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The Study on the Theory of Five Viscera Correlation
—From Five Elements to Five Viscera Correlation

The five elements theory is an integrated part of Chinese medicine, as it is an essential
component of Chinese traditional culture.

In the evolution of human kind, the great thinkers of pre-Qin dynasty invented the five ele-
ments theory. By this theory, our ancestors categorized and regulated the world. It is the first
stepping stone for the development of Chinese culture.

There have been many researches on the origin of the five elements theory. Theoretically,
the five elements theory carries two major connotations: the categorization of the substances by
the five elements of metal , wood , water, fire and earth, as well as the relationship of the catego-
ries, e. g. generation and restriction.

Chinese medicine, at its early stage, benefited a lot from the five elements theory. Based
on this theory, it established a system which correlates human body with the surroundings. This
system integrates nature, society, and human body into a single wholeness and they interact with
each other in accordance with the five elements theory. It is a part of holistic concept of Chinese
medicine.

Although the five elements system is rather complete and can even be expressed mathemati-
cally, it can not be readily put into use. One reason is that it is only too simple to categorize the
substances by five elements. Another is there may exist other categorizations.

Chinese medicine, as an applied science, employed five elements to theorize the medical
practise at its early stage. However, there have been always gaps between medical practice and
the five elements theory. Chinese medicine has always made adjustments in the application of
the five elements theory.

For instance, Chinese medicine makes changes in the correlation of five elements with vis-

cera, claiming that viscera are the major functional organs of life. Coincidentally, human body




has five organs and they can be made correspondent to five elements. In terms of the specific
correlation, Chinese medicine has different approaches.
In the development of the five elements theory, the earliest established is the correlation of

four directions and four seasons with five elements. Tt becomes the starting point for other corre-

lations ;
wood fire earth metal water
five seasons spring summer long summer fall winter
five directions east south center west north
five sides left up middle right down

Table 1: The correlation of directions and seasons with five elements

According 1o this correlation, in ancient sacrificial rites, animal organs were made corre-
spondent to five elements. It was recorded that in spring the sacrifice was spleen; in summer,
lung; in autumn, liver; in winter, kidney; at the turn of summer and fall, heart. The correla-
tion was determined by the anatomical location of five organs when the sacrifice was placed on
the belly and with its head directing southward. That is:

Liver right—west—fall—metal

Spleen left—east—spring—wood

Heart center—center—long summer—earth

Kidney down—north—winter—water

Lung up—south—summer—fire

This correlation falls within the range of five elements. But later physicians came up with
quite different correlations, e. g. liver correlated with wood; heart with fire; spleen with earth;
lung with metal; kidney with water. This correlation may stem from Chinese medicine. It is one
of the guidelines that Chinese medicine follows. Why did ancient physicians abandon the exist-
ing, objective and direction-based correlations? One plausible explanation is that it can not well
reflect the functions of five organs. Therefore, the physicians correlated five elements with the
functions of five organs according to their nature rather than their directions. This can be regar-
ded as a breakthrough of the correlating approach of five elements.

Generation and restriction are an abstract concept to express relationships of the five ele-
ments. Literally, it is understandable that metal restricts wood and wood generates fire. But for
other correlations , it requires the redefinition of the restriction and generation. Some may argue
that if water restricts fire, why mouse cannot chase away horse. This concept just can not apply
to all the correlations.

Some proposed that generation and restriction should be interpreted as the collaboration of
the five elements. This is a different way to define generation and restriction. Although it is dif-
ferent from the original meanings of generation and restriction, it applies to the correlation of five

organs with five elements. Five organs are an interdependent whole. The generation of five or-
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gans is different from the mutual generation of four seasons, and restriction is also different from
mutual restriction of five de. The generation and restriction of five organs can only be explained
from the perspective of their interactions. For the human body, it is not significant to define the
generation and restriction relationship of a single organ. Instead, a holistic approach should be
adopted.

Besides, the concept of generation and restriction of five organs in Chinese medicine is not
abstract. It is manifested in specific substances and their functions. For example, in terms of
mutual generation, it is believed that heart generates blood, blood nourishes spleen. The gener-
ation of five organs does not mean that the heart creates the spleen. Rather it means the interde-
pendent relationship of five organs. For restriction, Chinese medicine argues that there exist the
unfavorable interactions among these five organs, but also admits that they are necessary to
maintain the physical balance of our human body. They are the working force to restore the mal-
function of human body to normality.

