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Foreword

When I first entered Xiaolan Zhao’s clinic many years ago, I experienced a beautiful healing space where I was surrounded by care and compassion. Xiaolan gave me acupuncture and massage, and it was a wonderfully healing treatment. Since then, many of my friends, family and patients have passed through her office—in fact, she is the only doctor my husband would ever go to.

Xiaolan’s new book, Reflections of the Moon on Water, is a labour of love that brings the healing atmosphere of her practice to the world. This enlightening and invaluable book should be at the bedside of every woman. It is a compelling look at the stages of a woman’s life and includes a wealth of practical suggestions for living them in harmony with nature’s rhythms to maintain health and prevent disease.

In Western medicine, we have medicalized the natural and healthy stages of a woman’s life. We over-prescribe birth control pills, hormonal medications, tranquilizers, antidepressants, and many other medications, much to the detriment of women’s health. In contrast, in Chinese medicine, the stages of a woman’s life are honoured and celebrated. Menstruation is referred to as Heavenly Water, pregnancy is called Ripening the Fruit, postpartum is known as Golden Month, and menopause is called Second Spring. Golden Month, the prescribed period of rest following childbirth, is one of my favourite concepts in Chinese medicine. During Golden Month, the mother and babe are encircled in a cocoon of love and nurturing by their family, completely cared for day and night so that the energy depleted during childbirth can be replenished. I think there would be far less postpartum depression and sheer hardship for women in the West if at least some of these principles were adhered to.

The ancient traditions of Chinese medicine are needed more than ever in our society where women are increasingly pressured to be superwomen and are fatigued, stressed and sleep-deprived beyond endurance. And breast cancer and heart disease, autoimmune diseases in which the body attacks its own tissues, are all on the increase.

In the Chinese art of feng shui, we make our environment harmonious for the flow of Qi, or life force. Our most valuable possession, our body, the house we live in, must be put in similar balance in order to optimize our health and ensure a healthy and vibrant Second Spring. This book will enable you to care for and thoroughly enjoy the body that you’re in.

Carolyn DeMarco, MD

Author of Take Charge of Your Body: Women’s Health Advisor
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Introduction

In 1986, I was working as a general surgeon in the emergency department of the biggest hospital in the city of Kunming, China, when a twenty-four-year-old woman named Jiayu was rushed in. She was vomiting bright red blood, and from its colour I assumed it was coming from a hemorrhage in her upper digestive tract. I, together with my medical team, operated immediately, but could not find the source of the bleeding. Three hours later, Jiayu was again throwing up blood.

Mystified and concerned, we consulted the chairman, the head doctor of the hospital. He thought we should again do exploratory surgery but this time to look farther down for the hemorrhage, to the small intestine, pancreas and gallbladder. An hour or two into the operation, using all the medical technology at our disposal, we still could not locate the source of Jiayu’s bleeding. Everyone was shocked. We’d successfully performed countless abdominal surgeries to treat acute conditions, but this time we were at a loss. Within a matter of hours, Jiayu was again vomiting blood.

We decided to call an emergency meeting with the hospital’s top surgeons. All five were at home sleeping in their beds when the nurse called them, since it was the middle of the night. But they soon arrived at the hospital and quickly changed into their surgical clothes. Together we operated for the third time, carefully looking everywhere we’d already looked. But there was no wound, no internal bleeding—everything looked clean. Approximately twenty-four hours had passed since Jiayu had been admitted, and we were no closer to understanding why she was vomiting blood. We felt helpless.

Jiayu’s family had remained at the hospital the entire time, and to this day, I can still remember her husband, who was understandably distraught, unable to stand up or articulate a thought. All he could do was sob out his love for his wife. Hope was fading for him and their beautiful eight-month-old daughter. The chairman of the hospital looked at me and said, “Xiaolan, do whatever you think may help. She’s almost gone.” He knew that I was also a doctor of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) and was asking me to use anything from that knowledge to save Jiayu.

