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TCM Theory

Traditional Chinese medicine is based on yin/yang, with the opposing,
complementary principles of nature and the five elements of metal, wood,
water, fire and earth. These are believed by ancient Chinese to be the basic
components of the universe. In complying prescriptions, traditional Chinese
medicine doctors adopt the strategy of “governing a country”—the principle
being to employ “monarch, minister, assistant and guide” , which refers to the
various roles played by the components of a prescription. Ancient TCM doctors

thus introduced ethics and politics into the realm of medicine.
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The Chinese Attitude Towards Disease

According to the Chinese cosmology, all lives are born from the integration
of yin and yang. Harmony between the two produces good health while
disharmony leads to disease. One of the major assumptions of traditional Chinese
medicine is that disease is due to an internal imbalance between yin and yang,
and so the strategy is to restore harmony. Traditional Chinese doctors use
acupuncture,, herbs and special food to help correct yin-yang imbalance until
the body returns to a healthy state. Another assumption is that each organ has a
mental as well as a physical function,and all parts of the body are intimately

connected.
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Gourd—Totem of Chinese Medicine

Gourd could be used as food, vegetable and ladle or utensil for drinking.
The worship of reproduction is associated with gourd because gourd produces
numerous seeds when dried. Among the traditions of the Yao nationality of
Guangxi in China, gourd played a part in saving the lives of Fuxi and Nuwa,

brother and sister, ancestors of the Chinese people, in the great flood. In fact,
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gourd has been a totem for many southern nationalities in China.

Both Hou Han Shu and Ge Hong’s Shen Xian Zhuan described the
following story. Hu, a senior, came from afar, nobody knew his name. Fei
Zhangfang, a market administrator, saw him enter a shop to sell his medicines.
Although the prices were non-negotiable, the medicines worked. The man often
hung an empty gourd on the beam in his room and jumped into it after sunset
each day. Zhangfang happened to see this from an upper floor, and began to
understand that this man was not a common folk. He swept the floor of his room
and presented Hu with food and drinks. The old man took all without hesitation.
Each day, Zhangfang did the same. After a period of time, the old man was
assured of Zhangfang’s trust and told him, “Come at dusk when nobody’ s
around.” Zhangfang went as he had been told. Then the man said, “ When 1
jump into the gourd, follow me immediately.” Zhangfang followed him and was
in the gourd before he knew it. Before him was a grand jade hall with numerous
buildings and towers around, and intertwining doors and corridors. More than
ten servants were waiting on Senior Hu. Then Zhangfang and Senior Hu enjoyed
a feast. The drinking cup was as big as a man’s fist and would never run dry till
deep into the night. Later Zhangfang asked the man to teach him Taoism and
followed him deep into the mountains. As a result, Zhangfang learned to heal
diseases and even could lash out at ghosts. However, eventually he was killed
by ghosts, after his magic talisman went missing. Whatever disease it was,
Zhangfang could cure it. Each time he would tell the patient that the medicine
would make him vomit something up and then the disease would be healed on a
certain day. His words always came true. It is well-known to the Chinese people
that a medicine seller by tradition puts his medicine in a gourd; and a Taoism
alchemist hides his magic pills in a gourd at all times. Outside herbal shops,
gourds are hung as a sign that there are medicines for sale. Therefore, if you see

a gourd, you know that a herbal medicine shop or physician is around. Just as a
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Chinese idiom goes “you don’t know what kind of medicine he is selling in his
gourd.” All these stories indicate that gourds are intertwined with medicine in

primitive thinking and function as the totem of Chinese medicine.
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The Yellow Emperor’s Canon of Internal Medicine( Huang Di Nei Jing)

The Yellow Emperor’s Canon of Internal Medicine, whose author is
unknown, is the earliest medical classic in China. It includes two parts: Plain
Questions and Acupuncture Classic ( or Miraculous Pivot) , and each of them
comprises 9 volumes. The 18 volumes originally consist of 162 articles, but some
of the chapters have been lost with the lapse of time.

In a question-and-answer form, Plain Questions recounts the discussion
between the Yellow Emperor and his royal physician Qi Bo. It mainly sets forth
the basic theories of physiology and pathology of the human body. Miraculours
Pivot dwells upon acupuncture and moxibustion, main and collateral channels as
well as hygiene and health care.

The Yellow Emperors Canon of Internal Medicine lays the foundation for the

theoretical systems of the traditional Chinese medicine, which has long guided
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the clinical practice of Chinese medicine and plays an important role in China’s
medical history. Its significance has caught the attention of medical scientists
and historians of science both at home and abroad. Parts of the book have been
translated into Japanese, English, German and French. Many treatises on The
Yellow Emperor’s Canon of Internal Medicine have been published in Japan, as

well as in other countries.



