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Preface

This booklet is a collection of my blog posts of the past 2 years.  It ranges from very 
short posts (such as the case histories) to fairly long ones (such as that on autoim-
mune diseases).  Some of the posts discuss some aspects of Chinese medicine in great 
detail and with a depth that is not in any of my previous books. I refer in particular to 
the chapters on autoimmune diseases, the functions of the Triple Burner, the classifi-
cation and treatment of Heat and the functions and pathology of the Shen and Hun.

The contents of the book is as follows:

The Diagnosis and Treatment of Heat
Autoimmune diseases
The Heart channel
The Triple Burner
The Shen and the Emotions
Geriatrics
Sexual life in Chinese medicine
Diseases
Patterns
Acupuncture points
Tongue diagnosis
My favourite points and herbal formulae
Case histories
Clinical tips
Tobacco in Chinese medicine

Giovanni Maciocia
Santa Barbara, 2013
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THE DIAGNOSIS AND TREATMENT OF HEAT 

Diagnosis, patterns and treatment of Heat
Aetiology of Heat
Full Heat
Heat from Qi stagnation
Empty Heat
Distinction between Heat and Fire
Damp-Heat
Phlegm-Heat
Latent Heat
Yin Fire
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Chapter 1

THE DIAGNOSIS AND TREATMENT OF HEAT

Heat is an extremely common pattern in practice and it is therefore very important 
that we understand its aetiology, pathology, diagnosis, patterns and treatment. To give 
an idea of the frequency of Heat in practice, in my clinic in England in a database of 
over 2500 patients, 46% had a red tongue and 32% a pale tongue. In other countries 
with a warmer climate, I suspect the incidence of red tongue (and Heat) would be 
even higher. One reason why Heat is so common is that it is often the consequence of 
emotional stress, but this will be discussed later.

I have decided to write something on Heat also because I find that even in Chinese 
books, the subject is not discussed properly and the terminology used is often not 
precise as they sometimes use the terms "Heat" and "Fire" interchangeably and they 
are not.

The discussion of Heat will be structured under the following headings:
 Aetiology of Heat
 Full Heat
 Heat from Qi stagnation
 Empty Heat
 Distinction between Heat and Fire
 Damp-Heat
 Phlegm-Heat
 Latent Heat
 Yin Fire
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AETIOLOGY OF HEAT

First of all, when we talk about the aetiology of Heat, we mean Full Heat (or Wind-
Heat), not Empty Heat.  This is because Empty Heat derives from Yin deficiency, so 
the aetiological factors that lead to Yin deficiency eventually lead to Empty Heat.  In 
my experience, the most important aetiological factor leading to Yin deficiency is 
overwork: I do not mean excessive physical work but “overwork”in the sense of work-
ing long hours without adequate rest, leaving home in the early morning and return-
ing in the late evening for years on end. This life habit is also combined with stressful 
situations at work (or the commute) and irregular eating.  All these factor combine 
to deplete Yin of the Stomach, Liver and Kidneys. Yin deficiency eventually leads to 
Empty Heat. 

In my experience, there are three major causes of Full Heat: emotional stress, diet and 
an external pathogenic factor that penetrates into the Interior.

a) Emotional stress
All emotions eventually lead to Heat and that is why a red tip of the tongue is so com-
mon and also such a reliable indicator of emotional stress.

Initially, emotions affect only Qi and do not cause Heat directly: they cause either Qi 
stagnation or Qi deficiency or both. Thus, initially (and I stress initially), all emotions 
affect Qi only.  Emotions such as worry, pensiveness, anger, fear, shame and guilt 
cause Qi stagnation; emotions such as sadness and grief cause Qi deficiency.  How-
ever, also the emotions that cause Qi deficiency, often also cause a concomitant Qi 
stagnation.  For example, sadness and grief weaken Lung-Qi: a weak Lung-Qi in the 
chest leads to some impairment in the circulation of Qi in the chest and therefore to 
some Qi stagnation as well.

After some time (and this may not be very long, e.g. weeks), Qi stagnation leads to 
Heat.  As all emotions affect the Heart, the tip of the tongue becomes red. All emo-
tions affect the Heart because the Heart houses the Shen and the Shen is the one that 
recognizes and feels the emotions. When we say “I feel angry” who is that “I”?  It is 
the Shen of the Heart.  Anger will affect the Liver automatically but it is the Heart 
who “feels” it.
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b) Diet
First of all, it is important to realize that when we say “diet” in the context of aetiology 
of disease, that includes drinks.  Indeed, excessive consumption of alcohol is prob-
ably the main source of heat in a diet.  Any type of alcohol is hot and the higher the 
alcohol content, the hotter the drink.  Thus, vodka is hotter than wine.

Apart from alcohol, all meats are hot (or warm) but especially lamb and beef: there-
fore excessive consumption of these two types of meat is also a source of heat.  All 
wild meats are also hot, e.g. pheasant, grouse, rabbit, deer, elk, reindeer, wild boar, etc.
Apart from the above foods, most spices are also a source of heat, e.g. mace, ginger, 
curry, cumin, chilly, etc. 

c) External pathogenic factor penetrating into the Interior
An external pathogenic factor frequently penetrates into the Interior if it is not 
expelled at the Exterior stage.  When this happens, every external pathogenic factor 
has the tendency to change into Heat: thus, even Wind-Cold can turn into Heat once 
in the Interior.  Indeed, this is exactly what happens in the 6 Stages patterns from the 
Shang Han Lun: the Tai Yang stage is characterized by Wind-Cold and this can trans-
form into the Yang Ming stage of Stomach-Heat.  Of course, external Wind-Heat and 
Summer-Heat have even a stronger tendency to turn into Interior Heat.

I find this aetiology of internal Full Heat actually quite common, especially for Lung-
Heat. Many people suffer an invasion of Wind-Heat: if the Wind-Heat is not expelled 
at the exterior stage, it may go into the Interior and turn into Lung-Heat or Lung 
Phlegm-Heat.  This is more likely to happen when antibiotics are resorted to.  This 
is called Residual Heat, i.e. Heat left over from an invasion of Wind-Heat.  It is very 
common in children.

This type of Lung-Heat is often symptomless but the tongue on the next page shows it 
very clearly with a redness or red points in the front third. The tongue below has red 
points in the front third (Lung area).

This picture shows a good example of red tip.  
The tip is bright-red (a different shade than the 
rest of the tongue body) and it is also swollen.
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FULL HEAT

The general clinical manifestations of Full Heat are a feeling of heat, red face, thirst, 
anxiety, dry stools, scanty-dark urine, a Rapid-Full pulse, and a red tongue with yel-
low coating.

Beyond these, it is difficult to generalize as other manifestations will depend on the 
organ affected. Note that some of these symptoms and signs may be caused by Empty 
Heat too and therefore tongue and pulse are important to differentiate Full from 
Empty Heat: in Empty Heat the tongue is without coating and red and the pulse must 
have some Empty quality and especially Floating-Empty.

Aside from the above clinical manifestations, there are other diagnostic guides which 
indicate Heat.  Any raised, red skin eruption which feels hot, indicates Heat. For 
example, acute urticaria normally takes this form. As for pain, any burning sensation 
indicates Heat. For example, the burning sensation of cystitis, or a burning feeling in 
the stomach. Any loss of blood with large quantities of dark-red blood, indicates Heat 
in the Blood. As far as the mind is concerned, any condition of extreme restlessness or 
manic behaviour, indicates Heat in the Heart.

a) Lung-Heat
Cough, slight breathlessness, feeling of heat, slight chest ache, thirst, red face.
Tongue: Red in the front third with yellow coating.
Pulse: Overflowing on the right cun,  possibly slightly rapid.              
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Acupuncture
LU-5 Chize, LU-10 Yuji, LU-7 Lieque, L.I.-11 Quchi, LU-1 Zhongfu, BL-13 Feishu.
Prescription
Qing Bai San Clearing White Powder

b) Stomach-Heat
Burning epigastric pain, thirst, acid reflux, nausea, vomiting soon after eating, exces-
sive hunger, foul breath, a feeling of heat.
Tongue: red in the centre with a yellow coating.
Pulse: Rapid and slightly Overflowing on the Right-Middle position.
Acupuncture
ST-44 Neiting, ST-34 Liangqiu, ST-21 Liangmen, Ren-12 Zhongwan, Ren-13 Shang-
wan, L.I.-11 Quchi, L.I.-4 Hegu, Ren-11 Jianli.
Prescription
Bai Hu Tang White Tiger Decoction.
Yu Nu Jian Jade Woman Decoction.
Qing Wei San Clearing the Stomach Powder.

c) Liver-Heat
Irritability, propensity to outbursts of anger, temporal headache, dizziness, red face 
and eyes, thirst, bitter taste.
Tongue: Red with redder sides and dry-yellow coating.
Pulse: Wiry-Rapid.     
Note: this pattern is usually described as “Liver-Fire” in Chinese books. Liver-Fire is a 
more intense form of Liver-Heat. I will discuss the difference between Heat and Fire 
later.  The clinical manifestations listed above are those of Liver-Heat. 
Acupuncture
LIV-2 Xingjian, LIV-3 Taichong, G.B.-20 Fengchi, Taiyang extra point, G.B.-13 
Benshen, Du-24 Shenting. In case of headaches: G.B.-1 Tongziliao, G.B.-9 Tianchong, 
G.B.-8 Shuaigu, G.B.-6 Xuanli.
Prescription
Long Dan Xie Gan Tang Gentiana Draining the Liver Decoction.
Dang Gui Long Hui Tang Angelica-Gentiana-Aloe Decoction.

Please note that these prescriptions are for Liver-Fire. Therefore, for Liver-Heat, I 
would reduce the dosage of the bitter-cold herbs such as Long Dan Cao Radix Genti-
anae scabrae and Huang Qin Radix Scutellariae.

d) Heart-Heat
Palpitations, thirst, mental restlessness, insomnia, feeling of heat, red face.
Tongue: Red with redder tip and yellow coating.  In more severe cases the tip could 
also be swollen.
Pulse: Overflowing-Rapid especially on the Left-Front position. 
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Note: this pattern is usually described as “Heart-Fire” in Chinese books. Heart-Fire 
is a more intense form of Heart-Heat. I will discuss the difference between Heat and 
Fire later.  The clinical manifestations listed above are those of Heart-Heat.
Acupuncture
HE-9 Shaochong, HE-8 Shaofu, HE-7 Shenmen, Ren-15 Jiuwei, Du-24 Shenting, Du-
19 Houding.
Prescription
Dao Chi San  Draining Redness Powder.

Please note that this prescription is for Heart-Fire. Therefore, for Heart-Heat, I would 
reduce the dosage of the bitter-cold herbs such as Huang Lian Radix Coptis.

e) Spleen-Heat
The Spleen can have Heat! Of course, it is much more prone to Cold but the pattern 
of Spleen-Heat does exist and it is usually combined with that of Stomach-Heat.  The 
clinical manifestations are listed below.
Burning epigastric and/or abdominal pain, excessive hunger, red tip of the nose, dry 
lips, thirst, dry stools, feeling of heat, yellow complexion.
Tongue: red on the sides, middle section, with dry-yellow coating.
Pulse: Overflowing (especially on the right guan position) and slightly rapid.
Acupuncture
SP-2 Dadu, L.I.-11 Quchi, ST-44 Neiting, Ren-11 Jianli.
Prescription
Xie Huang San Draining the Yellow Powder.

This tongue is red on the sides in the middle section (Middle Burner): this is more 
apparent on the right side. The sides of the tongue usually reflect the Liver but when 
they present a pathological aspect only in the middle section of the sides (Middle 
Burner), they reflect a pathology of the Spleen, in this case Heat because they are red.



Chapter 1 -  THe Diagnosis and Treatment of Heat                                                                                         11

 HEAT FROM QI STAGNATION

When Qi stagnates it frequently gives rise to Heat. This is why emotional stress which 
leads to Qi stagnation usually leads to Heat and that is why the tip of the tongue (re-
flecting the Heart and the Shen) becomes red.

Heat from Qi stagnation has the same characteristics and clinical manifestations as 
those of Full Heat but it differs in the treatment principle. To clear Full Heat, we use 
herbs and formulae from the category of “Clearing Heat” or “Clearing Organ Heat”.  
To clear Heat deriving from Qi stagnation, we need to use herbs and formulae from 
the “Moving Qi” category and adapt them to clear Heat.

Although we always stress Liver-Qi stagnation, practically all organs may suffer from 
Qi stagnation and I will discuss particularly three: Liver, Lungs and Heart.

a) Heat from Liver-Qi stagnation
Hypochondrial or epigastric distension, a slight feeling of oppression of the chest, 
irritability, melancholy, depression, moodiness, propensity to outbursts of anger, a 
feeling of lump in the throat, a feeling of heat, red face, thirst, pre-menstrual tension, 
irregular periods, pre-menstrual breast distension, heavy periods.
Tongue: red on the sides, with coating.
Pulse: Wiry, especially on the left side and slightly Rapid.
Acupuncture
P-6 Neiguan, G.B.-34 Yanglingquan, LIV-14 Qimen, LIV-3 Taichong, T.B.-6 Zhigou, 
LIV-2 Xingjian.
Prescription
Dan Zhi Xiao Yao San Moutan-Gardenia Free and Easy Wanderer Powder.
Three Treasures: Freeing the Sun.
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This tongue has red sides (especially the left one) while the rest of the tongue has a 
normal colour.  This is from Liver-Qi stagnation giving rise to Heat.

b) Heat from Lung-Qi stagnation
A feeling of lump in the throat, difficulty in swallowing, a feeling of oppression or dis-
tension of the chest, slight breathlessness, sighing, sadness, slight anxiety, depression, 
crying, breast distension in women, feeling of heat, thirst, red cheeks.
Tongue: slightly Red on the sides in the chest areas.
Pulse: very slightly Tight on the right cun position.
Acupuncture
LU-7 Lieque, ST-40 Fenglong, Ren-15 Jiuwei, P-6 Neiguan.
Prescription
Ban Xia Hou Po Tang Pinellia-Magnolia Decoction plus Zhu Ye Folium Phyllostachys 
nigrae.
Three Treasures: Open the Heart.

Lung-Qi stagnation derives from sadness, grief, shame, guilt and especially worry: it 
affects throat and chest.  In women it also affects the breasts.

c) Heat from Heart-Qi stagnation
Palpitations, a feeling of distension or oppression of the chest, depression, a slight 
feeling of lump in the throat, slight shortness of breath, sighing, poor appetite, chest 
and upper epigastric distension, dislike of lying down, weak and cold limbs, pale com-
plexion.
Tongue: slightly Pale-Purple on the sides in the chest area.
Pulse: Empty but very slightly Overflowing on the left cun position. 
Acupuncture
HE-5 Tongli, HE-7 Shenmen, P-6 Neiguan, Ren-15 Jiuwei, Ren-17 Shanzhong, LU-7 
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Lieque, ST-40 Fenglong, L.I.-4 Hegu.
Prescription
Mu Xiang Liu Qi Yin Aucklandia Flowing Qi Decoction.
Ban Xia Hou Po Tang Pinellia-Magnolia Decoction.
Both prescriptions plus Zhu Ye Folium Phyllostachys nigrae and Lian Zi Xin Plumula 
Nelumbinis.
Three Treasures: Open the Heart.

Heart-Qi stagnation may derive from sadness, grief, worry, shame and guilt.

The tongue below shows a slightly purple colour in the chest area on the left.  This 
may reflect Qi stagnation of Heart or Lungs or both.
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EMPTY HEAT

"Empty Heat" derives from Yin deficiency. There are two aspects I would like to clarify 
straight away.  The term "Empty" Heat may give the impression that Empty Heat is not 
"real" Heat. Although deriving from Yin deficiency, Empty Heat is "real" Heat and it 
heats up as much as Full Heat.

The second important clarification is that, although Empty Heat derives from Yin 
deficiency,  this may occur by itself for years before giving rise to Empty Heat.  Thus, 
although Empty Heat derives from Yin deficiency, it takes time for it to develop.  
Therefore one may have Yin deficiency for years without Empty Heat.

The tongue below shows this very clearly. Yin deficiency  manifests on the tongue 
with lack of coating; if there is only Yin deficiency without Empty Heat, the tongue 
will lack a coating but will have a normal colour. I have several dozens pictures of 
tongues that lack a coating but have a normal colour.  The tongue below is an example 
of this.

This tongue lack a coating and has scattered Stomach cracks: it therefore shows a pro-
nounced deficiency of Stomach-Yin. Its colour is normal and this indicates that there 
is no Stomach-Heat yet.  Eventually, without treatment, this tongue will become red 
and, when it does, it means that, besides Stomach-Yin deficiency, there is also Empty 
Heat of the Stomach.

Therefore, a tongue without coating with normal tongue-body colour indicates Yin 
deficiency, while a tongue without coating and a red body colour indicates Yin defi-
ciency with Empty Heat.
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The tongue below is red without coating.

The diagram below illustrates the timeline of Yin deficiency (blue line) and Empty 
Heat (red line) and it highlights how one can have Yin deficiency before the develop-
ment of Empty Heat.  The blue line illustrates Yin and the red line Empty Heat.

YIN
EMPTY-HEAT
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The clinical manifestations of Empty Heat in general (irrespective of organ) are:

-   a feeling of heat in the afternoon/evening
-   a dry mouth with desire to drink in small sips
-   malar flush (red cheekbones)
-   a dry throat at night
-   a feeling of heat in the chest and palms and soles (also called A5-palm heat@)
-   dry stools
-   scanty-dark urine
-   a Floating-Empty and Rapid pulse
-   a red tongue without coating.

Thus for every organ, there is a pattern of Yin deficiency (without Empty Heat) and 
one of Empty Heat.  This distinction is very apparent also from the categories of herbs 
and formulae in Chinese herbal medicine.  The category of herbs and formulae that 
nourish Yin is quite distinct from that of herbs and formulae that clear Empty Heat.  
Herbs that nourish Yin are sweet and cold and while those that clear Empty Heat are 
bitter and cold.

For example, herbs that nourish Yin are Mai Men Dong Radix Ophiopogonis and Bei 
Sha Shen Radix Adenophorae and these do not necessarily clear Empty Heat.  An 
example of a formula that nourishes Yin is Sha Shen Mai Dong Tang Adenophora-
Ophiopogon Decoction.

Examples of herbs that clear Empty Heat are Qing Hao Herba Artemisiae annuae and 
Di Gu Pi Cortex Lycii.  Examples of formulae that clear Empty Heat are Qing Hao Bie 
Jia San Artemisia annua-Carapax Trionycis Powder or Qing Gu San Clearing the Bones 
Powder. Of course, one can simultaneously nourish Yin and clear Empty Heat in 
which case one would start from a Yin-nourishing formula and add some herbs that 
clear Empty Heat.

With acupuncture too, there is a difference between nourishing Yin and clearing 
Empty Heat.  To nourish Yin, one would use points such as SP-6 Sanyinjiao, Ren-12 
Zhongwan or KI-3 Taixi.  Generally, one can use the Yuan points of the Yin organs to 
nourish Yin (KI-3 Taixi, LIV-3 Taichong, SP-3 Taibai, LU-9 Taiyuan, HE-7 Shenmen).

To clear Empty Heat, one would use Fire points such as P-8 Laogong, HE-8 Shaofu, 
LIV-2 Xingjian, etc.  Acupuncture is less “precise” than herbal medicine as the Fire 
points can also be used to clear Full Heat.

Aetiology of Empty Heat

As Empty Heat derives from Yin deficiency, there is no specific aetiology of Empty 
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Heat, only of Yin deficiency.  In my experience, the main cause of Yin deficiency is 
overwork in the sense of working long hours without adequate rest, leaving home 
in the early morning and returning in the late evening, year after year.  Overwork 
intended in this sense is particularly detrimental because it always involves two other 
causes of disease, i.e. emotional stress and irregular diet which are associated with 
overwork.

However, there is in my opinion a cause of disease that would favour the rise of 
Empty Heat and that is emotional stress.  In particular, emotions that cause a rising of 
Qi. In fact, Empty Heat is particularly associated with a rising of Qi towards the chest, 
throat and head. Empty Heat causes a rising of Qi because it derives from Yin defi-
ciency.  Yin is the root that should “anchor” Qi: when the root is weakened, Qi rises.

Emotions that cause a rising of Qi and therefore favour Empty Heat are anger, frustra-
tion, resentment, guilt, shame, worry and fear.  Yes I know, the Nei Jing says that fear 
“makes Qi descend” but I think that is more fright than fear. A chronic state of fear, 
such as that seen in chronic anxiety, makes Qi rise and it causes a disconnection be-
tween the Lower and the Upper part and between the Kidneys and Heart.  The rising 
Qi combines with the Empty Heat (which has a tendency to rise anyway) causing a 
feeling of heat of the face and malar flush (red cheekbones).

I will now describe the Empty Heat patterns for each of the Yin organs plus the Stom-
ach. For each organ, I will give the pattern of Yin deficiency (without Empty Heat) 
and that of Yin deficiency with Empty Heat.

HEART-YIN DEFICIENCY
Clinical manifestations
Palpitations, insomnia, dream-disturbed sleep, poor memory, anxiety, propensity to 
be startled, mental restlessness, uneasiness, dry mouth and throat in the afternoon or 
evening.
Tongue: normal-coloured without coating or with rootless coating.
Pulse: Floating-Empty, especially in the left-Front position.
Acupuncture
HE-7 Shenmen, Ren-14 Juque, Ren-15 Jiuwei, Ren-4 Guanyuan, SP-6 Sanyinjiao.
Prescription
Sha Shen Mai Dong Tang Adenophora-Ophiopogon Decoction. 

HEART-YIN DEFICIENCY WITH EMPTY HEAT
Clinical manifestations
Palpitations, insomnia, dream-disturbed sleep, poor memory, anxiety, propensity to 
be startled, mental restlessness, uneasiness, "feeling hot and bothered", dry mouth and 
throat in the evening, thirst with desire to drink in small sips, a feeling of heat in the 
evening, malar flush, night-sweating, 5-palm heat.
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Tongue: Red, redder on the tip, without coating.
Pulse: Floating-Empty, especially on the left-Front position and Rapid.
Acupuncture
HE-7 Shenmen, Ren-14 Juque, Ren-15 Jiuwei, Ren-4 Guanyuan, HE-6 Yinxi, SP-6 
Sanyinjiao, KI-6 Zhaohai, P-7 Daling, L.I.-11 Quchi, HE-9 Shaochong, HE-8 Shaofu.
Prescription
Tian Wang Bu Xin Dan Heavenly Emperor Tonifying the Heart Pill.
Three Treasures: Heavenly Empress.

LIVER-YIN DEFICIENCY
Clinical manifestations
Dizziness, numbness or tingling of limbs, insomnia, blurred vision, floaters in eyes, 
dry eyes, diminished night-vision, scanty menstruation or amenorrhoea, dull-pale 
complexion without lustre but with red cheek-bones, muscular weakness, cramps, 
withered and brittle nails, very dry hair and skin, depression, a feeling of aimlessness.
Tongue: normal-coloured  without coating or with rootless coating.
Pulse: Floating-Empty
Acupuncture
LIV-8 Ququan, SP-6 Sanyinjiao, ST-36 Zusanli, Ren-4 Guanyuan, KI-3 Taixi.
Prescription
Yi Guan Jian One Linking Decoction.

LIVER-YIN DEFICIENCY WITH EMPTY-HEAT
Clinical manifestations
Dizziness, numbness or tingling of limbs, insomnia, blurred vision, Afloaters@ in 
eyes, dry eyes, diminished night-vision, scanty menstruation or heavy menstrual 
bleeding (if Empty Heat is severe), red cheek-bones, muscular weakness, cramps, 
withered and brittle nails, very dry hair and skin, depression, a feeling of aimless-
ness, anxiety, a feeling of heat in the evening, night-sweating, 5-palm heat, thirst with 
desire to drink in small sips.
Tongue: Red without coating.
Pulse: Floating-Empty and slightly Rapid.
Acupuncture
LIV-8 Ququan, SP-6 Sanyinjiao, ST-36 Zusanli, Ren-4 Guanyuan, KI-3 Taixi, LIV-2 
Xingjian, L.I.-11 Quchi.
Prescription
Yi Guan Jian One Linking Decoction plus Zhi Mu Radix Anemarrhenae asphodeloidis 
and Mu Dan Pi Cortex Moutan radicis.
Qing Hao Bie Jia Tang Artemisia Annua-Carapax Trionycis Decoction.
Qing Gu San Clearing the Bones Powder.
LUNG-YIN DEFICIENCY
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Clinical manifestations
Cough which is dry or with scanty-sticky sputum, weak and/or hoarse voice, dry 
mouth and throat, tickly throat, tiredness, dislike to speak, thin body or thin chest, 
night-sweating.
Tongue: normal-coloured, dry without coating (or with rootless coating) in the front 
part.
Pulse: Floating-Empty.
Acupuncture
LU-9 Taiyuan, Ren-17 Shanzhong, BL-43 Gaohuangshu,  Ren-12 Zhongwan, SP-6 
Sanyinjiao.
Prescription
Bai He Gu Jin Tang Lilium Consolidating Metal Decoction.
Sha Shen Mai Dong Tang Adenophora-Ophiopogon Decoction.

LUNG-YIN DEFICIENCY WITH EMPTY HEAT
Clinical manifestations
Dry cough or with scanty sticky sputum which could be blood-tinged, dry mouth and 
throat at night, weak and/or hoarse voice, tickly throat, night-sweating, tiredness, ma-
lar flush, dislike to speak, a feeling of heat or a low-grade fever in the evening, 5-palm 
heat, thirst with desire to drink in small sips, insomnia, anxiety, thin body, thin chest.
Tongue: Red without coating.
Pulse: Floating-Empty and Rapid.
Acupuncture
LU-9 Taiyuan, Ren-17 Shanzhong, BL-43 Gaohuangshu, Ren-12 Zhongwan, SP-6 
Sanyinjiao, LU-10 Yuji, L.I.-11 Quchi.
Prescription
Yang Yin Qing Fei Tang Nourishing Yin and Clearing the Lungs Decoction.

KIDNEY-YIN DEFICIENCY
Clinical manifestations
Dizziness, tinnitus, vertigo, poor memory, hardness of hearing, night-sweating, dry 
mouth and throat at night, lower backache, ache in bones, nocturnal emissions, 
constipation,  dark-scanty urine, infertility, premature ejaculation, tiredness, lassitude, 
depression, slight anxiety.
Tongue: normal-coloured without coating.
Pulse: Floating-Empty.
Acupuncture
Ren-4 Guanyuan, KI-3 Taixi, KI-6 Zhaohai, SP-6 Sanyinjiao, Ren-7 Yinjiao, LU-7 
Lieque and KI-6 Zhaohai in combination (opening points of the Ren Mai).
Prescription
Zuo Gui Wan Restoring the Left [Kidney] Pill.
Liu Wei Di Huang Wan Six-Ingredient Rehmannia Pill.
Three Treasures: Nourish the Root.
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KIDNEY-YIN DEFICIENCY WITH EMPTY HEAT
Clinical manifestations
Dizziness, tinnitus, vertigo, poor memory, hardness of hearing, night-sweating, dry 
mouth at night, 5-palm heat, a feeling of heat in the evening, malar flush, thirst with 
desire to drink in small sips, lower backache, ache in bones, nocturnal emissions with 
dreams, constipation,  dark-scanty urine, infertility, premature ejaculation, tiredness, 
depression, anxiety, insomnia, excessive menstrual bleeding.
Tongue: Red without coating; in severe cases also cracked.
Pulse: Floating-Empty and slightly Rapid.
Acupuncture
Ren-4 Guanyuan, KI-3 Taixi, KI-6 Zhaohai, KI-10 Yingu, SP-6 Sanyinjiao, Ren-7 
Yinjiao, LU-7 Lieque and KI-6 Zhaohai in combination (opening points of the Ren 
Mai), KI-2 Rangu.
Prescription
Zhi Bo Di Huang Wan Anemarrhena-Phellodendron-Rehmannia Pill.
Da Bu Yin Wan Great Tonifying Yin Pill.
Er Zhi Wan Two Solstices Pill.

STOMACH-YIN DEFICIENCY
Clinical manifestations
No appetite or slight hunger but no desire to eat, constipation (dry stools), dull or 
slightly burning epigastric pain, dry mouth and throat especially in the afternoon, 
slight feeling of fullness after eating.
Tongue: without coating in the centre, or with rootless coating, normal body colour.
Pulse: Floating-Empty on the Right-Middle position.
Acupuncture
Ren-12 Zhongwan, ST-36 Zusanli, SP-6 Sanyinjiao, SP-3 Taibai.
Prescription
Sha Shen Mai Dong Tang Glehnia-Ophiopogon Decoction.
Shen Ling Bai Zhu San Ginseng-Poria-Atractylodis Powder.
Yi Wei Tang Benefiting the Stomach Decoction.
Three Treasures: Jade Spring.

STOMACH-YIN DEFICIENCY WITH EMPTY HEAT
Clinical manifestations
Dull or burning epigastric pain, feeling of heat in the afternoon, constipation (dry 
stools), dry mouth and throat especially in the afternoon, thirst with desire to drink 
in small sips, feeling of hunger but no desire to eat, slight feeling of fullness after eat-
ing, night-sweating, 5-palm heat, bleeding gums, feeling of heat in the evening.
Tongue: Red and without coating in the centre.
Pulse: Floating-Empty on the Right-Middle position and slightly Rapid.
Acupuncture
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Ren-12 Zhongwan, ST-36 Zusanli, SP-6 Sanyinjiao, SP-3 Taibai, ST-44 Neiting, ST-21 
Liangmen, L.I.-11 Quchi.
Prescription
Sha Shen Mai Dong Tang Adenophora-Ophiopohon Decoction plus Zhi Mu Radix 
Anemarrhenae asphodeloidis and Shi Hu Herba Dendrobii.
Qing Wei San Clearing the Stomach Powder. 
Three Treasures: Jade Spring.

 DIFFERENCE BETWEEN HEAT AND FIRE

Most Chinese books use the words “Heat” and “Fire” interchangeably but in fact these 
two are not the same.  I think we should be precise in our diagnosis differentiating 
between Heat and Fire because the pathology and treatment are different.

I should clarify first the meaning of the term “Heat”.  The term “Heat” has two mean-
ings: in a broad sense, it is a general term for any pattern of Heat, external, internal, 
latent and including “Fire”.  In a narrow sense, it refers to “Heat” as opposed to “Fire”. 

In order to differentiate Heat and Fire, I would like to refer first to the patterns of the 
6 Stages and 4 Levels.  The patterns of the 6 Stages (Tai Yang, Yang Ming, Shao Yang, 
Tai Yin, Shao Yin and Jue Yin) were formulated by Zhang Zhong Jing in his Shang 
Han Lun (approximately 200 AD).  The patterns of the 4 Levels were formulated by Ye 
Tian Shi in his Wen Bing Lun (1746 AD).

Within the 6 Stages, at the Yang Ming stage there are two separate patterns: Yang 
Ming Channel and Yang Ming Organ.  Within the 4 Levels, at the Qi Level, there are 
two patterns: Stomach-Heat and Intestines Dry Heat.  These patterns are basically 
identical and the formulae used are the same, so that Yang Ming Channel and Yang 
Ming Organ of the 6 Stages are the same as Stomach-Heat and Intestines Dry Heat (of 
the 4 Levels) respectively.

     6 STAGES                          4 LEVELS

Yang Ming Channel      =     Stomach-Heat

             Yang Ming Organ      =     Intestines Dry Heat
 
Yang Ming Channel and Stomach-Heat pertain to “Heat”; Yang Ming Organ and 
Intestines Dry Heat pertain to “Fire”.

The symptoms of Yang Ming Channel pattern (and of Stomach-Heat) are: high fever 
that is worse in the afternoon, feeling of heat, intense thirst, profuse sweating, red 
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tongue with yellow coating, Overflowing-Rapid pulse.

The symptoms of Yang Ming Organ pattern (and of Intestines Dry Heat) are: high 
fever that is higher in the afternoon, constipation, dry stools, burning in the anus, 
abdominal fullness and pain, irritability, delirium, red tongue with thick-yellow-dry 
coating, Deep-Full-Rapid pulse.

The Stomach-Heat pattern at the Qi Level (and the Yang Ming Channel pattern) is 
treated by pungent-cold herbs (such as Shi Gao Gypsum) which clear Heat because 
the Heat is still superficial enough to be expelled outwards towards the surface with 
pungent herbs. The formula for this pattern is Bai Hu Tang White Tiger Decoction 
which relies on Shi Gao to clear Heat by expelling it outwards.

The Intestines Dry-Heat pattern of the Qi Level (and the Yang Ming Organ pattern) 
is treated by bitter-cold herbs (such as Da Huang Radix et Rhizoma Rhei) which drain 
Fire by moving downwards and stimulating the bowel movement.  In the case of Fire, 
this is too deep in the Interior to be expelled by pungent herbs. The formula for this 
pattern is Tiao Wei Cheng Qi Tang Regulating the Stomach and Conducting Qi Decoc-
tion that relies on Da Huang to drain Fire downwards (through the bowel movement).

I have presented these two patterns from the 6 Stages and 4 Levels only to highlight 
the difference between “Heat” and “Fire”: the patterns of Stomach-Heat of the 4 Levels 
and Yang Ming Channel of the 6 Stages are an example of “Heat”; the patterns of In-
testines Dry Heat of the 4 Levels and Yang Ming Organ of the 6 Stages are an example 
of “Fire”.

Let us now therefore further explore the difference between Heat and Fire.  First of 
all, they obviously have many common characteristics: both Heat and Fire pertain to 
“Heat” in a broad sense.

The common clinical manifestations of Heat and Fire are: feeling of heat, thirst, red 
face, dark urine, Rapid pulse and red tongue with yellow coating.  Fire differs from 
Heat in two important respects: it is simply more intense than Heat and it is at a 
deeper energetic level.  That is why Heat can be expelled outwards with pungent-cold 
herbs but Fire cannot be: it is too deep to be expelled outwards and it can only be 
drained downwards with bitter-cold herbs.

Fire has four characteristics that Heat does not have and these are:

1) More intense: pronounced feeling of heat, intense thirst, red face

2) More drying: dark urine, dry stools, dry tongue



Chapter 1 -  THe Diagnosis and Treatment of Heat                                                                                         23

3) Affects the Shen more: agitation, mental restlessness, insomnia, manic behaviour

4) May cause bleeding: epistaxis, coughing up blood, vomiting blood, blood in urine 
or stools.

The tongue is an important and useful distinguishing sign between Heat and Fire.  In 
Heat, the tongue is red with a yellow coating: in Fire, it is a deeper red and it has a 
very thick and dry, dark coating that can range from dark-yellow to brown to black.  
The two photos below illustrate this difference (the left being Heat and the right Fire).

I use the term “clearing Heat” for Heat and “draining Fire” for Fire.  I have indicated 
the different Chinese characters but unfortunately they both have exactly the same 
pronunciation (and tone), i.e. xie. 
Please note that, from the point of view of the 4 Levels, both Heat and Fire pertain to 

泄  To clear Heat

泻 To drain Fire

the Qi Level: at the Qi Level, the tongue has a coating.

Why is it important to differentiate between Heat and Fire?  It is because the treat-
ment of the two is different. As explained above, Heat can be expelled outwards 
with pungent-cold herbs while Fire can only be eliminated by draining downwards 
(through the bowel movement) with bitter-cold herbs.  Mistakenly draining Fire with 
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bitter-cold in the case of Heat is indeed a mistake and one that may make the patient 
worse.

Examples of pungent-cold herbs that clear Heat are: Shi Gao Gypsum, Lu Gen Rhi-
zoma Phragmitis, Zhu Ye Folium Phyllostachys nigrae.

Examples of bitter-cold herbs that drain Fire are: Da Huang Radix et Rhizoma Rhei, 
Long Dan Cao Radix Gentianae, Huang Qin Radix Scutellariae, Huang Lian Radix 
Coptis.

Examples of formulae that clear Heat are: Bai Hu Tang White Tiger Decoction, Zhu Ye 
Shi Gao Tang Phyllostachys-Gypsum Decoction.

Examples of formulae that drain Fire are: Tiao Wei Cheng Qi Tang Regulating the 
Stomach and Conducting Qi Decoction, Long Dan Xie Gan Tang Gentiana Draining 
the Liver Decoction, Huang Lian Jie Du Tang Coptis Eliminating Toxin Decoction, San 
Huang Xie Xin Tang Three Yellows Draining the Heart Decoction.

Let us take the Stomach as an example and illustrate the difference between Stomach-
Heat and Stomach-Fire.

Stomach-Heat
Slight epigastric pain, thirst, feeling of heat, red tongue with yellow coating. 

A representative formula for Stomach-Heat would be Yu Nu Jian Jade Woman Decoc-
tion which contains Shi Gao Gypsum.

Stomach-Fire
Epigastric pain, excessive hunger, intense thirst, dry mouth, feeling of heat, mental 
restlessness, dry stools, deep-red tongue with thick-brown coating. 

A representative formula for Stomach-Fire would be Qing Wei San Clearing the Stom-
ach Powder which contains Huang Lian Rhizoma Coptidis.