I had studied several traditional Chinese herbal formulas that were supposed to be effective in stopping hemorrhaging. One in particular, called the Yellow Earth Formula, came to mind. I went to my office and looked up the formula in a reference book. I gave Jiayu’s family the list of ingredients and instructions. They would have to prepare the remedy at home and bring it to the hospital, since we had no facilities for cooking herbs. Within four hours they returned with the herbal remedy.

By now, Jiayu had lost so much blood she was unconscious and extremely weak. She was alive only because of the intravenous fluids and blood transfusions we had given her. We administered the herbs through a tube in her nose and waited. Two hours passed and she did not vomit. Three hours passed, then six hours, then twelve turned into twenty-four. Something in the herbal formula had stopped the bleeding.

For me, this experience was an incredibly powerful demonstration of the effectiveness of TCM. Previously, I had witnessed herbs releasing symptoms of a cold, or acupuncture relieving sinus problems, or Tui Na (Chinese massage) alleviating back pain. But I’d never witnessed Chinese medicine saving someone’s life in an emergency situation in which Western medicine had failed. I had been educated in medical school, in the rational world of evidence-based science. I based my thinking on one plus one equals two, and believed that problems had solutions that could be logically figured out. But the effectiveness of the Yellow Earth formula could not be explained by Western medicine. On top of this, the cause of Jiayu’s bleeding remained a mystery. We never found the source of the hemorrhaging.

Biases come into play when we seek to understand TCM through the eyes of Western medicine. The development of TCM began more than 5,000 years ago, 4,500 years before the scientific traditions of the West, in a culture with a unique view of the world and that forbade human dissection. Ancient practitioners had to rely on their powers of observation and trial and error to develop a medical system and terminology. As a result, they had a different understanding of the body and disease than we do in the West. But after centuries of assessment and evaluation, TCM has withstood the test of time. It is still an integral part of the health-care system in China and is practised alongside Western medicine in many hospitals. Indeed, doctors of Western medicine and of TCM receive the same amount of education and training and are equally respected. People seek out either Western or Chinese medicine, depending on the nature of their illness. For acute problems such as heart attacks, they’ll go to a hospital emergency department for Western-style health care. For chronic conditions, such as arthritis or migraine headaches, they will usually consult a TCM practitioner. Each discipline has its own particular strengths, so combining the two can work very well. Doctors of Western medicine will often invite a TCM practitioner to consult on a particular case, and vice versa.

In the West, TCM is still considered an alternative medicine. In recent decades, however, hundreds of studies have been undertaken in an effort to give TCM a firmer scientific basis. For instance, a series of controlled studies of acupuncture has revealed its efficacy in the treatment of various conditions, including headaches, lower back pain, carpal tunnel syndrome, stroke, addiction, infertility and mitigating the side effects from cancer treatment. In 2004, the results of a landmark study funded by the National Institutes of Health (NIH) found that patients with osteoarthritis in their knees showed a 40 per cent decrease in pain, and a 40 per cent improvement in function when treated with acupuncture.

Western science has proven that acupuncture works, but it still cannot explain how it works. It doesn’t accept the seemingly irrational TCM explanation, which holds that acupuncture needles inserted into specific points along our Meridian pathways can unblock the flow of Qi, or vital energy, which affects our health. Sometimes phenomena are inexplicable but nonetheless powerful in their capacity to affect us.

In 1992, I came to Canada and set up a TCM clinic in Toronto, where I now treat more than 7,000 patients who experience benefits through Chinese medicine. In general they have difficulty explaining the relief or well-being they feel. They may not be able to apply logic to what has taken place in their bodies, but they begin to trust that the practices of Chinese medicine can help them.

Many of my female patients come to me with similar health problems. My heart goes out to them. I see women struggling with fatigue, depression, menstrual difficulties, infertility, chronic pain and cancer—especially breast cancer. I give them treatments that combine acupuncture, Tui Na and Chinese herbs, and as they begin to experience effective results, most want to learn more about Chinese medicine. I decided that a book like Reflections of the Moon on Water, which would focus on women’s health and make Chinese medicine accessible to any reader, could be helpful.

