely related to the Yīn 

tonifying action.  

 

Qì (temperature): Neutral 

Wèi (taste): Sweet 

Dosage: 3-15g (total range from different sources, some state 5-10g, others 6-15g or 3-15g) 

(Hempen & Fisher, 2009, p. 770) adds: 

Direction of action: Mildly distinct lifting action 

Site of action: Skin, Lung 

How to substitute Ē Jiāo 

Ē Jiāo is a versatile herb with actions that are not combined in any other single herb used in 

Chinese Medicine.  

'[E Jiao is] the only herb which tonifies Xuè (Blood) and at the same time stops bleeding, 

therefore an important herb in treating gynaecological problems.' (Hempen & Fisher, 2009, p. 

770) 

This leads to the conclusion that at least two other herbs are needed to replace Ē Jiāo. The 

functions of animal products are stronger than that of plant based herbs and more effective in 

tonifying the body (Yang, Chinese Herbal Formulas, Treatment Principles and Composition 

Strategies, 2010, p. 324). So if plant based herbs are used to substitute Ē Jiāo, the dosage should 

be adjusted accordingly. 

 

Herbs were chosen that proximate the actions of Ē Jiāo or can be combined to do so. The Sweet 

taste and Neutral temperature of Ē Jiāo were taken into account when selecting herbs to 

substitute Ē Jiāo. Therefore most herbs in the table are Neutral, slightly Warm or slightly Cold. 

These herbs are placed in Table 1 for visual overview.  
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Tiān Mén Dōng has a Cold nature however it tonifies Yīn and moistens Fèi. It is a good 

substitute if it is combined with Dāng Guī, which is Warm. Guī Băn (Fresh-water turtle 

breastplate) also has a Cold nature and is added to the table because it stops bleeding.  

Dāng Guī is Warm and added to the table to tonify Xuè (blood) and to combine with Cold Yīn 

tonics which makes the combined temperature more Neutral. Dāng Guī has a lifting action like 

Ē Jiāo. Xiān Hè Căo is the only herb in the table doesn't taste Sweet. In addition to its action to 

stop bleeding it also tonifies Xuè (blood) and moistens Fèi (Lungs) like Ē Jiāo and is therefore 

added to the table. If substitute herbs were very similar, the most suitable herb was added to the 

table. For example Nǚ Zhēn Zĭ was left out and Mò Hàn Lián (Hàn Lián Cáo) was added 

because it also stops bleeding.  

 

In the table the actions and particulars of Ē Jiāo and corresponding actions of the substitute 

herbs are marked in blue. The most suitable substitutes tonify both blood (Xuè) and Yīn. These 

herbs are mentioned first and marked in green. It is also possible to select a herb that tonifies 

Yīn, marked in purple, and add Dāng Guī that tonifies Xuè (blood), marked in orange. A herb 

marked in white can be added to stop bleeding. According to need other combinations are 

possible of course. The combination of herbs that is most suitable to substitute Ē Jiāo in a 

formula, depends on the function of Ē Jiāo in that formula. 

 

For example in Jiāo Ài Tāng (Ass-Hide Gelatin and Mugwort Decoction) Ē Jiāo is used as 

Emperor herb (Jūn) together with Ài Yè. The root problem is deficiency of Rèn and Chōng Mài 

with a tendency towards Cold. The primary actions of  Ē Jiāo in this formula are to tonify Xuè 

and to stop bleeding. The combination with Bái Sháo enhances the ability of Ē Jiāo to stop 

bleeding. The table shows that Shú Dì Huáng and Zhì Hé Shŏu Wū have a Xuè tonifying action 

similar to that of  Ē Jiāo. Guī Băn can also stop bleeding however it is less suitable for this 

pattern because it is Cold. If there are more pronounced signs of Yīn Xū then Shú Dì Huáng is 

the best choice. If there is rising Yáng, skin rash or constipation Zhì Hé Shŏu Wū is the best 

choice. Pú Huáng can be added to stop bleeding.  

 

Zhū Líng Tāng (Polyporus Decoction) promotes urination, clears Heat and nourishes Yīn. This 

formula can be used in mild cases for Shào Yīn disease with Heat in the blood aspect of the 

bladder causing bloody urine (Mitchell, Feng, & Wiseman, 1999, p. 514). Ē Jiāo is used as Zuŏ 

(Assistant). 