Stomach-Heat                                     Stomach-Fire
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With acupuncture, there is no major difference in the treatment of Heat and Fire: 
ST-44 Neiting, for example, will clear Stomach-Heat and drain Stomach-Fire.  How-
ever, there is one difference in the treatment of Fire as opposed to Heat.  In order to 
treat Fire, it is necessary to stimulate the bowel movement with points such as ST-25 
Tianshu, SP-15 Daheng and BL-25 Dachangshu.  Thus, if I was treating Stomach-Fire, 
I would use the above points in addition to ST-44 Neiting.
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DAMP-HEAT

Before starting our discussion I would like to clarify something regarding the nature 
of Damp-Heat. In Damp-Heat, Dampness is the predominant pathogenic factor: it 
is the Dampness that is hot, not the Heat that is damp. In fact, it would be better to 
call it “Hot Dampness” rather than “Damp-Heat”; however, I will continue calling it 
“Damp-Heat” because this term is in such common use. This means that, in the treat-
ment of Damp-Heat, we must concentrate on draining or resolving Dampness rather 
than on clearing Heat. However, we do of course use cold herbs too to clear Heat.

I would like also to point out that generally Chinese books and doctors overstate the 
frequency of Damp-Heat and always talk about Damp-Heat, seldom of “Dampness”. 
For example, in China, every urinary problem is due to Damp-Heat, whereas we also 
see a lot of urinary problems with Dampness but without Heat, and a lot of urinary 
problems caused by Qi stagnation or Qi sinking. Similarly, any Gall-Bladder problem 
will always be attributed to Gall-Bladder Damp-Heat, whereas in the West we see a lot 
of patients with Gall-Bladder problems and Dampness but not much Heat. I discuss 
here Dampness in the context of Heat because it is such a common pathogenic factor 
in many different symptoms and diseases.

AETIOLOGY OF DAMPNESS

EXTERNAL
Dampness can derive from environmental or climatic dampness: thus, it may be due 
to humid weather (whether hot or cold), but also to damp living conditions, such as 
living in damp houses. Exterior Dampness can also be caught by wearing wet clothes, 
wading in water, working in damp places or sitting on damp ground.

Seasonal
External Damp-Heat is more predominant in summer and late summer, and specifi-
cally from the “Great Heat” period (of the 24 periods of a year) to the “White Dew” 
period, i.e. roughly two months before the Autumn equinox.

Prevailing Qi of the place
The seasonal is a heavenly exterior factor, the prevailing Qi of a place is an earthly 
exterior factor. This is due to prevailing conditions of a place, i.e. a low-lying, damp 
place, a place prone to fog, damp living conditions in the house, etc.

INTERNAL
Diet
Dampness may result from the excessive consumption of greasy foods, dairy foods, 
sweets, sugar, cold-raw foods. Damp-Heat may also arise from excessive alcohol 
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drinking together with that of greasy-fried foods. Dampness may also be due to over-
eating (in the same way as Retention of Food) or from irregular eating habits.

Work
Excessive physical work (including sports, exercises, lifting, gym, etc.) can weaken the 
Spleen and lead to Dampness. 

CONSTITUTIONAL
A constitutional weakness of the Earth element predisposes the patient to Spleen de-
ficiency and Dampness. On the other hand, a constitutional tendency to a Fullness of 
the Earth (for example, people with a constitutional tendency to Stomach-Heat) may 
lead to Heat in the Stomach and Spleen which combines with Dampness.

CHARACTERISTICS OF DAMPNESS
The following are the characteristics of Dampness:

- it is sticky
- it is difficult to get rid of
- it is heavy
- it slows things down
- it infuses downwards
- it causes repeated attacks
- it is lingering

When exterior Dampness invades the body, it tends to invade the lower part first, 
typically the legs. From the legs, it can flow upwards in the leg channels to settle 
in any of the pelvic cavity organs. If it settles in the female genital system it causes 
vaginal discharges, if it settles in the Intestines it will cause loose stools and if it settles 
in the Bladder it will cause difficulty, frequency and burning of urination. However, 
Dampness is also common in the head and always the cause of sinusitis for example.

The clinical manifestations of Dampness are extremely varied according to its location 
and nature (hot or cold), but the general ones are:

- a feeling of heaviness of body or head
- no appetite
- a feeling of fullness of chest or epigastrium
- a sticky taste
- a vaginal discharge
- a sticky tongue coating
- Slippery or Soggy pulse.
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According to its location, the more specific clinical manifestations of internal Damp-
ness are:

- Head: feeling of heaviness of the head
- Eyes: red-swollen eyelids, eyes oozing a fluid, sties
- Mouth: mouth ulcers on gums, swollen-red lips
- Lower Burner: excessive vaginal discharge, painful periods, infertility, turbid urine, 
difficult and painful urination, scrotal sweating or eczema, genital eczema, genital 
itching.
- Skin: papules (Damp-Heat with more Heat), vesicles (Dampness without Heat), 
pustules (Damp-Heat with Toxic Heat), greasy sweat, boils, any oozing skin lesion, 
oozing eczema, puffy skin.
- Joints: swollen-painful joints (Fixed Bi syndrome).
- Luo Channels: numbness and loss of sensation.

The Figure below illustrates the classification of Dampness.
TREATMENT PRINCIPLES FOR DAMPNESS
There are many treatment principles when treating Dampness depending on its 
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nature (hot or cold) and its location.  I will discuss only the three major ones: drain 
Dampness through urination with bland-neutral herbs, resolve Dampness from the 
digestive system and muscles through sweating with fragrant-pungent herbs and dry 
Dampness with bitter-cold herbs.

Table 1, 2 and 3 illustrate the main herbs and formulae according to the above treat-
ment principles.
Table 1. Bland-neutral herbs and formulae for Dampness which drain Dampness 
through urination.

Table 2. Fragrant-pungent herbs and formulae for Dampness in the digestive system 
and muscles which resolve Dampness through sweating.

NATURE HOW FROM 
WHERE

PATTERN DISEASE HERBS FORMULAE

FRAGRANT-
PUNGENT

Sweating Space between 
skin and 
muscles (Cou 
Li), digestive 

Dampness in 
the muscles 
and in  diges-
tive system

Post-viral 
fatigue syn-
drome, Wei 
syndrome, 
skin diseases, 
numbness, 
digestive 
diseases

Huo Xiang, Pei 
Lan, Hou Po, 
Cang Zhu, Bai 
Dou Kou, Cao 
Dou Kou, Cao 
Guo, Sha Ren

Ping Wei San, 
Bu Huan Jin 
Zheng Qi San, 
Xiang Sha Ping 
Wei San, Chu 
Shi Wei Ling 
Tang, Huo 
Xiang Zheng 
Qi San

NATURE HOW FROM 
WHERE

PATTERN DISEASE HERBS FORMULAE

BLAND, 
NEUTRAL

Urination Whole body, 
digestive or 
urinary

Dampness (hot 
or cold) in 
urinary or 
digestive system

Lin disease, 
digestive 
diseases

Fu Ling, Zhu 
Ling, Yi Yi 
Ren, Tong 
Cao, Deng 
Xin Cao, 
Bian Xu, Bi 
Xie, Jin Qian 
Cao, Chi 
Xiao Dou, Yu 
Mi Xu

Wu Ling San, Wu 
Pi San, Bai Zhu 
San, Si Ling San, 
Wei Ling Tang, Yin 
Chen Wu Ling San, 
Chun Ze Tang, 
Shen Zhi Zhu Ling 
Tang
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Table 3. Bitter-cold herbs and formulae for Damp-Heat which dry Dampness.

NATURE HOW FROM WHERE PATTERN DISEASE HERBS FORMULAE

BITTER-
COLD

Urination Digestive 
system, skin, 
urinary system

Damp-Heat Epigastric pain, 
Lin syndrome, 
Diarrhoea, 
Abdominal 
pain, skin 
diseases

Huang Qin, 
Huang Lian, 
Huang Bo, 
Long Dan Cao, 
Ku Shen, Qin 
Pi

San Ren Tang, 
Huo Po Xia Ling 
Tang, Lian Po Yin, 
Huang Qin Hua
Shi Tang, Gan Lu 
Xiao Du Dan, Yin 
Chen Hao Tang, 
Zhong Man Fen 
Xiao Wan, Ba 
Zheng San, Wu 
Lin San, Er Miao 
San
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SUMMARY OF TASTES/TEMPERATURE AND ACTIONS

To summarize the three main treatment principles for Dampness with examples of 
herbs, these are:
Drain Dampness through urination, diuretics (FU LING)
Resolve Dampness through sweating (CANG ZHU)
Dry Dampness (HUANG QIN)

These are also summarized in the Figure below.

Damp-Heat should be discussed separately from Heat because it is such a common 
pathogenic factor that can be the cause of a very wide variety of problems.

Damp-Heat is particularly important as a pathogenic factor because it itself can 
become a cause of disease.  In fact, not only Dampness obstructs the Qi mechanism 
leading to more Dampness, but Heat also dries up the fluids and condenses them into 
more Dampness.  Furthermore, the Heat part of Damp-Heat (especially if predomi-
nant) may also injure Yin. These pathological processes are illustrated in the Figure 
below.

BLAND-NEUTRAL FRAGRANT-PUNGENT

PUNGENT-
WARM

PUNGENT-
SWEET-WARM

BITTER-WARM

BITTER-COLD

Drain Dampness through 
urination, diuretics (FU LING)

Resolve Dampness through 
sweating (CANG ZHU)

Dry Dampness 
(HUANG QIN Hot)
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CHARACTERISTICS OF DAMP-HEAT
I discussed above the characteristics of Dampness; here I describe the characteristics 
of Damp-Heat.

1) Seasonal character
Prevalent in summer and late summer, even in countries that are not that hot but 
are damp in the summer.  The seasonal Damp-Heat also exacerbates a pre-existing 
internal condition of Damp-Heat (e.g. urinary problems, Gall-Bladder problems, Wei 
syndrome, MS, intestinal problems, etc.).

2) Lingering, long course of disease
Damp-Heat is lingering. The Heat part of Damp-Heat also perpetuates the problem as 
Heat condenses the body fluids into Dampness.

3) Gives rise to Phlegm
Damp-Heat easily gives rise to Phlegm and Phlegm-Heat because the Heat in Damp-
Heat can condense the body fluids into Phlegm.

4) Manifests with complex symptoms
Due to the combination of Dampness and Heat which may give rise to contradicting 
symptoms and signs.  For example, the patient may feel hot (from Heat) but the skin 
may be cold to the touch, or he may have cold feet.  Or the patient may feel cold in 
general, but he may also get hot easily.  There may be a feeling of heat but the pulse is 
not rapid or vice versa.  There may be a thirst (because of the Heat) but with no desire 
to drink (because of the Dampness).  The bowels may be sometimes loose (from 
Dampness) and sometimes dry (from Heat).

5) Damp-Heat may injure Yin
The Heat part of Damp-Heat, if predominant, may injure Yin: this leads to even more 
complex clinical manifestations, e.g. the patient has obvious symptoms of Damp-Heat 
but the tongue has no coating.

6) Damp-Heat is frequently toxic (Toxic Heat)
Damp-Heat frequently gives rise to Toxic Heat.  Toxic Heat is characterized by heat, 
swelling, pain and often pus.  A skin bacterial infection causing pustules is an example 
of Toxic Heat.

7) Damp-Heat easily damages Stomach and Spleen
Of course, Dampness by itself also damages Stomach and Spleen but Damp-Heat even 
more because Dampness tends to injure the Spleen while Heat tends to injure the Qi 
and Yin of the Stomach.
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SYMPTOMS OF DAMP-HEAT
The following is a summary of the symptoms of Damp-Heat.  Please note that symp-
toms such as low-grade fever or afternoon fever are not common and they appear 
only when the Heat is pronounced.

greasy skin
weariness
ache in muscles
night-sweating
low-grade fever
feeling of heat
body hot to touch
afternoon fever (rare)

poor appetite
a feeling of oppression of the epigastrium
a feeling of heaviness of body and head
nausea
vomiting
abdominal distension
sticky taste
thirst with no desire to drink

turbid urine
scanty-dark urine
difficult urination
loose-smelly stools

SKIN SYMPTOMS OF DAMP-HEAT             
There are many skin diseases that manifest with Damp-Heat; for example, eczema and 
acne. There are three main skin eruptions to consider: papules, vesicles and pustules.

Papules
Papules are red and stick out. They may indicate Damp-Heat but they may also indi-
cate Heat.  Examples of papules from Damp-Heat are eczema, acne and herpes.
The images on the next page illustrate papules.
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Vesicles
Vesicles also stick out but are not red and are filled with a clear fluid. An example of 
vesicles is the rash that appears in chicken pox.

Pustules
Pustules are like vesicles but they are red and filled with pus. Acne presents with pus-
tules if the skin spots are large, red and painful.
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Many signs indicate Damp-Heat such as oozing skin eruptions, swollen-painful eyes, 
sty on eyelids, oozing eyes, mouth ulcers. The following three pictures are examples of 
Damp-Heat.

The picture below is an example of Damp-Heat with Toxic-Heat.
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When diagnosing Damp-Heat we must differentiate between prevalence of Dampness 
and prevalence of Heat because it makes a difference to the treatment.  In prevalence 
of Dampness we will use bland-neutral  or pungent-fragrant herbs and formulae.  In 
prevalence of Heat, we will use bitter-cold herbs and formulae.

The following illustrates the differentiation between prevalence of Dampness and 
prevalence of Heat in Damp-Heat.

Prevalence of Dampness
Fever, feeling of heat, greasy sweat, greasy skin
Face pale-yellow
Feeling of heaviness of eyes and head
Sweet-sticky taste, no thirst, likes warm drinks
Weariness, likes to lie down, feeling of oppression of the chest, likes to be quiet, no 
irritability
Poor appetite
Stools with mucus or watery, turbid urine
Sticky-white or sticky-yellow tongue coating
Pulse Slow, Weak-Floating   

Prevalence of Heat
More fever or feeling of heat, skin not greasy
Face red
Slightly red eyes, dizziness, headache
Bitter taste, no desire to drink
Irritability, insomnia
Hungry but no desire to eat
Constipation, scanty-dark urine
Red tongue-body, or red sides, sticky-dry-yellow coating
Pulse Rapid and Weak-Floating or Rapid and Wiry

TREATMENT OF DAMPNESS WITH ACUPUNCTURE
With acupuncture, when treating Damp-Heat, we must concentrate the attention 
on draining or resolving Dampness. In order to do that, I stimulate the movement, 
transformation and excretion of fluids in each of the three Burners with the points 
listed below.

- Upper Burner: Du-26 Shuigou, LU-7 Lieque, LI-4 Hegu, LI-6 Pianli, TB-4 Yangchi, 
TB-6 Zhigou, Ren-17 Shanzhong.
- Middle Burner: Ren-9 Shuifen, Ren-12 Zhongwan, ST-22 Guanmen, Ren-11 Jianli.
- Lower Burner: ST-28 Shuidao, BL-22 Sanjiaoshu, Ren-5 Shimen, BL-39 Weiyang, 
SP-9 Yinlingquan, SP-6 Sanyinjiao, KI-7 Fuliu.
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For example, for Dampness in the Lower Burner, I would use several points from the 
Lower Burner list but also some of the Upper and Middle Burner, e.g. Ren-5 Shimen, 
BL-39 Weiyang, SP-9 Yinlingquan, BL-22 Sanjiaoshu  (Lower Burner) plus LU-7 
Lieque (Upper Burner) and Ren-9 Shuifen (Middle Burner).

I will now list the most common Zangfu Damp-Heat patterns with their treatment.

DAMP-HEAT IN THE SPLEEN
Clinical manifestations
A feeling of fullness of the epigastrium and/or lower abdomen, epigastric and/or 
abdominal pain, poor appetite, a feeling of heaviness, thirst without desire to drink, 
nausea, loose stools with offensive odour, burning sensation in the anus, a feeling of 
heat, scanty-dark urine, low-grade fever, dull headache with feeling of heaviness of 
the head, dull-yellow complexion like tangerine peel, yellow sclera of the eyes, oily 
sweat, bitter taste, itchy skin or skin eruptions (papules or vesicles), if there is a fever 
and sweating, this does not relieve the fever and does not lead to the clearing of Heat.

Tongue: Red with sticky-yellow coating.
Pulse: Slippery-Rapid.

Acupuncture
SP-9 Yinlingquan, SP-6 Sanyinjiao, Du-9 Zhiyang, L.I.-11 Quchi, BL-20 Pishu, G.B.-
34 Yanglingquan, Ren-9 Shuifen, Ren-11 Jianli, ST-22 Guanmen, ST-28 Shuidao, 
BL-22 Sanjiaoshu.

Prescription
Lian Po Yin Coptis-Magnolia Decoction.

Three Treasures: Ease the Muscles.

DAMP-HEAT IN THE LIVER
Clinical manifestations
Fullness of the hypochondrium, abdomen or hypogastrium, bitter taste, poor appe-
tite, nausea, feeling of heaviness of the body,  yellow vaginal discharge, vaginal itching, 
vulvar eczema or sores, mid-cycle bleeding and/or pain, pain, redness and swelling of 
the scrotum, genital, papular or vesicular skin rashes and itching, urinary difficulty, 
burning on urination, dark urine.

Tongue: Red body with redder sides, sticky-yellow coating.
Pulse: Slippery-Wiry-Rapid.

Prescription
Long Dan Xie Gan Tang Gentiana Draining the Liver Decoction.
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Three Treasures: Drain Fire.

DAMP-HEAT IN THE GALL-BLADDER
Clinical manifestations
Hypochondrial pain, fullness and distension, nausea, vomiting, inability to digest fats, 
yellow complexion, scanty and dark yellow urine, fever, thirst without desire to drink, 
bitter taste, dizziness, tinnitus, irritability, feeling of heaviness of the body, numbness 
of the limbs, swelling of the feet, loose stools or constipation, alternation of hot and 
cold feeling, yellow sclera, feeling of heat.

Tongue: thick-sticky-yellow coating, either bilateral in two strips or unilateral.
Pulse: Slippery-Wiry-Rapid.

Acupuncture
G.B.-24 Riyue, LIV-14 Qimen, Ren-12 Zhongwan, G.B.-34 Yanglingquan, extra 
point Dannangxue, Du-9 Zhiyang, BL-19 Danshu, BL-20 Pishu, L.I.-11 Quchi, T.B.-6 
Zhigou, ST-19 Burong.

Prescription
Yin Chen Hao Tang Artemisia Capillaris Decoction.

DAMP-HEAT IN LIVER AND GALL-BLADDER
Clinical manifestations
Fullness of the hypochondrium, abdomen or hypogastrium, bitter taste, poor appe-
tite, nausea, feeling of heaviness of the body,  yellow vaginal discharge, vaginal itching, 
vulvar eczema or sores, mid-cycle bleeding and/or pain, pain, redness and swelling of 
the scrotum, genital, papular or vesicular skin rashes and itching, urinary difficulty, 
burning on urination, dark urine, hypochondrial pain, fever,  yellow complexion and 
eyes, vomiting.

Tongue: Red body with redder sides, unilateral or bilateral sticky-yellow coating.
Pulse: Slippery-Wiry-Rapid.

Acupuncture
LIV-14 Qimen, G.B.-24 Riyue, G.B.-34 Yanglingquan, BL-18 Ganshu, BL-19 Danshu, 
Du-9 Zhiyang, Ren-12 Zhongwan, SP-9 Yinlingquan, SP-6 Sanyinjiao, SP-3 Taibai, 
L.I.-11 Quchi, LIV-2 Xingjian, LIV-3 Taichong.

Prescription
Long Dan Xie Gan Tang Gentiana Draining the Liver Decoction.

Three Treasures: Drain Fire.
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STOMACH DAMP-HEAT
Clinical manifestations
A feeling of fullness and pain of the epigastrium, a feeling of heaviness, facial pain, 
stuffed nose or thick-sticky nasal discharge, thirst without desire to drink, nausea, a 
feeling of heat, dull-yellow complexion, a sticky taste, mouth ulcers.

Tongue: Red tongue with sticky-yellow coating.
Pulse: Slippery-Rapid.

Acupuncture
ST-44 Neiting, ST-34 Liangqiu, ST-21 Liangmen, Ren-12 Zhongwan, Ren-13 Shang-
wan, L.I.-11 Quchi, L.I.-4 Hegu, Ren-11 Jianli, ST-25 Tianshu, ST-40 Fenglong, SP-9 
Yinlingquan, Ren-9 Shuifen.

Prescription
Lian Po Yin Coptis-Magnolia Decoction.

Three Treasures: Ease the Muscles.

DAMP-HEAT IN THE SMALL INTESTINE
Clinical manifestations
Loose stools or diarrhoea with mucus in the stools, abdominal fullness and pain, 
mental restlessness, scanty and dark urine, burning pain on urination, blood in urine.

Tongue: Red with redder and swollen tip, yellow coating.
Pulse: Overflowing-Rapid, especially in the Front position.  If there are urinary symp-
toms the pulse would be Wiry on the Left-Rear position.

Acupuncture
ST-25 Tianshu, ST-37 Shangjuxu, ST-39 Xiajuxu, ST-28 Shuidao, SP-9 Yinlingquan, 
BL-27 Xioaochangshu.

Prescription
Bai Tou Weng Tang Pulsatilla Decoction.

DAMP-HEAT IN THE LARGE INTESTINE
Clinical manifestations
Abdominal pain that is not relieved by a bowel movement, diarrhoea, mucus and 
blood in stools, offensive odour of stools, burning in the anus, scanty-dark urine, fe-
ver, sweating which does not decrease the fever, a feeling of heat, thirst without desire 
to drink, feeling of heaviness of the body and limbs.

Tongue: Red with sticky-yellow coating.
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Pulse: Slippery-Rapid.

Acupuncture
SP-9 Yinlingquan, SP-6 Sanyinjiao, BL-22 Sanjiaoshu, ST-25 Tianshu, ST-27 Daju, 
Ren-6 Qihai, BL-25 Dachangshu, L.I.-11 Quchi, Ren-12 Zhongwan, ST-37 Shangjuxu, 
BL-20 Pishu.

Prescription
Ge Gen Qin Lian Tang Pueraria-Scutellaria-Coptis Decoction.
Bai Tou Weng Tang Pulsatilla Decoction.
Shao Yao Tang Paeonia Decoction.

DAMP-HEAT IN THE BLADDER
Clinical manifestations
Frequent and urgent urination, burning on urination, difficult urination (stopping in 
the middle of flow), dark-yellow and /or turbid urine, blood in the urine, fever, thirst 
with no desire to drink, hypogastric fullness and pain, feeling of heat.

Tongue: thick-sticky-yellow coating on the root with red spots.
Pulse: Slippery-Rapid and slightly Wiry on the Left-Rear position.

Acupuncture
SP-9 Yinlingquan, SP-6 Sanyinjiao, BL-22 Sanjiaoshu, BL-28 Pangguangshu, Ren-3 
Zhongji, BL-63 Jinmen, BL-66 Tonggu, ST-28 Shuidao.

Prescription
Ba Zheng Tang Eight Upright Decoction.

Three Treasures: Separate Clear and Turbid.

THE TONGUE IN DAMP-HEAT
Dampness manifests on the tongue primarily on the coating and Heat on the tongue-
body colour. Therefore Damp-Heat manifests with a sticky-yellow coating and a red 
tongue-colour.  The more Heat there is, the more the tongue body is red: the more 
Dampness there is, the thicker the coating.
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The following are examples of tongue with a sticky-yellow coating from Damp-Heat.
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PHLEGM-HEAT

As discussed for Damp-Heat, in Phlegm-Heat, the primary aspect is the Phlegm 
rather than the Heat.  It is Phlegm that is hot rather than the Heat having Phlegm.  In 
a similar way as we said for Damp-Heat, a better name would be “Hot Phlegm” rather 
than “Phlegm-Heat”.  This has important implications in treatment as this should be 
aimed at resolving Phlegm primarily and clearing Heat secondarily.

Interestingly, the Chinese character for Phlegm (痰) is based on the radical for 
“disease” and that for “Fire” (twice). This would seem to imply that Phlegm derives 
from Heat: indeed, in many cases it does but we should remember that Phlegm is also 
frequently combined with Cold.

AETIOLOGY
Emotional stress
Emotional stress in the beginning stages leads to Qi deficiency or Qi stagnation and 
sometimes both.  Phlegm is a pathological accumulation of fluids which itself derives 
either from Qi deficiency or Qi stagnation or both as it is Qi that transforms, trans-
ports and excretes fluids. Therefore both Qi deficiency or Qi stagnation in time may 
lead to the accumulation of fluids and to Phlegm.

However, please note that there is no emotion that would be lead to Phlegm directly, 
e.g. we could not say “anger leads to Phlegm”.  Each emotion would cause a derange-
ment of Qi first.   Li Ding says: “Phlegm is due to the accumulation of Qi deriving from 
the seven emotions.”

However, there are quotations from Chinese doctors who say that emotional stress 
leads to Phlegm.  For example, Chen Wu says: “The seven emotions cause chaos and 
lead to Phlegm.”  Li Yong Cui says: “Shock, fear, worry and pensiveness lead to Phlegm.”
Most emotions initially cause Qi stagnation and it is important to stress that many 
organs, not just the Liver, may suffer from Qi stagnation.  Indeed, in the mental-
emotional field, the Heart and Lungs frequently suffer from Qi stagnation from worry, 
sadness and grief.

A modern Chinese book says: “When emotions cause stagnation of Liver-Qi this 
impairs the Spleen transformation which leads to Phlegm; or emotional stress may lead 
to Qi stagnation which may turn into Fire: this condenses the body fluids and leads to 
Phlegm”.
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The Figure below illustrates the derangement of Qi from emotional stress.

QI STAGNATION

QI DEFICIENCY

PHLEGMQI

ANGER

JOY

SADNESS

WORRY

PENSIVENESS

FEAR

SHOCK

Makes Qi rise

Slows Qi

Scatters Qi

Dissolves Qi

Knots Qi

Knots Qi

Makes Qi descend

Diet
Diet is of course an important aetiological factor leading to Phlegm.  The excessive 
consumption of greasy foods, sugar, sweets and dairy foods leads to Phlegm. Overeat-
ing itself is also a cause of Phlegm.

In the particular case of Phlegm-Heat, this is often due to the excessive consumption 
of greasy foods together with that of alcohol.

Excessive physical work
Excessive physical work weakens the Spleen and this leads to Phlegm.

Dampness
Long-term retention of Dampness easily leads to Phlegm.

PATHOLOGY
Phlegm is always due to a pathology of the transformation, movement and excretion 
of fluids. This involves a dysfunction of many organs, e.g. Lungs, Spleen, Stomach, 
Kidneys, Liver, Bladder, Intestines and Triple Burner.

The Figure below illustrates the dysfunction of the fluids metabolism leading to 
Phlegm.
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TYPES OF PHLEGM-HEAT
There are many types of Phlegm as this can combine with Cold, Dampness, Heat or 
Wind.  When diagnosing Phlegm-Heat, I make a basic distinction between Phlegm-
Heat on a physical or mental-emotional level. Of course, this may seem a complete 
contradiction of the fundamental characteristic of Chinese medicine, i.e. the unity 
of body and mind.  However, with this distinction, I mean cases of actual phlegm 
(sputum) in the Lungs following invasions of Wind as opposed to those of non-actual 
phlegm but of Phlegm obstructing the Shen: the two are very different situations with 
different aetiology, pathology and treatment.

On a physical level, Phlegm-Heat affects primarily the Lungs but also the Stomach 
and Liver. On a mental-emotional level, Phlegm-Heat affects the Heart and Liver.  
Phlegm-Heat on a physical level always presents with profuse expectoration of spu-
tum and often cough.  Phlegm-Heat on a mental-emotional level does not necessarily 
present with the expectoration of actual sputum.  The main symptoms of Phlegm in 
the latter case would be a feeling of oppression of the chest, a Swollen tongue and a 
Slippery pulse.  However, in cases of mental-emotional Phlegm-Heat, there may also 
be the occasional expectoration of scanty sputum.  This may also be just the expecto-
ration of some sputum just once in the morning.

Of course, such a distinction between physical and mental-emotional conditions 
should not be taken too rigidly as Phlegm-Heat on a physical level may of course 
affect the Shen.  However, this distinction is important for the choice of herbal treat-
ment.

PHLEGM-HEAT ON A PHYSICAL LEVEL
Phlegm-Heat on a physical level may be acute or chronic.

Acute Phlegm-Heat
In acute cases, Phlegm-Heat is the consequence of an invasion of external Wind 
that has penetrated into the Interior and changed into Heat. The dysfunction of the 
Stomach and Spleen caused by the pathogenic factors contributes to the formation of 
Phlegm; this combines with Heat to form Phlegm-Heat which settles in the Lungs. 
This is the most common consequence of an invasion of external Wind.

This causes the cough with expectoration of yellow sputum that comes after the 
beginning stages of a cold or influenza.  This is a very common consequence of inva-
sions of Wind and, in the context of the 4 Levels, it  corresponds to the Qi Level.
The formula for the acute form of Phlegm-Heat in the Lungs is Qing Qi Hua Tan 
Tang Clearing Qi and Resolving Phlegm Decoction.

The points I use for Phlegm-Heat in the Lungs are LU-7 Lieque, LU-5 Chize, Ren-22 
Tiantu, LU-1 Zhongfu, BL-13 Feishu, ST-40 Fenglong.
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Chronic Phlegm-Heat
Chronic Phlegm-Heat in the Lungs is usually the consequence of a residual Phlegm-
Heat in the Lungs following an invasion (or repeated invasions) of external Wind. 
This happens when the external pathogenic factor penetrates into the Interior to form 
Phlegm-Heat, the patient appears to get better but there is a residual Phlegm-Heat in 
the Lungs. This is more likely to occur if the patient takes antibiotics.

Often there are no symptoms of the Phlegm-Heat except on the tongue: the front 
third of the tongue (Lung area) will be swollen and slightly red. This area may also 
have red points (which indicates that the Heat is pronounced).

             Swollen and red front third                           Red front third with red points

The formula I use for chronic Phlegm-Heat in the Lungs is Wen Dan Tang Warming 
the Gall-Bladder Decoction with the addition of Gua Lou Fructus Trichosanthis and 
Sang Bai Pi Cortex Mori.

With acupuncture, I use LU-5 Chize, LU-7 Lieque, Ren-17 Shanzhong, BL-13 Feishu, 
P-6 Neiguan, ST-40 Fenglong.

PHLEGM-HEAT ON A MENTAL-EMOTIONAL LEVEL
Phlegm-Heat has a deep effect on the Shen because Heat agitates it and Phlegm 
obstructs it. Agitation of the Shen causes anxiety and insomnia while obstruction of 
the Shen causes mental confusion, some obsessive behaviour and occasionally a slight 
manic behaviour. When to an extreme degree, Phlegm-Heat in the Heart may cause 
severe mental illness (e.g. bipolar disease or schizophrenia).
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On a physical level, this Shen disturbance is felt in the chest with a feeling of op-
pression of the chest.  Other symptoms include sighing and perhaps the occasional 
expectoration of scanty sputum.

For this pattern, I use the same formula as above i.e. Wen Dan Tang Warming the 
Gall-Bladder Decoction with the addition of Yuan Zhi Radix Polygalae, Shi Chang Pu 
Rhizoma Acori tatarinowii  and Gua Lou Fructus Trichosanthis.

With acupuncture, I use LU-7 Lieque, P-6 Neiguan, HE-7 Shenmen, Ren-17 Shan-
zhong, Ren-15 Jiuwei, Du-24 Shenting, ST-40 Fenglong.

I shall now list the patterns of Phlegm-Heat in the Lungs, Heart, Liver and Stomach.

PHLEGM-HEAT IN THE LUNGS
Clinical manifestations
Barking cough with profuse sticky-yellow or green sputum, shortness of breath, 
wheezing, a feeling of oppression of the chest, a feeling of heat, thirst, insomnia, agita-
tion.
Tongue: Red, Swollen with a sticky-yellow coating.
Pulse: Slippery-Rapid.
Acupuncture
LU-5 Chize, LU-7 Lieque, LU-10 Yuji, L.I.-11 Quchi, LU-1 Zhongfu, BL-13 Feishu, 
Ren-12 Zhongwan, ST-40 Fenglong.
Prescription
Qing Qi Hua Tan Tang Clearing Qi and Resolving Phlegm Decoction.  For acute case.
Wen Dan Tang Warming the Gall-Bladder Decoction. For chronic case.
Three Treasures
Ringing Metal (variation of Qing Qi Hua Tan Tang).
Clear the Soul (variation of Wen Dan Tang).

Comment
This is Phlegm-Heat in the Lungs on a physical level. This is either an acute case fol-
lowing an invasion of external Wind, or a chronic case due to repeated invasions that 
have not been expelled properly and have led to the formation of a residual patho-
genic factor (i.e. Phlegm-Heat).
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The following picture is an example of chronic Phlegm-Heat in the Lungs (swollen 
and red in the front third).

PHLEGM-HEAT HARASSING THE HEART
Clinical manifestations
Palpitations, mental restlessness, thirst, red face, a feeling of oppression of the chest, 
dark urine, occasional expectoration of phlegm, bitter taste, insomnia, dream-dis-
turbed sleep, agitation, mental confusion, slight manic behaviour.
Tongue: Red with redder and swollen tip and a sticky-yellow coating.  In severe cases 
there will be a deep Heart crack with a sticky-dry yellow coating inside it.
Pulse: Slippery-Rapid or Slippery-Overflowing-Rapid.
Acupuncture
P-5 Jianshi, HE-7 Shenmen, HE-8 Shaofu, P-7 Daling, Ren-15 Jiuwei, BL-15 Xinshu, 
Ren-12 Zhongwan, Ren-9 Shuifen, ST-40 Fenglong, BL-20 Pishu, G.B.-13 Benshen, 
G.B.-17 Zhengying, Du-24 Shenting.
Prescription
Wen Dan Tang Warming the Gall-Bladder Decoction.
Three Treasures
Clear the Soul (variation of Wen Dan Tang).

Comment
This is Phlegm-Heat on a mental-emotional level. Heat agitates the Shen and causes 
anxiety and insomnia; Phlegm obstructs the Shen and causes mental confusion and 
possibly a slight manic behaviour.

This pattern is caused my a combination of emotional stress (especially worry, fear, 
shame or guilt) and the excessive consumption of Phlegm-inducing foods together 
with alcohol.
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The following picture is a good example of Phlegm-Heat in the Heart.  It is red (in-
dicating Heat), swollen (indicating Phlegm) and has a deep Heart crack with sticky-
yellow coating inside it (indicating Phlegm-Heat in the Heart).

LIVER PHLEGM-HEAT
Clinical manifestations
Irritability, propensity to outbursts of anger, tinnitus and/or deafness (with sudden 
onset), temporal headache, dizziness, red face and eyes, thirst, bitter taste, dream-
disturbed sleep, dark-yellow urine, a feeling of oppression of the chest and hypochon-
drium, a feeling of muzziness (fuzziness) of the head, occasional expectoration of 
sputum.
Tongue: Red with redder sides, Swollen and with sticky-yellow coating.
Pulse: Wiry-Slippery-Rapid.
Acupuncture
LIV-2 Xingjian, LIV-3 Taichong, G.B.-20 Fengchi, G.B.-13 Benshen, L.I.-11 Quchi, 
Du-24 Shenting, Ren-12 Zhongwan, Ren-9 Shuifen, ST-40 Fenglong, SP-9 Yin-
lingquan.
Prescription
Wen Dan Tang Warming the Gall-Bladder Decoction.
Ling Jiao Gou Teng Tang Cornu Antelopis-Uncaria Decoction.
Long Dan Xie Gan Tang Gentiana Draining the Liver Decoction.
Three Treasures
Settling the Soul (variation of Long Dan Xie Gan Tang).

Comment
The first two formulae would have to be modified with the addition of herbs that clear 
Liver-Heat such as Mu Dan Pi Cortex Moutan and Shan Zhi Zi Fructus Gardeniae 
and herbs that calm the Shen such as Suan Zao Ren Semen Ziziphi and Zhen Zhu Mu 
Concha Margaritiferae. The third formula would have to be modified with the addi-
tion of the two herbs mentioned above to calm the Shen.



50    

The two pictures below illustrate Phlegm-Heat in the Liver.  The one on the left is a 
case of Liver-Heat while the one on the right of Liver-Fire (because it has a thicker 
and drier coating). They are both red, with redder sides and with a sticky-yellow coat-
ing.

Liver-Heat                                            Liver-Fire

STOMACH PHLEGM-HEAT
Clinical manifestations
Burning epigastric pain, thirst without desire to drink, mental restlessness, bleeding 
gums, dry stools, dry mouth, mouth ulcers, sour regurgitation, nausea, vomiting soon 
after eating, excessive hunger, foul breath, a feeling of heat, a feeling of oppression of 
the chest and epigastrium,  insomnia, excessive dreaming, expectoration of phlegm.
Tongue: Red in the centre with  a sticky-yellow or dark-yellow (or even black) coat-
ing, Stomach crack with a rough, sticky-yellow coating inside it.
Pulse: Slippery-Rapid and slightly Overflowing on the Right-Middle position.
Acupuncture
ST-44 Neiting, ST-34 Liangqiu, ST-21 Liangmen, Ren-12 Zhongwan, Ren-13 Shang-
wan, L.I.-11 Quchi, L.I.-4 Hegu, Ren-11 Jianli, ST-40 Fenglong, SP-9 Yinlingquan, 
Ren-9 Shuifen.
Prescription
Wen Dan Tang Warming the Gall-Bladder Decoction.
Three Treasures
Clear the Soul (Variation of Wen Dan Tang) 

The picture in the next page is an example of Phlegm-Heat in the Stomach.  It is red, 
swollen (indicating Phlegm), it has a wide Stomach crack with sticky-dry-yellow coat-
ing inside it.
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 LATENT HEAT

Latent Heat or “Latent Pathogenic Factor” is a pathology that is quite unique and 
rather difficult to comprehend.  Essentially, Latent Heat is formed when an exterior 
pathogenic factor invades the body without causing symptoms at the acute stage: 
the pathogenic factor goes into the Interior, it changes into Heat and it then emerges 
later in the form of interior Heat.  I said that Latent Heat is “unique” and “difficult to 
comprehend” because, if the pathogenic factor invades the body without causing im-
mediate symptoms, how do we know that it has happened?  I shall try to answer this 
question and others as we progress in the discussion.