To many Westerners, Chinese medicine sounds complicated and esoteric. They find discussions of Yin and Yang, or the life energy known as Qi, intimidating. In fact, Chinese medicine is very straightforward and easy to understand and apply. It draws on nature, ancient knowledge of herbs and the body’s own healing resources. Sometimes, I might treat a patient’s sinus condition with eucalyptus or other familiar herbs, and she’ll say, “Oh, that smells just like what my grandmother used to give me.” So much of Chinese medicine is based on intuition and common sense.

I knew that Chinese medicine could treat illness, but one of the areas I wanted to focus on in this book was the prevention of disease. Historically, Chinese medical practitioners only received payment if their patients stayed healthy. After all, if patients became ill, they wouldn’t be able to work to earn the money they’d need to pay the doctor. Clearly, it was in everyone’s interest to prevent people from getting sick.

This preventive approach stresses harmony and balance in our daily lives by paying attention to what we eat, how we exercise, and the way we handle our emotions, our sexual lives, work and sleep. It is the balance we maintain among these different aspects that creates more energy and protects us from getting sick. TCM asks us to take responsibility for our health, and supports us in this process. This is what I find so valuable about this approach to health: TCM is not just about treating illness, it’s about living life with more balance, self-awareness and vitality.

Many women have a hard time trusting their bodies and connecting to the positive aspects of the female cycle. No matter what country we live in, our experiences in male-oriented societies are similar: There is a lack of cultural support for women as we move through some of the important transitions. As a result, we have a hard time trusting our bodies and connecting to the positive aspects of the female cycle. In the West, we often view menstruation as a nuisance or a pain (“the curse”) rather than as an opportunity to develop a new relationship with our bodies. We may see childbirth as an interruption in our lives rather than something that creates a new feeling of connectedness. We gloomily think of menopause as the end of youth, rather than as the beginning of a time of spiritual growth and new-found freedoms. Female sexuality in the West is often associated with youthfulness and body image. We’re all supposed to be a size two until we’re old, and then that’s the end of sex for us. Chinese medicine, on the other hand, understands sexuality as a lifelong, vital aspect of health and longevity. Sexual energy is just one current of the energy that flows through us and keeps us strong.

At my clinic, patients often open up to me and talk about what’s bothering them emotionally. As acupuncture releases the flow of energy in the body, feelings frequently surface. In TCM, the mind and body are inseparable, and chronic physical symptoms are often linked to unresolved emotions. I’m struck by the fears and anxieties that women experience in relation to their bodies, their sexual lives, illness and the prospect of getting old. These fears drain their health and depress them. According to TCM, these negative feelings contribute to the development of disease.

How can we take care of our health if we don’t cultivate a basic level of love and respect for our bodies, and for the different seasons of a woman’s life? In writing this book, I hope to encourage women to develop a kinder, more compassionate relationship with themselves. We can become aware of new ways to relate to our bodies, hearts and minds, and this kind of empowerment is an important part of my practice, where I ask questions such as: How can we reconnect to our true nature? How can we convince ourselves that our bodily rhythms are natural and good?

I am passionate about sharing the gifts of Traditional Chinese Medicine and want to show women how they can use it to prevent illness, protect their vitality and gain awareness of their own capacity to stay well and heal themselves. TCM takes a collaborative approach to health, asking us to connect with nature. It assumes that the capacity to heal lies inside us, not just in the hands of medical experts. Western medicine sometimes pathologizes the natural transitions of a woman’s life. We talk more about the risk of postpartum depression than about the deepening of emotion that accompanies new motherhood. At menopause, we talk more about the need for hormone replacement or other medications, rather than the opportunity for spiritual exploration and evolution that comes with age. TCM treats the phases of a woman’s life as healthy transitions and offers ways to support us as we move through them.

