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TCM – A journey of a thousand miles starts
with one small step
• Chinese medicine is very easy to learn but very hard to practice.
• Western medicine is very hard to learn but very easy to practice.
• You will have been introduced to and will be able to understand the basics of
TCM when you have completed this course – it may take you the rest of
your life to know how to use it. The more you practice the better you get.

• Start feeling pulses and looking at tongues, if you do not already.

TCM
•
•
•
•
•

TCM is a theoretical explanation and understanding of the human condition.
It is different to western bio medicine.
It is not right or wrong it is just different.
This same theory underpins the practical applications which are:
Herbal medicine. Acupuncture. Diet therapy. Tui na massage. Qi gong.

TCM history
• TCM has a number of “classic” texts which “serious students are required to study”. (Wen
•
•
•
•
•

Seifret 2000)
These are:
Huang qi di nei jing – “The Yellow Emperors Canon of internal medicine” (100 BCE).
Shang han lun – “Treatise on cold damage” – Zhang zong jing (220 CE).
Jin gui yao lue – ‘Synopsis of the Golden Chamber” – Zhang zong jing (220 CE).
Wen bing xue – “Warm disease theory” – 5 various authors (circa 1644 CE).

TCM for western minds
• “In contrast to the notion of science that dominated the West for centuries, over the past

two millennia the Chinese rarely attempted to generate one coherent world view” (Unschuld
1986 pg 6-8)

• “TCM differs from European science in that it appears to be based on what one might call

patterned knowledge. Various patterns of knowledge – sometimes overlapping, sometimes
antagonistic and mutually exclusive – exist side by side…” (ibid)

• “A specific pattern might be useful for handling a certain issue or situation successfully, and
it might be contradicted logically by another pattern of knowledge that had also proven to
be useful for handling the same (or different) issue. Both patterns – and this seems to have
been the dominant attitude in Chinese history – were therefore legitimized” (ibid)

TCM for western minds
• And finally
• “True, heated polemics were exchanged between the proponents of contradictory

paradigms, but once a new pattern had existed long enough, its antagonistic relation with
older paradigms tended to decrease in importance until it was accepted into the
heterogeneous pool of patterns from which a patient or practitioner could select the one
most suitable for coping successfully with the specific problem at hand”. (Unschuld 1986)
• In other words it is not possible to isolate “a coherent and - in the western sense - consistent
set of ideas from ancient Chinese sources”. (Unschuld 2010 pg 91)
• For instance a given set of symptoms could equally accurately be described as Wood overacting
on Earth, or Spleen Qi deficiency with Liver Qi stagnation. Different phraseology explaining the
same reality.

TCM
• Westerners think in squares.
• Chinese think in circles.

This course
• TCM organs and phrases will be italicised to differentiate them from the western

bio medicine concept.
• I will present the herbs and formulas as they are traditionally written and used. This
will therefore include some non botanical sources. This is not to be controversial
but historically accurate. The prudence / morality of using non botanical sources is
not a subject I personally have a particular view on. In the UK herbalists only use
botanical sources.
• Herbs are prepared in a variety of different ways to enhance certain aspects of their
functions. E.g. preparing with honey before decocting to increase the tonic effect, or
charring to increase the anti-haemorrhagic effect.

Traditional Chinese Medicine
There are a number of foundations of TCM

•
•
•
•
•

Yin Yang.
5 Elements.
The Vital substances. Qi, Blood, Essence (Jing), Body fluids.
8 Principles.
Zang fu.

Yin and Yang
Yin

Yang

cold

hot

night

day

contractive

expansive

female

male

Yin and Yang
• The earliest reference to Yin and Yang is from about 1,000 -700 BCE from the Zhou
dynasty (Maciocia 1989 pg 16).

• This philosophical school based its understanding on the fact that much (if not
everything) in the world is dualistic and complementary.

• Hence a dualistic line of association, “viewed as manifestations of two opposed yet

complementary categories that spanned all existence” (Unschuld 1986 pg 55) which
encompassed all phenomenon and events, observable and unobservable, developed.

• Yin and Yang act as a heading for all of the different manifestations of these
opposite yet complementary classifications.