Therefore, there are two types of attacks of exterior pathogenic factors: a new attack 
of Wind-Heat with acute onset and obvious symptoms; and an attack of Latent Heat 
which, at the acute stage, has no symptoms.

The distinction is based on the different aetiology and different clinical manifestations 
in the beginning stage. In Wind-Heat, the pathogenic factor attacks the body with 
acute onset and with frank clinical manifestations.  In Latent Heat, the pathogenic 
factor invades the body in an insidious manner without acute-onset symptoms, be-
coming latent in the Interior.  When it emerges causing symptoms, it is called Latent 
Heat.

The concept that a pathogenic factor may invade the body without causing acute 
symptoms at the time but causing symptoms in the following season is very old and is 
found in the Nei Jing. 

The earliest statements concerning Latent Pathogenic Factor are in the Su Wen 
chapters 3 and 5.  Chapter 3 says:  “Attack of Wind in Spring will lead to diarrhoea [in 
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Summer] if the pathogenic factor lingers; attack of Summer-Heat in summer will lead 
to malaria in the Autumn; attack of Dampness in Autumn will cause cough  [in Win-
ter] and then Wei Syndrome; attack of Cold in Winter will cause Wen Bing in Spring.”

Chapter 5 says: “Attack of Cold in Winter will lead to Wen Bing in Spring; attack by 
Wind in Spring will lead to diarrhoea in Summer; attack by Summer-Heat in Summer 
will cause malaria in Autumn; attack by Dampness in Autumn will cause cough in 
Winter.”

The distinction between New Attack and Latent Attack (Heat) is based not only on 
the onset of the disease (immediate or delayed), but also on the different substance 
and clinical manifestations.  The clinical significance is therefore not only in the tim-
ing of onset of clinical manifestations, but also in the different syndrome and serious-
ness and therefore treatment.

Generally, a New Attack is comparatively light, in the beginning the pathogenic factor 
is on the Exterior and it affects the Lungs: there is fever, aversion to cold, headache, 
cough, etc.  This is treated by releasing the Exterior and stimulating the diffusing and 
descending of Qi.

The Latent Attack is comparatively serious, there is Heat in the Interior from the 
beginning: there is fever, thirst, restlessness, etc. i.e. symptoms of interior Heat (no 
aversion to cold unless there is a concomitant New Attack with it). It is treated by 
clearing interior Heat.

Latent Heat is due to attack of pathogenic factor when body is in weak condition; in 
particular, development of Latent Heat is due to a Kidney deficiency, due to the con-
nection between the Kidney’s Wei-Qi system and the immune defences.

Notice how the Nei Jing says that an invasion of Cold in Winter will cause “Wen 
Bing” disease in the Spring. “Wen Bing” refers to diseases due to Wind-Heat.  In the 
times of the Nei Jing and the Shang Han Lun, the pathology of exterior diseases was 
always due to Cold: therefore even diseases that clearly started with Heat symptoms 
(such as Wind-Heat) were deemed to be a transformation of Cold invading in Winter. 
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It took about 14 centuries before the theory of Wen Bing diseases became an indepen-
dent theory, i.e. that diseases from Wind-Heat were not a transformation of Cold.

Nevertheless, the idea that a pathogenic factor may invade in Winter, incubate with-
out symptoms and then manifest in the Spring is at the root of the pathology of Latent 
Heat.  The pathology as described in the Nei Jing is illustrated in the diagram above.

Please note that we do not have to take this Nei Jing scheme literally: the invasion is 
not necessarily of Cold, it does not necessarily occur in Winter and it does not neces-
sarily come out in the Spring. The essential aspect of this pathology is not the seasonal 
occurrence but the fact that a pathogenic factor invades the body without symptoms, 
i.e. without the immune system reacting properly and that the pathogenic factor 
incubates inside to come out later.  Also, please note that “coming out” does not mean 
that the pathogenic factor is being expelled, but simply that it is emerging from the 
Interior and manifesting itself with various symptoms.

CAUSES OF LATENT HEAT
The main cause of the development of Latent Heat, i.e. that the patient does not dis-
play symptoms at the time of infection and the pathogenic factor lurks in the Interior 
to emerge later, is a Kidney deficiency which causes the immune system not to react 
to the initial external invasion.

A contributory factor are immunizations. It could be said that immunizations inject 
a pathogenic factor directly at the Blood level which then emerges as Latent Heat 
causing many different symptoms.  In normal immunity when someone is infected, 
the pathogenic factor penetrates from the Wei level and leads to immunity to that 
bacteria or virus.

WHY LATENT HEAT DEVELOPS
Why do some invasions of Wind cause immediate exterior symptoms and some do 
not cause immediate symptoms and penetrate into the Interior where they “lurk” 
(incubate)?

The answer lies in the immune response.  If the immune system does not react, 
the pathogenic factor does not cause symptoms and penetrates into the Interior, to 
emerge later. This lack of immune response depends not only on the Lungs but also 
on the Kidneys.

Ye Tian Shi said that the “lurking Cold” of Winter resides in the Kidneys. Remember 
the Nei Jing statement “If Jing is not guarded in Winter, Wen Bing develops in Spring”.

Ye Tian Shi even advocated tonifying the Kidneys to prevent invasion of external 
pathogenic factors.  Some doctors of the late Qing too correlated the severity of Latent 
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pathogenic factor to Kidney and specifically Kidney-Yin. 

Ye Tian Shi said that Latent Heat is due to “lack of storage” [of Jing] in Winter. This 
allows Cold to invade the body in Winter. The Kidneys control storage and Shao Yin; 
in Spring, the pathogenic factor emerges towards Shao Yang and the Liver and Gall-
Bladder.

Another explanation is that Winter Cold invades the Tai Yang channels, it lurks inside 
and is transmitted to the Shao Yin.

     Cold enters Tai Yang                                                                  Latent Heat emerges  
        from Shao Yin
  

Another doctor says that when the Winter Cold is heavy, it causes a New Invasion 
with immediate symptoms; if the Winter Cold is light, it causes Latent Heat after 
incubating inside. He says that in the latter case, the pathogenic factor enters the 
skin and then lurks in the Triple Burner and Membrane Source (Mo Yuan) causing a 
derangement of the ascending/descending of Qi and the free flow of Qi.  This causes 
stagnation of Qi that gives rise to internal Heat. This Heat is then attracted outwards 
by the emerging Yang of Spring.

This is an interesting statement that actually explains how external Cold is trans-
formed into internal Heat when Latent Heat is formed. The “Membrane Source” (Mo 
Yuan) refers to the Shao Yang regions. 

Many doctors relate the formation of Latent Heat to a Kidney deficiency.  For exam-
ple, one says that Winter controls storage and so do the Kidneys. When the Kidneys 
are healthy, Kidney-Yang and Kidney-Jing are  “stored” in winter so that Cold cannot 
invade the body. 

Conversely, if mental restlessness, overwork and excessive desire afflict a person, Yang 
Qi is dispersed, Yin is consumed and pathogenic factors can easily invade the body 
taking advantage of the Empty condition.
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Thus, as we have seen in several of the above passages, the Kidneys and Kidney-Jing 
play an important role in the immune response.

THE YUAN QI AND IMMUNE RESPONSE
Chapter 8 of the Nan Jing says: “Sometimes the Cun Kou is normal and yet the patient 
dies.  Why is that? The pulses of the 12 channels all originate from the Yuan Qi. This 
Yuan Qi is the root of the 12 channels, it is the Motive Force (Dong Qi ) between the 
Kidneys, the root of the 5 Zang and 6 Fu and of the 12 channels, the gate of breathing 
and the origin of the Triple Burner.  It is the spirit that guards against pathogenic factors 
(or evil influences). Such Qi is the root of humankind; if the root is cut stalks and leaves 
wither. When the Cun Kou is normal but the patient dies, it means that the Yuan Qi has 
been cut off internally.”
     
This passage establishes the principle that the Yuan Qi (and therefore the Kidneys) 
play a role in the resistance to pathogenic factors.  Interestingly, it calls the Yuan Qi 
the Shen that protect from pathogenic factors (or evils).

This is of huge clinical significance because it means that our resistance to pathogenic 
factors depends not only on the Wei Qi and therefore Lungs but also on the Kidneys 
and the Yuan Qi (and also Jing due to the extraordinary vessels). In any case, Wei Qi 
stems from the Lower Burner.

SYMPTOMS and SIGNS of LATENT HEAT
The main clinical manifestations of Latent Heat when it emerges are:
- Weary limbs
- Irritability
- Thirst
- Lassitude with sudden onset
- Dark urine
- Red tongue
- Rapid-Fine pulse

There may be many other symptoms of Heat such as red eyes, mouth ulcers, nose-
bleed, constipation. These are the general symptoms and there is a great variation of 
symptoms and signs depending on the location and character of the Latent Heat (Qi, 
Ying, Blood).

WHAT MAKES LATENT HEAT EMERGE
As mentioned above, please note that “emerging” does not mean that the Latent Heat 
is being expelled but simply that it is manifesting itself. 

Latent Heat emerges due to one or more of the following factors:
- New invasion of Wind



56    

- Rising Yang of Spring that pulls it out
- Emotional stress
- Overwork
- Serious illness
- Medication
- Drugs

HOW DO WE KNOW IT IS LATENT HEAT AND NOT JUST HEAT?
The clinical manifestations of Latent Heat are indeed Heat, so how do we know that 
it is Latent Heat and not just an internally-generated Heat?  There is no definite and 
absolute way of knowing that. The diagnosis depends a lot on the onset and history 
rather than the clinical manifestations.

If we happen to see a patient at the onset of Latent Heat emerging, we know that it 
is Latent Heat from the acute onset.  The patient complains of lassitude with acute 
onset and he or she does not have exterior symptoms, so we exclude an invasion of an 
exterior pathogenic factor.

So, the acute onset together with the clinical manifestations of Heat tells us that it is 
most probably Latent Heat emerging from a previous external invasion which did not 
cause symptoms at the time.

If we do not see the patient during the acute onset, it is more difficult. How do we 
know that it is Latent Heat?  First of all, from the channel location that is either Shao 
Yang (not common) or Shao Yin, i.e. Heart and Kidneys.  Secondly, Latent Heat will 
cause more vague, less specific clinical manifestations of Heat than those of Heat in a 
specific organ, e.g. Heart-Heat, Stomach-Heat, Liver-Heat, etc.

WHAT DIFFERENCE DOES IT MAKE TO TREATMENT?
The treatment of Latent Heat is not really different from that of Heat.  Latent Heat is 
treated by clearing Heat, usually at the Blood level.  However, when treating Latent 
Heat, I also tonify the Kidneys, usually only with one or two herbs or with acupunc-
ture.

WHAT DIFFERENCE IT MAKES TO PROGNOSIS
It makes a big difference to prognosis.  The treatment of Latent Heat is more difficult 
than that of Heat and it will take longer.  Also, Latent Heat tends to cause difficult 
diseases such as auto-immune diseases.

NATURE OF LATENT HEAT
It has acute onset (when it emerges)
It is always Heat (it may be with Dampness)
The Heat tends to injure Yin
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The Latent pathogenic factor that incubates in the body in Winter hides in the Mem-
brane Source (Mo Yuan) and is transformed into Heat. The urine is an important 
diagnostic sign of Latent Heat. Firstly, dark urine is an important sign of Heat that 
confirms the diagnosis of Latent Heat. Secondly, the darkness of the urine itself is an 
important gauge of the severity of the disease: the darker, the more severe.

Latent Heat can be in the Shao Yang or Shao Yin. One must distinguish its depth, 
severity and Xu/Shi nature. Latent Heat in Shao Yang is Shi; in Shao Yin, Xu.

LATENT HEAT IN SHAO YANG (MEMBRANE SOURCE)
Clinical manifestations
Alternation of feeling hot and feeling cold, bitter taste, hypochondrial pain, red eyes, 
deafness, feeling of oppression of the chest, nausea, tongue coating half white and half 
yellow, Wiry pulse.
Prescription
Hao Qin Qing Dan Tang Artemisia-Scutellaria Clearing the Gall-Bladder Decoction
Da Yuan Yin Reaching the Source Decoction. 

LATENT HEAT IN SHAO YIN
Clinical manifestations
Dry mouth and teeth, listlessness, night-sweating, lower backache, dizziness, tinnitus, 
red tongue without coating, Floating-Empty pulse.
Prescription
Xi Jiao Di Huang Tang Cornu Bufali-Rehmannia Decoction.
Zuo Gui Wan Restoring the Left [Kidney] Pill. 

LATENT HEAT IN JOINTS
Clinical manifestations
Alternation of feeling hot and feeling cold, swelling and pain of joints,  hypochondrial 
pain, red eyes, tongue coating half white and half yellow, Wiry pulse.
Prescription
Da Yuan Yin Reaching the Source Decoction.
(Cao Guo, Hou Po, Bing Lang, Huang Qin, Zhi Mu, Bai Shao, Gan Cao, plus Hai Feng 
Teng, Sang Zhi, Hai Tong Pi).  

Please note that the above prescriptions are only examples from Chinese books and 
many other formulae can be used.

Case history, woman, 49
Bouts of exhaustion for the previous four months (starting in Winter), can hardly 
move in the morning, muscles have no strength, feeling of heaviness, feeling cold 
from waist down, muzziness (fuzziness), dizziness, sticky taste, painful eyes, chronic 
sore throat.
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Tongue: slightly red sides, swollen, teethmarks.
Pulse: Soggy, both Chi Weak.
Diagnosis
The onset of the exhaustion indicates Latent Heat. The Heat is mixed with Dampness 
(muscle weakness, heaviness, sticky taste) and some Phlegm (dizziness, muzziness, 
swollen tongue).
Treatment
Da Yuan Yin Reaching the Source Decoction plus Huo Xiang, Hou Po, Sha Ren, Yi Yi 
Ren.
Acupuncture: Ren-9, SP-9, Ren-12, ST-36.

Case history, woman, 32
A few weeks before her consultation she had a cold, congested chest, neckache, 
headaches, alternation of feeling cold and hot. Now: loose stools, hypochondrial pain, 
exhaustion, depression.
Tongue: Red with coating.
Pulse: Wiry.
Diagnosis
The onset of the exhaustion indicates Latent Heat. The presentation of the acute attack 
weeks before is of the Shao Yang type but most probably Latent Heat type. Now the 
Heat has injured the Spleen, hence the loose stools. The hypochondrial pain indicates 
Shao Yang pattern.
Treatment
Acupuncture: TB-5 reduced, TB-6 reduced, Du-14 reduced. She felt much better and 
her energy returned with this very simple treatment.

Case history, woman, 41
One month before the consultation she felt quite suddenly ill with tiredness, head-
ache, nausea, ache in the joints. Now she also has irritability and dry mouth. Also 
mouth ulcers.
Tongue: slightly red, sticky coating.
Pulse: Fine, Weak.
Diagnosis
The onset of the exhaustion indicates Latent Heat. The presentation of the acute attack 
weeks before is Latent Heat in the Shao Yang and the joints.
Treatment
Hao Qin Qing Dan Tang Artemisia-Scutellaria Clearing the Gall-Bladder Decoction
Acupuncture: TB-5 reduced, ST-36, SP-6 reinforced.

YIN FIRE
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The concept of Yin Fire was introduced by Li Dong Yuan in his book “Discussion on 
Stomach and Spleen” (Pi Wei Lun), 1249.  The following is a translation of the chapter 
from this book dealing with Yin Fire.

“Dietary irregularity and excessive consumption of cold or warm foods damage the 
Spleen and Stomach. Joy, anger, worry and fright weaken the Yuan Qi. If the Spleen and 
Stomach are depleted and the Yuan Qi weakened, Fire of the Heart becomes excessive 
on its own. This Fire of the Heart is a Yin Fire. It starts from the Lower Burner and links 
with the Heart above. The Heart does not rule personally, rather the Minister Fire is its 
deputy.”
     “The Minister Fire is the Fire of the Pericardium (Bao Luo) developing from the 
Lower Burner. It is a “thief ” of the Yuan Qi. This Yin Fire and the Yuan Qi are mutually 
opposed [cannot occupy the same place]: when one is victorious, the other is the loser. 
When the Spleen and Stomach Qi becomes empty, their Qi flows down to the Kidneys 
and Yin Fire has a chance to overwhelm the Earth.”
     “Because of this, with a Spleen pathology, there is raised Qi with breathlessness, fever, 
an Overflowing [Hong, Da] pulse, headache, thirst. There is a feeling of cold and of heat. 
As Yin Fire surges upwards [Shang Chong], there is raised Qi with breathlessness, fever, 
headache, thirst and an Overflowing pulse.
     As Qi of the Stomach and Spleen sinks, Gu Qi cannot rise and float. Therefore, there 
is no Yang to sustain Ying and Wei Qi. As these are unable to withstand Wind and Cold, 
there is a feeling of heat and of cold. All this is due to a deficiency of the Stomach and 
Spleen.
     The treatment of this condition is to use pungent, sweet and warm herbs to strengthen 
the Centre and lift Yang, together with sweet and cold herbs to drain Fire.  The use of 
bitter and cold herbs is absolutely counterproductive.”  

DIETARY IRREGULARITY SPLEEN AND STOMACH

EMOTIONS YUAN QI

BU ZHONG YI QI TANG (original description)
Huang Qi Radix Astragali 5 fen
     Increase to 1 qian for Lao diseases or Heat
Zhi Gan Cao Radix Glycyrrhizae 5 fen
Ren Shen Panax Ginseng 3 fen
     Remove in case of cough. The above three ingredients are “divine” for eliminating 
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Damp-Heat and mental restlessness with heat [fan re].
Dang Gui Radix Angelicae sinensis 2 fen
     Baked dry with wine or sun-dried to harmonize Blood.
Chen Pi Pericarpium Citri 2-3 fen.
    With the inner white skin preserved to conduct Qi and strengthen Yuan Qi.  It is all 
right in combination with sweet herbs; if used alone, it could drain the Stomach and 
Spleen.
Sheng Ma Rhizoma Cimicifugae 2-3 fen.
    To lift Stomach-Qi to its proper place and move the rising [Qi] of Spring.
Chai Hu Radix Bupleuri 2-3 fen.
    To attract clear Qi and move Qi of Shao Yang upwards.
Bai Zhu Rhizoma Atractylodis 3 fen.
    To clear Stomach-Heat and “benefit” [harmonize] Blood between back and umbili-
cus.”

NOTE: 1 qian equals 3.125g and 1 fen is a 1/10 of a qian, i.e. 0.3g.

Comments
The above is the actual text from Li Dong Yuan’s book Pi Wei Lun.  I personally diag-
nose Yin Fire and use variations of Bu Zhong Yi Qi Tang whenever there are symp-
toms and signs of Heat in the upper part of the body which are not reconcilable with 
Full Heat nor with Empty Heat because they are combined with some Cold symptoms 
such as cold feet and a Pale tongue, and when there is a deficiency of the Yuan Qi.

Manifestations of Heat above may include feeling of heat of the face, red cheeks, 
thirst, mouth ulcers. In my experience, mouth ulcers are frequently caused by Yin 
Fire. 

Another important clinical manifestation is general tiredness (from deficiency of the 
Yuan Qi) and some clinical manifestations of deficiency of Stomach and Spleen.

Yin Fire is neither Full Heat nor Empty Heat but simply a different kind of Heat that 
derives from a deficiency of the Yuan Qi.  It follows that Yin Fire is not treated by 
clearing Heat with pungent-cold formulae or draining Fire with bitter-cold formulae, 
but by tonifying the Yuan Qi with sweet formulae and gently clearing Heat upwards. 
That is what Sheng Ma and Chai Hu do in the formula: besides lifting Qi, they also 
clear Heat.

Remember, the essential characteristics of Yin Fire are that there is some Heat above 
(which is neither Full nor Empty Heat) from the rising of Minister Fire and a defi-
ciency of the Yuan Qi deriving from dietary irregularity and overwork. The rising of 
the Minister Fire is particularly caused by emotional stress. 
Therefore, suspect Yin Fire whenever there is:
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a) a deficiency of the Yuan Qi manifesting with great tiredness
b) some Heat above (red face, thirst, mouth ulcers)
c) some Cold symptoms (feeling cold in general, Pale tongue)

In particular, I would always check for Yin Fire when there are symptoms of Heat and 
a Pale tongue. Yin Fire may be a factor in some auto-immune diseases.

Minister Fire

Pericardium

Yuan Qi
Displaces

red face, thirst, feeling of heat in the face

cold feet 

general cold feeling

Dampness in Yin Fire
The pathology of Yin Fire is also related to Dampness and to the Middle Burner. 
When there is Spleen deficiency, Dampness is formed and this infuses down to the 
Lower Burner.  Here it “swamps” the Yuan Qi and the Minister Fire, displacing the 
latter from the place (the Lower Burner) where it should be “concealed”.   The Middle 
Burner has Dampness too, Spleen-Qi (and even Spleen-Yang) is deficient and fails to 
rise.
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For this reason, Bu Zhong Yi Qi Tang is used to raise Spleen-Qi and warm Spleen-
Yang so that Dampness no longer infuses downwards to the Lower Burner.  It may 
seem contradictory to lift Qi when there are symptoms of Heat above.  When the 
Lower Burner is opened and unblocked from Dampness, the Minister Fire will return 
to its place of concealment in the Lower Burner, thus eliminating the symptoms of 
Yin Fire.

Yuan Qi is displaced 
by “thief”

Yuan Qi deficiency

Minister 
Fire

Yuan Qi

Yin Fire
Red face Feeling 
of heat Mouth 
ulcers 

Pale Tongue
Cold
Tiredness

MINISTER FIRE

SP-QI XU DAMPNESS

Swamps

Emotions
Emotional stress is an important aetiological factor of Yin Fire and specifically of a 
deficiency of the Yuan Qi, as Li Dong Yuan himself says.  Any emotion can lead to Yin 
Fire as all emotions may stir the Minister Fire out of its residing place in the Lower 
Dan Tian.  Zhu Dan Xi said “Not a day goes by in people’s lives that the Minister Fire 
is not stirred”.  All emotions lead to Qi stagnation which, in turn, eventually leads 
to some Heat. The situation can be aggravated by the presence of Dampness in the 



Chapter 1 -  THe Diagnosis and Treatment of Heat                                                                                         63

displaces

Minister Fire

Yuan Qi

Xu of ST and SP: exhaustion, feeling 
cold, etc.

HE and P Anxiety, depression, feeling of 
heat face, red cheeks

Harasses

Lower Burner (as it happens in shame). 

Yin Fire accounts for symptoms of Heat in mental-emotional problems that may defy 
a classification into Full- or Empty-Heat when there are contradicting symptoms of 
Heat and Cold (especially Pale tongue).  Emotional stress is more likely to lead to Yin 
Fire when it is combined with overwork and dietary irregularity.
Acupuncture treatment of Yin Fire

SP-QIMIDDLE BURNER

LOWER BURNER DAMPNESS
Minister 

Fire

YIN
FIRE

Fails to 
ascend

Dampness 
infuses down

Displaces Minister Fire from 
place of concealment

Yuan Qi weak

Spontaneous 
sweating, tiredness, 
shortness of breath, 
pale tongue, Empty 
pulse

Feeling of heat, fever, 
dry mouth, restless 
limbs
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- Tonify Yuan Qi: Ren-4 Guanyuan.
- Tonify Stomach and Spleen: Ren-12 Zhongwan, BL-20 Pishu, ST-36 Zusanli.
- Lift Qi: Du-20 Baihui and Ren-6 Qihai.
- Resolve Dampness: Ren-9 Shuifen, Ren-5 Shimen, BL-22 Sanjiaoshu, SP-9 Yin-
lingquan.

Please note that it may seem a contradiction to raise Qi when the pathology of Yin 
Fire consists in the rising of the Minister Fire.  However, we raise Qi to lift Spleen-
Qi so that the Dampness is resolved from the Middle and Lower Burner.  Resolving 
Dampness from the Lower Burner unblocks it and allows the Yuan Qi to take its 
proper place there, and the Minister Fire to return to its place of “concealment”.

Acupuncture treatment of Yin Fire emotional disturbance
- Tonify the Yuan Qi: Ren-4 Guanyuan.
- Tonify and raise Spleen-Qi: Ren-12 Zhongwan, Ren-6 Qihai, ST-36 Zusanli.
- Calm the Shen and make Heat descend: Du-24 Shenting, Du-19 Houding, Ren-15 
Jiuwei, HE-5 Tongli.
- Clear Heat upwards: P-8 Laogong, P-7 Daling.
- Regulate the Triple Burner: TB-5 Waiguan.
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Auto-immune diseases: a Chinese Medicine view
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Chapter 2

AUTO-IMMUNE DISEASES

AUTO-IMMUNE DISEASES: A CHINESE MEDICINE VIEW
Autoimmune diseases comprise a large number of diseases (more than 200) which are 
very different from one another.  The most common ones that we will see in the clinic 
are:
  -  Multiple sclerosis
  -  Systemic lupus erithematosus (SLE)
  -  Rheumatoid arthritis
  -  Sjogren’s Syndrome
  -  Hashimoto Thyroiditis
  -  Graves’ Disease
  -  Crohn’s Disease

      Chinese medicine does not have a single explanation of the autoimmune pathol-
ogy as obviously ancient Chinese medicine could not have such a view of the immune 
system.  One can of course use a Chinese identification of patterns for each of these 
diseases and treat them successfully, but that does not really explain the autoimmune 
pathology or whether there is a common thread in the treatment of these diseases.  
For example, we can treat Hashimoto Thyroiditis successfully without any reference 
to it being an autoimmune disease. However, is there a single, underlying pathology 
in all autoimmune diseases and a common thread in the their treatment? 

      From a Chinese medicine perspective, it is clear to me that we need to treat each 
autoimmune disease individually according to its pathology, aetiology, patterns ir-
respective of the fact that is an autoimmune disease. However, should we go a step 
further? Is there an underlying common treatment to all autoimmune diseases?  The 
present article will endeavour to answer these questions. 

AUTOIMMUNE DISEASES IN WESTERN MEDICINE
An autoimmune disorder is a condition that occurs when the immune system mistak-
enly attacks and destroys healthy body tissue perceiving it to be “non-self ”. There are 
more than 80 different types of autoimmune disorders.

  Normally the immune system’s white blood cells help protect the body from antigens 
such as bacteria, viruses, toxins, cancer cells, and blood or tissues from another per-
son or species. The immune system produces antibodies that destroy these harmful 
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substances.

In patients with an autoimmune disorder, the immune system perceives the body’s 
own tissues as antigens and attacks them. The result is an immune response that de-
stroys normal body tissues. This response is a hypersensitivity reaction similar to the 
response in allergic conditions.  In allergies, the immune system reacts to an outside 
substance that it normally would ignore. With autoimmune disorders, the immune 
system reacts to normal body tissues that it would normally ignore.

What causes the immune system to no longer tell the difference between healthy body 
tissues and antigens is unknown. One theory is that some microorganisms (such as 
bacteria or viruses) or drugs may trigger some of these changes, especially in people 
who have genes that make them more likely to get autoimmune disorders.  The pos-
sibility that microorganisms might trigger the pathology of auto-immunity is inter-
esting because I believe that Latent Heat is often at the root of autoimmune diseases. 
Moreover, in my view, immunizations have a lot to do with the development of Latent 
Heat.  

An autoimmune disorder may result in:
- The destruction of one or more types of body tissue
- Abnormal growth of an organ
- Changes in organ function
- An autoimmune disorder may affect one or more organ or tissue types.

Organs and tissues commonly affected by autoimmune disorders include:
- Blood vessels
- Connective tissues
- Endocrine glands such as the thyroid or pancreas
- Joints
- Muscles
- Red blood cells
- Skin

  A person may have more than one autoimmune disorder at the same time.
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Symptoms
Symptoms of an autoimmune disease vary enormously based on the disease and loca-
tion of the abnormal immune response. Symptoms that often occur with autoimmune 
diseases include:

Fatigue
Fever
General ill-feeling (malaise)

From a Chinese perspective these three symptoms could be symptoms of Yin Fire or 
Latent Heat.

Before discussing the possible interpretation of autoimmune diseases from the Chi-
nese perspective, I would like to discuss the Chinese medicine correspondent of the 
immune system or, to put it differently, what parts of Chinese Vital Substances and 
functions influence the immune system.
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COMPONENTS OF IMMUNE SYSTEM IN CHINESE MEDICINE
Wei Qi
Ying Qi
Blood
Kidney (Yin and Yang)
Bone marrow
Yuan Qi
Jing
Stomach and Spleen

It would be easy to identify the function of the immune system as a Yang function 
(protection, immune cells constantly moving and hunting for antigens) but it would 
be wrong. The whole humoral part of the immune system relies on Blood and Yin.

Wei Qi
It is a very common misconception to attribute the immune response to Wei Qi 
which is natural since it is indeed the “protective” or “defensive” Qi that protects from 
exterior pathogenic factors. The following is the Chinese ideogram for "Wei".

The inside part is phonetic (wei) while the two outer parts together are xing, i.e. to 
move.  Separately, they are the left and the right footprint and some say they suggest 
two guards patrolling back to back, hence Wei Qi being defensive Qi

                           

Left foot print

Right foot print

These two parts together form the character xing 行 which means "to move" (and it 
also the character for "Element" as in the "5 Elements").  The modern, simplified char-
acter for "wei" 卫 does not mean anything.
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Chapter 18 of the Ling Shu says: “Ying Qi comes from the Middle Burner; Wei Qi 
comes from the Lower Burner.” This may come as a surprise to some as we are used to 
think of the Wei Qi being associated with the Lungs and therefore the Upper Burner, 
which it is. However, it is said that the Wei Qi comes from the Lower Burner because 
it is associated with Kidney-Yang.  Of course, it is also true that the Wei Qi is diffused 
in the Upper Burner by the Lungs, but its origin is in the Lower Burner. 

Zhang Yuan Su (ca. 1151-1234) in the Yi Yuan  “Origin of Medicine” says very clearly 
that the Wei Qi comes from the Lower Burner and the context can leave no doubt 
because he lists the three Burners, from Upper to Middle to Lower and therefore the 
third one (for the Wei Qi) could not but be the Lower Burner.

He says: “Zong Qi accumulates in the Upper Burner; Ying Qi comes out in the Middle 
Burner; Wei Qi comes out in the Lower Burner. Ying Qi follows the Zong Qi in the 
channels [mai]; the Wei Qi cannot follow the Zong Qi and cannot enter the channels. It 
therefore stays outside the channels, penetrating the space between the skin and muscles 
in the head, eyes, hands and feet.”

He also says: “Ying Qi is clear, Wei Qi turbid; Ying moves in the channels, Wei moves 
outside the channels. The Upper Burner is like a mist; the Middle Burner like a cauldron; 
the Lower Burner like a ditch.  Wei Qi depends on the Yang part of the Yin of the Lower 
Burner, it rises to the other two Burners [because it is Yang], but it comes from the 
Lower Burner.”

Ying Qi is Yin, Wei Qi is Yang. We are used to think of Ying Qi as the one corre-
sponding to food, nutrition and that is why it is called “Nutritive Qi”. However,  Wei 
Qi is also related to food and nutrition. In fact the Su Wen says: “Wei Qi is the rough 
[han] Qi of water and grains.” The Su Wen uses the word “fierce, ferocious” [han 悍] 
that I translate as “rough”.

The Ying Qi is also connected to “water and grains”: “Ying Qi is the essence [jing Qi] of 
water and grains which enters the channels [mai].”

Although stemming from the Lower Burner, Wei Qi influences the Upper Burner, the 
Lungs, the Exterior, the Cou Li space, the pores and sweating.

Wu Qian  says in the The Golden Mirror of Medicine (Yi Zong Jin Jian 1746): “Both 
Ying and Wei Qi derive from Gu Qi. The clear part of Qi forms Ying Qi, the turbid part 
forms Wei Qi. The Qi of Wei Qi is “rough”[“fierce”, “ferocious”]; the Blood of Ying Qi is 
an essence. In terms of location, we talk of Qi and Blood; in terms of movement, they 
are Wei and Ying. Ying Qi moves in the vessels [mai] and is Yin; Wei Qi moves outside 
the vessels and is Yang. The movement of Ying and Wei relies on the Pre-Natal Qi of the 
Kidneys.”
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He also says: “There are three Qi in the body: the Wei Qi exits in the Upper Burner and 
the Ying Qi in the Middle Burner: these are two Qi. These two Qi coalesce in Heart and 
Lungs to form the Zong Qi.  Ying Qi is in the vessels and is close to Blood: Wei Qi is out-
side the vessels and is close to fluids. As Ying Qi is close to Blood, it is affected by Blood 
stasis: as Wei Qi is close to fluids, it is affected by fluid retention.  To treat Blood, one 
must move and transform Ying Qi; to treat fluids, one must warm and move Wei Qi.”

Please note that the statement here that the Wei Qi exits in the Upper Burner is not in 
contradiction with the earlier one (Zhang Yuan Su) that stated that the Wei Qi comes 
from the Lower Burner.  Wei Qi originates from the Lower Burner but it exits in the 
Upper Burner where it is controlled by the diffusing of Lung-Qi.

Wei Qi and Lungs
Wei Qi goes to the Upper Burner and the Lungs “diffuses” it like an aerosol spray to 
the Upper Burner, the skin and the Cou Li space.  Although we stress a lot the de-
scending of Lung-Qi, the diffusing of Lung-Qi [xuan 宣] has an ascending movement.

Acupuncture: LU-7 Lieque, L.I.-4 Hegu, BL-12 Fengmen.

Wei Qi and Exterior
The “Exterior” is the space of the body that is outside the Zangfu and also outside 
the Main channels.  It is the space where the Luo channels are. The Luo channels are 
the channels through which external pathogenic factors penetrate the body and the 
Wei Qi flows in the Luo channels performing its function of protection from external 
pathogenic factors.

Acupuncture: LU-7 Lieque, L.I.-4 Hegu, BL-13 Feishu.

Wei Qi and Cou Li Space
The term Cou Li is difficult to translate. Cou means “cavity” while Li means “texture” 
as in the texture or grain of wood. Although Cou refers to any cavity of the body, 
some large, some small, the term Cou Li is usually used (although not strictly correct) 
to indicate the space between the skin and muscles.

 This is not literally and anatomically the space between skin and muscles but it must 
be interpreted energetically as a superficial space of the body, actually, apart from the 
skin itself, the most superficial.  This is the space where the smaller and more superfi-
cial Luo channels flow [sun mai and fu mai].

     The Cou Li 腠 理  space is the space between skin and muscles. The Luo channels 
are more superficial than the Main channels and they run in all directions, horizon-
tally rather than vertically. Amongst other spaces, they fill the Cou Li space, i.e. the 
space between skin and muscles.
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Acupuncture: LU-7 Lieque, L.I.-4 Hegu, BL-13 Feishu.

Wei Qi, pores and sweating
The Wei Qi influences the pores on the skin and therefore sweating. Sweat is in the 
Cou Li space. This space is regulated by the balance of Ying and Wei in it.  When 
these are regulated, sweating is normal, i.e. normal sweating on exercise or when the 
weather is hot.

The Cou Li space may be “too tight” which means the pores are closed and the person 
does not sweat on exercise or when it is hot. It also means that if this person gets an 
invasion of Wind, they will not sweat and one must use Ma Huang Tang Ephedra 
Decoction.

The Cou Li space may also be “too relaxed” in which case the pores are open and the 
person sweats spontaneously. It also means that if they get an invasion of Wind, there 
will be slight sweating, which is actually due to a deficiency of Ying Qi in the Cou Li 
space; one uses Gui Zhi Tang Ramulus Cinnamomi Decoction to regulate Ying and 
Wei in the Cou Li space.

Acupuncture: LU-7 Lieque, L.I.-4 Hegu, BL-13 Feishu.
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Ying Qi
Ying Qi, the “nutritive” Qi is inseparable from Wei Qi. Although the two are always 
contrasted with each other, they are actually closely connected.  The Wei Qi could not 
exist without Ying Qi.

The Ying Qi is called “Nutritive” because it comes from “water and grains”: “Ying Qi 
is the essence [jing Qi] of water and grains which enters the channels [mai].”  However, 
Wei Qi also derives from water and grains except that its Qi is more “coarse”: “Wei Qi 
is the rough [han] Qi of water and grains.”

Ying Qi also keeps the Cou Li space “consolidated”; if the Cou Li space is not "con-
solidated" it is prone to invasions of Wind. If the Ying Qi is weak in this space, there is 
slight sweating during an invasion of Wind.

Acupuncture: ST-36 Zusanli, Ren-12 Zhongwan, BL-20 Pishu, BL-21 Weishu.

Blood
The Su Wen relates resistance to disease to Blood in many passages. “When the Qi 
of Blood is not harmonized, 100 diseases can arise.”  Blood influences resistance to 
disease also due to its relationship with Ying Qi.

The point BL-11 Dashu is the point of the Upper Sea of Blood of the Chong Mai. I use 
it with direct moxa, also to stimulate resistance to disease and to external pathogenic 
factors.

Acupuncture: BL-11 Dashu, BL-17 Geshu (with direct moxa), Ren-4 Guanyuan, KI-3 
Taixi, SP-6 Sanyinjiao, ST-36 Zusanli.