In TCM, disease is an expression of the whole person—body, mind and spirit—in relation to the environment. Chinese medicine doesn’t just treat isolated symptoms in isolated body parts. It gently encourages an awareness of the self as a whole, which in turn promotes strength and healing. As a result, I’ve tried to organize this book using the same holistic principles, instead of dividing it into discussions of separate body parts and medical conditions. I begin the book with a brief introduction to the basic principles of TCM—the concept of Yin and Yang, Qi, the Zang-Fu Organs and the Five Phases. To distinguish between what Western medicine means by certain organs and fluids and the TCM versions, I’ve capitalized the references to the Chinese organs and fluids. Please bear with me here—these concepts may be new to you and difficult perhaps to take in, but having some knowledge of them is necessary to understand Chinese medicine. Don’t worry if you don’t grasp it all at once; the concepts will become clearer as you read the following chapters, and you can always return to Part 1 for reference. Elsewhere in the book, I’ve tried to keep my theoretical explanations rooted in stories drawn from my own life and the experiences of my patients.

The book follows the natural narrative of a woman’s life as it evolves from puberty, through pregnancy and childbirth, towards menopause and onwards. I’ve used traditional Chinese terms for these, which are poetic and nature-based. So, Part Two, on menstruation, is called “Heavenly Water,” and Part Five, on pregnancy, is entitled “Ripening the Fruit.” The time after childbirth is known as “Golden Month” (Part Six). Menopause (Part Seven) is referred to as “Second Spring.” I’ve also included a section, called “Lotus Blossoms” (Part Three), devoted to breast health, which is so problematic in the West—one in nine women will experience breast cancer—and so intimately connected with each stage of the female cycles. Part Four, “Clouds and Rain,” is about sexuality, and explores how we can deepen and direct our sexual energies throughout life. I hope that this framework will help give readers a sense of the uniquely integrated approach of TCM.

The title, Reflections of the Moon on Water, evokes the archetypal aspects of the feminine that we each embody. In TCM, both the moon and water have been symbolically connected with Yin, the feminine, and many cultures compare women’s evolution from young woman to mother to matriarch with the transformation of the moon in her phases. The title is also meant to suggest the transformational possibilities that arise when we share ourselves with others. Just as I have shared my knowledge and experience of Chinese medicine with my patients, the wonderful women I’ve met in Canada have shown themselves to me, and in so doing have illuminated parts of myself that were previously hidden—like the dark side of the moon. The luminous light of our wholeness is reflected in each of us, for all of us to see. It is my hope that by sharing my understanding and experience of Traditional Chinese Medicine and offering stories from my life and the lives of my wise and courageous patients, you will be equipped with knowledge and practices to help you in your transitions. Also, it is my heartfelt wish that this book can help us reconnect to what is authentic within us, in a healing journey towards wholeness.
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Part One
ORCHIDS UNFOLDING IN THE UNIVERSE
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Studying the Yin Yang Symbol, hanging scroll (detail)




CHAPTER ONE
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As Above, So Below

When a practitioner of Western medicine is asked about the human body, she might describe it “as an organism that can be separated into components. It is like a machine, in that the different organs and systems in the body can be further taken apart, examined and understood.” As a practitioner of Traditional Chinese Medicine, however, I would say, “There is a whole person, including the body, a unified whole. All aspects of an individual—physical, emotional, mental and spiritual—are interconnected and interdependent, and any one part cannot be understood except in relation to the whole. Each of us is a unified organic body-mind-spirit.” When a patient comes into my office, I observe her expression, the luminosity of her eyes, her complexion, her demeanour, the build of her body, her posture and the way she smells. I take her pulse and examine her tongue. I ask questions to open a dialogue, and listen carefully to what she says. I use all of my senses to find the outward signs and symptoms that reflect the dynamic of what is going on in her body, and this method of diagnosis has been passed down to me from ancient Chinese practitioners. The way they understood and described the workings of the human body was based on their analysis and shaped by Taoist philosophy, which held that humans are an aspect of nature and, as such, are governed by the same natural laws as the universe. Therefore, they reasoned, each individual is a miniature universe, or microcosm, with analogies to the larger universe. The ancient Chinese medical treatise Huang Di Nei Jing, or The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine, explains: “Heaven has the sun and moon, humans have two eyes … Heaven has thunder and lightning, humans have sound and speech; Heaven has wind and rain, humans have joy and anger…. Heaven has winter and summer, humans have hot and cold…. Heaven has morning and evening, humans go to sleep and awake.”