Yin and Yang
• This symbol (“Tai ji”) is a pictorial representation of Yin and Yang.
Yin and Yang interact in four ways:

1. They are opposites - cold and hot, female and male, night and day, contractive
and expansive.
They are not good and bad.
In the dark side there is a white dot and in the white side there is a dark dot, this
indicates that there is not ultimate black and white only relative shades of grey.
Nothing is totally Yin or Yang they are relative; so it could be said that England is
Yang compared to Norway, but Yin compared to Egypt.

Yin and Yang
2.

They are interdependent - one cannot exist without the other. If
there was no night how could you posit day?

3.

They turn into one another – night turns into day at dawn and day
turns into night at dusk.

4.

They mutually consume - so when they are out of balance they affect
each other, when one goes up the other goes down.

Yin and Yang
Health is dependent on the balance of Yin and Yang.

• As there are 2 basic substances they can go out of balance in 4 different ways
----------------------------------------

Yin and Yang
• Full Cold.
-------------------------------------------

•
•
•
•
•

Yin excess
Principle of treatment –
Use hot substances to
Reduce the cold and
Bring back balance

Yin and Yang
• Full heat
--------------------------------------------

•
•
•
•
•

Yang excess
Principle of treatment –
Use cold substances to
reduce the heat and
bring back balance

Yin and Yang
• Empty heat
-------------------------------------------

•
•
•
•
•

Yin deficiency
Principle of treatment –
Use cool substances to
increase the Yin and
Bring back balance

Yin and Yang
• Empty cold
------------------------------------------------

•
•
•
•
•

Yang deficiency
Principle of treatment –
Use warm substances to
Increase the Yang and
Bring back balance

The Five Elements – Wu Xing
• Wu – means: 5
• Xing - means: Movement. Process. To go. Conduct / Behaviour. Phase.
• In this context “Element” can mean a basic substance of existence, but it also conveys a

dynamic aspect of change.
• Emerging after Yin Yang theory (about 700 B.C.E.), the Five elements first recorded reference
was in the Warring states period ( 476- 221 B.C.E.) (Maciocia pg 16).
• The Five Elements was the beginning of a more “scientific”, approach and a departure from
Shamanism. The Five Elements approach, aimed at finding and understanding patterns and
how they relate to health and disease. (Maciocia pg 16).

The Five Elements – a few correspondences
Element
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The Five Elements
• The Five Elements are used to describe the interactions and relationships between

things generally – E.G. Nature, Seasons, Cosmology, Medicine, Music, Martial Arts,
Astrology, Architecture, War. Etc.

• The Five Elements are the flow of existence in harmony and completeness. They can
be regarded as the dynamic manifestations of Yin and Yang in the world.

• They interact in 4 ways. Generation and control - both being regarded as

physiological. Overacting (when control has become too much) and Insulting - both
regarded as being pathological.

The Five Elements – generating cycle

The Five Elements -generating cycle
Examples in practise.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Generating – Elements (and thus also their corresponding organs) have a Mother /Child relationship.
Earth (Spleen) is the Child of Fire (Heart ), and the Mother of Metal (Lungs).
Metal (Lungs ) is the Child of Earth (Spleen) but the Mother of Water (Kidneys).
Water (Kidneys) is the child of (Lungs) and the Mother of Wood (Liver ).
Wood (Liver) is the Child of Water (Kidneys ) and the Mother of Fire (Heart ).
Fire (Heart ) is the child of Wood (Liver )and the Mother of Earth (Spleen)
If there is a deficiency in an element not only is it necessary to treat the element, but it is often
necessary to tonify the mother to nourish the child.

• This resonates with “Ben and Biao” – Root and Branch. Both need to be treated to affect a true return
to health.

The Five Elements – generating cycle.
Examples in practise
• Wood (Liver and Gall bladder) generates and is the mother of Fire (Heart and
Small Intestine).

• The Liver is integrally involved with Blood. Storage, nourishment,
management.

• This allows the Heart to function effectively.

The Five Elements – example
• One of the useful applications in the clinic is to broaden and deepen your
understanding of conditions, allowing you to treat more successfully.

• If a patient presents with gastric issues, heartburn, bloating, and IBS, then that is

affecting the Spleen and Stomach – (Earth). However if the person sighed a lot, had
headaches and PMT, and the second pulse on their left wrist was wiry then it could
be diagnosed as Liver Qi stagnation or Wood overacting on Earth.