Kidneys
The Kidneys play a big role in the immune system and resistance to disease.  First of 
all, Kidney-Yang is the root of the Wei Qi which stems from the Lower Burner. Resis-



Chapter 2 - Auto-immune diseases                                                                                                                   75

tance to disease from a Chinese perspective depends on Qi and Qi is movement and 
movement is Yang. Kidney-Yang is the root of the Yang of the whole body.

If we think of the B cells, T cells, macrophages, neutrophils etc, and how they move 
in the blood stream and the cells we get an idea of the need for Yang, i.e. movement 
(although the medium where it all happens is blood which is Yin). If we consider that 
the B cells produce highly specific antibodies at a rate of as many as 2000 molecules 
per second for four to five days, we get a very good idea of why it is a Yang process.

The Kidneys play a role in the immune system also due to Yuan Qi and bone marrow 
which will be discussed separately.

Acupuncture: BL-23 Shenshu, Ren-4 Guanyuan.

Bone Marrow
Bone marrow depends on the Kidneys, more Yin than Yang. Jing is the organic foun-
dation for the production of Marrow.  “Marrow” (sui 髓) does not correspond to bone 
marrow of Western Medicine.  “Marrow” in Chinese Medicine is a substance which is 
the common matrix of bones, bone marrow, brain and spinal cord.

The Ling Shu says in chapter 36: “The five flavours and fluids amalgamate to form Fat: 
this irrigates the cavities inside the bones, it tonifies the Brain and the Marrow and flows 
to the thighs”.1

This statement is interesting in its reference to a form of “fat” formed by food and 
drink which goes to form bone-marrow and the spinal cord and brain.  Therefore the 
bone-marrow, spinal cord and brain (all manifestations of “Marrow”) are a dense, 
material type of Qi which the Ling Shu calls “Fat”.  Another interesting aspect of the 
above statement is the reference to the Marrow flowing to the thighs: therefore the 
ancient Chinese seem to have grasped the fact that long bones contain bone-marrow.

The Marrow is also the basis for the formation of bone marrow which nourishes the 
bones. Thus the Kidneys also govern the bone marrow and bones.  The “Simple Ques-
tions” in chapter 17 says: “The bones are the Fu [organ] of the Marrow”.2

The Kidneys store Jing which produces marrow: this, in turn, generates bone marrow 
which contributes to making Blood. A doctor of the Qing dynasty, Zhang Lu, in his 
book Medical Transmission of the Zhang Family (1695), says: ‘If Qi is not exhausted, 
it returns essences to the Kidneys to be transformed into Jing; if Jing is not depleted, it 
returns to the Liver to be transformed into Blood’.3

It seems remarkable that the Chinese account of the blood-forming function of bone 
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marrow, so similar to that given by Western physiology, was formulated during the 
Qing dynasty before the introduction of Western medicine into China. Lin Pei Qin, 
a doctor of the Qing dynasty, formulated the theory that ‘Liver and Kidneys have the 
same source’ and that Blood is transformed from Kidney Jing.

The connection between bone marrow and Blood is a primordial understanding of 
the role of bone marrow in the immune system since both B cells and T cells derive 
from bone marrow.

Acupuncture: BL-11 Dashu, G.B.-39 Xuanzhong, BL-17 Geshu, BL-23 Shenshu.

Yuan Qi
The Yuan Qi emerges from between the Kidneys. Chapter 66 of the Nan Jing is one 
of the earliest descriptions of the Yuan Qi.  It says: “The Yuan Qi is the Motive Force 
[Dong Qi] situated between the two kidneys, it is life-giving and it is the root of the 12 
channels.”4

Yuan Qi can be seen as the dynamic motive force that arouses and moves the func-
tional activity of all the organs. It does so because, like Jing, it is the foundation of 
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vitality and stamina. As a form of Qi, it circulates all over the body, in the channels. It 
could be said to be the link between Jing, which is more fluid-like and related to slow, 
long-term cycles and changes, and the day-to-day Qi, which is Qi-like and is related 
to short-term cycles and changes.

Yuan Qi also facilitates the transformation of Gu Qi into Blood in the Heart. This is 
another way in which the Kidneys participate in the production of Blood.

Chapter 8 of the Nan Jing: "Sometimes the Cun Kou is normal and yet the patient dies.  
Why is that? The pulses of the 12 channels all originate from the Yuan Qi. This Yuan 
Qi is the root of the 12 channels, it is the Motive Force (Dong Qi 动 气) between the 
Kidneys, the root of the 5 Zang and 6 Fu and of the 12 channels, the gate of breathing 
and the origin of the Triple Burner.  It is the spirit that guards against pathogenic factors 
(or evil influences). Such Qi is the root of humankind; if the root is cut stalks and leaves 
wither. When the Cun Kou is normal but the patient dies, it means that the Yuan Qi has 
been cut off internally."

This chapter establishes some very important principles.  First, it talks about the Yuan 
Qi 原 气: this is essentially the meaning of the expression “Sheng Qi Zhi Yuan” which 
can be translated as the “Origin of Life’s Qi” or “Origin that generates Qi”.  It says that 
Yuan Qi is between the Kidneys (like the Ming Men) and that it is the root of the 12 
channels, the Triple Burner and the 5 Zang and 6 Fu.

This chapter also establishes the idea that the Yuan Qi (and therefore the Kidneys) is 
the root of the 5 Zang and 6 Fu, of the 12 channels and of the Triple Burner.

Secondly, this passage establishes the principle that the Yuan Qi (and therefore the 
Kidneys) play a role in the resistance to pathogenic factors.  Interestingly, it calls the 
Yuan Qi the Shen that protect from pathogenic factors (or evils).

This is of huge clinical significance because it means that our resistance to pathogenic 
factors depends not only on the Wei Qi and therefore Lungs but also on the Kidneys 
and the Yuan Qi (and also Jing due to the extraordinary vessels). In any case, Wei Qi 
stems from the Lower Burner.

This is of clinical significance not only in resistance to pathogenic factors but also in 
the pathology of allergic asthma and allergic rhinitis, the root of which is also in the 
Kidneys, the Jing and the Yuan Qi.

As we shall see, a deficiency of the Kidneys also plays a role in the formation of Latent 
Heat and a deficiency of Yuan Qi plays a role in the formation of Yin Fire which are 
often at the base of auto-immune disorders.
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Chapter 66 of the Nan Jing also discusses the Yuan Qi: “Below the umbilicus and be-
tween the kidneys there is a Throbbing Qi [Dong Qi 动 气] which constitutes a person’s 
life [sheng ming 生 命].  This [Throbbing Qi] is the root of the 12 channels, also called 
Yuan Qi [原 气].  The Triple Burner is the envoy of the Yuan Qi [or it allows the Yuan 
Qi to separate into its different functions]. It is responsible for the passage of the three 
types of Qi in the 5 Zang and 6 Fu.”

The “three Qi” mentioned here are the Yuan Qi, Ying Qi and Wei Qi of Lower, Middle 
and Upper Burner respectively. Yuan Qi is part of a triad of types of Qi, all which play 
a role in resistance to disease in the three Burners: Yuan Qi in the Lower, Ying Qi in 
the Middle and Wei Qi in the Upper Burner.

Acupuncture: Ren-4 Guanyuan, BL-23 Shenshu, Du-4 Mingmen.
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Jing
We are used to think of Jing as the precious Essence that we inherit from the parents, 
that determines our constitution and that resides in the Lower Dan Tian.  When 
described like that, the Jing sounds like an inert essence but, in reality, Jing circulates 
in the channels and plays an important role in resistance to disease.

It circulates in the channels through the extraordinary vessels. The influence of the 
Extraordinary Vessels on the space between skin and muscles implies their important 
role in protection from pathogenic factors.  As the Extraordinary Vessels circulate the 
Kidney-Jing, this means that Jing plays a role in many physiological functions and, in 
particular, in the protection against external pathogenic factors.

A deficiency of Jing plays a role in the formation of Latent Heat and, in my opinion, 
in the aetiology of allergic diseases such as allergic asthma, allergic rhinitis and atopic 
eczema and of auto-immune disorders.  Indeed, it is in my opinion the aetiology of 
atopy itself.

The "Study of the Eight Extraordinary Vessels" by Li Shi Zhen says: "...when the Qi of 
the channels overflows, it flows into the extraordinary vessels where it is turned into irri-
gation, warming the organs internally and irrigating the space between skin and muscles 
externally."

The Qi of the Extraordinary Vessels “irrigates” the space between the skin and 
muscles where Defensive Qi circulates to prevent invasion of pathogenic factors.

Because all the Extraordinary Vessels derive directly or indirectly from the Kidneys, 
they play an important role in the defence against exterior pathogenic factors.

Acupuncture
- Du Mai: SI-3 Houxi with BL-62 Shenmai, BL-23 Shenshu, Du-4 Mingmen, Du-14 
Dazhui.
- Ren Mai: LU-7 Lieque with KI-6 Zhaohai, Ren-4 Guanyuan.
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Stomach and Spleen
Finally, the Stomach and Spleen also play a role in the resistance to disease.  This is 
quite obvious since they are the origin of nutrition and of Gu Qi which is the basis for 
both Ying and Wei Qi.

The Stomach and Spleen play a particularly important role in the immune system of 
children. Dr Shen used to say that there are only two aetiological factors in children: 
external Wind and nutrition (Stomach and Spleen).  He then added that, the younger 
the child, the more there is only one aetiological factor and that is the Stomach and 
Spleen because they determine resistance to external pathogenic factors.

Acupuncture: Ren-12 Zhongwan, ST-36 Zusanli, BL-20 Pishu, BL-21 Weishu.

THE IMMUNE SYSTEM AND THE 6 STAGES AND 4 LEVELS
The 6 Stages were developed by Zhang Zhong Jing in his book "A Discussion of 
Diseases from Cold Injury" (Shang Han Lun, ca. AD 220) while the 4 Levels were 
developed much later by Ye Tian Shi in his book "A Discussion of Warm Diseases" 
(Wen Bing Lun, 1742).

The patterns of both of these theories describe the progression of fevers from external 
invasions of Wind. Although these two theories are often contrasted to each other, 
they have many points in common as illustrated in the diagram below.  The patterns 
in this diagram are colour-coded to show the connections between the patterns of the 
6 Stages with those of the 4 Levels. In particular, there is a strong connection between 
the Yang Ming Stage and the Qi Level and many of the prescriptions used by Ye Tian 
Shi for the Qi Level are the same as those for the Yang Ming Stage in the Shang Han 
Lun.

ZANGFU

COULI

Warms internally

Irrigates externally
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WEI

QI

Wind-Heat

Damp-Heat

Lung-Heat

Summer-Heat

Dry-Heat

Intestines Dry Heat

Stomach-Heat

Gall-Bladder Heat
ST-SP Damp-Heat

YING
Heat in Ying

BLOOD

Heat agitates Blood

Collapse of Yang

Heat stirs Wind

Collapse of Yin

4 LEVELS 

TAI YANG

YANG MING

SHAO YANG

TAI YIN

SHAO YIN

JUE YIN

Channel

Organ

Channel

Organ

Cold transformation

Heat transformation

Wind-Cold

Wind-Heat

6 STAGES

COMPARISON OF 6 STAGES AND 4 LEVELS PATTERNS
I have been thinking about these ancient patterns and it occurred to me that they 
could be seen as a picture of the immune system and this idea is illustrated in Table 
2.1 below.  For example, if we fall ill with a fever of external origin (we can think of 
influenza, for example) and, after the initial stage, we develop a higher fever, it indi-
cates that the body is reacting and fighting the pathogenic factor: this is a good state 
of the immune system and it corresponds to the Qi Level of the 4 Levels or the Yang 
Ming stage of the 6 Stages.

Allergy, such as in allergic asthma and allergic rhinitis, represents a hyper-activity 
of the immune system that is reacting to allergens to which it should not: this could 
be represented by the Wei Level pattern in the 4 Levels or the Tai Yang Stage in the 6 
Stages.

In chronic fatigue syndrome, the immune system is reacting to a viral infection, but 
not enough, so that the disease has a chronic course: this corresponds to the Gall-
Bladder-Heat pattern of the 4 Levels or the Shao Yang Stage of the 6 Stages.

If our immune system is greatly debilitated, it may succumb to cancer and this cor-
responds to the Blood Level of the 4 Levels or the three Yin Stages of the 6 Stages.

In autoimmune diseases, the immune system has a deep dysfunction that leads it to 
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attack the cells of the body, mistaking them for "other": this often (but not always) 
corresponds to Latent Heat.

I shall now describe the pathological conditions of the immune system in Table 2.1.

Invasion of exterior pathogenic factor at the Exterior level
Firstly, there is an acute bacterial or viral infection which is of course a very big part 
of Chinese medicine: it is the invasion of an exterior pathogenic factor that causes 
acute symptoms.  These are described in the 6 Stages of the Shang Han Lun or the 4 
Levels of Ye Tian Shi of the Wen Bing School.  In both systems, it is the beginning 
stage, i.e. the Tai Yang Stage in the 6 Stages or the Wei Level in the 4 Levels.  By defini-
tion, the acute symptoms of this stage (especially fever) indicate that the Zheng Qi is 
reacting against the pathogenic factor: this is a good thing. The Zheng Qi is reacting 
against the pathogenic factor or, from a biomedical perspective, the immune system is 
fighting the virus (or bacteria): this is a normal, healthy reaction.  Our aim is ideally 
to expel the pathogenic factor at the Exterior stage; if this is not possible, we should 
definitely expel it (or “clear” it or “drain” it) at the Qi Level.

Exterior pathogenic factor penetrating into the Interior
If the exterior pathogenic factor penetrates into the Interior, it changes into Heat and, 
at this stage, it is Interior Heat: this is either the Yang Ming stage of the 6 Stages or 
one of the Qi Level patterns. At this stage, the fever is higher and this is still good as it 
indicates that the Zheng Qi (or the immune system) is reacting against the pathogenic 
factor (or infection in a Western sense).  These two stages (the Exterior one and the 
Interior-Heat one) are “normal” developments in the pathology of an invasion of a 
pathogenic factor.   

Yin stage as an immune deficiency 
Another pathology of the immune system is an immune deficiency as that seen in 
HIV. From a Chinese perspective, this is a serious and total deficiency of the Zheng 
Qi in all its aspects.  I would add to this also the immune deficiency that leads to 
cancer. In the Chinese theory of cancer (which focuses on solid tumours) all cancers 
are due to an accumulation of Qi and Blood: this accumulation cannot occur without 
an underlying deficiency of Zheng Qi. If Zheng Qi is healthy and circulates well, Qi 
and Blood cannot accumulate and stagnate and cancer cannot develop.  This is borne 
out by Western biomedicine as we know that cancers cells are formed all the time in 
healthy individuals and that they are neutralized by the immune system every day.

From a Chinese perspective, I assimilate this to the three Yin stages of the 6 Stages 
or the Ying and Blood Levels of the 4 Levels. I am not saying that these describe the 
pathological changes of cancer but that they can be seen as a paradigm of the pathol-
ogy of cancer in the context of the immune system.
Relative immune deficiency
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There is a new type of immune deficiency that is now recognized as the root of 
Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (CFS). In CFS, the patient’s immune system is reacting but 
not enough: this leads to the chronicity of this disease that can go on for years without 
the patient getting better or worse. This has only been recognized as a pathology of 
the immune system recently.  Previously it was thought that either the immune sys-
tem is working and the patient will get better or it is not, as is the case in HIV.  From a 
Chinese perspective, in CFS the patient does not improve because there is a simulta-
neous deficiency of Zheng Qi and a pathogenic factor that is usually Dampness.

With reference to the 6 Stages and 4 Levels, CFS often presents with the Shao Yang 
pattern of the 6 Stages or the Gall-Bladder Heat pattern of the 4 Levels (which is 
almost the same as the Shao Yang pattern).  The patient is not getting better and the 
course of the disease is chronic because the pathogenic factor is “stuck” in the Shao 
Yang energetic layer and it “bounces’ between the Yang Ming stage (causing feeling of 
heat) and the Tai Yang stage (causing feeling of cold), hence the alternation of feeling 
hot and feeling cold.

Hyper-reactivity of the immune system (allergy)
In allergy, the immune system is hyper-reactive, i.e. it reacts against allergens that a 
normal immune system would not react against. This is seen in allergic asthma, al-
lergic rhinitis and atopic eczema.

Leaving eczema aside, the allergic hyper-reaction can be assimilated to the Tai Yang 
stage (of the 6 Stages) or the Wei level (of the 4 Levels).  This is very clear in the case 
of allergic rhinitis where the symptoms mimic those of an invasion of Wind (sneez-
ing, runny nose, headache).  Thus we could argue that the Tai Yang stage and the Wei 
Level describe not only the symptoms of an acute invasion of Wind but also those of 
respiratory allergy.

The following Table 2.1 summarizes the types of immune system dysfunction with the 
last one, autoimmunity, discussed last.
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Table 2.1.  The 6 Stages of the Shang Han Lun and the immune system.

AUTO-IMMUNITY
Finally, autoimmunity is another possible pathology of the immune system in West-
ern medicine.
 
Let us look at seven aspects of autoimmunity from a Chinese perspective more in 
detail.  As we know, in autoimmune diseases, there is a total breakdown in that the 
body’s immune system fails to recognize the body as ‘self ” (as the normal immune 
system does) and attacks it as if it were a foreign body.

AUTOIMMUNE DISEASES in CHINESE MEDICINE
In my view, the presence of an auto-immune dysfunction of the immune system in-
dicates an aetiological factor that is at a deep energetic level and that is different from 
normal exterior pathogenic factors. It indicates a more insidious form of pathogenic 
factor. The immune dysfunction also indicates a pathology of the Yin aspects of the 
immune system, i.e. Blood, bone marrow, Kidneys.

However, auto-immune diseases are so many and so disparate that it is impossible to 
prescribe a blanket treatment method for them.  For example, the pathology of Hashi-
moto’s thyroiditis and MS are so different that they really have very little in common.

Immune reaction Disease 6 Stages 4 Levels

Good reaction by 
immune system after 
attack by bacteria or 
viruses

Fever during 
infections

Yang Ming Qi Level

Hyper-reactivity 
(allergy)

Allergic rhinitis, 
allergic asthma

Tai Yang Wei Level

Reaction by immune 
system but not 
enough

Chronic Fatigue 
Syndrome

Shao Yang GB-Heat

Not reacting Cancer, HIV Tai Yin/Shao 
Yin/Jue Yin

Blood 
Level

Hyper-reactivity 
(attacking self)

Auto-immune 
diseases

Latent Heat Latent 
Heat
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The only thing they might have in common is the aetiology.  In many, but not all, 
auto-immune diseases the aetiology is Latent Heat. This is the case especially when 
there are symptoms of Heat, with lassitude and possibly fever, they have something 
in common in their pathology.  In other cases of autoimmune diseases, the main 
pathology may also be Yin Fire. Also, if we know we are dealing with an auto-immune 
disease, it gives us an important pointer from the point of view of prognosis.

However, there is an interesting common feature of some auto-immune diseases and 
that is the pulse. I have noticed this especially in MS, RA, Hashimoto's thyroiditis and 
Crohn’s disease.  The pulse is of the Leather [ge 革] quality, i.e. it is superficial and 
“stretched” like a drum but empty at the deep level: it feels hard on the outside but 
empty inside, like a drum.  The Leather pulse indicates severe deficiency of Blood, 
Essence or Yin. It also indicates Qi floating upwards because it is not rooted by Blood. 
This would indicate that the root of these autoimmune diseases is a Kidney deficiency.

1) THe origin of the derangement of the defence system is deeper than in other 
diseases
Autoimmune diseases stem from a derangement of the immune system but none 
of them starts with symptoms of an exterior invasion. The onset cannot be clearly 
defined and the pathology is complex. Thus, the “Zheng Qi” that reacts against an 
external pathogenic factor is different than the “Zheng Qi” that leads to an autoim-
mune disease. The former is a healthy Qi that fights pathogenic factors; the latter is a 
dysfunctional type of Qi that attacks the body itself.

2)  THe onset of the pathogenic factor in autoimmune diseases is more insidious
The onset of autoimmune diseases is never like an external invasion, it is insidious 
and the Chinese word used is often “lurking”.  The Chinese term for Latent Heat 
(which is often the pathology of autoimmune diseases)  is “fu” which means “hidden”.  
As we shall see, this is often due to the development of  Latent Heat or Yin Fire.  Its 
“insidious” character implies that the root is often difficult to see and that the treat-
ment will be more difficult.  For example, in an external invasion of Wind, the nature 
of the pathogenic factor is very clear and the treatment relatively easy.  By contrast, in 
an autoimmune disease, the pathogenic factor is less visible and one that gives often 
rise to contradicting Hot and Cold symptoms.

3) THe defence system’s derangement is rooted more in its Yin aspect
As we have seen, there are very many components of the immune system in Chinese 
medicine, some Yang, some Yin.  Wei Qi is a Yang type of Qi and so are Yuan Qi and 
Ming Men; Jing and Marrow are Yin types of Qi.

The derangement of the defence system seen in autoimmune diseases is due more to 
the Yin than the Yang components, i.e. Jing and Marrow.
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4) A deficiency of the Kidneys is at the root of autoimmunity
A deficiency of the Kidneys is, in my opinion, nearly always at the root of autoim-
mune diseases. Please note that this is not necessarily a Kidney-Yin deficiency: it can 
be a Kidney deficiency in all its possible manifestations, i.e. Kidney-Yin, Kidney-Yang, 
Kidney-Jing. One reason is that a Kidney deficiency is usually the root of the develop-
ment of Latent Heat which is often the pathology underlying autoimmune diseases.  
Latent Heat is formed when a pathogenic factor invades the body without causing 
acute symptoms: the absence of acute symptoms indicates that, when the pathogenic 
factor invaded the body, the Zheng Qi did not react, there was no healthy immune 
system response.  As we shall see later, this is due to a Kidney deficiency.

Some modern Chinese doctors see the pathology of autoimmune diseases as Yin 
deficiency and Empty Heat.  I cannot agree with this view and personally think that 
the pathology of autoimmune disease is more complicated than that. Very many 
patients with autoimmune diseases suffer from a Yang deficiency (clearly shown by a 
pale tongue).

5) Autoimmune diseases have a very complex pathology
Autoimmune diseases have a very complex pathology and confusing and contradic-
tory symptoms and signs.  We should expect this and consider it the norm rather 
than the exception. This is because there is an underlying Kidney deficiency which 
may be Kidney-Yang deficiency which would cause Cold symptoms but, at the same 
time, there may be Heat symptoms due to Heat or Damp-Heat. Rheumatoid arthritis 
is a good example of this as the joints are hot to the touch and possibly red and yet, 
if there is Yang deficiency, the tongue is pale, the skin pale and the patient often feels 
cold.

Another example is that of Hashimoto’s thyroiditis which is characterized by hypothy-
roidism in which the most common pattern is Spleen- and Kidney-Yang deficiency; 
however, there are cases of it with Yin deficiency.  In rheumatoid arthritis there is in-
flammation of the joints which may be red and swollen and yet very often the tongue 
is pale. Sjøgren’s syndrome’s symptoms are clearly those of Yin deficiency but often 
the tongue does not show it.

Moreover, in very many autoimmune diseases there are multiple pathogenic factors 
such as Dampness, Phlegm, Qi stagnation, Blood stasis, Toxic Heat. 

6) We should not equate inflammation to Heat
In all autoimmune diseases there is inflammation which plays a big role in the pathol-
ogy of these diseases.  Inflammation is discussed more at length below.  It is very 
important not to equate the Western biomedical concept of inflammation with the 
Chinese concept of Heat. It is perfectly possible to have inflammation in the pres-
ence of Cold and Yang deficiency. Indeed that is what often happens in Hashimoto’s 
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thyroiditis and rheumatoid arthritis just to mention two.

Also, if we look at the list of anti-inflammatory Chinese herbs, we can see that they 
are found in many different categories and not only in that of Clearing Heat: indeed, 
there are anti-inflammatory herbs in the Tonifying Yang or Expelling Cold categories.
A list of the anti-inflammatory Chinese herbs was given in the previous post on auto-
immune diseases of 11th of January 2013.

7) Aetiology of autoimmune diseases
It is important to grasp the aetiology of autoimmune disease because it gives us an 
indication as to their treatment. Chinese books always mention invasion of external 
pathogenic factors, emotional stress, irregular diet, etc.  These do play a role but they 
are more triggering than causative factors.  It is true that, for example, Dampness can 
be an aetiological factor in MS but millions of people are invaded by Dampness and 
only very few will get MS, so there must be other factors at play. These factors may be 
toxicants, tobacco, alcohol, infectious agents and radiation.

Again, the aetiology of autoimmune disease is deeper, more subtle, more insidious, 
more complex and one that must take into account modern factors.

a) Genetic aetiology of autoimmune diseases
In answer to the above question as to why millions of people are invaded by Damp-
ness but only a few get MS, the answer is that there must be a strong genetic compo-
nent, or what might be called “Pre-Heaven” in Chinese medicine. Therefore we must 
acknowledge that and remember that in the treatment, i.e. we must treat the Kidneys 
and Kidney-Jing.

b) Immunizations as aetiological factor in autoimmune diseases
In my opinion, immunizations play an important role in the aetiology of autoimmune 
diseases.  This is impossible to prove but my opinion and experience strongly direct 
me to this.  Briefly, I believe that most immunizations may create Latent Heat and this 
is, I believe, the pathology of many cases of autoimmune diseases (not all).  From a 
4-Level perspective, when we immunize (a child or adult with influenza vaccine for 
example), it is as if we injected a pathogenic factor (the vaccine, whether attenuated or 
live) at the Blood Level directly, bypassing the other three Levels, and, crucially, espe-
cially the Wei Level. Although immunizations are supposed to stimulate the immune 
system to produce antibodies, the by-passing of three Levels, plays havoc with the 
immune system. This leads to the formation of Latent Heat which may be the cause of 
very many syndromes, one of them being autoimmune diseases.

c) Hygiene theory in autoimmune diseases
Some now think that autoimmune diseases may be caused by lack of exposure to bac-
teria in childhood. This is because modern children live in much more hygienic con-
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ditions than in the past. In the past, they were exposed to more bacteria and this had 
the effect of actually strengthening the immune system. Nowadays, children are not 
exposed to so many bacteria so that the immune system becomes “delicate” and starts 
reacting to itself (in the case of autoimmune diseases). For this reason, this theory is 
called the “hygiene theory”.  This is still only a theory but I think there is a lot of truth 
in it.  Previously, the hygiene theory explained the increasing incidence of allergic dis-
eases but it is now thought that it also applies to autoimmune diseases.  Although very 
different pathologies, there is a similarity between the two in that the immune system 
reacts to substances it should not react to: allergens in the case of allergic diseases, the 
body’s own cells in the case of autoimmune diseases.   

APPROACH TO TREATMENT OF AUTO-IMMUNE DISEASES
- No Chinese theory obviously.

- All diseases are very different and must be treated according to their specific pathol-
ogy and patterns (e.g. MS and Hashimoto’s thyroiditis have nothing in common from 
Chinese perspective).

- Being auto-immune affects ease (or difficulty) of treatment and prognosis. They are 
more difficult to treat.

- Compare hyperthyroidism and Graves' Disease: latter has more severe symptoms 
and will be more difficult to treat.

- In late stages of auto-immune diseases, there seems to be a common pulse, i.e. the 
Leather pulse which is superficial but empty at the deep level. The surface is kind of 
“broad” and feels kind of stretched like a drum. This indicates a severe Kidney defi-
ciency.

- Must grasp aetiology, pathology and patterns of the disease ignoring its auto-
immune nature. For example, Sjogren’s Syndrome, Hashimoto thyroiditis, Crohn’s 
Disease, MS and RA have very little or nothing in common in terms of pathology.

Sjogren’s Syndrome: Yin Xu of Stomach and Liver
Hashimoto's Thyroiditis: Phlegm, Spleen-Qi Xu, Kidney-Yang Xu
Crohn’s Disease: Damp-Heat in Intestines
MS: Dampness, Stomach-Spleen Xu, Liver-Kidneys Xu
RA: Damp-Heat in joints

- Must treat the Kidneys which are the root of the auto-immune process.  This can be 
Kidney-Yang, Kidney-Yin, Jing, Yuan Qi, Minister Fire.

- Must treat inflammation with at least one or two anti-inflammatory herbs.
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- Check if there is Latent Heat or Yin Fire and treat them accordingly.

INFLAMMATION
As inflammation is a feature of autoimmune diseases, we should discuss inflamma-
tion in biomedicine and its interpretation in Chinese medicine. Inflammation is the 
normal response of the organism to pathogens or irritants. Inflammation is often the 
consequence of infection but we should not confuse the two. When we are invaded by 
Wind (a virus in Western medicine) we develop a fever and an acute inflammation, 
i.e. we have an infection and a subsequent inflammation.

Inflammation is part of the complex biological response of vascular tissues to harmful 
stimuli, such as pathogens, damaged cells, or irritants.  The classical signs of acute 
inflammation are pain, heat, redness, swelling, and loss of function.  Inflammation is 
a protective attempt by the organism to remove the injurious stimuli and to initiate 
the healing process. Inflammation is not a synonym for infection, even in cases where 
inflammation is caused by infection. Although infection is caused by a microorgan-
ism, inflammation is one of the responses of the organism to the pathogen.
       
Inflammation may become chronic and play an important negative role in many 
diseases.  In such cases, inflammation does not play a positive role such as that played 
by acute inflammation in response to a pathogen.  For example, allergic asthma is an 
allergic disease in which an excessive number of IgE on the mast cells in the bron-
chi react to allergens leading to an “explosion” of the mast cells with the release of 
chemical mediators that cause inflammation.  These perpetuate broncho-constriction,  
airway hypersensitivity and thickening of the airway wall, inflammation becomes 
chronic and the patient “has chronic asthma”.

Chronic inflammation can lead to a host of diseases.  Chronic inflammation is now 
known to be involved in cardiovascular diseases, cancer, diabetes, obesity, arthritis, 
neurological diseases, pulmonary diseases and autoimmune diseases.  We now know 
that most of these diseases are caused by dysregulation of inflammatory pathways, 
leading to chronic inflammation.  Interestingly, the aetiological factors of inflamma-
tion are stress, toxicants, tobacco, alcohol, infectious agents and radiation.  I would 
add to these immunizations (that count as infectious agents).  This list shows how 
modern aetiological factors are different from those of ancient Chinese medicine.

Extensive research has indicated that pro-inflammatory genes are regulated by tran-
scription factors. Transcription factors act as drivers to control gene expression and 
to regulate signalling pathways.  Dysregulation of these transcription factors induces 
chronic inflammation and chronic disease.

Many plant active ingredients have been shown to regulate transcription factors and 
inhibit inflammation. The following is a list of these ingredients from Chinese herbs.
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Butein from Jiang Xiang Lignum Dalbergiae odoriferae (move Blood)
Cardamonin from Cao Dou Kou Semen Alpiniae katsumadai (resolve Dampness, 
move Qi).
Berberine from Huang Lian  Rhizoma Coptis (clear Heat and Damp-Heat)
Evodiamine from Wu Zhu Yu Fructus Evodia rutaecarpae (expel Cold)
Boswellic acid from Ru Xiang Resina Boswelliae carterii (move Blood)
Emodin from Hu Zhang Rhizoma Polygoni cuspidati (move Blood) and Da Huang 
Radix et Rhizoma  Rhei 
Curcumin from Jiang Huang Rhizoma Curcumae longae (move Qi, move Blood).

Inflammation can be classified as either acute or chronic. Acute inflammation is 
the initial response of the body to harmful stimuli and is achieved by the increased 
movement of plasma and leukocytes (especially granulocytes) from the blood into the 
injured tissues. A cascade of biochemical events propagates and matures the inflam-
matory response, involving the local vascular system, the immune system, and vari-
ous cells within the injured tissue.

Chronic inflammation, leads to a progressive shift in the type of cells present at the 
site of inflammation and is characterized by simultaneous destruction and healing of 
the tissue from the inflammatory process.

An allergic reaction, known as type 1 hypersensitivity, is the result of an inappropriate 
immune response triggering inflammation.  A common example is allergic rhinitis 
which is caused by a hypersensitive response by skin mast cells to allergens.  Pre-
sensitised mast cells respond by degranulating, releasing vasoactive chemicals such as 
histamine.  These chemicals propagate an excessive inflammatory response charac-
terised by blood vessel dilation, production of pro-inflammatory molecules, cytokine 
release, and recruitment of leukocytes.

Other hypersensitivity reactions of type 2 (hemolytic anemia, myasthenia gravis, 
pernicious anemia) and type 3 (SLE, rheumatoid arthritis, autoimmune glomerulo-
nephritis) are mediated by antibody reactions and they also induce inflammation by 
attracting leukocytes which damage surrounding tissue.

Inflammation plays a role also in cancer. Inflammation orchestrates the microen-
vironment around tumours, contributing to proliferation, survival and migration. 
Cancer cells use selectins, chemokines and their receptors for invasion, migration and 
metastasis.

Inflammation and autoimmune diseases
The part of the immune system that fights pathogens is the acquired immune system.  
It “remembers” foreign antigens, or proteins, so that it can fight them if they come 
back. It employs  lymphocytes.
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The body also has an innate immune system that is more primitive. It employs other 
types of white blood cells such as granulocytes and monocytes to destroy harmful 
substances.  In autoinflammatory diseases, this innate immune system causes inflam-
mation for unknown reasons. It reacts, even though it has never encountered auto-
antibodies or antigens in the body.  This is interesting as, in my opinion, the innate 
immune system might be reacting against the pathogens of immunizations.

Autoinflammatory disorders are characterized by intense episodes of inflammation 
that result in such symptoms as fever, rash, or joint swelling.  These diseases also carry 
the risk of amyloidosis, a potentially fatal build up of a blood protein in vital organs.  

LIST OF ANTI-INFLAMMATORY CHINESE HERBS 5

Ba Ji Tian Radix Morindae officinalis
Bai Shao Radix Paeoniae alba
Bai Zhi Radix Angelicae dahuricae
Can Er Zi Fructus Xanthii
Cao Wu  Radix Aconiti Kusnezoffi
Chai Hu Radix Bupleuri
Chi Shao Radix Paeonia rubra
Chuan Xin Lian Herba Andrographis
Da Huang Radix et Rhizoma Rhei
Da Qing Ye Folium Isatidis
Dan Shen Radix Salviae miltiorrhizae
Dang Gui Radix Angelicae sinensis
Dang Shen Radix Codonopsis
Di Yu Radix Sanguisorbae
Du Huo Radix Angelicae pubescentis
Du Zhong Cortex Eucommiae
Fang Feng Radix Saposhnikoviae
Fu Zi Radix Aconiti Lateralis preparata
Hong Hua Flos Carthami
Hei Zhi Ma Semen Sesami nigri
Hu Zhang Rhizoma Polygoni cuspidati
Huai Hua Flos Sophorae
Huang Lian Rhizoma Coptidis
Huang Qi Radix Astragali
Huang Qin Radix Scutellariae
Jiang Huang Rhizoma Curcumae longae
Jie Geng Radix Platycodonis
Jin Qian Cao Herba Lysimachiae
Jin Yin Hua Flos Lonicerae
Jing Jie Herba Schizonepetae
Ku Shen Radix Sophorae flavescentis
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Kuan Dong Hua Flos Farfarae
Lei Gong Teng Radix Tripterygii wilfordii
Lian Qiao Fructus Forsythiae
Lu Hui Aloe
Lu Lu Tong Fructus Liquindambaris
Man Jing Zi Fructus Viticis
Mao Dong Qing Radix Ilicis pubescentis
Mu Dan Pi Cortex Moutan
Nu Zhen Zi Fructus Ligustri lucidis
Pi Pa Ye Folium Eriobotryae
Qiang Huo Rhizoma et Radix Notopterygii
Qin Jiao Radix Gentianae macrophyllae
Qin Pi Cortex Fraxini
San Qi  Radix Notoginseng
Shan Dou Gen Radix Sophorae tonkinensis
Sheng Ma Radix Cimicifugae
Tao Ren Semen Persicae
Tian Ma Rhizoma Gastrodiae
Wu Jia Pi Cortex Acanthopanacis
Xi Xian Cao Herba Siegesbeckiae
Xi Xin Herba Asari
Xia Ku Cao Spica Prunella
Xian Mao Rhizoma Curculiginis
Xiang Fu  Rhizoma Cyperi
Xiao Ji  Herba  Cirisii
Xu Chang Qing Radix Cynanchi Paniculati
Xue Jie Sanguis Draconis
Xue Yu Tan Crinis Carbonisatus
Xun Gu Feng Herba Aristolochiae Mollissimae
Ye Ju Hua Flos Chysanthemi Indici
Yin Yang Huo Herba Epimedii
Yu Xing Cao Herba Houttuyniae
Ze Xie Rhizoma Alismatis
Zhi Zi Fructus Gardeniae
Zi Cao Gen Radix Lithospermi

As one can see, this list is so extensive that practically every formula we use will have 
some anti-inflammatory herb in it.  I believe it is very important to use some anti-in-
flammatory herbs in the treatment of autoimmune diseases. I especially use Mu Dan 
Pi Cortex Moutan.  It is worth also noting that the anti-inflammatory herbs are found 
in many different categories of herbs, not just those that clear Heat: thus having an 
anti-inflammatory effect does not necessarily involve clearing Heat from the Chinese 
perspective.  Indeed, it is very interesting (and somewhat surprising) that even Fu Zi 
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and Cao Wu (extremely hot herbs) are anti-inflammatory.

http://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2012/02/secrets-of-ancient-chinese-reme-
dy-revealed/

The online article from Harvard University about the effect of  the Chinese herb 
Chang Shan Radix Dichroae febrifugae illustrates the effect of Chinese herbs on auto-
immune diseases.