The Taoists saw the universe as organized and harmonious. They believed that if we lived according to the laws of the universe we, too, would be harmonious. One way to do this would be to act in harmony with the seasons, by going to bed when the sun goes down, waking up when the sun comes up, dressing appropriately for the weather and eating foods that are in season where we live. The changes in behaviour should mirror the changes occurring on a universal level, because what is beneficial for the macrocosm (the whole of nature) is beneficial for the individual (the microcosm), and vice versa.

This concept, seen from another perspective, would view what is supportive of the environment as supportive of living organisms. For example, rain sustains trees and plants and fills the lakes, rivers and streams, which provide us with drinking water. On a microcosmic level, water is needed by every part of my body. Consequently, it is not possible to isolate one part of my body or one symptom without due consideration of the rest of my body. We would also not treat one condition without understanding the impact on the rest of the body, or what may have caused the specific symptom. If someone came into my office with a red, itchy rash, I would not only look at her skin but would also ask about her gastrointestinal health and her breathing, since all three are associated in TCM. I would also be interested to know whether she’d recently experienced any significant loss in her life, since sadness can be a factor in Lung disorders, which in turn can lead to an inflammation of the skin.

All disorders and disease are the result of an imbalance in the body. The ancient Chinese perceived everything in the universe, including us, as an interplay between two opposing forces that are constantly shifting: cold in winter changes into heat in summer; dark of night gives way to daylight; rest is replaced by activity. These two opposing forces are known as Yin and Yang.

YIN AND YANG

All things in nature, as well as all activities in life, have two opposing aspects: a Yin aspect and a Yang aspect. Yin means “the shadowy side of the mountain,” while Yang translates as “the sunny side of the mountain.” Yin is associated with shade, cold, contraction, the moon, water, inactivity, the feminine and matter. Yang is regarded as brightness, hot, expansion, the sun, fire, activity, the masculine and energy. These apparently opposing aspects are two sides of the same coin. Hot and cold are characteristics of temperature; day and night are aspects of time. They exist only in relation to each other, for how could there be night without day, or a back without a front?

The dynamic tension and constant transformation that takes place between Yin and Yang is what creates the energy that nourishes nature, and human life. Yin and Yang are like the pull between positive and negative electrical forces, or the simple truism that “opposites attract.” Yin is female and Yang is male. And of course it is the union of these two kinds of energy that creates new life. Yin and Yang make the world go round.
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Figure 1: Yin Yang

Like everything in the universe, we are a combination of Yin and Yang. Our heads, because they are above, are Yang,

The symbol of Yin and Yang is a circle, half-dark (Yin), half-light (Yang), divided by a curving line, which represents the ceaseless movement and dynamic that underlies all life, as well as the harmonious balance that exists between opposing forces (see Figure 1). There is a dark dot in the light half, and a light dot in the dark half, illustrating that phenomena are never exclusively Yin or Yang. For example, I am short relative to a six-foot person, but I am tall compared to a four-foot child. The dots also show that the source of their opposite state is inherent within all phenomena. For example, as soon as we are born, we have the possibility to die. This concept of Yin and Yang reflects the Eastern view that opposites do not have to compete, conquer or come into conflict, since each aspect contains, complements and balances the other. while our feet are Yin. Our backs are Yang and our fronts are Yin. TCM describes every part of our bodies, including our organs and fluids, as predominantly Yin or Yang and sees health as the capacity to maintain a balance between the two within ourselves by living in harmony with the natural principles of the universe. If Yin or Yang are out of balance, illness may result. If we have an excess of Yin, we have a deficiency in Yang, and our symptoms might include cold hands and feet, slow pulse and tiredness. We may find we prefer yoga to aerobics, may need time to make decisions and tend to be good listeners. We may speak softly or quietly. If we have an excess of Yang, we have a deficiency in Yin, and our symptoms might include constipation, dry lips and excessive sweating. We might find we get warm easily, like to keep active and naturally initiate activity. We do not hesitate to go after what we want.