• To affect a true return to health / balance not only is it necessary to alleviate the

symptoms (branch of the problem - Biao), but also to soothe and calm the Liver (the
root of the problem – Ben).

The Five Elements – example
• So initially you might use Filipendula, Althea radix, and Glycyrrhiza (FAG),

to stop the gastric symptoms, heartburn, reflux, and Melissa, Cardamom and
Citrus reticulata for the bloating. The patient returns and feels better.

• However a couple of weeks later she returns and all the symptoms have
returned (she is also 7 days before her period is due).

• You ring the changes and put in Dioscorea, Foeniculum, Vitex, Mentha and
Zingiber.

• She does not come back.

The Five Elements – example
• She does not come back because, while initially feeling better she has gone back to
as she was.

• This is because you have been treating her digestion (Spleen and Stomach) the branch
(Biao) of the problem but not been addressing the root (Ben) of the problem.

• If you had added Scutellaria lateriflora and Passiflora and maybe Buplerum and
Paeonia to her initial formula then she would have got better.

• That is because you would have treated the root (Ben) and branch (Biao) of the
problem, restored balance and allowed her Qi to flow smoothly again.

The Five Elements – control and overacting cycle

The Five Elements – control and overacting cycle
• Control (physiological process) is necessary to add to and enhance and support the function

of the elements. The Liver, via control, aids and abets the Spleen by contributing to it’s
digestive function. Control also stop the elements running out of order, and can be regarded
as being more supportive and nourishing than suppressive and detrimental.

• This beneficial physiological process of control however can become excessive
(pathological). At that time it is said to be overacting.

• One of the most commonly seen examples of this is “Wood overacting on Earth” or Liver

overacting on Spleen. As we shall see the reality is often that the Liver Qi (emotion being anger, stress) becomes stagnant and transversely invades into the Spleen and stomach
(digestion).

The Five Elements – insulting cycle

The Five Elements – insulting cycle
• Wood (Liver and Gallbladder) insults Metal (Lungs and Large Intestine).
• In this example the root of the problem is in the Wood element, but the
manifestation is in the Lungs.

• Example – A patient presents with Asthma, while using all the wonderful

herbs we have for asthma (treating the Biao), in this instance it is also
necessary to soothe the Liver , so adding nervines would help to resolve the
Ben which is in the Wood element (Liver and Gallbladder).

12 channels. Pericardium and San Jiao
• There are 12 main channels. As well as the 10 Zang fu mentioned there is also the
•
•
•
•

Pericardium and San jiao channels.
The Pericardium is also known as The Heart Protector.
San – three. Jiao – a burner or a warmer or a heater.
San jiao is divided into Upper Jiao, Middle Jiao, Lower Jiao. In the Upper Jiao is the Heart
and Lungs (and head / brain). The Middle Jiao is the Liver and Spleen / Stomach. The
Lower Jiao is the Large intestines, Kidney, Urinary Bladder (and genitals / reproductive
organs).
As with all things TCM there are blurred lines and dynamic flow.

Qi and Blood

Qi is the commander of Blood. Blood is the mother of Qi
Dao generates the One
The One generates the Two
The Two generates the Three
The Three generates all things
Tao te ching verse 42

•
•
•
•
•
•

Everything is a form of Qi – albeit different forms
Qi is associated with Yang as it is moving and warm
Blood is associated with Yin as it is denser and nourishing
Qi is generated from the air we breathe and the food we eat
In the body there are 2 main forms of Qi – “Wei” defensive and “Ying” nutritive.
The “Wei” defensive Qi has been analogized to the western concept of the immune system

Qi

Rice and the Breeze or vapour

Qi
• This is the character for Qi.
• It is a combination of the character for steam, gas or vapour, and the

character for rice. This gives the understanding that Qi is as gaseous or
ethereal as steam while at the same time being as solid as rice.

• Qi is energy and matter at the same time

Qi
•
•
•
•

Qi is produced from the air that we breathe and the food that we eat.
Qi is more associated with Yang, and keeps us energetic, warm and vital.
Everything in the universe is a form of Qi, albeit different forms.
The Qi that a mountain has is different to a mouse which is different to a
virus which is different to a butterfly. But all are forms of Qi.