For roughly 2,000 years, Chinese herbalists have treated malaria using a root extract, 
commonly known as Tu Chang Shan, from a type of hydrangea that grows in Tibet 
and Nepal. More recent studies suggest that halofuginone, a compound derived from 
this extract’s bioactive ingredient, could be used to treat many autoimmune disorders 
as well. Now, researchers from the Harvard School of Dental Medicine have discov-
ered the molecular secrets behind this herbal extract’s power.

It turns out that halofuginone (HF) triggers a stress-response pathway that blocks the 
development of a harmful class of immune cells, called Th17 cells, which have been 
implicated in many autoimmune disorders.

“HF prevents the autoimmune response without dampening immunity altogether,” 
said Malcolm Whitman, a professor of developmental biology at Harvard School of 
Dental Medicine and senior author on the new study. “This compound could inspire 
novel therapeutic approaches to a variety of autoimmune disorders.”

"This study is an exciting example of how solving the molecular mechanism of tradi-
tional herbal medicine can lead both to new insights into physiological regulation and 
to novel approaches to the treatment of disease,” said Tracy Keller, an instructor in 
Whitman’s lab and the first author on the paper.

This study, which involved an interdisciplinary team of researchers at Harvard-affiliat-
ed Massachusetts General Hospital and elsewhere, will be published online Feb. 12 in 
Nature Chemical Biology.

Prior research had shown that HF reduced scarring in tissue, scleroderma (a tighten-
ing of the skin), multiple sclerosis, scar formation, and even cancer progression. “We 
thought HF must work on a signaling pathway that had many downstream effects,” 
said Keller.

In 2009, Keller and colleagues reported that HF protects against harmful Th17 im-
mune cells without affecting other beneficial immune cells. Recognized only since 
2006, Th17 cells are “bad actors,” implicated in many autoimmune diseases such as 
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inflammatory bowel disease, rheumatoid arthritis, multiple sclerosis, and psoriasis.

The researchers found that minute doses of HF reduced multiple sclerosis in a mouse 
model. As such, it was one of a new arsenal of drugs that selectively inhibits autoim-
mune pathology without suppressing the immune system globally.  Further analysis 
showed that HF was somehow turning on genes involved in a newly discovered path-
way called the amino acid response pathway, or AAR.

Scientists have only recently appreciated the role of the nutrient sensing-AAR path-
way in immune regulation and metabolic signaling. There is also evidence that it 
extends life span and delays age-related inflammatory diseases in animal studies on 
caloric restriction.

AAR lets cells know when they need to preserve resources. For example, when a cell 
senses a limited supply of amino acids for building proteins, AAR will block signals 
that promote inflammation because inflamed tissues require lots of protein.

“Think about how during a power outage we conserve what little juice we have left 
on our devices, foregoing chats in favor of emergency calls,” said Whitman. “Cells 
use similar logic.”For the current study, the researchers investigated how HF activates 
the AAR pathway, looking at the most basic process that cells use to translate a gene’s 
DNA code into the amino acid chain that makes up a protein.

The researchers were able to home in on a single amino acid, called proline, and dis-
covered that HF targeted and inhibited a particular enzyme (tRNA synthetase EPRS) 
responsible for incorporating proline into proteins that normally contain it. When 
this occurred, the AAR response kicked in and produced the therapeutic effects of HF 
treatment.

Providing supplemental proline reversed the effects of HF on Th17 cell differentia-
tion, while adding back other amino acids did not, establishing the specificity of HF 
for proline incorporation. Added proline also reversed other therapeutic effects of HF, 
inhibiting its effectiveness against the malaria parasite as well as certain cellular pro-
cesses linked to tissue scarring. Again, supplementation with other amino acids had 
no such effect. Such mounting evidence clearly demonstrated that HF acts specifically 
to restrict proline.

The researchers think that HF treatment mimics cellular proline deprivation, which 
activates the AAR response and subsequently impacts immune regulation. Research-
ers do not yet fully understand the role that amino acid limitation plays in disease 
response or why restricting proline inhibits Th17 cell production.
Nevertheless, “[the] AAR pathway is clearly an interesting drug target, and halofugi-
none, in addition to its potential therapeutic uses, is a powerful tool for studying the 
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AAR pathway,” said Whitman.
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Chapter 3

THE HEART CHANNEL

THE HEART CHANNEL: MORE THAN THE SHEN
The Heart houses the Shen and its most important clinical use is for mental emotional 
problems. This article will explore the clinical use of the Heart channel for uses other 
than for mental-emotional problems. The uses of the Heart channel for problems 
other than Shen problems discussed are listed below:

Itching
Sexual function in men
Connection with Uterus in women
Backache in men
Nausea, vomiting
Calm asthma
Tremors
Knee
Eyes
Urinary

ITCHING
Points of the Heart channel have a marked effect in stopping pruritus (itching). The 
two main points for this are HE-7 Shenmen and HE-8 Shaofu, the latter being stron-
ger. Using Heart points for itching is the equivalent of using herbs that calm the Mind 
and nourish the Heart (such as Ye Jiao Teng Caulis Polygoni multiflori or Bai Zi Ren 
Semen Biotae orientalis) which also stop itching.
 
Stopping itching is extremely important in eczema and is the first treatment strategy 
one should adopt because, as this disease causes intense itching, the scratching result-
ing from it perpetuates the disease by causing excoriation of the skin and possible 
infections.

SEXUAL FUNCTION IN MEN
The Heart channel is related to the Kidney channel within the Shao Yin channels. It is 
also indirectly related to the Kidneys through the Du Mai and Ren Mai, both of which 
flow through the Heart and originate from the space between the Kidneys. Both the 
Du and Ren Mai have a profound influence on sexuality and the sexual function 
including sexual desire, sexual arousal, erection, maintenance of erection and ejacula-
tion. Furthermore, the Chong Mai also starts from the space between the Kidneys and 
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goes to the Heart and, in addition, it controls the zong muscles in the abdomen which 
many interpret as being the penis.

Thus, especially in men's sexuality, we can consider the Heart as an "Upper Kidney", 
influencing many of the sexual functions. If we accept this, it is easy to see how 
mental-emotional stress affecting the Heart has a profound influence on the sexual 
function in men.

There is yet another important connection between men's sexual function and the 
Heart via the Minister Fire of the Ming Men. The Minister Fire is a special type of 
Fire that can actually generate Water: thus, the Fire and Water within the Kidneys are 
inseparable and interdependent. The Minister Fire warms and nourishes the Room 
of Sperm: when it is deficient, the Room of Sperm is cold and this may cause impo-
tence or lack of libido; when it is excessive, it flares upwards affecting the Heart and 
Pericardium.

The Room of Sperm, located in the Dan Tian is also called Bao, a term that applies to 
both men and women and that is therefore often erroneously translated as "Uterus" 
(Zi Bao is the Uterus). In women, the Uterus corresponds to the Lower Field of Elixir 
(Dan Tian) which in men houses the "Room of Sperm". The "Golden Mirror of Medi-
cine" (Yi Zong Jin Jian, 1742) says: "The Du Mai arises within the lower abdomen, 
externally in the abdomen, internally in the Bao...also called Dan Tian in both men 
and women: in women it is the Uterus, in men it is the Room of Sperm".

This passage clearly shows that Bao is a structure common to both men and women 
being the Uterus in women and the "Room of Sperm" in men. The extraordinary 
vessels arise from this area. We can therefore consider the Pericardium (Xin Bao) and 
Room of Sperm (Jing Shi) (also called Bao) as two centres of sexuality, one in the Up-
per Burner, the other in the Lower Burner: it is the coordination of these two centres 
that controls sexuality and specifically in men, libido, erection, orgasm and ejacula-
tion.

These two centres, the Heart and Pericardium above and the Minister Fire of the 
Kidneys below, regulate the ascending and descending of Fire and Water and mutu-
ally nourish each other.

Thus, in men we can use the Heart channel points to treat sexual dysfunctions such as 
impotence or premature ejaculation which are often due to Heart-Qi not descending 
to the Lower Burner to communicate and link with the Kidneys. That is why, in most 
cases, all the common animal Kidney-Yang tonics such as deer antler, dog's penis, seal 
penis or sea-horse seldom have much effect.

The main points for this function are HE 7 Shenmen and HE-3 Shaohai. I often com-
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bine the point HE-7 Shenmen with the opening points of the Du Mai. An example of 
a point combination for a man complaining of impotence or premature ejaculation 
against a background of mental-emotional problems would be SI-3 Houxi on the left, 
BL-62 Shenmai on the right, HE-7 Shenmen on the right and LIV-3 Taichong on the 
left if the pulse is Wiry, or KI-3 Taixi if there is also a Kidney deficiency and the pulse 
is Weak and Fine.

CONNECTION WITH UTERUS
The Heart is closely connected with the Uterus through the Uterus Vessel (Bao Mai) 
and this explains the profound influence of mental-emotional problems affecting the 
Heart on the Uterus. The Uterus is related to the Kidneys via a channel called the 
Uterus Channel (Bao Luo). The "Simple Questions" in chapter 47 says: "The Uterus 
Channel extends to the Kidneys".

The Uterus is physiologically related also to the Heart via a channel called Uterus 
Vessel (Bao Mai). The "Simple Questions" in chapter 33 says: "The Uterus Vessel per-
tains to the Heart and extends to the Uterus" and "When the period does not come it 
means the Uterus Vessel is obstructed".

Hence normal menstruation and fertility depend on the state of the Kidney-Jing and 
Heart-Blood. If Heart-Blood is deficient, Heart-Qi does not descend to the Uterus. 
If the Kidney-Jing is deficient, menstruation does not occur. A deficiency in either 
Heart or Kidneys can therefore cause infertility or amenorrhoea.

There is also another important connection and that is via Blood: the Heart governs 
Blood and the Uterus stores Blood. Although the overwhelming majority of gynae-
cologists will emphasize the role of Liver-Blood in relation to the Uterus, some put 
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the accent on Heart-Blood. Thus, when they want to nourish Blood in gynaecological 
problems, these gynaecologists would nourish Heart-Blood with points such as HE-7 
Shenmen and BL-15 Xinshu.

Moreover, the famous Qing dynasty's gynaecologist Fu Qing Zhu said that the Tian 
Gui (i.e. menstrual Blood and ova) derives from the Kidney-Jing but with the as-
sistance of Heart-Yang which must flow down to communicate with the Kidney-Jing. 
Thus, tonifying the Heart, will necessarily help Kidney-Jing to produce menstrual 
Blood. This is probably the reason why Gui Pi Tang, which nourishes Heart Blood, is 
such an important formula in gynaecological problems.

Dr Yao Shi An mentions several patterns of the Heart which affect the gynaecological 
functions.

Women are prone to stagnation of Qi, this often turns into Fire which affects the 
Heart; Fire harasses downwards and disturbs the Ren and Chong Mai, the Sea of 
Blood becomes reckless and this may result in Heavy Periods or Flooding and Trick-
ling. The "Ji Yin Gang Mu" says: "Fire burns the Heart, Blood becomes reckless and 
causes bleeding downwards".

Sadness over a long period of time may cause Heart-Yin deficiency, the Mind has no 
residence, this causes Heart-Yang to float and may cause menorrhagia. The "Simple 
Questions" says in chapter 44: "Sadness leads to severance of the Uterus Channel: 
when this is severed Yang Qi is agitated in the Interior and the Heart causes menor-
rhagia".

When Heart-Qi rebels upwards, it impairs the descending of Lung-Qi; Qi cannot de-
scend and communicate with the Uterus Vessel and amenorrhoea results. The "Simple 
Questions" says in the chapter Ping Re Bing Lun: "If the periods do not come it means 
the Uterus Vessel is shut...Qi rises to harass the Lungs, Heart-Qi does not descend and 
the periods do not come".

Overwork weakens Heart-Yin which leads to Empty Heat: this may also cause amen-
orrhoea. The "Secret Record of the Orchid Room" (Lan Shi Mi Cang) says: "Mental 
strain and stress weaken the Heart, Heart-Fire rises and the periods do not come".

When there is Fire in the Heart channel, it rises to harass the Heart and the mouth 
and below it may cause excessive vaginal discharge. Chen Zi Ming says: "Vaginal sores 
in women are due to mental restlessness and chaotic Heart and weak Stomach-Qi 
resulting in stagnation of Qi and Blood". The "Simple Questions" in the chapter Zhi 
Zhen Yao Da Lun says: "Pain, itching and sores are due to the Heart".

Pensiveness and worry agitate the Heart, the Emperor Fire moves and fails to com-
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municate with the Kidneys, Water and Fire do not communicate and infertility may 
result. Wang Yu Tai says: "Pensiveness and worry may make it difficult for a woman to 
conceive, the Heart houses the Mind. pensiveness makes the Heart turn towards the 
outside, the Emperor Fire cannot descend, Above and Below do not communicate, 
Water and Fire do not communicate and infertility may result".

After conception Blood is deviated to the nourishment of the foetus, Fire easily rises, 
this disturbs the Heart and causes mental restlessness. The "Discussion of Gynaecol-
ogy" (Nu Ke Jing Lun) says: "When the Heart is affected by Blood Heat, Heart-Qi is 
not clear and this causes mental restlessness".

Worry agitates the Heart and causes a difficult birth. The "Gynaecology of the Bam-
boo Grove" (Zhu Lin Nu Ke) says: "When the Heart is affected by worry and pensive-
ness, Qi and Blood stagnate or flow in the wrong direction, in many cases this causes 
a difficult birth".

The book "Explanation of Acupuncture Points" recommends tonifying HE-8 Shaofu 
for prolapse of the vagina or vaginal pain and itching. The "Great Dictionary of 
Chinese Acupuncture" mentions HE-5 Tongli for heavy periods or Flooding and 
Trickling, especially in combination with LIV-2 Xingjian and SP-6 Sanyinjiao (Great 
Compendium of Acupuncture, 1601). 

BACKACHE
I often use points of the Heart channel for lower backache, particularly in men. The 
reason is the same as that given for the use of these points for men’s sexual problems: 
the Heart is like an “Upper Kidney” and it therefore naturally influences the lower 
back. I find that the point HE-7 Shenmen is the best for this function because, besides 
its indirect action on the Kidney channel (and therefore the lower back), it also has a 
general anti-spastic effect, thus relaxing the muscles. I usually combine this point with 
the opening points of the Du Mai (only if the pain stems from the spine area).

An example of a combination in a man would be SI-3 Houxi on the left, BL-62 Shen-
mai on the right, HE-7 Shenmen on the right and KI 4 Dazhong on the left. If the 
pain is unilateral, I use KI-4 Dazhong on the side of the pain and HE-7 Shenmen on 
the opposite side.

NAUSEA, VOMITING
Although nausea and vomiting are always related to Stomach-Qi ascending instead of 
descending, Heart-Qi also has (or should have) a descending movement. The “Expla-
nation of Acupuncture Points” says: “When Heart-Qi rebels upwards there is belch-
ing or vomiting: this means that Heart-Qi is full; tonifying the Water point [HE-3 
Shaohai] will make Qi descend”. The same also specifically recommends it for nausea 
and vomiting. The same text also recommends HE-5 Tongli for vomiting of bitter 
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fluids and HE-7 Shenmen for vomiting of blood. The “Great Dictionary of Chinese 
Acupuncture” mentions also HE-6 Yinxi for vomiting of blood and HE-1 Jiquan for 
dry vomiting.

Furthermore, the Heart channel is closely related to the epigastrium; in fact, in the old 
times, the distinction between Heart pain and Epigastric pain was somewhat blurred. 
Incidentally, this is borne out by modern medicine too when symptoms of incipient 
cardiac infarction may often resemble indigestion.

Thus, if Heart-Qi ascends rather than descend, nausea and vomiting may ensue 
(which incidentally may also occur in the prodromal stage of a heart infarction). This 
is probably the reason why P-6 Neiguan (acting on the Heart) is such an important 
point for nausea and vomiting. From the Heart channel, HE-5 Tongli is the best point, 
and also Ren-15 Jiuwei or Ren-14 Juque both of which act on the Heart.

CALM NERVES IN ASTHMA
Points of the Heart channel can be used to treat acute attacks of asthma. This is prob-
ably due to their anti-spastic action and they presumably relax the bronchial muscles 
and therefore relieve broncho constriction. Thus, in this case, Heart point are not 
used to “calm the Mind” but to relax the bronchial muscles.

The main point used is HE-7 Shenmen, usually in combination with Du-24 Shenting 
and Ren-15 Jiuwei (which relaxes the chest and acts on the Heart). The “Explanation 
of Acupuncture Points” recommends HE-7 Shenmen for rebellious Qi and Heart-Fire 
causing breathlessness. Heart points also help asthma because they help to restore 
the descending of Qi in the chest. The “Great Compendium of Acupuncture” rec-
ommends HE-7 Shenmen, SP-9 Yinlingquan, BL-60 Kunlun and GB-41 Zulinqi for 
breathlessness.

TREMORS
Heart points can be used to alleviate tremors in Parkinson’s disease. They have an 
effect on tremors for two reasons: first, through the anti spastic effect mentioned 
above; secondly, because Heart points will nourish Yin in the arm and will help to 
alleviate tremors of the arm (since Wind, especially in old people, derives from Yin 
deficiency). The main points are HE-7 Shenmen, HE-6 Yinxi and HE-5 Tongli. The 
“Great Dictionary of Chinese Acupuncture” recommends the point HE-3 Shaohai for 
contracture of the hand and numbness of the arm.

When treating the tremor of Parkinson, I would advise in any case not using too 
many Yang points on the arm as Yang corresponds to movement. Thus, I would 
balance the Yang points with some from Yin channels and especially those from the 
Heart channel.
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Interestingly, the extra point for tremors called Xiaochanxue (Stopping Tremor Point) 
is located on the Heart channel (1.5. cun below HE-3 Shaohai).

KNEES
The best point is HE-5 Tongli. The Su Wen mentions a combination for swollen and 
painful knee: SI-2 Qiangu, HE-8 Shaofu, KI-2 Rangu and BL-66 Tonggu. The Heart 
points affect the knee firstly because of the relationship with the Kidney channel and 
secondly, because Heart points can be used to clear Heat and cool Blood in general. 
I have tried this combination many times and it works. In my experience, it is best 
when the knee is inflamed and swollen.

EYE
Both the Heart main and Luo channels flow to the eye and Heart points can there-
fore be used for eye problems, especially from inflammation. The best point is HE-5 
Tongli. In fact the “Explanation of Acupuncture Points” recommends HE-5 Tongli for 
painful and red eye (from Heart-Fire) and HE-7 Shenmen for yellow and painful eye.

URINARY PROBLEMS
The Heart channel points can be used for urinary problems due to its connection with 
the Bladder channel through the Small Intestine channel. In fact, the Heart is exteri-
orly-interiorly connected to the Small Intestine and this, in turn, has an Above-Below 
connection with the Bladder channel within the Tai Yang channels. The Heart channel 
is particularly used for Lin urinary problems from Heart-Heat transmitting to the 
Small Intestine and Bladder, and the main point is HE-8 Shaofu, in combination with 
SI-2 Qiangu, BL-66 Tonggu. Sometimes Heart-Fire combines with Liver-Fire to cause 
urinary problems and the main points are HE-8 Shaofu and LIV-2 Xingjian. The “Ex-
planation of Acupuncture Points” recommends HE-8 Shaofu (with reducing method) 
for urinary problems.
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Chapter 4

THE TRIPLE BURNER

THE TRIPLE BURNER FUNCTIONS
The Triple Burner is probably the most widely discussed topic on Chinese medicine 
and, over the centuries, there have been many different theories on its nature. In this 
Clinical Tip, I will try to elucidate the main ideas on the nature of the Triple Burner 
and it will probably take more than one Clinical Tip.

“Burner” is a translation of the word jiao which means “burned” or “scorched”. It is 
also called “Warmer” while others choose not to translate it and call it the “San Jiao”. 

Some Chinese doctors distinguish between two basic views of the Triple Burner, 
one according to which is has “no form” (which is primarily from the Nan Jing) and 
another according to which it has “a form” (which is primarily from the Nei Jing). 
Although this distinction is important (and I will expand on it below), I think there 
are at least six different ways of looking at the Triple Burner, as listed below.

1) The Triple Burner as the activator of the Yuan Qi
2) The Triple Burner as a system of waterways
3) The Triple Burner governing movement of Qi
4) The Triple Burner as a system of cavities
5) The Triple Burner as a three-fold division of the body
6) Relationship between Triple Burner and Pericardium

1) THE TRIPLE BURNER AS THE ACTIVATOR OF THE YUAN QI
The view of the Triple Burner as the activator of the Yuan Qi derives from the Nan 
Jing, primarily chapters 8, 38, 62 and 66.

Chapter 8 of the Nan Jing says: “Sometimes the Cun Kou is normal and yet the patient 
dies. Why is that? The pulses of the 12 channels all originate from the Yuan Qi. This 
Yuan Qi is the root of the 12 channels, it is the Motive Force [Dong Qi] between the 
Kidneys, the root of the 5 Zang and 6 Fu and of the 12 channels, the gate of breathing 
and the origin of the Triple Burner. It is the spirit that guards against pathogenic factors 
(or evil influences). Such Qi is the root of humankind; if the root is cut stalks and leaves 
wither. When the Cun Kou is normal but the patient dies, it means that the Yuan Qi has 
been cut off internally.”1

This chapter establishes some very important principles. First, it talks about the Yuan 
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Qi: it says that Yuan Qi is between the Kidneys (like the Ming Men) and that it is the 
root of the 12 channels, the Triple Burner and the 5 Zang and 6 Fu.

Secondly, it makes a very important statement when it says that this Yuan Qi is the 
“spirit” (shen) that guards against evils. This is a remnant of “demonic” medicine, i.e. 
the system of medicine in which disease is due to the invasion of evils spirits and the 
cure is effected by the shaman.

This is of huge clinical significance because it means that our resistance to pathogenic 
factors depends not only on the Wei Qi and therefore Lungs but also on the Kidneys 
and the Yuan Qi (and also Jing due to the extraordinary vessels). In any case, Wei Qi 
stems from the Lower Burner (chapter 18 of the Ling Shu).

This is of clinical significance not only in resistance to pathogenic factors but also in 
the pathology of allergic asthma and allergic rhinitis, the root of which is also in the 
Kidneys, the Jing and the Yuan Qi.

Thirdly it establishes the relationship between the Triple Burner and the Yuan Qi (and 
therefore Ming Men). Later in chapter 66, the Nan Jing says that the Triple Burner is 
the “envoy” of the Yuan Qi in between the Kidneys. In this chapter 8, the Yuan Qi is 
also called Motive Force or Throbbing Qi or Moving Qi (Dong Qi).

Fourthly, this chapter is significant because for the first time it gives the view of the 
Triple Burner as the “envoy” of the Yuan Qi stemming from between the Kidneys. 
From this point of view, the Triple Burner allows the Yuan Qi to spring forth from 
between the Kidneys and perform its role in various parts of the body. For this reason, 
BL-22 Sanjiaoshu is just above BL-23 Shenshu.
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Chapter 38 of the Nan Jing reiterates the relationship between the Triple Burner and 
the Yuan Qi. It says: “How come there are 5 Zang but 6 Fu? There are 6 Fu because of 
the Triple Burner which stems from the Yuan Qi. The Triple Burner governs all Qi in the 
body, it has a “name but no form”, it belongs to Hand Shao Yang, it is an “external Fu” 
[or “extra Fu”]. That is why there are 5 Zang but 6 Fu.”2

This chapter actually describes four separate important aspects of the Triple Burner: 
first, it is a Fu organ (which brings the count of Fu organs up to 6); secondly, it stems 
from the Yuan Qi; thirdly, it governs all Qi of the body; fourthly, it has a “name but 
no form”, i.e. it is a function rather than an organ (which actually contradicts the first 
point).

The relationship between the Triple Burner and the Yuan Qi is explained also in the 
rather obscure chapter 62. This says: “The Zang [channels] have 5 jing, ying, shu, jing 
and he points; but the Fu have 6 [points], why? The Fu are Yang, the Triple Burner 
moves in the Yang channels, hence it has an additional shu point called Yuan.”

I personally think that the influence of the Triple Burner on the fact that the Yang 
channels have an extra shu point is due to the relationship between the Triple Burner 
and the Yuan Qi and to the fact that the Triple Burner “moves among the Yang” as 
this chapter says. In other words, as the Triple Burner is the envoy of the Yuan Qi and 
it moves among the Yang, it could be said to “seed” the Yang channels with its Yuan 
Qi (deriving from the space between the Kidneys). In fact, the Nan Jing says that the 
Yuan Qi comes out of the space between the kidneys through the envoy of the Triple 
Burner and goes to the 5 Zang and 6 Fu and the twelve channels. The reason it seeds 
only the Yang channels is due to the fact that it “moves among the Yang”.

Chapter 66 of the Nan Jing is the main one that discusses the relationship between 
the Triple Burner and the Yuan Qi. It says: “Below the umbilicus and between the 
kidneys there is a Throbbing Qi [Dong Qi] which constitutes a person’s life [sheng ming 
]. This [Throbbing Qi] is the root of the 12 channels, also called Yuan Qi. The Triple 
Burner is the envoy of the Yuan Qi [or it allows the Yuan Qi to separate into its differ-
ent functions]. It is responsible for the passage of the three types of Qi in the 5 Zang and 
6 Fu. “Yuan” is a honorary designation of the Triple Burner. Hence the places where its 
Qi comes to a halt are called “Yuan” [points]. When the 5 Zang and 6 Fu are diseased, 
select the respective Yuan point.” 3

This chapter is the main source for the view of the Triple Burner as the “envoy” of the 
Yuan Qi: it allows the Yuan Qi to emerge from the space between the Kidneys and it 
facilitates the Yuan Qi’s differentiation into its different functions in different places.

Thus, the Triple Burner “mobilizes” the Yuan Qi by making it differentiate into its 
different forms to perform different functions in different places and organs. It is 
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through the Triple Burner that the Yuan Qi can perform its functions. The Yuan Qi is 
closely related to the Ming Men and shares its role of providing the heat necessary to 
all the body’s functional activities.

The following are examples of functions carried out by the Yuan Qi which are aided 
by the Triple Burner:

• The Yuan Qi provides the heat necessary to the Spleen to transform and transport 
food essence and to the Kidneys to transform fluids. The Middle Burner makes sure 
that Yuan Qi reaches and assists the Spleen to transform and transport food essences 
and the Lower Burner ensures that Yuan Qi warms the Kidneys to transform fluids.

• The Yuan Qi facilitates the transformation of Gathering Qi (Zong Qi) into True Qi 
(Zhen Qi). It can do this through the action of the Upper Burner in transporting Qi 
through the various passages in the chest.

• The Yuan Qi facilitates the transformation of Food-Qi (Gu Qi) into Blood in the 
Heart. The Upper Burner ensures the smooth passage and transportation of Qi in the 
chest for this transformation to take place.

Thus, the Triple Burner helps the Yuan Qi to differentiate itself into different forms to 
perform different functions in different places.

The relationship between the Triple Burner and the Yuan Qi of the Kidneys is re-
flected in the location of the Back-Shu point of the Triple Burner (BL-22 Sanjiaoshu) 
just above the Back-Shu point of the Kidneys (BL-23 Shenshu).

From this point of view, the Triple Burner has “no form”, i.e. it is a function and not 
an actual Fu organ. The Nan Jing says succintly: “It has a name but no form” (you 
ming wu xing).

Clinical Application
The relationship between the Triple Burner and the Yuan Qi has important clinical 
applications. It means that the Yuan Qi performs its warming and facilitating function 
through the Triple Burner. Thus, if we want to activate the Yuan Qi in the different 
Burners we need to activate the Triple Burner as well and the points I use are as fol-
lows:

- Upper Burner: Ren-17 Shanzhong to stimulate the diffusing and descending of 
Lung-Qi and warm the Lungs.

- Middle Burner: Ren-12 Zhongwan and Ren-9 Shuifen to stimulate the descending 
of Stomach-Qi, the transportation and transformation (yun hua) by the Spleen and 



Chapter 4 - THe Triple Burner                                                                                                                            113

the rotting and ripening by the Stomach.

- Lower Burner: Ren-5 Shimen and BL-22 Sanjiaoshu to stimulate the transportation, 
transformation and excretion of fluids in the Lower Burner.

For example, in case of Dampness in the Lower Burner and specifically in the Kidneys 
and Bladder causing urinary problems occurring against a background of Kidney-
Yang deficiency, one can use Ren-5 Shimen and BL-22 Sanjiaoshu to activate the Tri-
ple Burner (or specifically Lower Burner) and Ren-4 Guanyuan and BL-23 Shenshu to 
tonify the Kidneys and the Yuan Qi. Note how Ren-4 and BL-23 (related to Kidneys) 
are just below Ren-5 and BL-22 respectively (related to Triple Burner) reflecting the 
view that the Yuan Qi emerges from between the Kidneys through the Triple Burner.

2) THE TRIPLE BURNER AS A SYSTEM OF WATERWAYS
The view of the Triple Burner as a system of waterways is found primarily in the Su 
Wen but also in the Nan Jing. From this point of view, the Triple Burner is a Fu organ, 
i.e. it “has a form”. You will remember that the Triple Burner that is the activator of 
the Yuan Qi has “no form”, i.e. it is a set of functions and not a Fu organ.

Chapter 31 of the Nan Jing describes the Triple Burner as the “avenue of water and 
food”: “The Triple Burner is the avenue of water and food, and the beginning and end 
of Qi. The Upper Burner extends from below the heart and diaphragm up to the mouth 
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of the stomach; it is in charge of receiving and it does not discharge. It is treated via 
the Tan Zhong point [Ren-17]. The Middle Burner is located at the central duct of the 
stomach [Zhongwan]; it does not extend any further up or down; it controls the process-
ing of water and food and it is treated at the sides of the umbilicus [ST-25?]. The Lower 
Burner starts above the upper opening of the bladder; it separates the clear from turbid; 
it controls discharge and it does not intake; it acts as a transmitter. It is treated one inch 
below the umbilicus [Ren-6 or Ren-5?]. Hence, one speaks of Three Burners. It collects at 
Streets of Qi [Qijie, ST-30].” 4

This chapter mentions three aspects of the Tripe Burner: first, the Triple Burner as the 
“avenue of water and food”; secondly, the Triple Burner as the “beginning and end of 
Qi”; thirdly, the Triple Burner as a three-fold division of the body.

This chapter of the Nan Jing clearly relates the Three Burners to a system of food and 
fluid digestion, transformation, transportation and excretion. Therefore this function 
of the Triple Burner would encompass that of the Stomach, Intestines and Bladder. 
Note that this function of the Triple Burner really has little to do with the Triple 
Burner channel in the arm: in other words we do not stimulate the transportation, 
transformation and excretion of food and fluids through the Triple Burner channel 
but mostly through Ren Mai points: Ren-17 Shanzhong for the Upper Burner, Ren-12 
Zhongwan for the Middle Burner and Ren-5 for the Lower Burner. Of course, there 
are other points too that affect the digestion function of the Triple Burner, such as ST-
25 Tianshu for example. These will be listed below.

From the point of view of the Triple Burner as the organ of transformation of fluids 
and food, there is therefore a convergence of views between the concept of Triple 
Burner in the Nei Jing and that in the Nan Jing, i.e. between the Triple Burner as an 
organ and the Triple Burner as a function, even though the starting point of these two 
classics is different. However, the Nei Jing emphasizes the role of the Triple Burner 
in its “letting out” function, seeing the three Burners as three avenues of excretion or 
“letting out”. The Nan Jing, on the contrary, places emphasis on the function of “re-
ceiving”, “rotting and ripening” and “excretion” of food and fluids, seeing digestion as 
a process of “Qi transformation” activated by the Yuan Qi through the intermediary 
action of the Triple Burner.

Chapter 8 of the “Su Wen” which describes the functions of all the Internal Organs 
comparing them to “officials”, says: “The Triple Burner is the official in charge of ditch-
es”. This means, that just like the government official who is in charge of irrigation, 
the Triple Burner is responsible for the transformation, transportation and excretion 
of fluids. This is one of the most important functions of the Triple Burner. The terms 
used in Chinese in connection with the Triple Burner influence on the body fluids are 
often shu which means “free flow” and tong which means “free passage”. Therefore 
the Triple Burner is like a system of canals and waterways to channel irrigation water 
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through the proper fields and then out: this ensures that body fluids are transformed, 
transported and excreted properly.

The Triple Burner function in relation to body fluids is closely dependent on its 
function of controlling the transportation and penetration of Qi. As described below, 
the Triple Burner influences the ascending/descending and entering/exiting of Qi in 
the Qi Mechanism: it is the coordinated and harmonized ascending/descending and 
entering/exiting of Qi in all organs and structures that ensures that the body fluids 
also ascend/descend and enter/exit in the proper way in all places. Essentially, the 
transformation and movement of fluids depends on Qi.

The end result of the complex process of transformation, transportation and excretion 
of fluids leads to the formation of various body fluids in each of the three Burners. 
The fluids of the Upper Burner are primarily sweat which flows in the space between 
skin and muscles; those of the Middle Burner are the fluids produced by the Stomach 
which moisten the body and integrate Blood; those of the Lower Burner are primarily 
urine and the small amount of fluids in the stools.

i. THe Upper Burner is like a mist
The main physiological process of the Upper Burner is that of distribution of fluids all 
over the body in the space between skin and muscles by the Lungs in the form of fine 
vapour. This is an aspect of the Lung diffusing function. For this reason the Upper 
Burner is compared to a “mist”.
The Ling Shu in chapter 30 says: “The Upper Burner opens outwards, spreads the 5 
flavours of the food essences, pervades the skin, fills the body, moistens the skin and it 
is like mist”.

ii. THe Middle Burner is like a maceration chamber
The main physiological processes in the Middle Burner are those of digestion and 
transportation of food and drink (described as “rotting and ripening”) and the 
transportation of the nourishment extracted from food to all parts of the body. For 
this reason the Middle Burner is compared to a “maceration chamber” or a “bubbling 
cauldron”.

The Ling Shu in chapter 18 says: “The Middle Burner is situated in the Stomach . . . it 
receives Qi, expels the wastes, steams the body fluids, transforms the refined essences of 
food and connects upwards with the Lungs”.

iii. THe Lower Burner is like a ditch
The main physiological process in the Lower Burner is that of separation of the 
essences of food into a clean and dirty part, with the excretion of the dirty part. In 
particular, the Lower Burner directs the separation of the clean from the dirty part of 
the fluids and facilitates the excretion of urine. For this reason the Lower Burner is 



116      

compared to a “drainage ditch”.

The Ling Shu in chapter 18 says: “Food and drink first enter the stomach, the waste 
products go to the large intestine in the Lower Burner which oozes downwards, secretes 
the fluids and transmits them to the bladder”. 5

Clinical application
There are many points that stimulate the Triple Burner’s transformation and excretion 
of fluids. I will list them according to each Burner:

- Upper Burner: Ren-17 Shanzhong, LU-7 Lieque, L.I.-6 Pianli, L.I.-4 Hegu, Du-26 
Renzhong (also called Shuigou, i.e. “Water ditch”).
- Middle Burner: Ren-12 Zhongwan, ST-21 Liangmen, Ren-9 Shuifen, Ren-11 Jianli, 
ST-22 Guanmen, BL-20 Pishu.
- Lower Burner: Ren-5 Shimen, BL-22 Sanjiaoshu, ST-28 Shuidao, BL-23 Shenshu, 
Ren-6 Qihai, SP-9 Yinlingquan, SP-6 Sanyinjiao, KI-7 Fuliu, BL-39 Weiyang.

When fluids stagnate, Dampness, Phlegm or oedema may arise. In order to activate 
the Triple Burner to move fluids, I activate each Burner using some of the points 
above, using more points from the Burner where the fluids stagnate. For example, 
if there is Dampness in the Lower Burner, I would use several points from those of 
the Lower Burner plus one or two from the Upper and Middle Burner. This usually 
means that when I stimulate the transformation, transportation and excretion of 
fluids, I do not hesitate in using more points than I would normally.

For example, if there is Dampness in the Lower Burner causing a urinary problem I 
would use these points:
- Lower Burner: Ren-3, Ren-5, BL-22, BL-28, SP-9, BL-39.
- Middle Burner: Ren-9.
- Upper Burner: LU-7.

To give an example from the Middle Burner, if there was Phlegm in the Stomach, I 
would use these points:
- Middle Burner: Ren-12, Ren-9, ST-21, BL-20, Ren-11.
- Upper Burner: L.I.-4.
- Lower Burner: ST-40, SP-9.

3) THE TRIPLE BURNER GOVERNING MOVEMENT OF QI
Chapter 38 of the Nan Jing mentions the function of the Triple Burner in governing 
all Qi in the body. “The Triple Burner stems from the Yuan Qi; it governs all Qi in the 
body, it has a “name but no form”, it belongs to Hand Shao Yang, it is an external Fu.”6

This short passage summarizes most of the aspects of the Triple Burner:
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a) It stems from the Yuan Qi (discussed in the August Clinical Tip).
b) It governs all Qi of the body (we shall see how below).
c) The Triple Burner has “a name but no form”, i.e. it is not an actual organ but a func-
tion.
d) It pertains to the Shao Yang with the Gall-Bladder.
e) It is a Fu.