In China, the majority of my patients had a Yang Deficiency. In Canada, I have many patients with a Deficiency in Yin energy. I think this is a reflection of the overriding quality of Yang in Canadian society, and in the Western world in general. Activity, movement, speed, growth, expansion, youth and patriarchy epitomize our culture. Western society is not all Yang, but its excess is apparent in the imbalances found in my Canadian patients. To balance the Yang quality of Western culture, I suggest Yin activity, such as inward moments of stillness. Walking among trees, reflecting on the sunset, sitting quietly or meditating on a rock all embody Yin characteristics. These activities possess qualities of quiescence versus qualities of activity.

You may be wondering what gives rise to these excesses or deficiencies. It is the dynamic movement of Qi (pronounced “chee”), a concept fundamental to Chinese medicine.

UNDERSTANDING QI

In the Western world there is no equivalent word for Qi, though it is often described as “vital energy.” This definition, however, does not entirely capture its meaning. Qi is the natural enlivening energy of the universe that activates change and movement. It is the creative force that permeates everything: the twinkling stars, a babbling brook and a decomposing organism are all found within the cause-and-effect power of Qi. It is like the wind in its ability to affect change and drive activity.
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Figure 2: Qi

Qi is the energy that creates life, our vitality, the vital force that underlies our bodies, minds, hearts and spirits. It is immaterial and invisible, and yet has the capability to produce material and visible effects, as when through conception, a baby is formed. Qi is also transformative in character. For example, it gives rise to the materiality of our bodies, just as water can change into ice. As ice thaws and melts, it transforms back to water. Similarly, we may feel that when we die we become spirit. The two Chinese characters that form the ideogram for Qi (see Figure 2) mean “vapour” or “steam,” and “uncooked rice” or “grain.” The steam that rises from cooking rice represents Qi in a formless state, while the rice symbolizes the substantial and material aspect of matter. Inherent in the Chinese word is the transformative and changing Essence of Qi from the material to the immaterial and back again.

The movement of Qi in our bodies affects all our activities. As a child in China, I was taught, “When Qi gathers, so the physical body is formed; when it disperses, so the body dies.” Qi is the energy that stimulates activity—our capacity to digest our food, move our legs, think. This energy can also manifest as resentment or the lump in our throats when we are sad. Qi is a radically different way for those of us in the West to view ourselves. But we do have phrases such as “full of life” to describe people who are energetic and alive. On some profound level we have a sense that there is a connection between the movement of a vital energetic force and life.

Western science has not proven the existence of Qi—it cannot be seen with a microscope, or dissected or CAT-scanned. However, this doesn’t mean that we can’t feel Qi. Here is a simple exercise you can try: Bring your hands in front of your belly, palms facing each other. Slowly bring your hands close to each other without letting them touch. Now move them away from each other. Repeat this action slowly (see Figure 3). Note the mild tension, warmth, tingling, pulsation or pressure between
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Figure 3: Exercise to Feel Qi

your palms. The air may feel denser in the space between your hands. This is Qi. Don’t try to comprehend Qi with your rational mind. Try to feel it.

As you move your palms near each other, slowly and gently extend your fingers and flex your palms (see Figure 3). As you move them apart, let your hands relax. Now gently move the fingers of your right hand over your left palm. Without touching it, stroke your left palm with the tips of your fingers. There may be a tingling sensation. This is Qi coming out of your fingers.

Though Western science does not recognize Qi, Chinese practitioners have been working with harmonizing its flow for more than 3,000 years. Qi moves through the body through a network of pathways, or Meridians. One of the hardest aspects of Chinese medicine for Westerners to grasp is the concept of Meridians, which are the invisible channels that flow over the length of the body and connect the vital organs to other parts of the body. Meridians are not identified in Western anatomy. In acupuncture, however, it is into these conduits, which come to the surface of the skin at specific points, that tiny needles are inserted to stimulate the flow of Qi within the body. When Qi flows harmoniously, there is health. When Qi does not flow smoothly, illness arises. Acupuncture needles either increase the flow of energy in certain Meridians or calm it, restoring the balance of energy in the body and facilitating health. This is how TCM explains the way acupuncture works. Western doctors have seen how acupuncture can be used as anaesthesia in surgery and think the effect may have something to do with stimulating nerves to distribute natural painkillers. We may not have a rational explanation for how or why acupuncture works, but its effectiveness cannot be doubted.