Qi
•
•
•
•
•

In the body Qi:
Transforms and transports
Protects and warms
Holds things (like organs) in their correct place
Qi is made from the air that we breathe and the food that we eat, so Qi tonic
herbs tend to enhance the function of what the Chinese call the Lungs and
the Spleen.

Qi
• The Qi that we take in via the food we eat and the air we breathe is not in a

usable form, it therefore goes through a variety of stages to arrive at a form
we can use. As such there are a variety of different sorts of Qi in us.

• Gu Qi
• This is called “grain Qi” and is the Qi that is produced from the initial stages
of the digestive process in your stomach and intestines. This type of Qi is
not in a form that the body can use, so it has to be refined.

Qi
• Zong Qi - This is called “Gathering” Qi and is a more refined stage of Gu Qi
and as such can be used. It is used for the Heart and Lungs to provide force
for the circulation and also for speech and the strength of the voice.

• Zhen Qi - This is called “True Qi” and this is the final stage of the

refinement of Qi and differentiates into two forms defensive (Wei Qi) and
nutritive (Ying qi).

Qi
• Wei Qi - This is called protective of defensive Qi and circulates just beyond

the skin forming a barrier to external influences. This has been analogised to
the immune system. One of the best tonics for the defensive Qi is called
Huang Qi (Astragalus membranaceus), and analysis has shown this herb to
have immune enhancing actions.

• Ying Qi - This is called nourishing or nutritive Qi and circulates just under
the skin and more internally to the organs providing warmth, nutrients,
moisture and helping the Blood to circulate.

Qi
• Yuan Qi - This is called Source or original Qi and is stored in and associated with the Kidneys.
The Kidneys are regarded as being the root of being. Yuan Qi is strongly linked to
constitution and as such can be enhanced qualitatively, but not quantitatively, as if it could
be increased quantitively then life would correspondingly continue. Yuan Qi plays an
essential role in the transformation of Qi and the formation of Blood.
• Ginseng (Panax ginseng or in Chinese Ren shen) is probably the best known Qi tonic herb,
and was often taken in the cold winter months (as it is warm in nature it is more indicated in
the colder months) in the over thirties. It was thought that if a person was under thirty then
youthful exuberance should be enough to keep them healthy and tonics weren’t necessary.
This is really the only herb in the entire TCM Materia Medica that tonifies the Yuan source Qi
– which goes a long way to explaining why it is expensive.

Blood
• Blood, while being similar in some ways to the western idea of blood, has a
broader scope in TCM, and is regarded as being a slower denser more
nutritive form of Qi, and is more associated with Yin.

• Blood moistens, nourishes, and helps to transport essential nutrients around
the body. Blood also flows in the channels with Qi. It helps to keep the skin
supple and smooth, and moistens the eyes and joints.

• Blood is primarily made by the Spleen and Kidneys. One of the best known
Blood tonics is Dang gui (Angelica sinensis) or Chinese angelica.

Jing or Essence
• The character for Jing presents the idea of something that has been refined, and is precious.

There are three types.
• 1 - Pre Heaven Essence
• This type of Essence comes into existence when the sexual combination of a man (sperm)
and a woman (egg) combine to form an embryo. It is the energy that nourishes the foetus in
the mothers’ womb, is sustained while in the embryo by the mothers Kidney energy, and
determines our basic constitution.
• Pre Heaven Essence is what makes us unique individuals, and is associated with life span (as
is Yuan source Qi it can be regarded as being Essence as Qi). If we do not lead our lives in
balance and harmony (with Tao) then we use up this precious Essence more rapidly than it
has to be used up – e.g. sex and drugs and rock and roll!

Jing or Essence
• The amount of Pre Heaven Essence (like its Yang corollary Yuan Qi ) cannot
really be increased quantitatively because if it could we would just carry on
living, but qualitatively it can be enhanced.

• It is enhanced by regularity of life, a good diet, sensible exercise, practising
Tai ji / Qi gong, taking herbal tonics, having massage, and acupuncture.

• These things are the way to protect your wellness, develop your being, and
maximise your life span – living in harmony with Tao.

Jing or Essence
• 2- Post Heaven Essence
• Post Heaven Essence originates from the food we eat, and the fluids we

drink. It is a general term to cover the energy generated by the digestion and
as such can be seen as being a precursor to Qi.