Let us explore now the meaning of the Triple Burner governing the movement of 
Qi. The movement of Qi in general is called the “Qi Mechanism” (Qi Ji 气 机). This 
Qi Mechanism consists in the ascending/descending and entering/exiting of Qi in 
different places and different organs. Each organ has a particular direction of flow of 
Qi, e.g. Spleen-Qi ascends while Stomach-Qi descends. In each channel, Qi flows in 
an upward or downward direction. As acupuncturists, we are very familiar with the 
ascending/descending movement of Qi.

We use this movement every time we insert a distal and a local point to treat a par-
ticular problem along a channel. For example, when we use L.I.-1 Shangyang (for ex-
ample) and L.I.-15 Jianyu to treat a pain in the area of the acromio-clavicular articula-
tion of the shoulder, we are making use of the ascending/descending movement of Qi 
along the Large Intestine channel. By stimulating the ascending/descending move-
ment of Qi in the channel, we are removing the obstruction and therefore the pain.
We are somewhat less familiar with the “horizontal” movement of Qi, i.e. entering 
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and exiting of Qi. Qi enters and exits in and out of various structures and organs. For 
example, Qi enters and exits the space between skin and muscles, the Membranes, the 
joint capsules, and all other cavities. Moreover, Qi “enters and exits” in every part of 
the body among the Tai Yang, Shao Yang and Yang Ming and among the Tai Yin, Jue 
Yin and Shao Yin.

Take the shoulder as an example. On the scapula we have Tai Yang (Small Intestine 
channel), on the lateral side of the arm we have the Shao Yang (Triple Burner chan-
nel) and further forward the Yang Ming (Large Intestine channel). Within this zone 
of the body, the Tai Yang area is on the most Yang area (the scapula), the Yang Ming 
on the most Yin area (because it is near the Lung channel) and the Shao Yang in the 
middle: this ties in with the view that the Tai Yang “opens onto the Exterior”, the Yang 
Ming “opens onto the Interior” and the Shao Yang is “the hinge”. Exactly the same 
reationship exists in the Yin between Tai Yin (most exterior of the Yin), Jue Yin (the 
hinge) and Shao Yin (most interior of the Yin).

The “Avenues of Qi” (Qi Jie 气 街) described in chapter 52 of the Ling Shu are an-
other example of the entering and exiting of Qi (“horizontal movement of Qi”): “In 
the chest Qi has streets; in the abdomen Qi has streets; in the head Qi has streets; in the 
lower legs Qi has streets. Therefore if [there is a problem with] Qi in the head, stop it at 
the brain; if [there is a problem with] Qi in the chest, stop it at the front of the chest and 
at the Back-Shu points; if [there is a problem with] Qi in the abdomen, stop it at the 
Back-Shu points and at the Chong Mai on the right and left of the umbilicus which is 
the Moving Qi [or Dong Qi]; if [there is a problem with] Qi in the lower legs, stop it at 
ST-30 Qichong [here called Qijie] and at BL-57 Chengshan.”7
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Notice how it recommends the use of points in the front and the back for each area: 
in the chest, use the front of the chest and Back-Shu points; in the abdomen Back-Shu 
points and Chong Mai points; in the legs, ST-30 (front of leg) and BL-57 (back of leg). 
This suggests a “horizontal” movement of Qi within each area.

The Triple Burner controls the ascending/descending and entering/exiting of Qi 
in the Qi Mechanism. One of the words most frequently used in Chinese books to 
describe this function of the Triple Burner is tong 通 which means “free passage”, “to 
pass through”, “penetrate”: this describes the function of the Triple Burner in ensuring 
that Qi passes through in the Qi Mechanism, in all the cavities and in all organs. This 
whole process is called “Qi Transformation by the Triple Burner”: the result of the Qi 
transformation is the production of Nutritive-Qi (Ying Qi), Defensive-Qi (Wei Qi), 
Blood and Body Fluids. That is also why the Triple Burner is said to control “all kinds 
of Qi”.

The “Central Scripture Classic” (Zhong Zang Jing, Han dynasty) says: “The Triple 
Burner is the three original Qi of the body, it is the Yang organ of clear [Qi], it controls 
the 5 Zang and 6 Fu, Ying Qi and Wei Qi, the channels and the Qi of the interior and 
exterior, left and right, above and below. When the Qi of the Triple Burner has free 
passage, Qi passes freely into interior, exterior, left, right, above and below. The Triple 
Burner irrigates the body, harmonizes interior and exterior, benefits the left and nour-
ishes the right, it conducts upwards and descends downwards.”8

As mentioned in the previous Clinical Tip, chapter 66 of the Nan Jing also confirms 
that the Triple Burner controls the movement of Qi in general: “The Triple Burner 
makes the Yuan Qi separate [into its different functions] and it controls the movement 
and passage of the 3 Qi [of the Upper, Middle and Lower Burner] through the 5 Zang 
and 6 Fu.”9

The “3 Qi” are the Qi of the Upper, Middle and Lower Burner: apart from referring 
generally to all the types of Qi in each Burner, this passage also refers specifically to 
the Gathering Qi (Zong Qi) in the Upper, Nutritive-Qi (Ying Qi) in the Middle and 
Defensive-Qi (Wei Qi) in the Lower Burner. Although the Defensive-Qi exerts its 
influence primarily in the Upper Burner and the superficial layers of the body (the 
space between skin and muscles), it originates in the Lower Burner from the Ming 
Men. Chapter 18 of the Ling Shu says: “Ying Qi originates from the Middle Burner; Wei 
Qi originates from the Lower Burner.”10

Chapter 38 of the Nan Jing also confirms that the Triple Burner exerts its influence on 
all types of Qi: “The Triple Burner stems from the Yuan Qi: it supports all of the Qi.”11 
Chapter 31 confirms the influence of the Triple Burner on the movement of Qi in all 
parts of the body: “The Qi of the Triple Burner gathers in the avenues of Qi [Qi Jie]”.12 
This means that the Triple Burner is responsible for the free passage of Qi in all chan-



120      

nels but also all structures (such as cavities) of the body.

Thus, the Triple Burner’s function in governing the movement of Qi is quite similar 
to the Liver’s free flow of Qi and indeed, there are many similarities. With regard to 
the movement of Qi, it is useful to compare and contrast this function of the Triple 
Burner with those of Liver in ensuring the free flow of Qi.

The Liver ensures the free flow of Qi and this aids the ascending and descending of Qi 
in all organs, and especially in the Stomach, Spleen and Intestines: the Triple Burner’s 
influence on the ascending/descending and entering/exiting of Qi extends to all 
organs. Moreover, the Triple Burner controls the entering and exiting of Qi in all parts 
of the body and especially the body cavities: the Liver has no such function in relation 
to the body cavities.

Clinical application
As the Triple Burner controls the movement of Qi in the Qi Mechanism. Its points 
may be used in a similar way to the Liver points to ensure the free flow of Qi. The 
main point I use to move Qi in the Triple Burner is TB-6 Zhigou.

4) THE TRIPLE BURNER AS A SYSTEM OF CAVITIES
The Triple Burner is a system of body cavities. There are many cavities in the body, 
some large, some small. For example, the chest cavity, the abdominal cavity, the pelvic 
cavity, the joint cavities, the space between skin and muscles, the space above the 
diaphragm, the spaces in between the Membranes, and the spaces between these and 
the abdominal cavity. Such cavities are called Cou in Chinese medicine; the term Cou 
is usually used in conjunction with Li meaning “texture”. Although the term Cou Li is 
often used to indicate the space between skin and muscles, such space is only one of 
the cavities of the body.

The cavities of the body are generally irrigated and lubricated by various fluids and 
the Triple Burner controls these cavities also because it controls the transformation, 
transportation and excretion of fluids in all parts of the body. Moreover, the Triple 
Burner controls the movement of Qi in and out of such cavities. This movement is the 
“entering and exiting” of Qi in the Qi Mechanism discussed in the last Clinical Tip. 
The entering and exiting of Qi in and out of the cavities is extremely important both 
for the proper circulation of Qi and for the transformation and transportation of body 
fluids in and out of such cavities.

The abdominal cavity contains the Membranes (Huang): these include the superficial 
and deep fascia, the mesentery, the omentum and the stroma enveloping all internal 
organs. The superficial and deep fascia are connective tissues that envelope the mus-
cles. The mesentery is the double layer of peritoneum attached to the abdominal wall 
and enclosing in its fold the abdominal viscera. The omentum is a fold of peritoneum 
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passing from the stomach to another abdominal organ. The stroma is the framework, 
usually of connective tissue, of an organ. The Membranes (Huang) have the function 
of wrapping, anchoring and connecting the organs. In other words, the organs in the 
abdominal cavity are not in a kind of vacuum connected by acupuncture channels. 
The occupy a solid space that is surrounded by Membranes. The Triple Burner is 
responsible for the movement of Qi in and out of the Membranes.

Therefore, when seen as a system of body cavities, the Triple Burner is not an organ 
but a complex of cavities outside or in between the internal organs. The “Classic of 
Categories” (Lei Jing, 1624) by Zhang Jing Yue says: “Outside the internal organs and 
inside the body [i.e. between the skin and the internal organs], wrapping the internal 
organs like a net, there is a cavity that is a Fu. It has the name of a ditch but the shape of 
a Fu [Yang organ].”13 

He also said: “The Internal Organs have substance; the cavities are like a bag that con-
tains that substance”.14 The Selected Historical Theories of Chinese Medicine (Zhong 
Yi Li Dai Yi Lun Xuan) says: “There is a Minister Fire in the body which moves within 
the cavities and up and down in between the Membranes: it is called the Triple Burn-
er”.15

In the chest cavity, the Triple Burner controls the entering and exiting of Qi which 
is governed by the Zong Qi. In the abdominal and pelvic cavity, the Triple Burner 
controls the transportation and transformation of Qi in the Membranes. In the space 
between skin and muscles, the Triple Burner controls the diffusing of Wei Qi and the 
entering and exiting of Qi in and out of that space. This function of the Triple Burner 
regulates the flow of Wei Qi in this space, the opening and closing of pores and sweat-
ing. In the joint cavities, the Triple Burner controls the entering and exiting of Qi and 
fluids in the joint capsules: this contributes to irrigating and lubricating the synovial 
membranes.

To summarize, the body cavities are:

the chest cavity
the abdominal cavity
the pelvic cavity
the joint capsules
the space between the skin and muscles (Couli)
the space above the diaphragm
the spaces in between the Membranes
the spaces between the Membranes and the abdominal cavity.
The Triple Burner’s function of controlling waterways, that of governing the move-
ment of Qi and that of controlling cavities are all inter-related and depend on each 
other. For example, the transformation of fluids depends on the ascending/descend-
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ing and entering/exiting of Qi in the body cavities.

Clinical application
With regard to the Triple Burner governing the body cavities, I would single out two 
areas of clinical significance.

a) The first is the “space between the skin and muscles”, generally referred to as the 
Cou Li space (although this term encompasses other spaces too). This is the space 
where the Wei Qi circulates and where sweat is. We should not interpret “space 
between skin and muscles” in a strict, Western, anatomical sense: it is not literally the 
space between skin and muscles in an anatomic sense but in an energetic sense. It is 
the Exterior of the body where Wei Qi circulates and where the Luo channels course.

The Triple Burner regulates the entering and exiting of Wei Qi and sweat in and out 
of this space and when its function is normal, sweating is physiological (not too much 
not too little), Wei Qi circulates normally and protects from invasions of external 
pathogenic factors. When the entering of Qi prevails over the exiting of Qi, the Cou 
Li space is said to be “tight” or “closed”: when this happens, the person does not sweat 
enough and, if he or she succumbs to an invasion of Wind, they will not sweat and 
will have a temperature. When the exiting of Qi prevails over the entering of Qi, the 
space is said to be “lax” or “open” or “not consolidated”. When this happens, the per-
son will suffer from spontaneous sweating and if they suffer an invasion of Wind, they 
will not have a temperature. They will also be prone to invasions of Wind.

To regulate the Cou Li space one needs to regulate the Triple Burner and the Wei Qi 
with points such as LU-7 Lieque, LU-9 Taiyuan, L.I.-4 Hegu, ST-36 Zusanli and BL-13 
Feishu.

For example, to consolidate the Cou Li space one can use LU-9 Taiyuan, L.I.-4 Hegu, 
BL-13 Feishu and ST-36 Zusanli. To “relax” the Cou Li space, one can use LU-7 Li-
eque and L.I.-4 Hegu.

b) The second area of clinical significance is the Qi movement in the abdomen. As 
discussed above, the abdomen contains the Membranes (Huang) which are the struc-
tures that are in between the organs and between these and the skin. When there is 
stagnation of Qi in the abdomen, this is not only in the channels but also in the Mem-
branes and this contributes to the feeling of distension or fullness of the abdomen.

To regulate the Triple Burner in the abdomen and relax the Membranes, one can use 
Ren-5 Shimen (Front-Mu point of the Triple Burner), Ren-6 Yuan point of the Mem-
branes (Huang) and BL-22 Sanjiaoshu (Back-Shu point of the Triple Burner).
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5) THE TRIPLE BURNER AS A THREE-FOLD DIVISION OF THE BODY
Chapter 31 of the Nan Jing that describes the Triple Burner as the “avenue of water 
and food” also describes the three divisions of the body: “The Triple Burner is the ave-
nue of water and food, and the beginning and end of Qi. The Upper Burner extends from 
below the heart and diaphragm up to the mouth of the stomach; it is charge of receiving 
and it does not discharge. It is treated via the Tan Zhong point [Ren-17] which is 1 cun 
and 6 fen below the point Yu Tang that is in between the breasts. The Middle Burner is 
located at the central duct of the stomach [Zhongwan]; it does not extend any further 
up or down; it controls the processing of water and food and it is treated at the sides of 
the umbilicus [ST-25?]. The Lower Burner starts above the upper opening of the bladder; 
it separates the clear from turbid; it controls discharge and it does not intake; it acts as 
a transmitter. It is treated one inch below the umbilicus [Ren-6 or Ren-5?]. Hence, one 
speaks of a Triple Burner. It collects at Streets of Qi [Qijie, ST-30].” 16

Chapter 18 of the Ling Shu also describes the three-fold division of the body into 
three Burners: “The Upper Burner comes out from the mouth of the stomach, it runs 
along the gullet, passes the diaphragm and spreads in the chest. The Middle Burner 
comes out at the stomach. The Lower Burner comes out at the lower end of the small 
intestine and pours into the bladder.”17

The three-fold subdivision of the body is discussed in several passages of the Nan Jing 
in conjunction with pulse diagnosis, i.e. assigning the three pulse positions cun, guan 
and chi to the Upper, Middle and Lower Burner respectively. The Mai Jing (Pulse 
Classic) also has the same assignment of pulse positions: “The Cun position governs 
the Upper Burner including the skin and hair up to the hands; the Guan position gov-
erns the Middle Burner including the abdomen and back; the Chi position governs the 
Lower Burner and the lower abdomen up to the feet.” 18

Chapter 18 of the Nan Jing says practically the same: “The Cun position is ruled by 
Heaven and reflects diseases from the chest to the head; the Guan position is ruled by 
Person and reflects diseases between the diaphragm and umbilicus; the Chi position is 
ruled by Earth and reflects diseases from the umbilicus to the feet.” 19

6) RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TRIPLE BURNER AND PERICARDIUM
Although they are interiorly-exteriorly related, the relationship between Pericardium 
and Triple Burner is somewhat tenuous: such a relationship is more applicable to the 
channels, rather than to the organs themselves.

The Nei Jing and Nan Jing always refer to the “5 Zang and 6 Fu” (omitting the Peri-
cardium), but also to the “12 channels” (including the Pericardium). Originally the 
Pericardium was not considered as separate from the Heart; the two were considered 
a single organ, which is perfectly logical considering their close anatomical relation-
ship. In fact, when the Ling Shu lists the Yuan points of the 5 Zang in chapter 1, it lists 
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Daling (P-7) as the Yuan point of the Heart.

A passage from Chapter 38 of the Nan Jing makes it clear that the Pericardium and 
Heart were, in those times, considered as one organ. It says: “The Zang are 5; only 
the Fu organs are 6: why is that so? The Fu organs are 6 because of the Triple Burner...
it has a name but no form, and its channel pertains to the Hand Shao Yang. [The Triple 
Burner] is a Fu organ and that is why these are 6.” 20

This passage is revealing because of its starting question: in fact, the very question 
“the Zang organs are 5, why are there 6 Fu organs?” implies that it is taken for granted 
that the Heart and Pericardium are part of the same organ and that therefore it is 
strange that the Fu organs are 6. The answer explains that the Fu organs are 6 due to 
the existence of the Triple Burner.

However, within the reply, it says that the Triple Burner “has a name but no form” 
thus implying that the Triple Burner is different from the other regular Fu organs and 
their total makes 6 only by adding the Triple Burner. The passage also makes clear 
that the Triple  Burner “has a name but no form”, i.e. it is not really an organ like the 
others but a complex of functions: however, it does say that there is a channel associ-
ated with it.

Chapter 39 of the Nan Jing is even more specific about the fact that the Triple Burner 
is not actually associated with a Zang organ: “Each of the Zang organs has a Fu one 
associated with it. The Triple Burner is also a Fu organ but it is not associated with any 
of the Zang organs. That is why some say that there are only 5 Fu organs.”21

Chapter 25 of the Nan Jing specifically addresses the conundrum that there are 11 In-
ternal Organs but 12 channels: “There are 12 channels but 11 Internal Organs (5 Zang 
and 6 Fu), why? One channel [jing] has two separate vessels [mai] in the Arm Shao Yin 
[Heart] and Heart Master [Xin Zhu, Pericardium]. The Pericardium has an Exterior-
Interior relationship with the Triple Burner, both have a name but no form [you ming er 
wu xing], and that is why there are 12 channels.” 22 This passage is extremely revealing 
because it confirms that Heart and Pericardium were seen as one, when it says that 
one channel [jing] has two separate vessels [mai] in the Arm Shao Yin [Heart] and 
Heart Master [Xin Zhu, Pericardium].

With regard to the question of 5 Zang and 6 Fu, the author of the Nan Jing seems to 
be playing games with the reader because, in chapter 39, it says that the Zang could 
be considered to be 6 and the Fu 5! It says: “There are 5 Zang and yet 6 Fu, how is that? 
One speaks of six Fu but they are actually five. Although one speaks of 5 Zang, there are 
actually six. The Kidneys are two Zang: the left is the Kidney and the right is the Ming 
Men. The Ming Men houses the Spirit (jing shen). In men it stores the Jing in women it 
houses the Uterus. The Qi of the Ming Men penetrate the Kidneys. That is why there are 
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6 Zang. How come there are 5 Fu? [That is because] Each Zang is associated with a Fu, 
the Triple Burner is a Fu but it does not belong to any of the 5 Zang: that is why there 
are 5 Fu.”23

With the development of the channel theory, the Triple Burner was associated with 
the Pericardium (given their corresponding position on the arm) and their number 
totalled 12, including the Triple Burner and Pericardium channels.

Although the Pericardium and Triple Burner channels are exteriorly-interiorly related 
within the 5-Element scheme, this feels like a somewhat “forced” relationship to make 
a square shape fit in a round hole, i.e. the 5 Elements into 12 Channels. In fact, some 
Chinese teachers and doctors go so far as saying that the Pericardium and Triple 
Burner organs are not interiorly-exteriorly related as the other organs are.

As channels, the Pericardium and Triple Burner channels have a close and symmetri-
cal relationship; they occupy symmetrical positions on the arm. The Triple Burner 
belongs to the Shao Yang channels which are the “hinge” between the Tai Yang and 
the Yang Ming channels; the Pericardium pertains to the Jue Yin channels which are 
the “hinge” between the Tai Yin and Shao Yin channels. Being the “hinge” implies that 
these channels can connect the Yang and Yin channels, i.e. the Triple Burner connects 
the three Yang and the Pericardium the three Yin.

The Pericardium and Triple Burner channels are symmetrical in so far as the former 
provides the opening point of the Yin Wei Mai (P-6 Neiguan) and the latter of the 
Yang Wei Mai (T.B.-5 Waiguan): the Yin Wei Mai links all the Yin channels and the 
Yang Wei Mai all the Yang ones. This is another reason why the Triple Burner and 
Pericardium channels connect the three Yang and three Yin of the arm respectively.

The “Medicine Treasure” even says that the Triple Burner is interiorly-exteriorly 
related to the Ming Men. Since the Ming Men is also called the “Minister Fire”, this 
explains the attribution of Triple Burner to Fire and specifically Minister Fire in the 
5-Element context. The Pericardium is obviously closely connected to the Heart and 
naturally belongs to the Fire element, hence the connection between Pericardium and 
Triple Burner within the Fire Element and their name of “Minister Fire”.

The “Selected Historical Theories of Chinese Medicine” clarifies the relationship be-
tween the Triple Burner and Pericardium: “The Heart is the Emperor who has a Min-
ister. The Triple Burner cavities are like a capital which houses both the Emperor and 
the Minister. The Pericardium in the centre of the chest is like a palace that houses only 
the Emperor. The palace is inside and is Yin, the capital is outside and is Yang; hence the 
Triple Burner is a Yang organ and the Pericardium a Yin organ”.24

In exploring the relationship between Pericardium and Triple Burner, there is an in-
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teresting symmetry between the location of the Back-Shu point of Heart and Kidneys 
(Shao Yin) and those of Pericardium and Triple Burner. The Heart and Kidneys com-
municate with each other and their Back-Shu points are BL-15 and BL-23 respective-
ly. The Pericardium and Triple Burner’s Back-Shu points are symmetrical in that they 
are one point above those of the Heart and Kidneys, i.e. BL-14 and BL-22 respectively.

The Back-Shu point of the Pericardium is naturally just above that of the Heart be-
cause of the close anatomical connection between the two organs. The Back-Shu point 
of the Triple Burner is just above that of the Kidneys because of the Triple Burner 
being the “envoy” or “ambassador” of the Yuan Qi as it emerges from between the 
Kidneys.

Clinical application
There are interesting clinical applications of the Triple Burner and Pericardium chan-
nels in the mental-emotional sphere.

First, emotional stress makes the physiological Minister Fire of the Kidneys rise and 
become pathological: when the Minister Fire is pathological, a person has “Heat”. All 
emotions tend to cause Qi stagnation first and stagnant Qi easily generates Heat: that 
is why, in mental-emotional stress, the tip of the tongue (reflecting the Heart and the 
Shen) is red. As we have seen above, chapter 38 of the Nan Jing even says that the 
Ming Men (same as Minister Fire) is the residence of the Spirit (Jing-Shen). Zhu Dan 
Xi said: “Not a day goes by in people’s lives that the Minister Fire is not stirred.”

The Triple Burner and Pericardium channels affect the mental-emotional state be-
cause emotional stress makes the Minister Fire rise towards these two channels; there-
fore when the Minister Fire is aroused by emotional problems and it rises towards the 
Pericardium and Triple Burner channels, points of these channels can be used to clear 
Heat and calm the Mind.

In this context, I use particularly P-6 Neiguan to stimulate the movement of the Hun 
when the person is depressed, or P-7 Daling to calm the Shen when the person is 
anxious.
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There is another interesting clinical application of the Triple Burner and Pericardium 
points related to their being “hinge” channels, i.e. the Triple Burner (Shao Yang) is the 
hinge between Tai Yang and Yang Ming and the Pericardium (Jue Yin) is the hinge 
between Tai Yin and Shao Yin. Being the “hinge” on a psychological level means that 
these channels are “mediators” in the sense that they can affect a person’s capacity to 
relate to other people and points of these two channels can therefore be used espe-
cially for depression: for this, I use T.B.-3 Zhongzhu and P-6 Neiguan.
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Chapter 5

THE SHEN AND THE EMOTIONS

SHEN AND HUN: THE PSYCHE IN CHINESE MEDICINE

This article will discuss the nature and functions of the Shen and Hun in the human 
psyche. This will be based on classical texts and on my own thoughts and clinical 
experience. There will be five parts to this discussion:

1) The nature of the Shen
2) The nature of the Hun
3) The Shen and Hun and the pre-frontal cortex
4) The Shen and Hun and mirror neurons
5) The Shen and Hun and Jungian psychology.

The longer I practise, the more I think that in clinical practice we can interpret most 
mental-emotional problems in terms of the "five spirits" as well as of "patterns of 
disharmony".  The "five spirits", in Chinese called the"Five Shen" [五 神], are the 
Shen, Hun, Po, Yi, and Zhi residing respectively in the Heart, Liver, Lungs, Spleen and 
Kidneys.

For example, irrespective of the pattern of disharmony involved, I see depression as a 
manifestation of lack of movement of the Hun and manic behaviour as a manifesta-
tion of excessive movement of the Hun. To give another example, I see bipolar disease 
mostly as a Hun disharmony while I see anxiety mostly as a Shen and Po disharmony.

Please note that I am not advocating treating mental-emotional problems purely by 
treating the "five spirits" and not the patterns of disharmony.  I am advocating treating 
such problems using both approaches.  To give an example, if someone suffers from 
depression, I interpret that as a lack of movement of the Hun and I would nearly al-
ways stimulate that movement by using G.B.-40 Qiuxu.  However, it is also important 
to treat this person by addressing the pattern of disharmony which may be Liver-Qi 
stagnation, Heart- and Lung-Qi deficiency or many other patterns. 

When discussing the nature of the Shen, I will in particular explore the Confucian 
and Neo-Confucian influence on the concept of Shen and Xin (Heart) in Chinese 
medicine.
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1) THE SHEN
The word "Shen" can be translated in many different ways such as "mind", "spirit", 
"consciousness", "vitality", "expression", "soul", "energy", "god", "God", "psychic", "nu-
minous".  From a grammatical point of view, it can be a noun, adjective or verb.

The Chinese character for "Shen" is composed of two parts, one on the left, the other 
on the right. Often when a character is composed of two parts, one part gives it a 
meaning and the other is purely phonetic, i.e. it tells a Chinese speaker how that word 
is pronounced. Let us look first at the left side which gives the character its meaning.

The left part of the character "shen" is a contracted form of "shi" which indicates 
“influx from heaven", "auspicious or inauspicious signs by which the will of Heaven is 
known to mankind", "altar for sacrifices.”

The non-contracted form of "shi" shows two lines at the top which are the old form of 
"shang" [上]  (superior, above, high, hence “Heaven”) and three vertical lines repre-
senting what is hanging from Heaven, i.e. the sun, the moon and the stars, the muta-
tions of which reveal to people transcendent things.
Therefore, we can say that the left part of "Shen" conveys the idea that the Shen is 
something spiritual, pertaining to Heaven, numinous, non-material (bearing in mind 
that we are talking about the Chinese and not a Christian concept of "Heaven").

The right part of the character is pronounced "shen" [申] and it confers the word this 
sound.  However, very often the phonetic part of a character is not just phonetic but it 
also has a meaning.  In the case of "Shen", I believe it gives it a very important mean-
ing.  In fact, "shen" means "to state", "to express", "to explain", "to stretch", "to extend" 
(it also is the 9th Earthly Branch).

Shen [申] means "to extend", "to stretch". The seal writing shows two hands stretching 
a rope and hence the idea of stretching, expansion.  Later the rope was straightened 
by the scribes and was explained as a man standing and with both hands girding his 
body “I” with a sash. The form 申  is simply an easier way of writing the pictogram 
below.

示=
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申
I believe that this part of the character for "Shen" reflects an extremely important 
function of the Shen, i.e. the capacity to "extend" outwards, to project outwards, to 
relate, to communicate with others: it is what makes us relate to the world and other 
human beings and what makes us truly "human".  Incidentally, this capacity to "ex-
tend" and to relate is missing in autistic children.  As we shall see below, this capacity 
of the Shen to "extend" is also partially dependent on mirror neurons.

The Shen's capacity to extend and project outwards may also be reflected by an expan-
sive, centrifugal movement (called "shen") which is often compared and contrasted to 
a contracting, centripetal movement (called "gui"). As we shall see below, the Shen's 
capacity to extend and project outwards depends partially also on the movement of 
the Hun.

The Hun moves upwards towards the Shen and its movement gives the Shen the ca-
pacity to extend and project outwards. The movement of the Hun towards the Shen is 
a psychic equivalent of the physiological ascending movement of Liver-Qi.
De Bary translates “shen” as “numen” or “spirit” according to context.  The word "nu-
minous" means "pertaining to a numen", "divine", "spiritual", "revealing or suggesting 

The combination 神  is probably phonetic but the idea of spirit may have some con-
nection with an increased or extended 申 [shen] spiritual revelation 示 [shi].

However, some find early forms representing forked lighting 電 。  They think, prob-
ably rightly, that these became the sign for deity from superstitious dread of lightning. 
It gradually took the form 申  and 示  was added when it meant Shen 神 , while 雨  
rain was added when it meant lightning.1

Shen 神 is cognate with shen 申 and shen 伸.
申 means "to state", "to express", "to extend"
伸  means "to stretch", "to extend"
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the presence of a god", "inspiring awe and reverence." Hence the words "numinosity", 
"numinousness" meaning the condition or state of being numinous. 2

     "Numen" itself means "deity", "divinity", "divine" or "presiding power or spirit".

The Book of Rites (Li Ji) of the Zhou dynasty clearly refers to this use of the word 
"shen": “Mountains, forests, streams, valleys, hills and mounds that were able to pro-
duce clouds and thus make wind and rain and make prodigies visible were all referred 
to as shen.”
    However, as we shall see, “numinous” is only one possible translation of the word 
"shen" and one that does not really apply to Chinese Medicine.

Sinologists always translate the word "Xin" 心 [Heart] as “mind” (rather than "spir-
it"). Many of the characters that refer to different modalities of “thinking” are also 
constructed with xin as a component.  In the classical Chinese world view, the Mind 
cannot be divorced from the Heart. The cognitive is inseparable from the affective.

One of the Neo-Confucian schools of the Ming dynasty (Wang Yang Ming) was the 
Xin Jia or “School of Mind” as all sinologists translate it. 

Nature of Shen in Chinese medicine
The Shen is one of the vital substances of the body. It is the most subtle and non-ma-
terial type of Qi.  Most authors translate the word Shen as “spirit”; I prefer to translate 
Shen of the Heart as  “Mind” rather than as “Spirit”.
     I translate as  “Spirit” the complex of all five mental-spiritual aspects of a human 
being.

               
"Shen" indicates the activity of thinking, consciousness, self, insight, emotional life, 
memory, and volition, all of which depend on the Heart.  I translate this as "Mind“ 
when it refers to the Shen of the Heart.
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"Shen" also indicates the complex of all five mental-spiritual aspects of a human be-
ing, i.e. the Shen itself, the Hun, the Po, the Yi and the Zhi.  I translate this as "Spirit".

These five are called Five Shen 五 神 or Five Zhi 五 志.  Please note that I am not say-
ing that “shen” cannot mean “spirit”, of course it can.  What I am saying is that, in the 
context of the Shen of the Heart, I prefer “Mind” as a better translation of it.

Regarding the issue of how to translate Shen (i.e. as ‘Mind” or “Spirit”), it is interest-
ing to note that, in serious mental illnesses such as schizophrenia and bipolar disor-
der, the Shen is said to be “obstructed”,  “misted” or “clouded”.

We know that very many great artists suffered from bipolar disorder and it is clear 
in their case that it is the Mind that is clouded, not their Spirit which soared to great 
heights. This would confirm that the Shen of the Heart (clouded in mental illness) is 
indeed the Mind.

There is another meaning to the word Shen which is frequently mentioned in relation 
to diagnosis. In this context the word shen indicates an undefinable and subtle quality 
of “life”, “flourishing”, "lustre" or “glitter” which can be observed in health. This quality 
can be observed in the complexion, the eyes, the tongue and the pulse.

Please note that “mind” is not the same as “consciousness”.  In fact, many of our 
mental processes are unconscious (or rather, subconscious).  I do not mean here 
“unconscious” in a psychoanalytic sense but simply in the sense that some processes 
and even feelings do not reach consciousness. The Shen is definitely involved in con-
sciousness but what about unconscious processes and feelings?
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I think the Shen is involved with unconscious processes too but in conjunction with 
the Hun as far as thoughts and emotions are concerned and with the Po as far as feel-
ings are concerned.

Thinking (or cognition) depends on the Shen. If the Shen is strong, thinking will be 
clear. If the Shen is weak or disturbed, thinking will be slow and dull. The Chinese 
characters for “thought” (yi 意), “to think” (xiang 想) and “pensiveness” (si 思) all 
have the character for “heart” as their radical.

Memory has two different meanings. Explicit memory consists in remembering facts 
and past events. This depends on the Shen and therefore the Heart, although also on 
the Spleen (Yi) and Kidneys (Zhi).

Implicit memory consists in muscle memory, i.e. remembering how to ride a bicycle, 
to dance or to knit, etc.
Insight indicates our capacity of self-knowledge, self-examination and identity of self. 
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The Shen of the Heart is responsible for our identity of self as individuals. This is lost 
in serious mental illness such as schizophrenia or bipolar disease and is caused by 
obstruction of the Shen.
    Obstruction of the Shen, however, may occur in different degrees of severity and it 
does not always lead to serious mental illness.

Edelman distinguishes between primary and higher-order consciousness.
    Primary consciousness – the ability to generate a mental scene in which a large 
amount of diverse information is integrated for the purpose of directing present or 
immediate behaviour – occurs in animals with brain structures similar to ours. Such 
animals are able to construct a mental scene but, unlike us, have limited semantic or 
symbolic capabilities and no true language. = PO
    Higher-order consciousness is built on the foundations provided by primary con-
sciousness and is accompanied by a sense of self and the ability in the waking state to 
construct and connect past and future scenes. In its most developed form, it requires 
a semantic and linguistic capability. Only individuals with higher-order conscious-
ness can report conscious states and speak about consciousness: they are conscious of 
being conscious. = SHEN3

The Shen of the Heart is also responsible for hearing, sight, taste and smell. Practically 
all Confucian and Neo-Confucian philosophers mention the control of the senses by 
the Heart (and Shen).
    Many of the ancient Daoist and Confucianist texts view the senses (sight, hearing, 
smelling, taste) as “dangerous”. They “pull” on the Shen out of itself and dissipate its 
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energy.

Emotional life also depends on the Shen of the Heart. With regard to emotions, only 
the Shen (and therefore the Heart) can recognize them. When we say (or think) "I feel 
angry" or "I feel sad" who is the "I" that feels angry or sad?  It is the Shen of the Heart.

Of course emotions definitely affect all the other organs too, but it is only the Shen 
that actually recognizes, feels and assesses them. For example, anger affects the Liver, 
but the Liver cannot feel it because it does not house the Shen. Only the Heart can 
feel it because it stores the Shen which is responsible for insight. When one feels sad, 
angry or worried, it is the Shen of the Heart that feels these emotions. 
 
It is for this reason that all emotions eventually affect the Heart (in addition to other 
specific organs), and it is for this reason that the tip of the tongue becomes red in 
emotional problems from whatever emotion. 
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The Shen of the Heart is a form of Qi and the following is a summary of its functions:
It is the Qi that
•     Forms life (but also with Po) from the union of the Jing of the parents
•     Allows the individual to be conscious of his or her self
•     Permits the cohesion of various parts of our psyche and emotions
•     Defines us as individuals, confers sense of self
•     Feels and assesses the emotions
•     Is responsible for perceptions, feelings and senses (with Po)
•     Is responsible for thinking, memory, intelligence, wisdom, ideas
•     Determines consciousness (being conscious)
•     Allows insight and sense of Self
•     Is responsible for cognition
•     is responsible for relating, relations with others (shen = stretch, extend, project 

outwards)
•     Controls sleep
•     Governs the senses (sight, hearing, smelling, taste)

Shen and the body
The Chinese concepts of Shen and Xin cannot be separated from the Chinese view of 
the body.  Although made of different script, when some characters share the same 
sound it is not a coincidence and it often has a deep meaning.  Characters sharing the 
same sound are called “cognate”.
     
The word "Shen"  神  (Mind) is cognate with shen 申, shen 伸 (to extend) and shen 身 
(body).

There are three terms for “body”:
SHEN   身 (body, life, oneself, personally, one’s moral character and conduct) (the 
original script depicted a pregnant woman)
XING    形  (form, shape, body, entity)
TI    体 (body, part of body, substance).  Old form was 體 (bone on the left and vessel 
on the right).

Interestingly, the character for "body" is composed of that for "bone" on the left and 
that for "ritual vessel" on the right.

Bone
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Vessel, ritual vessel

It is interesting to note the similarity between the character for "body" that has a ritual 
vessel on the right and a bone on the left, with that for "rites" which has a ritual ves-
sel on the right and "shi" on the left, the same "shi" that is on the left of the character 
"shen".  Therefore the body is like a "ritual" that must be cherished.

禮 Li, rituals, rites
示 The “shi” on the left side of “Shen”

Interestingly, the etymology of the word “body” comes from the Old German “budha” 
which means “tub” or “container”. This is interesting as it would reflect the dualism 
that has affected Western philosophy and religion for centuries, i.e. that between the 
"soul" and the "body" in which the body is a "container" for the soul.  As we know, this 
dualism is absent in Chinese philosophy, as body and Shen are nothing but two differ-
ent states of aggregation of Qi.

Therefore translating “shen” [身] as “body” does not do it justice as it is more than a 
“body”.  It may mean the “self ”. There are several expression involving shen 身 that 
indicate that this term refers to the “self ” rather than “body”.