Qi is essential for our bodies to produce Blood. Qi is also what circulates Blood through our blood vessels and Meridians. The relationship between Blood and Qi is interdependent. Inasmuch as Qi is needed for the production and movement of Blood, Blood feeds our Organs that create and support Qi. So Qi and Blood are inseparable. Without the movement of Blood, there would be no vehicle to transport the energetic, formless Qi. Conversely, Qi provides the motive force that animates Blood. Obviously, TCM’s concept of Blood is different than that of the West. Blood refers not only to the fluid that moves through our blood vessels, but also to the energetic quality that activates Blood to nourish and circulate through our body. Since Blood is Yin and Qi is Yang, harmony between the two symbolizes a unitary whole that is represented by health.

Blood is stored in our Liver and Qi is stored in our Kidneys. I tell my patients, “Chinese medicine doctors are very familiar with the major organs of Western medicine’s anatomy. But although they may have similar names, they are very different.” Chinese medicine views the organs as physical-anatomical structures, with similar functions as in Western medicine, but with a broader energetic sphere of functioning and influence that includes the Meridians that connect the organs to other parts of the body. These paired Organ networks, or systems, are referred to as the Zang-Fu Organs.

THE ZANG-FU ORGANS

The term Zang-Fu itself is used to describe the principle of Yin and Yang as applied to the Organs. Yin Organs are referred to as Zang, and Yang Organs are referred to as Fu. Each of the five Zang Organs—the Liver, Heart, Spleen, Lung and Kidneys—have corresponding Fu Organs—the Gallbladder, Small Intestine, Stomach, Large Intestine and Urinary Bladder respectively. Each of the Organ pairs is associated with a sense organ, such as the eyes and ears, and also tissues (see Table 1). The Liver is responsible for the smooth movement of Qi and Blood, the storage of Blood, the governing of tendons and the nourishment of the eyes. (This might sound odd to you until you remember that liver diseases like hepatitis cause the whites of the eyes to yellow.)

The Zang-Fu Organ theory describes our bodies and our Organs’ functions in terms of interdependence with all the other Organ systems. The Spleen transforms the food we eat into food Qi that is needed by the Heart to make Blood. The Kidneys provide Qi to the Heart to manufacture Blood. The Lungs help to transport food Qi to the Heart to support Blood production. The Blood circulates through the vessels in our body as a result of the Qi of our Heart. The proper functioning of our Spleen helps to ensure that Blood stays within the vessel walls. The Liver both governs the smooth movement of Qi and stores blood and controls its volume. Thus, each of the Organ systems maintains a close relationship with the others, and our health depends on their harmonious workings. How well they function is a result of how smoothly our Qi and Blood move through these systems. If the flow becomes blocked in any one Organ, there is a “Stagnation” in that Organ. If there isn’t enough Qi, there is a “Deficiency.” If there is too much Qi, there is an “Excess” in that Organ. And because each of the Organ systems maintains a close relationship with the others, these imbalances have a profound effect on all the other Organs, and ultimately may lead to disease.

Thousands of years of observation and clinical practice have allowed Chinese medicine to describe the symptomatic

TABLE 1: THE ZANG-FU ORGANS

[image: ]

expression of deep Organ or Meridian imbalances. For example, Stagnating Liver Qi may be expressed as migraine headaches and irregular periods. Together, the symptoms form a pattern that points to the underlying imbalance that is causing the problems. The relationships between the Organs can be explained by the classifications and laws of movement provided by the Five Phases theory. It describes how Qi interacts and what is needed to bring it into harmony.