• 3- Kidney Essence is slightly more specific. As the name implies it is stored in
our Kidneys. It is made from Pre and Post Heaven Essence, and contains
aspects of both. So there is a hereditary component, but it is nourished by
Post Heaven Essence.

Jing or Essence
• The Kidneys responsibility for governing cycles in life comes from Jing or Essence.
• According to the Nei jing, women’s life flows in 7 year cycles; men’s in 8 year cycles.
• While being stored in the Kidneys the Essence circulates throughout the body and is
associated with a certain type of acupuncture points called Yuan source points.

• Essence is responsible for growth, reproduction and development. Essence is more

associated with Yin as it is nourishing and fluid like. It is the basis of our
constitution and is regarded as “filling up” the spinal cord and brain with Marrow…
certain conditions are linked to the Kidneys and Essence because of this “filling up”;
conditions such as poor memory and tinnitus for instance.

Body fluids Jin ye
• Jin – moist or saliva. Ye – fluid. Coming from food and drink.
• The Spleen transforms and separates them and sends a “clean” part up to the
Lungs to be spread to the skin and a “dirty” part which goes to the Small
intestine where it is again refined. This second separation sends the pure part
to the Bladder and the impure part to the Large intestine where some water is
reabsorbed. The Bladder further refines the fluids and sends the pure part
upwards and to the exterior where it forms sweat. The impure part flows
down and becomes urine.

Body fluids Jin ye
• The pure fluids are distributed by the Lungs to the space under the skin and some
•
•
•
•

down to the Kidneys.
The Impure fluids flow down to the Small intestine and Bladder.
Jin – fluids are clear, light thin and watery. They circulate with the Wei qi on the
exterior (skin and muscles). The Lungs spread them. They moisten and nourish, and
are exuded as sweat – they are also the basis of tears, saliva and mucus. They are a
component of the fluid part of Blood.
Liquids Ye – These are more turbid, dense and heavier.
They circulate with Ying qi in the interior.

The Eight Principles
Internal

External

Full

Empty

Hot

Cold

Yin

Yang

The Eight Principles
• The eight principles can be regarded as a template that can be “dropped” over any clinical

situation. While there are 8 Principles Yin and Yang can really be seen as being a broader category,
and more of an extension / classification / overview of the previous 6. .

• While being named and formalised relatively recent (Qing dynasty 1640-1912). The concepts
were existing since the Nei jing (Maciocia pg 179).

• The concepts are not “either or” so it is possible to have conditions that are hot and cold interior
and exterior, and full or empty.

• However generally a differentiation is most common and useful. It is not necessary for a
condition to have all 8 principles.

• For instance a condition might be exterior, hot and full. Or a different condition might be
interior, cold and empty… or any combination.

The Eight Principles
Interior / Exterior
• Interior / Exterior.
• We will go more in depth into this when we are looking at causes of disease.
• Exterior conditions affect the skin, muscles and channels. Interior conditions affect
the Zang fu and bones.

• Exterior not only relates to the location of a condition, but also it’s aetiology.

External Pathogenic factors (EPF), as we will see are one of the main ways of
becoming diseased.

• Interior conditions encompass all Zang fu pathology.

The Eight Principles –
Full and Empty
• Full / Empty – ascertained by if there is a pathogen present or if it is a
deficiency of a body substance.

• Inevitably there are mixed deficient excess patterns.
• As a general rule of thumb if a symptom is better for pressure it is likely to
be predominantly a deficiency. Deficiencies need to be tonified.

• If it is worse for pressure then it is more likely to be an excess. Excesses need
to be reduced / moved.

The Eight Principles –
Hot and Cold
• Hot and cold.
• Hot conditions tend manifest with a red tongue, a rapid pulse, and usually
any secretions are yellow or green.

• Cold conditions tend to have a pale tongue, a slow pulse and usually
secretions are white or clear.

• Other combinations such as deficient or excess provide additional points of
cross reference.

Zang fu – Internal organs
Zang (Yin)
Lungs
Spleen
Heart
Kidneys
Pericardium
Liver

Fu (Yang)
Large Intestine
Stomach
Small Intestine
Urinary Bladder
Triple Burner
Gall Bladder
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