An Shen 安 身 = settle down in life
Shen Fen 身 分 = social status
Ben Shen 本 身 = oneself
Zhong Shen 终 身 = to end one’s life
Shen Shi 身 世 = personal history4

THe Self in ancient China
There are three words to express "I" or "self " in Chinese:
SHEN 身 
WO  我
JI   己

Of these three, shen [身 ] is not just the body but also the “self ”, the unity of body and 
mind.  The fact that it is cognate with Shen is very significant. Wo and Ji, by contrast, 
are most often used  as a negation, i.e. with wu (not, non-) in front, i.e. wu wo 无 我 
or wu ji  无 己 (i.e. "non-self "). These expressions refer to the Daoist concept of “los-
ing oneself ”, “following”, “at ease”, etc, all states indicating not strictly a negation of the 
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self but a state in which the self merges with the natural order of the Dao.

Negative expressions that occur in conjunction with wo 我 are wu 無 (nothing), shi 
失 (to lose), sang 丧 (to lose), xu 虚 (void, empty) and qu 去 (to remove). By contrast, 
shen [身 body] is something that we should xiu 修 (repair), bao 保 (preserve) or yang 
养 (nourish).

While forgetting wo 我 or ji  己 is good, forgetting shen [身] is a bad idea. This is ap-
parent from this passage from Zhuang Zi:
“I have been guarding my physical form [xing]  but forgot my person [shen-body] [伍 
守 形 而 忘 身]. I have been observing the turbid water but am oblivious to the clear 
depths.”

Please note that the Daoist “negation of the self ” could not be further removed from 
the Christian negation and punishment of the self and body. In the Christian religion 
the self and body was seen as a dangerous temptation which should be kept apart 
from the soul. None of the three religions (or rather philosophies) of China (Bud-
dhism, Confucianism and Daoism) has any concept of “sin”.

THe Heart in Confucian philosophy
The term Xin [心 heart] indicates both the physical heart and a wide range of emo-
tional and mental functions, not a distinct entity with a strictly mental or spiritual 
nature. In other words, it lacks the same qualities of the “self ” or “soul” in Western 
philosophies and religions that shen [body] and shen [mind] also lack.

All sinologists who study the Confucian and Neo-Confucian philosophers of the Song 
and especially Ming dynasty, translate School of Xin as “School of Mind”, i.e. they 
translate the word “Xin” (meaning Heart) as “Mind”. All talk about “Heart-Mind” or 
"Mind-Heart".  Bear in mind that in ancient China Xin includes cognitive and affec-
tive functions.

De Bary translates Xin as “Mind-Heart”.  He thinks this is necessary to render the 
Chinese Xin to convey both its cognitive and affective functions.  In another state-
ment, he highlights the concept of the Heart as the “ruler”. “Confucius taught that 
cultivating the person lies in rectifying the Mind-Heart [Xin]. The Mind  [Xin] is the 
master of the person. When the Mind’s control is right, the person’s conduct cannot go 
astray.” “If one can rectify the person, one can regulate the family…govern the State..and 
pacify the world.”5
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The idea that the Heart (and therefore Shen) is the “ruler” of course pervades the Nei 
Jing but it is found also in many other philosophical texts from the Warring States 
period down to the Ming dynasty.

For example, Xun Zi (310-220 BC) says: “Xin is the lord of the body [形 之 君] and 
master of the spiritual intelligence [神 明 之 主]. It issues commands but does not re-
ceive commands. On its own authority it forbids or orders, renounces or selects, initiates 
of stops.”

Xun Zi’s view of Xin (and therefore Shen) is not only cognitive but also volitional. 
It could be argued that a Confucian human-body cosmology is based on the Heart 
being at the top as the imperial ruler, while a Daoist human-body cosmology is based 
more on the Kidneys below, the source of Jing and the basis for Daoist Qi Gong.

The Confucian view of the Heart as the ruler and the most important organ derives 
also from Meng Zi’s (372-289 BC) views on the Heart-Mind.

Meng Zi often talked about “losing one’s heart” (and therefore Mind) and “retaining 
one’s heart”.  The gentleman [jun zi] retains his heart; according to Meng Zi “a gentle-
man differs from other men in that he retains his heart”.  He thought it necessary to 
emphasize retention of the heart because it is something that is easy to lose.  Since the 
heart is something we possess originally it is also called the “original heart”.
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              Meng Zi

Meng Zi describes a man who loses his sense of shame, for example, and comes to do 
things for unworthy motives as a man who has lost his “original heart”.  Meng Zi also 
calls it the “true heart”.  “It is not the case that a man never possessed the benevolent 
and righteous heart [according to him we all have it] but that he has let go of his true 
heart”.

According to Meng Zi, the main function of the Heart is to think (hence my transla-
tion of Shen as “Mind”). If a man loses his heart, his senses cause him to be attracted 
by outside things.

The organs of sight and hearing are unable to think and can be misled by external 
things. “The heart organ can think, but it will find the answer only if it does think. Oth-
erwise, it will not find the answer. This is what Heaven has given me”.

We can see from this passage why Meng Zi attaches the greatest importance to the 
Heart. Without the ability to think, a living creature is completely determined by its 
desires and the desires are at the mercy of their objects. It is the gift of the True Heart 
from Heaven that marks human being off from animals; but the mere possession of 
the Heart is not enough, we must think with it.

What Meng Zi meant by “thinking” is not only cognitive thinking but also emotional, 
ethical and volitional, i.e. our thinking about moral duties, priorities, the purpose and 
destiny of man. As we shall see below, these are functions of the pre-frontal cortex.  
According to Meng Zi, in the human body, the heart is the highest member and the 
senses are lower members. The difference between a gentleman and lesser men is the 
relative importance that they give to the highest or lower members. The “gentleman” 
[jun zi] gets his priorities right, while the small man gets them wrong.

THe Four Hearts of Meng Zi
According to Meng Zi there are four incipient tendencies in the heart (“sprouts”). 
These are the tendencies to:
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-     Compassion
-     Shame
-     Modesty and courtesy (or deference)
-     Right and wrong  (i.e. ability to distinguish right from wrong)
Meng Zi called these incipient tendencies the “four hearts”: they germinate into the 
Confucian qualities of compassion (ren),  righteousness (yi), ritual propriety (li) and 
wisdom (zhi).

1)    The Heart of compassion is the sprout of benevolence (ren 仁)
2)    The Heart of shame is the sprout of righteousness (yi 義)
3)    The Heart of deference is the sprout of ritual propriety (li 禮)
4)    The Heart of right-wrong is the sprout of  wisdom (zhi 智)

Please remember that the above "four hearts" can only be understood in the context 
of Confucian philosophy and ethics.  Ren, Yi, Li and Zhi are the four fundamental 
Confucian qualities that ensured harmony in the individual, family, society and the 
State. A discussion of these four qualities is beyond the scope of this article and a 
translation is very difficult.  They roughly correspond to "benevolence", "righteous-
ness", "rites" and "wisdom".

Both Meng Zi (372-289 BC) and Xun Zi (310-220 BC) place the Heart at the top of 
a hierarchy and view it as the “ruler”: this is of course, the view of Chinese medicine. 
Despite this picture of the Heart as the ruler, for Meng Zi, the Heart is also linked to 
emotions and desires. The ethical desires of the Heart lead to the “four sprouts”. Meng 
Zi places the Heart at the centre of human nature and also at the “top” of a hierarchy 
(influence on Chinese medicine).

It could be argued that a Confucian human-body cosmology is based on the Heart 
being at the top as the imperial ruler, while a Daoist human-body cosmology is based 
more on the Kidneys below, the source of Jing and the basis for Daoist Qi Gong.
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Zhuang Zi (369-286 BC) disagreed with the idea of the Heart being the ruler.  He 
insists that the Heart, being only one of the organs, is no more “me” than any other 
organ. We suppose that it could control the others, but in fact the various members 
are interdependent and “take turns as each other’s ruler and subjects”. According to 
him, the true ruler is not the Heart but the Dao.

           Zhuang Zi

THe Heart and human nature (性) in Confucian philosophy
In conclusion, the Confucian (and especially Meng Zi’s) discussion of Heart and 
Mind dating back to the 4th century BC is pivotal in the development of Chinese 
philosophy and Chinese medicine.  The Confucian did nothing less than “discover” 
the Heart and Mind [Xin 心] and made it an essential part of our human nature.  This 
certainly had an influence on the concept of "Heart" and "Shen" in the Nei Jing also 
considering that this text is heavily influenced by Confucian philosophy. 

Meng Zi introduced his own version of this philosophy producing a moral version 
of the Heart and Qi. According to Meng Zi, the unique feature of the make-up of a 
human being is his Heart and so, when we speak of human nature, we should have the 
Heart in mind primarily.  In other words the Heart is our human nature.

Meng Zi not only described the essence of “human nature” (Xing  性) but provides it 
with a structure as well, with the Heart at the top of the hierarchy of Zangfu. 

We can say therefore that the view of the Heart as monarch is Confucian, while the 
Daoist view would put the Kidneys at the top (Jing, Minister Fire). In fact, as we shall 
see below, the Daoist text Nei Ye talks a lot about Jing as well as Xin.

School of Mind Xin Jia  心 家
The School of Mind (or Heart-Mind) is one of the Neo-Confucian Schools of the 
Song (960-1279) and Ming (1368-1644) dynasties. Its main advocate was Wang Yang 
Ming (1472-1529). 

He considered Xin the ultimate reality in contrast to the great Zhu Xi who considered 
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Li [理] the ultimate reality.  Zhu Xi’s doctrine of Li is one of ontological dualism: there 
is a xing er shang [Above Form  形 儿 上] and a xing er xia [Below Form 形 儿 下] 
reality, i.e. a metaphysical and a physical reality respectively.

By contrast, Wang’s philosophy is ontological monism, i.e. there is only one univer-
sal principle and that is Xin or Mind. He said: “Xin is the same as Li. Under Heaven 
and Earth, is there anything that exists beyond the Mind, or any principle that exists 
beyond the Mind?”
    Also “The substance of Mind is nature (xing) and nature is the same as Principle. 
How can Principle be external to the Mind? Xin is the ruler of the body.”

Wang Yang Ming has an interesting statement about emotions: “Joy, anger, sorrow, 
fear, love, hatred and desire are called the seven emotions; these are inherent in the 
Mind of man…when the seven emotions follow their natural course, they are all 
functions of the intuitive knowledge and cannot be classified into good or evil.”

Although Zhu Xi was the founder of the School of Li, he wrote extensively about Xin. 
He considered Xin and the “controlling ruler”, as Chinese medicine does.
    He said: “Xin is that which has consciousness.”  He also said: “The Mind [Xin] is the 
master of the body and it is unique. It is the host not the guest. It is the commander 
and not a receiver of commands. Mind is the master or determining factor of the 
body.”
The Neo-Confucian philosopher Wang Fu Chi (1619-1692) explored the nature of 
Shen and the relationship between Shen and Qi.
 
According to him, Shen is an indwelling principle of Qi, associated with its unifying 
and dynamic functions. “Shen" is Qi’s ability to transform and reunite when undivid-
ed; it is so called because of Qi’s unfathomable unity – it is not that Shen exists apart 
from Qi.”
 
Shen implies unity in contrast to hua (transformation), but it is unity of a kind that 
permits change. The term “shen” is also used as a pole of the immaterial-material 
polarity.  Zhang Zai: “Earth is a thing; Heaven is Shen.” [Di wu ye; Tian Shen ye.地 物 
也 天 神 也].6

Zhuang Zi, the great Daoist philosopher often used the term "shen" as “unfathom-
able” or “daemonic”. The word “daemonic” is not used in the sense of “demon” but to 
indicate supernatural powers.
 
Oxford English Dictionary entry for “daemonic”: "of, relating to, or of the nature of, 
supernatural power or genius" = Ger. dämonisch (Göthe). (In this sense usually spelt 
dæmonic for distinction.)
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Zhuang Zi said: 
“Nothing is more shen than Heaven.”
“Heaven and Earth are perfectly shen.”
“The way to preserve the shen is to preserve one’s Jing in unadulterated purity. It is by 
his Jing-Shen that the sage mirrors the myriad things in the stillness of his heart.”6

Fan Zhong Yan (989-1052) clearly states the equivalence between ruling one’s Mind 
and ruling a country, thus showing the political dimension of Confucianism.
“The basis of the state lies in the ruler and the basis of rulership lies in the Mind-
Heart (Xin). The learning of the ruler should be directed at rectifying his Mind-Heart, 
making his intentions sincere, taking humanity (Ren) as the basic substance and 
not letting heterodox and superficial notions take hold. Only thus will the issuing of 
orders and promulgation of decrees serve the welfare of the state and dynasty.”7

Wang Wei thought that the essence of Zhu Xi’s teaching was the Learning of the 
Heart-Mind (Xin Xue):
“What is most subtle and refined in the human person, and yet most broad and great, 
is the Mind-Heart [Xin]. It ranges out to Heaven and Earth, connects past and pres-
ent, coordinates human principles and binds together human affairs through all their 
vicissitudes – indeed there is nothing to which thought does not extend. Thus the 
sages had the Learning of the Heart-Mind.
    First, seeking the lost mind; second nurturing it. Therefore, if there were no learn-
ing of the Heart-Mind, it would be as if man’s possessing a mind made no difference 
to him. Without the learning of the Heart-Mind, there is no way to direct the person 
and the person becomes a mere thing, undeserving of the name ‘person’.”8

Graham says that Xin is the ordinary word for "heart", the Chinese having always 
located mental activities there rather than in the brain. It seems likely that when Men-
cius spoke of having an "unmoved heart" he was not drawing a sharp line between 
mental disturbances and physical palpitations.

But by the time of the Song dynasty Xin is used consciously in two senses, for the 
physical organ and for something inside it which controls the movements of the body 
and is the agent in knowledge. Mental activities are conceived as "functions" varying 
according to the stimulation of the underlying "substance" by outside things.9

Graham also concurs that the word "shen" is sometimes used as "daemonic power". 
He says that, for the authors of the appendices of the Book of Changes, Shen is not 
a personal spirit but a daemonic power or intelligence which is active within the 
operations of heaven and earth and which emanates from the person of the sage.  In 
the appendices of the Book of Changes the word is less frequent as a noun than as an 
adjective, for which the least unsatisfactory English word is perhaps "psychic", applied 
to the Way, the Changes, the divining stalks, the sage, and the inner power or De as in 
Dao De Jing (usually wrongly translated as "virtue").
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Occasionally, shen may even be used as a transitive verb, "to make one's inner power 
psychic":10

Even when shen is used in the appendices as a noun, it does not refer to any entity 
distinct from things which are shen. The shen of the divining stalks is not a "psyche" 
within them, but, so to speak, their "psychicity".     Graham therefore says that we can-
not afford to use the standard English equivalent "spirit" even when the word is used 
as a noun, since to do so would disguise the fact that the Neo-Confucians treat it not 
as an entity like "principle“ [Li], “Qi", "nature", "mind", but as a state like "integrity", 
"composure", "equilibrium".

For this reason, Graham often calls "shen" "psychicity", adding that he would not 
wish "to recommend this abominable word as a permanent addition to the English 
language or even as a regular equivalent of shen."

According to the Great Appendix: "Psychicity [shen] is without confines and the 
Changes are without body."11

For the best discussion of the notions of “Xin”  in Chinese philosophy see:
Lee J, Xunzi and Early Chinese Naturalism, State University of New York Press, Al-
bany, 2004.

THe Nei Ye
Nei Ye is a chapter of the Guan Zi.  The Nei Ye is a typical Daoist text dedicated to 
Daoist techniques of breathing, meditation, exercise and generally “Yang Sheng” 
(nourishing life) practices. It also discusses the cultivation of Jing-Qi-Shen.

Guan Zi is a text that is influenced by Legalism, Daoism and Confucianism. It is 
named after the 7th century BC philosopher Guan Zhong, Prime Minister to Duke 
Huan of Qi but it dates to the Warring States Period (476-221 BC).

The following is an example of passages from the Nei Ye which highlight its Daoist 
roots and its being an early source of Daoist Qi Gong.  We tend to think of the Dao 
De Jing as the main Daoist text, which it is; however, the Dao De Jing is primarily a 
philosophical and political treatise while the Nei Ye is a quintessential text on Daoist 
exercises. 

When you enlarge your mind [xin 心] and let go of it,
When you relax your vital breath [Qi 氣] and expand it,
When your body is calm and unmoving:
And you can maintain the One and discard the myriad disturbances.
You will see profit and not be enticed by it,
You will see harm and not be frightened by it.
Relaxed and unwound, yet acutely sensitive,
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In solitude you delight in your own person.
This is called "revolving the vital breath“ [Qi]:
Your thoughts and deeds seem heavenly.

The Nei Ye talks a lot about Jing as in the following passage:

The vital essence [Jing 精] of all things: it is this that brings them to life.
 It generates the five grains below and becomes the constellated stars above.
When flowing in Heaven and Earth we call it ghostly [gui 鬼] and numinous [shen 
神].
When stored within the chests of human beings, we call them sages.
Therefore this vital energy is:
Bright! - as if ascending from the heavens;
Dark! - as if entering an abyss;
Vast! - as if dwelling in an ocean;
Lofty! - as if dwelling on a mountain peak.
This vital energy cannot be halted by force, yet can be secured by inner power [De 
德].
It cannot be summoned by speech, yet can be welcomed by awareness.
Reverently hold onto it and do not lose it: this is called "developing inner power." [De 
德].
When inner power develops and wisdom emerges, the myriad things will be grasped.

All the forms of the mind are naturally infused and filled with it [the vital essence],
are naturally generated and developed [because of] it.
It is lost inevitably because of sorrow, happiness, joy, anger, desire, and profit-seeking.
If you are able to cast off sorrow, happiness, joy, anger, desire and profit-seeking,
your mind will just revert to equanimity.

The true condition of the mind is that it finds calmness beneficial and, by it, attains 
repose.
Do not disturb it, do not disrupt it and harmony will naturally develop.

The Nei Ye also uses the word “Shen” which Roth translates as “numinous” in this 
passage.
There is a numinous [Shen 神] naturally residing within
One moment it goes, the next it comes,
And nobody is able to conceive of it.
If you lose it you are inevitably disordered;
If you attain it you are inevitably well ordered.
Diligently clean out its lodging place
And its vital essence [Jing 精] will naturally arrive.
Still your attempts to imagine and conceive of it.
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Relax your efforts to reflect on and control it.
Be reverent and diligent,
And its vital essence [Jing] will naturally stabilize.
Grasp it, and don’t let go
Then the eyes and ears will not overflow
And the mind [Shen] will have nothing else to seek.
When a properly aligned mind [Shen] resides within you,
The myriad things will be seen in their proper perspective.12

Roth thinks that "Shen" should be translated as “numinous mind” or “numinous” and 
"Xin" as Mind. He thinks that this translation is preferable to “spirit” to avoid confu-
sion with Western views of “spirit”. The Nei Ye mentions both Shen and Xin. The term 
Shen also frequently refers to the external “spirits” or “numina” of nature like moun-
tains and rivers; it may also refer to ancestors. These “spirits” are the powers that de-
scended into early Chinese shamans and shamanesses during their ritualized trances.

Graham says that in the philosophical literature the term ‘shen’ tends to be used as a 
verb rather than a noun. A verse of the Nei Ye seems to confirm this:

By concentrating your vital breath [Qi] as if numinous [Shen],
The myriad things will all be contained within you.

Here the text speaks not of some internal numen or spirit but, rather, of a spirit-like 
or numinous power than can foreknow. It details how the practice of concentrating 
and refining Qi into Jing leads to the ability to divine the future without tortoise shells 
or milfoil stalks. This foreknowledge also occurs without relying on ghostly [gui] or 
numinous [shen] powers outside or within oneself but, rather, because of the utmost 
refinement of Qi and Jing.

Nei Ye, however, also sees the Heart as the ruler: “The Heart-Mind [Xin] has the posi-
tion of the ruler. The roles of the nine orifices are shared out as those of the officials 
[guan官]. If the Heart-Mind [Xin] holds the Way [Dao], then the 9 orifices will follow 
their natural pattern. But if the taste and desires give way to excess, then the eyes will 
no longer see and the ears no longer hear. So it is said ‘If the ruler diverges from the 
Dao, then the subordinates will fail in the their tasks.”13

Interestingly, chapter 8 of the Nan Jing calls resistance to pathogenic factors “Shen”: it 
says that the Yuan Qi between the Kidneys is the "shen" that protects us from patho-
genic factors (or evils).

In conclusion, the view of Shen in the Nei Jing is very different than that in the Nei Ye.  
In the Nei Jing, Shen is equivalent to the Xin of the Confucians and Neo-Confucians. 



Chapter 5 - Emotions                                                                                                                                             151

It is the Mind that must be trained. It is also the monarch of the body in the Confu-
cian view of the State.

In the Nei Ye, Shen is a numinous power that can even apply to mountains, rivers, 
etc. It is a psychic state that, typically for Chinese medicine and philosophy, can be 
developed by developing and nurturing Jing.

2) THE HUN
The Chinese character for "Hun" is composed of a "ghost" or "spirit of a dead person" 
on the right (which gives it its meaning) and if a "cloud" [yun] on the left which is 
phonetic and gives it is sound (hun being similar to yun).

The character for "ghost" is "gui" in Chinese. Its old pictograph represents the head of 
a dead person (without a body) and the swirling movement of this ghost after death. 
As we shall see, the theme of "movement" is an essential aspect of the nature of the 
Hun.

The Hun enters the body 3 days after birth and is imparted by the father. Ethereal in 
nature, after death it survives the body in the realm of the dead. This idea is very an-
cient and it is already in the Book of Rites (Li Ji) of the Zhou dynasty (1046-476 BC): 
“[At death]The Hun returns to Heaven and the Po returns to Earth.”

The Shen and Hun and inseparably linked and together they form our consciousness, 
mind and spirit. Zhang Jie Bin in the “Classic of Categories” says: “The Shen and the 
Hun are Yang...the Hun follows the Shen, if the Shen is unconscious the Hun is swept 
away”. It also says: “The Shen corresponds to Yang within Yang; the Hun corresponds 
to Yin within Yang”.

When describing the Hun, the theme of  “movement", "swirling", "wandering", 
“searching” etc. is ever present. The old form of the Chinese radical within the word 
“hun” depicts the swirling movement of the soul of a dead person in the realm of 
spirit.
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The Hun is described as the “coming and going of the Shen” or “what follows the Shen 
in its coming and going is the Hun” (sui shen wang lai wei zhi hun)  随 神 往 来 为 
之 魂

Movement of the Hun
The Hun provides movement to the psyche in many ways:
1)    movement of the soul out of the body as in dreaming
2)    movement out of one's everyday life as in life dreams and ideas
3)    movement towards the others in human relationships
4)    movement in terms of plans, projects, vision
5)    Movement in terms or creativity, inspiration.  

Excessive movement of the Hun may cause manic behaviour while complete move-
ment of the psyche out of itself may result in mental illness.

THe Hun as a "gui"
Hun is the “gui”, i.e. the intuitive, non-rational side of human nature. Note the con-
trast between the character for "Shen" that takes its meaning from "shi", something 
spiritual, ethereal, pertaining to Heaven, and that for "Hun" that has a "gui" on the left 
side.
The gui in the character hun for the “Hun” has also another important meaning.  The 
fact that the Hun has the nature of gui means that it has an independent existence 
from the Shen.  The Hun has its own life and “agenda” over which the Shen has no 
say: the interaction and integration of the Shen with the Hun is the basis for our rich 
psychic life.
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Unlike the Hun, the other two mental-spiritual aspects of Yi of the Spleen and Zhi 
of the Kidneys do not have an independent existence but could be said to be part of 
the Shen of the Heart. Like the Hun, the Po also has its own independent existence 
although on a physical level.

Hun assists the Shen in mental activity
The Hun assists the Shen in its mental activities. The "Five-Channel Righteousness” 
(Tang dynasty), says: "Knowledge is dependent on the sharpness of the Hun”. The Hun 
provides the Shen (which is responsible for rational thinking), with intuition, vision 
and inspiration.  It also gives the Shen “movement” in the sense that it allows the Shen 
the capacity of insight and introspection as well as the ability to project outwards and 
relate to other people.  Remember the term "Shen" being cognate with “shen” 申 and 
伸, i.e. "to extend".

This capacity for movement and outward projection is closely related to the Liver-Qi 
quality of quick and free movement. The words “movement”, “coming and going”, 
“wandering”  are often used in connection with the Hun. The free flow of Liver-Qi is 
the physical equivalent of the Hun’s capacity for smooth movement and “coming and 
going”.
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The free flow of Liver-Qi helps the Heart and the Shen. Note that Liver also has a 
physiological ascending movement. That movement is towards the Heart; on a psy-
chic level, it is the role that subconscious thinking, intuition and inspiration play in 
cognition.

Relationship between Shen and Hun
The Shen can only cope with one idea at a time originating from the Hun and it must 
therefore exercise some form of control over the material coming from the Hun. It 
must also integrate the material deriving from the Hun in the general psychic life.

Therefore the Shen “gathers” the Hun. Thus, the Hun brings movement to the Shen, 
and the Shen provides some control and integration. If the Shen is strong and the Hun 
properly gathered", there will be harmony between the two and the person has calm 
vision, insight, wisdom and the right balance between “extending” and “withdrawing”.
If the Shen is weak and fails to restrain the Hun (or if the Hun is overactive), this may 
be too restless and only bring confusion and chaos to the Shen, making the person 
scattered and unsettled.  This can be observed in some people who are always full of 
ideas, dreams and projects none of which ever comes to fruition because of the cha-
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otic state of the Shen which is therefore unable to restrain the Hun. I broadly define 
this as "manic behaviour" bearing in mind this is much milder than the one observed 
in bipolar disease.

In psychiatric terms, signs and symptoms of mania (or a manic episode) include:
    •  Increased energy, activity, and restlessness
    •  Excessively "high," overly good, euphoric mood
    •  Extreme irritability
    •  Racing thoughts and talking very fast, jumping from one idea to another
    •  Distractibility, inability to concentrate well
    •  Little sleep needed
    •  Unrealistic beliefs in one's abilities and powers
    •  Poor judgment
    •  Spending sprees
    •  A lasting period of behavior that is different from usual
    •  Increased sexual drive
    •  Abuse of drugs, particularly cocaine, alcohol, and sleeping medications
    •  Provocative, intrusive, or aggressive behaviour       
    •  Denial that anything is wrong

Mild “Manic Behaviour” is mania in people who are not mentally ill.
    It includes:
•     Mental restlessness
•     Hyperactivity
•     Working and being active at night
•     Spending a lot
•     Having many projects simultaneously none of which     comes to fruition
•     Mental confusion
•     Obsessive thoughts
•     Laughing a lot
•     Talking a lot
•     Often artistic

Mania can occur in many degrees of severity and there is a broad area of behaviours 
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that, while not normal, do not constitute “mental illness”.  In other words, in its 
milder forms, “mania” and “manic behaviour” are relatively common.

If the movement of the Hun is lacking (which could be due to over-control of the Hun 
by the Shen), the person lacks vision, imagination, creativity and will be depressed.  
The left part of the diagram below illustrates the situation when the movement of the 
Hun is deficient; the right part of the diagram below illustrates the situation when the 
Shen is over-controlling the Hun (thereby restraining its movement).

HUN

HUN

HUN

Normal 
relationship

Excessive movement of 
the Hun or lack of 
control by Shen

Deficient movement of 
the Hun or excessive 
control by the Shen

SHEN

SHEN

SHEN
Mania

Depression
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The relationship between Shen and Hun is all about expansion (stimulation of coming 
and going of the Hun) and contraction (restraint of coming and going of Hun) in our 
psychic life.  These two polarities of expansion and contraction are called "shen" and 
"gui" in Chinese philosophy.

This is reflected in herbal medicine by the two very important herbs:
YUAN ZHI: pungent, bitter, warm dispersing and draining, resolves Phlegm, opens 
the Heart orifices = stimulates expansion, i.e. coming and going of Hun.
SUAN ZAO REN: sour, sweet, astringent, promotes sleep, anchors Hun = stimulates 
contraction, i.e. restraint of coming and going of Hun.

Thus "Shen" 神 and "gui" 鬼 are used as codewords for "expansion" and "contraction".

Wang Chong (27-100 AD) said:
“When a person dies, his spirit ascends to Heaven and his flesh and bones return to 
Earth.  To be an earthly gui means to return...to be a heavenly shen means to expand. 
When the expansion reaches its limit, it ends and begins again. A person is born of gui 
and at death returns to them. Yin and Yang are called gui-shen.  After people die, they 
are also called gui-shen”.

Note how in this passage “return” is counterposed to “expansion”.  This is because 
“return” has also the meaning of “converge” and “contraction”.

The following diagram illustrates this concept of cycles of expansion and contraction 
in our psyche.  

In the top half of the diagram, we have a state of more or less permanent expansion, 
i.e. when expansion prevails over contraction: this person will be "manic".  The bot-
tom half of the diagram illustrates the opposite, i.e. a state of more or less permanent 
contraction: this person will be depressed. 
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Hun and art
Artistic inspiration comes from the Hun, not the Shen (at least in Western art, not 
Chinese art). It is for this reason that there is a disproportionate incidence of bipolar 
disease in (Western) artists (see Kay Redfield Jamison). The same psychic energy that 
makes you artistic also, potentially, makes you “mad”.14

3) SHEN AND HUN AND THE PRE-FRONTAL CORTEX
The discovery that there are centres in the brain that are responsible for the personal, 
ethical and social dimensions of reasoning irrespective of cognition and language 
came about after the accident that occurred to Phineas Gage.  Phineas Gage was a 
railroad construction foreman in charge placing the dynamite charges that were nec-
essary to blast rock.

On September 13, 1848 25-year-old Gage was foreman of a work gang blasting rock 
while preparing the roadbed for the railroad. Gage was tamping his iron rod when the 
iron struck a spark against the rock and the powder exploded. The tamping iron en-
tered on the side of his face passing back of the left eye, and out at the top of the head.  
After the accident, Gage's cognition and language skill were unaffected but there was 
a drastic change in his personality. This was the first time that neurologists realized 
there were centres in the brain responsible not for cognition but for ethical choices 
and planning. Such centres are in the pre-frontal lobe.

Gage retained “full possession of his reason” after the accident, but his wife and other 
people close to him soon began to notice dramatic changes in his personality. A re-
port published in the Bulletin of the Massachusetts Medical Society:

"His contractors, who regarded him as the most efficient and capable foreman in their 
employ previous to his injury, considered the change in his mind so marked that they 
could not give him his place again. He is fitful, irreverent, indulging at times in the 
grossest profanity (which was not previously his custom), manifesting but little deference 
for his fellows, impatient of restraint of advice when it conflicts with his desires, at times 
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pertinaciously obstinate, yet capricious and vacillating, devising many plans of future 
operation, which are no sooner arranged than they are abandoned in turn for others ap-
pearing more feasible. In this regard, his mind was radically changed, so decidedly that 
his friends and acquaintances said he was 'no longer Gage'.”

Before the accident, Gage had a strong sense of personal and social responsibility, 
cared for the quality of his work, and attracted the admiration of his colleagues and 
superiors. He was adapted in social conventions and was ethical in his dealings.  After 
the accident, he no longer showed respect for social convention; ethics were violated; 
he was given to lying and inventing tales.

Gage’s injury showed for the first time that there were centres in the brain responsible 
for the personal and social dimensions of reasoning. The observance of previously 
acquired social conventions and ethical rules could be lost as a result of brain damage, 
even when neither cognition nor language were affected.

Gage’s injury showed that something in the brain was concerned specifically with 
unique human properties, among them the ability to anticipate the future and plan 
accordingly within a complex social environment; the sense of responsibility towards 
the self and others. 

From a Chinese perspective, this shows that there are centres in the brain that control 
the interaction between the Shen and Hun.  Gage’s injury affected the “Hun part of 
the Shen”.  From a Western point of view, this is the prefrontal cortex.

THe Pre-Frontal Cortex
The prefrontal cortex is the anterior part of the frontal lobes of the brain, lying in 
front of the motor and premotor areas.

This brain region has been implicated in planning complex cognitive behaviors, per-
sonality expression, and modulating correct social behavior. The basic activity of this 
brain region is considered to be orchestration of thoughts and actions in accordance 
with internal goals and social rules.

The most typical neurologic term for functions carried out by the pre-frontal cortex 
area is executive function. Executive function relates to abilities to differentiate among 
conflicting thoughts, determine good and bad, better and best, same and different, 
future consequences of current activities, working toward a defined goal, prediction 
of outcomes, expectation based on actions, and social "control" (the ability to suppress 
urges that, if not suppressed, could lead to socially-unacceptable outcomes).

Many authors have indicated an integral link between a person's personality and the 
functions of the prefrontal cortex.  Skills of comparison and understanding of even-
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The prefrontal cortex (PFC) is responsible for the executive functions, which include 
mediating conflicting thoughts, making choices between right and wrong or good 
and bad, predicting future events, and governing social control -- such as suppressing 
emotional or sexual urges.

From a Chinese perspective, many of the above-mentioned functions of the prefron-
tal cortex are functions of the Hun, e.g. executive functions, future consequences of 
current activities, working toward a defined goal, prediction of outcomes, expectation 
based on actions.  All this broadly corresponds to the “planning” of the Hun.  The 
PFC also influences social "control" (the ability to suppress urges that, if not sup-
pressed, could lead to socially-unacceptable outcomes).  This reflects the control of 
the Shen over the Hun.

THe Pre-Frontal Cortex as the arena of Shen and Hun
The pre-frontal cortex is responsible for planning complex cognitive behaviors, 
personality expression, modulating correct social behavior; also orchestration of 
thoughts and actions in accordance with internal goals and social rules.

This is often described as "executive function", ability to differentiate among conflict-
ing thoughts, determine good and bad, future consequences of current activities, 
working toward a defined goal, prediction of outcomes, expectation based on actions, 

tual outcomes are harbored in the prefrontal cortex but the prefrontal cortex (when 
functioning correctly) controls the mental option to delay immediate gratification for 
a better or more rewarding longer-term gratification result. This ability to wait for a 
reward is one of the key pieces that define optimal executive function of the human 
brain.
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and social "control".

When the pathways between the prefrontal cortex and the rest of the brain are dam-
aged due to head injury, massive personality changes can result. One might say that 
the prefrontal cortex is the neurological basis of the conscience.

Weak interconnections between the prefrontal cortex and the rest of the brain have 
been observed in criminals, sociopaths, drug addicts, and schizophrenics.

The prefrontal cortex has expanded greatly in size throughout hominid evolution, 
culminating in Homo Sapiens, suggesting a strong selection pressure in favor of its 
continued growth. In the past five million years of human evolution, the size of the 
prefrontal cortex has increased six-fold. The size of the prefrontal cortex relative to 
the rest of the brain has also increased throughout these five million years since the 
brain itself has increased in size about three-fold.

The prefrontal cortex is fed information from all the senses, and combines this in-
formation to form useful judgments. It constantly contains active representations in 
working memory, as well as representations of goals and contexts.

At the Hospital Barra D'Or in Rio de Janeiro, Eslinger tested a group of normal adults 
by asking them to view images of emotionally charged scenes with and without 
"moral" content while lying inside an fMRI magnet. Pictures of physical assaults, war 
carnage, and abandoned children were included in the moral category; the non-moral 
images depicted body lesions and dangerous animals.

Certain brain regions (the amygdala, thalamus, and upper midbrain) were consistent-
ly activated by both types of emotional stimulus. But some areas, including the orbital 
prefrontal cortex and the superior temporal sulcus, at the furrow between the frontal 
and temporal lobes, fired specifically in response to moral content.

Moreover, the researchers found that this activation was very fast. "People detected 
that something was wrong very quickly. It's almost as if the moral content is embed-
ded within the perception. You don't have to stop to think." When they later showed 
the same pictures to a group of diagnosed sociopaths, he adds, their reactions dif-
fered, and these "cortico-limbic circuits" did not consistently activate.

Thus, the prefrontal cortex is also involved in the so-called moral or social emotions, 
i.e. shame, guilt and disgust.  The emotion of disgust played an important evolution-
ary role in steering us away from toxic plants, poisons and spoiled food.  However, 
“disgust” has also a moral dimension, i.e. moral disgust when observing immoral, 
unethical or criminal behaviour.
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From a Chinese perspective, the prefrontal cortex is the arena of interplay between 
Shen and Hun. The Shen represents the executive function that needs to interact with 
but also somewhat control the desires of the Hun. The Shen also represents the moral 
and social dimension of our life, i.e. interaction with others in family and society (the 
Hun has nothing to do with ethics and that is why it need the “control” of the Shen).

The location of certain acupuncture points on the forehead presents interesting ob-
servation as to the effect these points might have on the prefrontal cortex.  The main 
point is Du-24 Shenting which, in my opinion, has a profound influence on the regu-
lation of Shen and Hun, finding the right balance between excitation and restraint of 
the Hun and the right balance of enough (but not too much) control of the Shen over 
the Hun and also enough movement (but not too much) of the Hun towards the Shen.

For this reason, this point helps both depression and anxiety as well as manic behav-
iour.  Moreover, it helps memory and the prefrontal cortex is the location of working 
memory.

Du-24 Shenting Courtyard of the Spirit
Du-24 is a very important and powerful point to calm the Mind. It is frequently com-
bined with G.B.-13 Benshen for severe anxiety and fears.

An important feature of this point which makes it particularly useful is that it can 
both calm and lift the Mind: therefore it is used not only for anxiety and insomnia but 
also for depression and sadness. It is also used in psychiatric practice for schizophre-
nia and split thoughts. Manic behaviour.

The name of this point refers to its strong influence on the Mind and Spirit.  The 
courtyard was traditionally considered a very important part of the house as it was 
the one that gave the first impression to visitors; it is the entrance.  Thus, this point 
could be said to be the “entrance” to the Mind and Spirit and its being a courtyard, 
highlights its importance. Being the “entrance”, it controls our relationships with oth-
ers.