THE FIVE PHASES THEORY

The harmonious movement of Qi in the world is a reflection of the balance of five basic phases: Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal and Water. Wood promotes Fire; Fire burns Wood, thereby promoting Earth; within Earth there is Metal; and Metal, melted by Fire, promotes Water (see Figure 4). All phenomena in the natural world correspond to one of the Five Phases, which are constantly moving and changing. For example, Spring corresponds to Wood, Summer to Fire, Late Summer to Earth, Fall to Metal and Winter to Water. The Phases aren’t attributes that were arbitrarily assigned to things by the ancient Chinese. Instead, the qualities of each phase describe the characteristics, forms and functions of the phenomenon it is assigned to. For example, Wood represents active phases and growth, which is the reason that it is associated with Spring. The seasons change the way the Phases transform. Spring leads to Summer, which leads to Late Summer, then Fall and Winter.

In addition to the seasons, the Five Phases are used to describe aspects of climate, colour, flavours—virtually everything in the universe. And because each of us is a microcosm, we each possess within us a unique combination of the influences of the Five Phases. Each of our five major Organs corresponds with one of the Phases. Table 2 illustrates how the human body is related to the Five Phases, life cycles, emotions, flavours, tendencies, virtues, seasons, climates, directions and colours.

[image: ]

Figure 4: The Relationships Between the Five Phases

Because the Heart has warming properties, it is associated with Fire. The Liver is associated with Wood, the Spleen with Earth, the Lungs with Metal, and the Kidneys with Water. These classifications help explain how the Organs function in relation to each other. The theory also tells us what happens when there is disharmony, and Chinese practitioners use it to diagnose and treat Organ imbalances. For example, if a woman is experiencing hot flashes, this is a symptom that her Fire element is too strong. Fire that is burning out of control indicates that the Wood element is too dry. It is not being sufficiently nourished by Water. Water is needed to control body temperature and moisten eyes, sexual organs, joints and muscles. Since the Kidneys are associated with Water, hot flashes are a symptom of Deficient Kidney Qi, specifically Kidney Yin. Other symptoms of this deficiency would be insomnia, vaginal dryness and sore joints and muscles. Treating this condition would entail strengthening Kidney Qi, specifically Yin, or nourishing the body’s Water to control the Fire, through acupuncture, Tui Na and herbs that are a bit salty (a flavour associated with the Kidneys).

TABLE 2: THE FIVE PHASES AND THEIR ASSOCIATIONS
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In this way, Chinese medicine is all about restoring harmony in the body. Rather than pinpointing disease-causing bacteria and using antibiotics to fight them off, TCM locates the weakness or imbalance that is causing susceptibility to illness, and then helps the person achieve a harmonious and balanced state of well-being through supportive herbs, acupuncture, Tui Na and lifestyle recommendations. Health is not just the absence of symptoms; it is the harmonious and balanced functioning of the body. Many variables contribute to this balance, such as heredity, lifestyle, the environment we live in and how we respond to and are impacted by it. The next chapter examines, in depth, what is needed to maintain balance.


CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]
Maintaining Harmony

Moving towards well-being depends on the harmonious functioning of our physical, emotional and spiritual aspects—the three levels of energy known as the “Three Treasures.” They are Jing, or “Essence,” Qi, the natural enlivening energy of the universe, and Shen, meaning “Spirit” or “Mind.” Jing is inherited from our parents and is the most substantive and material of the Three Treasures. It is closely related to our genetic blueprint and is the substance our bodies are made of. Qi is what enlivens us and gives rise to our emotions. Shen, or Spirit, the most subtle energy of the Three Treasures, depends on the vitality of Qi and Jing for its strength and vigour. When the body is healthy and strong, and the emotions are sound, free flowing and appropriately expressed, our spiritual health can deepen.

All Three Treasures are intimately interwoven and must be consciously cultivated and balanced to maintain optimal health. Looking after ourselves from the perspective of the Three Treasures requires that we become aware of, and bring into harmony, our emotional states, lifestyle, diet and our interaction with our environment to cultivate spiritual wholeness. Striving to bring into balance the different aspects of our being, as represented in the Three Treasures, is the ultimate objective of Chinese medicine. We are encouraged to take this responsibility, as this forms the first barrier of defence against invading disease and is considered the highest form of medicine—prevention.

The preventative approach focuses on maintaining and vitalizing the strength of our
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