'E Jiao is a moist substance that enriches the Yīn (without causing retention of pathogenic 

influences) and prevents excessive urination and thus further injury to the Yīn. [...] E Jiao not 
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only tonifies the Yīn and nourishes the blood it also stops bleeding and moistens the lungs.' 

(Benksky & Bartolet, 1990, p. 730)   

The combination of Gŏu Qĭ Zĭ and Xiān Hè Căo can be used as substitute. In this pattern there 

can be diarrhea because fluids cannot be eliminated through urine and filter out into the Large 

Intestine. Hēi Zhī Má is less suitable because it generates fluids and moistens the intestines. The 

statement that Ē Jiāo prevents excessive urination was surprising since it was my assumption 

that the function of securing Jīng was related to blood only. (Ji, 2006, p. 645) states that the 

functions of Ē Jiāo are to nourish Yīn, moisten dryness and avoid impairment of Yīn and Xuè 

from diuresis and draining dampness.  

Nourishing Yīn in itself is moistening and counteracts the effects of fluid loss and protects Yīn, 

but that is not the same as preventing excessive urination. Pú Huáng promotes urination which 

is a principle action of the formula itself. However the function of Ē Jiāo in the formula is 

definitely not to promote urination, which rules out Pú Huáng as substitute. Xiān Hè Căo is the 

better choice because it is astringent, stops bleeding and also tonifies Xuè and moistens Fèi 

(lungs). The need to moisten Fèi when using Zhū Líng Tāng was also surprising. Other 

consulted sources only mention moistening dryness, not specifically moistening the lungs. It can 

be argued that Yīn deficiency (Xū) Heat or Fire not only scorches body fluids generating fever 

and thirst but also scorches the lungs. Zhū Líng Tāng however is used to treat Phlegm in Yīn Xū 

patients and is contraindicated in patients with abundant Heat and severely damaged Yīn fluids. 

Therefore it is doubtful that this is the case here. Qì transformation in Xià Jiāo (lower burner) is 

obstructed, therefore fluids are not spread throughout the body which can also explain the need 

to moisten the lungs. Ē Jiāo does in fact moisten the lungs whether or not it is a necessity in this 

pattern. Therefore it can be concluded that moistening the lungs is clearly not harmful in this 

pattern. 

Conclusion 

Theoretically, beating the donkey enhances the action of  Ē Jiāo. China has no laws regarding 

animal welfare, and beating of animals in the Chinese meat and herb industry seems to be 

common practice. Although these findings are not conclusive, these are reasons enough for me 

to substitute Ē Jiāo. Guī Băn (Fresh-water turtle breastplate) is a Chinese herb I personally don't 

find a suitable replacement because these turtles are boiled or cut out of their shell while still 

alive (Turtle: Bei Jia and Gui Ban, 2010). 

 

The combination of herbs that is most suitable to substitute Ē Jiāo in a formula, depends on the 

function of Ē Jiāo in that formula and can be chosen from Table 1. 
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Table 1: Comparison of Chinese herbs based on the actions of Ē Jiāo 
LEGEND 
 
N = Neutral 
W = Warm 
C = Cold 
S = Sweet 
So = Sour 
Sa = Salty 
B =Bitter 
A = Acrid/Pungent 
As = Astringent 
x = goes to/has action 
++ = very marked action 
+ = distinct action 
- = mildly distinct action 
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1
 The Shén Nóng Běn Cǎo Jīng (The Divine Farmer's Materia Medica) (e-jiao, 2012) and (Tingmo, 2008, p. 762) state it enters Xīn (HE) 

2
 Gān and Shèn Yīn 

3
 Fèi moistening action suggests it also tonifies Fèi Yīn (Hempen & Fisher, 2009, p. 808) 

4
 Guī Băn (Fresh-water turtle breastplate) has a Cold nature while Ē Jiāo is neutral. Because it stops bleeding it is put in the table. Guī Băn is a Chinese herbs I personally don't find a suitable replacement because these turtles are boiled alive 

or are cut out of their shell while still alive. (Turtle: Bei Jia and Gui Ban, 2010) 
5
 More Fèi related than Mài Mén Dōng. Tiān Mén Dōng has a Cold nature while Ē Jiāo is neutral. Because it tonifies Yīn and moistens Fèi it is a good replacement if it is combined with Dāng Guī, which is warm.  

6
 More related to Large intestine than Tiān Mén Dōng 

7
 Esp. for menstrual disorders due to Xuè Xū and stagnation. Has a lifting action like Ē Jiāo  
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