In conclusion, Chinese medicine modified and redefined the five elements theory when first
using it. In its further development, it constantly put the theory into new applications. For ex-
ample, it generalized the subjugation, reverse restriction and retaliation in five elements.

Subjugation in five elements refers to the abnormally severe restriction of the five elements
in the same sequence as ordinary restriction, while reverse restriction means the restriction oppo-
site to that of the ordinary restricting sequence of the five elements.

Retaliation in five elements means that the hyperactivity of the five elements causing dama-
ges should be suppressed. If one element is hyperactive and restricts to excess, it causes the
child of the restricted to retaliate. The general law for the retaliation in five elements is that
wherever there is over-restriction, retaliation ensues. This can account for the regional balance
of the dynamic five elements system,

With the above theory, Chinese medicine greatly enhanced its ability to understand disea-
ses. From Jin, Tang to Song dynasties, Chinese medicine widely employed this five elements
theory. It was quite different from other superstitious, rigid five elements theories at the time.

Jin Yuan dynasties and Ming Qin dynasties saw another breakthrough in Chinese medicine
theories. During these periods zang fu theory gained further development and had deeper under
standing of the functions of zang fu organs. In accordance with this development, the advance-
ment of the five elements theory also took place. Such concepts as mutual involvement of five el-
ements and reversion of five elements came into existence.

The theory of mutual involvement was put forward by Zhang Jinyue of Ming dynasty. It ar-
gues that each of the five elements contains the characteristics of the others. He pointed out that
the qi of five organs is intermingled. So all the five organs have spirit qi, lung qi, stomach gi,
liver gi, and kidney qi... They are interdependent. Physiologically, the functions of these organs
are interrelated and it is hard to separate them. Another physician in Ming dynasty advanced the

same theory, suggesting that in terms of fire, there are water fire, earth fire, metal fire and



wood fire. In the correlation of five elements, heart was assumed to correlate with fire. But with
the development of medicine, people came to realize that fire is not only related to heart, but al-
so to kidney, spleen, liver, and lung. This shows that fire exists in all the zang organs. The
same is also true of other elements and zang organs. Therefore, the theory of mutual invelvement
of five elements to some extent rectifies the defect of single correlation between five elements and
five organs, and more accurately reflects the functions of all the zang organs.

The concept of reversion of five elements first originated from Daoism. Daoism believes that
converting to Daoism can reverse the normal sequence of generation and restriction of five ele-
ments, set oneself free from the natural law and render the convert to become a deity. This alle-
gatidn_ inspired the medical practitioners. They used the reversion of the five elements to explain
the relationship of five organs. Qin dynasty physician Chen Shiduo advanced a series of reversed
relationships of five elements, such as generation dwelling in restriction, restriction dwelling in
generation, no complete generation, no complete restriction, etc. He investigated the special
cases of the relationship of the five elements. Another physician Chen Zhitian asserted that the
order of generation and restriction could be reversed. He claimed that while metal could generate
water, it could also restrict water. If qi became stagnant, blood stasis ensued. While water
could generate wood, it could also restrict wood. If water was in excess, wood rotted. While
wood could generate fire, it could also restrict fire. If wood was over-flourishing, fire stopped

Instead of treating these realizations as special cases, Chen Zhitian generalized them and
went further to explain them in terms of their relationships with five organs.

Logically, the mutual involvement of five elements and the reversion of five elements over-
throw the two basic principles of the early five elements theory: the single correlation between
five organs and five elements and normal sequence of generation and restriction. Although they
are similar in form to the early five elements theory, they take quite different connotations.

At the contemporary time, under the influence of western countries, substantial changes
took place in China. Modern science and rational spirit have greatly changed our traditional aca-
demic mentality. The five elements theory is a case in point.

In 1923, Liang Qichao published an article to refute ying yang and five elements theories,
regarding them as superstition. Later, historians conducted researches on the origin of the five
elements, trying to uncover the mystery of five elements. Then, a debate was launched in the
medical field over whether to ban the five elements theory and Chinese medicine. Some well-
known physicians such as Zhang Taiyan, Lu Yuanlei proposed to ban or modify the five elements
theory.

After the founding of PRC, guided by historical materialism, the academic field arrived at a
basic conclusion: while the five elements theory reflects the substantiality and universality of the
world, it is also inflexible and stagnant. It is simple, mechanic materialism. Although Chinese
medicine makes use of only its rational aspects, due to its inherent defects, the five elements

theory incurs many disputes and is always reduced as evidence to ban Chinese medicine.
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