James LeDoux says that the prefrontal cortex, the site of working memory, is the gate-
way to consciousness!  Du-24 Shenting is the courtyard or gateway.15

G.B.-13 Benshen Shen Root
G.B.-13 has a powerful calming effect on the Shen.  G.B-13 Benshen “gathers” Jing to 
the head. Its deep mental and emotional effect is also due to its action of “gathering” 
Jing to the head.  Kidney-Jing is the root of our Pre-Heaven Qi and is the foundation 
for our mental and emotional life. A strong Jing is the fundamental prerequisite for a 
clear Mind (Shen) and a balanced emotional life.  This is the meaning of this point’s 
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name “Root of the Shen”, i.e. this point gathers the Jing which is the root of the Shen.

Kidney-Jing is the source of Marrow which fills up the Brain (called Sea of Marrow): 
G.B.-13 is a point where Jing and Marrow “gather”.  The “Great Dictionary of Acu-
puncture” says that this point “makes the Shen return to its root”: the “root” of the 
Shen is the Jing, hence this point “gathers” Jing to the Brain and affects the Shen.16

As it connects the Shen and Jing, this point also treats both the Heart and the Kidneys 
and therefore the Shen and Will-Power (Zhi): for this reason, it is an important point 
in the treatment of depression. When combined with other points to nourish Jing 
(such as Ren-4 Guanyuan), G.B.-13 attracts Jing towards the head with the effect of 
calming the Mind and strengthening clarity of mind, memory and will power. 

The connection between G.B.-13 and Jing is confirmed by the text “An Enquiry into 
Chinese Acupuncture” which has among the indications of this point: “excessive men-
strual bleeding, impotence and seminal emissions.”17

4) MIRROR NEURONS: THE ARENA OF SHEN AND HUN?
In 1992 an Italian neurophysiologist in Parma was doing brain research using ma-
caque monkeys. They were specifically researching an area of the brain called F5, 
located in the premotor cortex. 

Area F5 contains millions of neurons that specialize in coding for one specific motor 
behaviour: actions of the hand, including grasping, holding, tearing and, most impor-
tant, bringing objects (food) to the mouth.

As Iacoboni explains “For every macaque these actions are as basic and essential as 
they come. We Homo Sapiens are grasping and manipulating objects from the mo-
ment we fumble for the snooze button in the morning until we adjust our pillows at 
bedtime.  All in all, we perform hundreds, if not thousands, of grasping actions every 
day.” That it why the Rizzolati team chose area F5 for close investigation.18

One day the neurophysiologist Vittorio Gallese was moving around the lab during 
a lull.  A monkey was sitting quietly in the chair; suddenly, as Vittorio reached for 
something, he heard a burst of activity from the computer that was connected to the 
electrodes surgically implanted in the monkey’s brain. 

To an experienced neurophysiologist, this signalled a discharge from the pertinent 
cells in area F5. Vittorio immediately thought that this was strange as the monkey 
was sitting quietly not grasping anything, yet the neurons affiliated with the grasping 
action had fired nevertheless.

Through many painstaking other experiments, the neurophysiologist came to the dis-
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covery that, within the F5 motor area, there are dedicated neurons (about 20%) that 
fire not when one performs an action but when one watches someone else performing 
an action e.g. grasping, bringing objects (usually food) to the mouth, kicking a ball, 
playing tennis, etc. 

They even fire when one simply hears a word such as “kick”.   Mirror neurons imitat-
ing a grasping action fire even when the object grasped is hidden from view (behind a 
screen), but not if the monkey knows that there is no object. 

Crucially, mirror neurons are involved in predicting the meaning of a certain action: 
this is essential in communicating and relating to others.  Iacoboni says: “The action 
recognition process implemented [by the mirror neurons] is some sort of simulation 
or internal imitation of the observed action. Given that our own actions are almost 
invariably associated with specific intentions, the activation in my brain of the same 
neurons I use to perform my own actions may also allow me to understand the inten-
tions of other people.”19

For example, if I watch someone grasping a cup soon after having an argument with 
that person, thanks to the mirror neurons, I know whether he or she is grasping the 
cup to get a drink or whether they are about to throw the cup at me. Quite simply, 
mirror neurons differentiate between the same action associated with different inten-
tions.   
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After years of experiments by many different neurophysiologists, mirror neurons are 
now thought to be involved in much more than “imitating” motor actions in one’s 
brain when watching someone else performing a motor action.  They are now thought 
to be involved in emotional bonding, empathy and language.

It is now thought that mirror neurons play a role in empathy, the capacity to feel other 
people’s emotions. The brain area connecting mirror neurons to the limbic system 
(responsible for our emotions) is the insula. In other words, we feel and understand 
the emotions of other people thanks to our own mirror neurons which are activated 
by the sight of someone’s smiling, frowning, crying, etc. Thus, “our mirror neurons 
fire when we see others expressing their emotions, as if we were making those facial 
expressions ourselves. By means of this firing, the neurons also send signals to emo-
tional brain centres in the limbic system to make us feel what other people feel.”

Essential to this empathy based on mirror neurons are other people’s facial expres-
sions that trigger the firing of our mirror neurons. To James (of the James-Lange 
theory of emotions), this phenomenon means that “our mental life is knit up with our 
corporeal frame, in the strictest sense of the term.”  Incidentally, that is the connection 
between emotions and the Po in Chinese medicine.

Mirror neurons also play a role in the development of a sense of self. Social context is 
critical in developing a sense of self. Isolation seems to inhibit the ability to develop a 
sense of self; rich social context facilitates it.
    
The presence of others, the continuous relations and interactions one must have with 
others facilitates the development of our sense of self.  Mirror neurons fire when we 
observe actions and when we perform those same actions.  There is a strong link 
between social environment and a sense of self and this link is at least partly due to 
mirror neurons.

There is now a mirror neuron hypothesis in relation to autism. In autism there is an 
“imitation deficit”, i.e. the child is unable to translate from the perspective of another 
individual to one’s own perspective.  It is now believed that the key neural deficit in 
autism is a dysfunction of mirror neurons. As Iacoboni says, “a deeply felt mirroring 
that moves people closer to each other and makes emotional connectedness possible 
seems to be the main deficit of patients with autism.”

Ramachandran  says: “I predict that mirror neurons will do for psychology what DNA 
did for biology: they will provide a unifying framework and help explain a host of men-
tal abilities that have hitherto remained mysterious and inaccessible to experiments.”20

What has all this to do with Chinese medicine and, in particular, with Shen and Hun?  
I think there are interesting connections between the role of Shen and Hun and mir-
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ror neurons. Shen and Hun together are responsible for emotional empathy and relat-
ing to others.  Consider the Chinese ideogram for “shen” especially its right side.

As we have seen, the right side of the ideogram is pronounced “shen” and it means “to 
express, to explain, to stretch, to extend”. The last two meanings, “to stretch” and “to 
extend”, are crucial to an understanding of what the Shen does. It is responsible for 
“extending” towards others, for connecting with others, for emotional connection and 
empathy.  In other words, for the function of the mirror neurons.

However, the Shen cannot perform that function alone: it relies on the help of the 
Hun and that is why ancient books say that Shen and Hun are related work in unison 
(they are both Yang in nature), as opposed to the relation between Po and Jing (both 
Yin in nature).

The Hun perform these functions through its movement in the sense of searching, 
exploring ideas, nurturing life dreams, etc. Without the input of the Hun the Shen 
would be an inert consciousness. The input of the Hun is therefore essential for the 
Shen to perform its function of relating and connectedness with others.  Again, this is 
the Chinese medicine equivalent of the function of mirror neurons.

It is possible that  autism in children is due to a deficient movement of the Hun that 
leads to an impaired function of the Shen in relating to others. As we have seen, this 
has been related to a dysfunction of mirror neurons.

Conversely, I relate hyperactivity in children to an excessive movement of the Hun 
and, interestingly, hyperactive children are often artistic (which is a function of the 
Hun).

How does one stimulate the movement of the Hun? I use the Gall-Bladder chan-
nel and especially GB-40 Qiuxu.  To restrain the movement of the Hun, I use LIV-3 
Taichong. Other points that regulate the Shen and Hun are Du-24 Shenting and GB-
13 Benshen.

BL-47 Hunmen regulates the movement of the Hun (it can restrain it or stimulate it).

5) SHEN AND HUN AND JUNGIAN PSYCHOLOGY
Although it is difficult to make direct connections between the Chinese and the psy-
choanalytical view of the psyche, there are some connections between the Shen and 
the conscious and between the Hun and the  unconscious.
The arrows coming out of the Hun towards the Shen and out of the unconscious 
towards the conscious illustrate the psychic contents stemming from the Hun and 
unconscious.  Note that there is a single arrow coming out of the Shen and of the 
conscious: this illustrates the control that needs to be exercised by the Shen and the 
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conscious.

In myths and fairy tales the unconscious is often symbolized by the sea.  The Hun is 
an underwater world and a total immersion of the Shen  in it means insanity.  The 
Hun is like an ocean that is the source of archetypes, symbols, ideas, images: the Shen  
draws from this sea through the intermediary of the Hun. The material coming forth 
is controlled and integrated by the Shen , one at a time (“Control” and “integration”).

There are some connections between the Hun, Shen and Yi and the Jungian anima 
and animus.
The anima and animus, in Jung's school of analytical psychology, are the two pri-
mary anthropomorphic archetypes of the unconscious mind. The anima and animus 
are described by Jung as elements of his theory of the collective unconscious. In the 
unconscious of the male, this archetype finds expression as a feminine inner person-
ality: the anima.  In the unconscious of the female it is expressed as a masculine inner 
personality: the animus.

The anima and animus can be identified as the totality of the unconscious feminine 
psychological qualities that a male possesses or the masculine ones possessed by the 
female, respectively. Although in the original Jungian view the anima is the uncon-
scious of men and the animus unconscious of women, most analysts now believe that 
men and women both have both an anima and an animus.
  
The anima is generally responsible for inspiration, feelings, intuition, connectedness; 
the animus is generally responsible for thinking, rationality.  I believe that the anima 
may be related to the Hun and the animus to Shen and Yi.
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 ON GUILT
For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. Romans 3.23 1

I discuss here a common emotional cause of disease in Western patients, i.e. guilt. 
Guilt is a pervasive emotion in Western patients. It is completely missing from Chi-
nese medicine books and one could say that it simply does not exist in the Chinese 
psyche. It could be argued that guilt is intrinsically related to the Judeo-Christian 
religions and especially the Christian religion with its concept of “original sin.” 

I have never seen expressions referring to “feeling of guilt” as an emotional cause of 
disease in modern or old Chinese books. It could be argued that this is due to the fact 
that a feeling of guilt is more or less absent in Eastern societies. In fact, the concept of 
guilt is totally absent in all three major Chinese religions/philosophies of Confucian-
ism, Daoism and Buddhism. Indeed, Confucius did not even believe in the value of 
punishment for crimes. 

Fingarette concurs that the concept of guilt is absent in the Analects of Confucius. 
The Analects do mention the word chi 耻 in several passages but this is shame rather 
than guilt. 

Fingarette says: “If we are unaware of the crucial differences in perspective, these texts 
on chi lend themselves easily to the assimilation of Confucian shame with Western guilt. 
Although chi is definitely a moral concept, the moral relation to which it corresponds 
is that of the person to his status and role as defined by li (rituals). Chi looks outward, 
not inward. It is not, as is guilt, a matter of the inward state, of repugnance at inner 
corruption, of self-denigration, of the sense that one is as a person, and independently of 
one’s public status and repute, mean or reprehensible. The Confucian concept of shame is 
a genuinely moral concept, but it is oriented to morality as centering in li, traditionally 
ceremonially defined social comportament [behaviour], rather than to an inner core of 
one’s being.”2 

It should be stressed that what concerns us here in dealing with emotions, is not guilt 
but the feeling of guilt which is totally unrelated to an actual crime or transgression. 
For example, a person may have committed a crime but feel no guilt at all; conversely, 
a person may have committed no crime or transgression but feel guilty (which is usu-
ally the case in our patients). 

Guilt (and shame) are considered by some to be “moral” emotions as they bear upon 
morality. Wollheim says: “The role of the moral emotions is to provide the person with 
an attitude, or orientation. What is distinctive of the moral emotions is that the attitude 
is reflexive. It is an attitude that the person has towards himself/herself as a person.”3 
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Guilt is strongly linked to a sense of self and specifically to a negative sense of self: 
this is probably an important reason for the absence of guilt in Chinese culture as the 
self in Chinese culture is not the individualized, inward-looking, psychological self of 
Western culture, but a socially-constructed self. This may also account for the pres-
ence of shame in Chinese culture (related to a social sense of self) and the absence of 
guilt (related to an individual self). 

Guilt can manifest in many different ways, e.g.: 
– Feeling of responsibility for negative circumstances that have befallen oneself or 
others 
– Feeling of regret for real or imagined misdeeds, both past and present 
– Feeling responsible (and guilty) for any negative thing that occurs to members of 
one’s family or one’s partner 
– Taking responsibility for someone else’s misfortune or problem. The above are only 
a few examples of the sort of behaviour induced by feelings of guilt. 

A feeling of guilt may be due to the transgression of social or religious taboos or from 
having done something “wrong” which is later regretted. However, a feeling of guilt 
may also be innate and not related to any specific action. This innate feeling of guilt 
derives often from upbringing. This latter feeling is indeed the most destructive one. 

Guilt is self-reproach for some actual misdeeds or an in-born feeling of guilt totally 
disconnected from any misdeeds. Guilt includes a sense of inadequacy and despair 
not found in shame. Guilt does not require any particular offence and the doctrine of 
Original Sin is an example of this. When assailed by a feeling of guilt, a person is one’s 
own judge and a more ruthless and less reasonable judge than any real judge. 

Guilt is inwardly-directed and its object is the self; in this sense, it is almost the “op-
posite” emotion to that of anger as this latter emotion is usually directed at another 
person. Guilt is based on a moral criteria of having broken a law of morality (real or 
imagined). 

The “mythology” of guilt is the doctrine of the Original Sin. The “authority” providing 
the criteria is absolute and unquestionable. Guilt is a “dark” emotion with no redemp-
tion; it is a much “darker” emotion than shame and in my experience, more difficult 
to “treat” (if that is the right word). 

As for disharmonies induced by guilt, this emotion can have different effects in differ-
ent people. First of all, it may lead to Qi stagnation: it affects any organ and especially 
the Lungs, Heart, Liver and Kidneys. Due to its “dark”, “stagnating” character, the Qi 
stagnation may cause Blood stasis easily. This Blood stasis may be in any part of the 
body and any organ but particularly in the Lungs, Heart, Liver and Kidneys. The pulse 
is Wiry or Firm. 
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Under certain conditions, guilt may also cause sinking of Qi and affects the Kidneys 
causing some urinary problems or menstrual problems from sinking of Qi. The 
tongue has a red tip and possibly purple body. When guilt is the emotional cause of 
disease, the pulse is Wiry or Firm if there is Qi and Blood stagnation. If there is sink-
ing of Qi of the Kidneys, the pulse is Deep and Weak on the Kidney positions, pos-
sibly slightly Overflowing on the Heart position and Choppy in general without wave. 

How does one “treat” guilt? It is possibly the most difficult to “treat”: it is a ‘dark” and 
deep-seated emotion and that is probably why it easily gives rise to Blood stasis. I gen-
erally choose the points depending on the patterns induced by guilt. I generally treat 
the Heart, Lungs, Liver and Kidneys. 

Some examples of points used would be HE-7 Shenmen, P-7 Daling, LU-7 Lieque, 
LU-3 Tianfu, LIV-3 Taichong, KI-4 Dazhong, KI-9 Zhubin, G.B.-13 Benshen, Du-24 
Shenting. Of course, possibly with guilt more than any other emotion, a true healing 
cannot take place without a conscious effort of introspection from the patient with 
the help of psychotherapy. 

END NOTES
1. Holy Bible, New International Version ®. 1984 International Bible Society. Online 
version www.biblegateway.com [Accessed 2007]. 
2. Fingarette H 1972 Confucius - The Secular as Sacred, Waveland Press, Prospect 
Heights, Illinois, p. 28. 
3. Wollheim R 1999 On the Emotions, Yale University Press, New Haven, p. 148. 
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ON SHAME

As we just discussed guilt as an emotional cause of disease, it makes sense to discuss 
now shame as an emotional cause of disease. I think that shame is as common as guilt 
in Western patients while it could be argued that Eastern societies are more prone to 
shame than guilt.

Shame may be caused by a feeling of shame about one's behaviour in breaking soci-
ety’s rules or customs; more commonly, it is an in-born feeling of shame due to one's 
upbringing. It is a feeling of blame which often makes one feels “dirty”; with shame, 
one feels that one has to hide from the frowning look of society. One feels observed all 
the time.

According to Solomon, in small doses, shame is an affirmation of one's autonomy, a 
confirmation that one will live by one's standards and accept responsibility. In small 
doses, shame is conducive to self-esteem. However, in larger doses, shame is over-
whelming and it is self-demeaning, making one extremely defensive and impotent.1

As a cause of disease, we consider the shame that is overwhelming, that is due to one's 
upbringing and that is not related to one's actions or to have done anything wrong. 
A person suffering from this shame will always feel as if they had done something 
wrong and will want to hide.

It is often said that Western societies are “guilt-based” and Eastern ones “shame-
based”, so it is useful to explore the differences between shame and guilt. Shame is 
related more to one's place in society, what people think of us, the feeling that one has 
to hide because one has done something wrong, something that society frowns upon, 
something “dirty”.

In other words, as long as we do not do anything that society disapproves of or, most 
importantly, we are not seen, not found out to be doing something “wrong”, we do not 
feel shame. By contrast, in such situations we would feel guilty even if nobody sees us 
doing something “wrong”.

It is certainly true that Eastern societies are shame-based probably due to the strong 
Confucian influence. As the Confucian ethics is all about social relationships, and 
about one's “place” in society and conforming to strict rules of conduct and social 
hierarchy, it is natural that shame ensues from contravening the established rules 
of society. Thus, people are worried about not being seen to be doing anything that 
society would frown upon.
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What is paramount in shame, is how one appears to the other members of the com-
munity, not how one feels inside. Guilt, is a “darker” emotion, more inner-directed, an 
emotion from which there is no escape, the judgement is there, whether anyone sees 
us or not. The big difference between guilt and shame is that guilt has no redemption, 
it “eats” one inside for ever; shame has redemption and repair.

With shame, we have a feeling of being seen doing something wrong (by implication, 
if we are not seen, we do not feel shame). With guilt, we hear an inner voice con-
demning us and we cannot escape it.

Wollheim explores the differences between shame and guilt and I have summarized 
them in this Table.2

The term “guilt” (zui) occurs very infrequently in the Analects of Confucius. By con-
trast, shame (chi) is mentioned in many passages. It is always used with reference to a 
lapse of responsibility, often accompanied by insult, estrangement and humiliation at 
the hands of others.

Shame is very ingrained in Confucianist ethics. It is even something that is considered 
a beneficial “tool” to keep people in line. Consider this passage from the Analects of 
Confucius:

“The Master said: ‘Lead the people with administrative injunctions and keep them 
orderly with penal law, and they will avoid punishments but will be without a sense of 
shame. Lead them with morality (de) and keep them orderly through observing ritual 
propriety (li) and they will develop a sense of shame; and, moreover, will order them-
selves”.

This passage is an attack on the Legalists who advocated keeping people in order 

SHAME

Shame will tend to generate the desire to change.

What shame calls for is that others should forget 
what we have become.
The criticism is experienced as being conveyed 
to us by a look: we feel the eyes of disapproval 
upon us.
Shame is ritual-oriented in that it describes a 
conciousness of how one is perceived by others.

Shame tends to be communal as a condition of 
one’s relationship to others.

GUILT

Guilt will tend to generate the desire to repair.

What guilt calls for is that others should forgive 
what we have done.
The criticism is experienced as being conveyed in 
words: we hear the voice os disapproval.

Guilt is law-oriented in that it signals a personal 
acknowledgment that one has committed a 
breach of established conduct.

Guilt tends to be individual as a condition of 
one’s relationship to law.
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with strict laws and harsh punishments. In other words, Confucius is saying that laws 
and punishments may keep social order, but even better is to lead by example so that 
people will regulate themselves due to the sense of shame from not following the 
social order.

The importance of shame in Chinese society is also apparent from a study of the penal 
system and amnesties in ancient China: there is evidence that the ancient courts acted 
harshly in cases of serious crimes but relied on shame entailed in the process of litiga-
tion to discipline the more minor offenders and restore their commitment to social 
responsibility.

In terms of the effects on Qi by shame, I think that this emotion makes Qi stagnate 
but also possibly in some cases, sink. Indeed, sinking of Qi is, in my experience, a 
common result of shame; Dampness also frequently accompanies shame.

When one feels shame, one feels “dirty” and “dirty” is characteristic of Dampness. 
Thus, shame often manifests with sinking of Qi and Dampness: for example, prolaps-
es, very chronic and stubborn vaginal discharge, excessive menstrual bleeding from 
sinking of Spleen- and Kidney-Qi, slight urinary incontinence.

END NOTES
1. Solomon R The Passions, Hackett Publishing Company, Indianapolis, 1993, p. 245. 
2. R Wollheim, On the Emotions, Yale University Press, 1999, pp. 155-6.
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JOY: AN EMOTIONAL CAUSE OF DISEASE?

It always seems strange that joy should be listed among the emotional causes of 
disease in Chinese medicine. And yet, it has always been mentioned as an emotional 
cause of disease since ancient times. Strangely, the Chinese character for “joy” [xi 喜] 
is the only one of the emotions that is not based on the ‘heart” radical. The character 
Xi is based on the radical for “drum” plus “mouth”, i.e. beating a drum and singing in 
happiness. Incidentally, two xi characters next to each other are called “double happi-
ness” and are a symbol of a wedding.

It is interesting that, in the list of emotions as causes of disease, “joy” is always top of 
the list, followed by anger. For example, these are the emotions listed by Confucius: 
joy, anger, grief, fear, love, hatred, desire. These are the emotions listed by Lao Zi: 
joy, anger, worry, sadness, love, hatred, desire. It is interesting that both lists include 
“love” as an emotional cause of disease! Chen Wu Ze (1174) lists: joy, anger, pensive-
ness, worry, sadness, fear, shock. These became the widely accepted “7 emotions” of 
Chinese medicine. Zhang Jie Bin (1624) lists eight emotions: joy, anger, pensiveness, 
worry, sadness, fright, fear, shock.1

A normal state of joy is obviously not in itself a cause of disease; on the contrary, it is 
a beneficial mental state which promotes a smooth functioning of the Internal Organs 
and their mental faculties. The “Simple Questions” in chapter 39 says: “Joy makes the 
Shen peaceful and relaxed, it benefits the Ying and Wei Qi and it makes Qi relax and 
slow down.”2 

On the other hand, in chapter 2 the “Simple Questions” says: “The Heart … controls 
joy, joy injures the Heart, fear counteracts joy.”3 Other passages in the Nei Jing clearly 
refer to joy as a cause of disease. For example, chapter 5 of the “Simple Questions” 
says: “Joy injures the Heart.”4 Chapter 8 of the “Spiritual Axis” says: “Joy scatters the 
Heart and deprives it of its residence.”5

Fei Bo Xiong (1800–1879) in “Medical Collection of Four Doctors from the Meng He 
Tradition” says: “Joy injures the Heart … [it causes] Yang Qi to float and the blood ves-
sels to become too open and dilated …”6

I think that the best (and probably only) way to understand “joy” as an emotional 
cause of disease is in the light of the three main philosophies of China, i.e. Daoism, 
Confucianism and Buddhism. I think that “joy” is akin to “desire” and “craving” from 
the point of view of these three philosophies. Of the three philosophies, Daoism and 
Confucianism are the main ones because Buddhism was not widespread in China at 
the time when joy was already considered as a cause of disease, i.e. during the War-



Chapter 5 - Emotions                                                                                                                                             177

ring States Period (476-221 BC).

All these three religions (or rather philosophies), for different reasons, advocated 
emotional restraint and avoidance of “craving” and “desire”. For example, the Daoists 
shunned social relations and advocated “following the Dao”, “absence of desire” (wu 
yu) and “non-action” (wu wei). They felt that joy would stop us from following the 
Dao as much as other emotions such as anger. The great Daoist Zhuang Zi (370-301 
BC?) talks about wu qing, i.e. absence of feelings: “What I mean when I say that they 
[sages] are wu qing (without feelings) is that they do not injure their own persons with 
likes and dislikes and are always responsive to what is natural without trying to increase 
life.”7

The ancient Daoist text Nei Ye (Inner Training), older than the Dao De Jing, has this 
interesting passage on emotions:

The vitality of all people
Inevitably comes from their peace of mind
When anxious, you lose this guiding thread
When angry, you lose this basic point
When you are anxious or sad, pleased or angry,
The Dao has no place within you to settle
Love and desire: still them!
If you are tranquil, you will attain it (the Dao)
If you agitated, you will lose it.8

Indeed, to the Daoists, stimulation has a negative connotation. Zhuang Zi says 
concisely: “When desire is profound, the force of Heaven is superficial.” This means 
that desire turns us away from the vitality of Heaven stirring emotions within us that 
make us stray from the path of the Dao.

Confucianists believed that the true “gentleman” (a mistranslation of the term jun 
zi that actually applies to both men and women) is not stirred by emotions because 
these cloud his or her true nature. They used the image of a pond with a muddy 
bottom. If the water is very still, it becomes clear: if we stir the bottom, the water 
becomes turbid. The pond is our human nature which is naturally “clear”; if we are 
stirred by emotions, these will cloud our human nature. Consider this passage from 
Xun Zi (a Confucianist philosopher, 312-230 BC): “It is ever so that the Heart-Mind 
[Xin] is naturally full, naturally born and naturally perfected. Should its function be 
impaired, it is certain to be due to sorrow and happiness, joy and anger, desire and 
profit-seeking. If we can rid ourselves of sorrow and happiness, joy and anger, desire and 
profit-seeking, the Heart-Mind [Xin] will revert to its flawless state.”9

The Buddhists considered desire and craving as the very root of human suffering. 
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Greed (excessive desire), hatred and ignorance are at the centre of the Wheel of Life 
and greed is strangely symbolized by a rooster. According to them, our very existence 
begins out of the desire and craving of a mind in the Bardo state (the period after 
death and before the next reincarnation): the mind desires the warmth of a womb and 
it reincarnates. Later on in life, desire causes our mind to try to grasp objects like a 
monkey sways from tree to tree (that is why the Buddhist Wheel of Life has, among 
others, the image of a monkey on a tree).

So, what relevance has this view of “joy”, “desire” and “craving” to us in the 21st 
century? I think that these emotions are indeed causes of disease and I would call the 
modern equivalent of these emotions “overstimulation”. I think that this, rather than 
“joy”, would probably be the best translation of xi. Our society indeed bombards us 
with objects of craving and it artificially creates “desire” and “craving” through adver-
tising; on the other hand, it provides and fosters substances that overstimulate us.

We are all “overstimulated” by entertainment, frenetic lifestyle, consumerism, coffee, 
tea, tobacco, alcohol, TV, video games, “recreational drugs”, medicinal drugs, and 
sexual stimulation.

The main stimulant drugs are:
• Caffeine
• Nicotine
• Cocaine
• Amphetamines
• Prescription drugs e.g. Ritalin® (Methylphenidate), Adderall® (amphetamine and 
dextroamphetamine), Dexedrine® (dextroamphetamine), Strattera® (atomoxetine), 
Focalin® (Dexmethylphenidate) etc.

Interestingly, antidepressants are not actually stimulants and do not usually lead to 
“joy”. My experience with depressed patients on anti-depressants is that these drugs 
“blunt” all emotions; they do somehow lift depression but at the expense of alertness 
and enthusiasm. Indeed, some anti-depressants are used for anxiety with some effect.

I think that the ‘blunting” effect of anti-depressants is reflected in the resulting pulse, 
i.e. a pulse that feels “stagnant” and does not have the healthy “wave” of the normal 
pulse. It is not Wiry, not Tight but I describe it as “stagnant” and “reluctant”. While 
most authors see anti-depressants as mood-elevating and stimulants, I do not share 
that view and the pulse qualities described above seem to confirm this.

Overstimulation, in the broad sense indicated above, makes the Heart larger. This 
leads to excessive stimulation of the Heart, which in time, may lead to Heart-related 
symptoms and signs. These may deviate somewhat from the classical Heart patterns. 
The main manifestations would be palpitations, over-excitability, insomnia, restless-
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ness, talking a lot and a red tip of the tongue. The pulse would typically be slow, 
slightly Overflowing but Empty on the left Front position. It may seem strange that 
“joy” or overstimulation makes the pulse slow. This is because overstimulation makes 
the heart larger and therefore slows down circulation (shock, by contrast, makes the 
heart smaller).

The points I use for overstimulation are HE-7 Shenmen, P-7 Daling, Du-19 Houding, 
Ren-15 Jiuwei.

END NOTES
1. Zhang Jie Bin (also called Zhang Jing Yue) 1982 Classic of Categories (Lei Jing), 
People’s Health Publishing House, Beijing, p. 424. First published in 1624.
2. 1979 The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine-Simple Questions, p. 221.
3. Tian Dai Hua 2005 The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine - Simple 
Questions p. 38.
4. Ibid., p. 38.
5. Spiritual Axis, p. 25.
6. Medical Collection of Four Doctors from the Meng He Tradition, p. 40.
7. Ames RT and Hall DL A Philosophical Translation of the Dao De Jing, Ballantine 
Books, New York, 2003, p. 47.
8. Roth H Original Tao, Columbia University Press, New York, 1999, p. 94.
9. Lee J Xunzi and Early Chinese Naturalism, State University of New York Press, 
Albany, 2004, p. 35. 
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THE FAMOUS CHAPTER 8 OF THE LING SHU

The famous chapter 8 of the Ling Shu (entitled Ben Shen 本 神) has been quoted 
at least once in the last issue, especially its famous opening sentence.  I would like to 
comment briefly on that sentence and propose a different translation of it. 1

The opening sentence of chapter 8 of the Ling Shu is: Fan  ci  zhi  fa,  xian  bi  ben  yu  
shen 凡 刺 之 法 先 必 本 于 神  and the words mean literally “every needling’s 
method  first  must  be rooted  in  Shen”. This sentence is usually translated as: “All 
treatment must be based on the Spirit”.  The implication of this sentence is that all 
treatment must be based on the Spirit (of the patient), whatever interpretation we give 
to the word “Spirit”.  

I propose an alternative translation with two important differences.  Firstly, the text 
uses the word ci which means “to needle”, not “to treat”.  If the text had meant to use 
the term “to treat”, it would have used the word zhi 治which does occur a lot in both 
the Su Wen and the Ling Shu.  Thus, the first difference is that the first half of the sen-
tence is “when needling” rather than “when treating”: this is an extremely important 
difference.  

The second difference is that the “Shen” referred to here may be interpreted as the 
Shen of the practitioner, not of the patient.  Therefore, the whole sentence would 
mean: “When needling, one must first concentrate one’s mind [Shen]”. If that “Shen” 
is the Shen of the practitioner, then “Mind” would be a better translation here.

There are other passages in the Nei Jing that would support this view.  For example, 
chapter 4 of the Ling Shu uses the word “shen” to mean the doctor’s skill in palpation 
and needling.  It says: “When pressing on a channel [the doctor is capable of] under-
standing the disease: this is called shen.”

This interpretation is consistent with two factors.  Firstly, the Ling Shu is very much 
an acupuncture text and therefore the reference to concentrating when needling 
makes sense.  Secondly, the advice to concentrate and focus when needling is also 
found in many places in the Nei Jing. Indeed, the word “shen” is even used occasion-
ally to mean “needling sensation”. Chapter16 of the Su Wen says: “In Autumn needle 
the skin and the space between skin and muscles: stop when the needling sensation 
[shen] arrives.”

There are many passages in both the Ling Shu and Su Wen that stress the importance 
of concentrating one’s mind when needling.  Indeed, chapter 25 of the Su Wen con-
tains a sentence that is almost exactly the same as the opening sentence of the famous 
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chapter 8 of the Ling Shu. Chapter 25 of the Su Wen contains this sentence: “fan ci 
zhi zhen, bi xian zhi shen” [凡 刺 之 真, 必 先 治 神]. I would translate this so: 
“For reliable needling, one must first control one’s mind [shen].” Note the rhyming of 
“zhen” with “shen”. 

The English translation of the Su Wen by Li Zhao Guo simply translates this sentence 
as “The key point for acupuncture is to pay full attention.”  This interpretation is 
corroborated by the other paragraphs in that chapter which give advice as to how to 
practice needling.  In fact, it says that the acupuncturist should not be distracted by 
people around or by any noise.

Unschuld, in his new translation of the Su Wen, translates this sentence as “For all 
piercing to be reliable, one must first regulate the spirit.” 2  This translation would con-
tradict mine but a footnote in the same book reports the interpretation of Wang Bing 
(the editor of the Nei Jing): “One must concentrate one’s mind and be calm without 
motion. This is the central point of piercing.” 

The central point that stems from an analysis of the famous opening sentence of 
chapter 8 of the Ling Shu is how to translate the word “Shen”: in my opinion, the word 
“Shen” can have many different meanings and only one of them is “Spirit”.  Another 
translation of “Shen” is that of “Mind” which, in my opinion is appropriate in many 
contexts. 

I have mentioned above two possible meanings of “shen” in the Nei Jing, one be-
ing the skill of the acupuncturist, the other being the needling sensation. In other 
passages, “Shen” is closely identified with the Vital Essences of the body: this makes 
sense given the close integration of body and mind (or spirit) in Chinese medicine.  
For example, chapter 26 of the Su Wen says: “Blood and Qi are the shen of a person.” 3 
Chapter 32 of the Ling Shu says:  “Shen is the refined Qi of water and grains.”4  Chapter 
1 of the Ling Shu says: “Shen is the Upright Qi [Zheng Qi].” 5

The next step of this investigation would be to define the nature of “Shen” (Mind or 
Spirit) in Chinese medicine and how that relates to the ancient Greek or Christian 
concepts of “Spirit” but this would require a very long enquiry that is beyond the 
scope of this letter.  

END NOTES
1. Li Zhao Guo (translator) Yellow Emperor’s Canon of Medicine, Library of Chinese 
Classics, World Publishing Corporation, Xi’an, 2005, p. 335. 
2. Unschuld P U and Tessenow H, Huang Di Nei Jing Su Wen – An Annotated Trans-
lation of the Huang Di’s Inner Classic – Basic Questions, Vol. I, University of Califor-
nia Press, Berkeley, 2011, p. 428.



182      

3. 1979 The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine-Simple Questions (Huang 
Di Nei Jing Su Wen), People’s Health Publishing House, Beijing. First published c. 100 
BC, p. 168.
4. Tian Dai Hua 2005 Spiritual Axis (Ling Shu Jing), People’s Health Publishing 
House, Beijing. First published c. 100 BC, p. 77.
5. Ibid., p. 3.
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Chapter 6

GERIATRICS - SEXUAL LIFE

GERIATRICS IN CHINESE MEDICINE

The thinking about geriatrics in Chinese medicine has been dominated by Kidney 
deficiency for centuries. As Kidney-Jing declines as we age, the clinical approach to 
the treatment of the elderly has been based largely on tonifying the Kidneys.

However, modern diseases of the elderly that account for 90% of mortality (cancer, 
heart disease and stroke) are characterized by Fullness. Quite simply, we do not die of 
Kidney deficiency but of Phlegm, Blood stasis and Internal Wind.

The most common pathogenic factors (and those leading to serious diseases) are 
Phlegm, Blood stasis and Internal Wind.

Apart from the major diseases of the elderly such as cancer, stroke and heart disease, 
very many symptoms and signs that occur in old age are caused by Phlegm and/or 
Blood stasis. The following is a partial list.

GERIATRIC SYMPTOMS/SIGNS
Otosclerosis: Phlegm/Blood stasis
Cataract: Phlegm
Macular degeneration (vascular, lack of blood nourishment): Blood stasis
Dry eyes: may be due to Blood stasis
Alzheimer: Phlegm (the neurofibrillary tangles and plaques in the brain are a form of

Phlegm)
Parkinson: Wind
Poor memory: is often due to Phlegm
Brain muzziness: Phlegm
Dizziness: Phlegm
Epiretinal membrane: Phlegm
Macules: Blood stasis
Dry skin: in the elderly may be due to Blood stasis
Itching: Phlegm/Wind
Numbness: Phlegm/Wind
Hair loss: may be due to Blood stasis
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The three Tables list the major diseases of the elderly with the pathology they are due 
to:

Many of the symptoms of the elderly are due to Phlegm:
Heart: mental confusion, feeling of oppression in the chest
Gall-Bladder: stones, nausea, inability to digest fats
Joints: bone deformities, pain, rigidity
Lungs: cough with mucus, feeling of oppression of the chest, asthma, breathlessness
Stomach: lack of appetite, digestive problems, hiatus hernia, acid reflux.
Skin: greasy skin, sweating, yellow moles.

TONGUE DIAGNOSIS IN THE ELDERLY
The major pathogenic factors of the elderly manifest on the tongue with the following 
signs:

Phlegm: swollen tongue body, sticky coating
Blood stasis: purple, stiff body
Internal Wind: stiff, moving deviated.

For example, if we see a tongue that is swollen, purple and stiff, it indicates all three 
pathogenic factors of Phlegm, Blood stasis and internal Wind. When I see a tongue 
like that in an elderly patient, I actively invigorate Blood and resolve Phlegm for 
prevention.

Purple (especially on sides) = Blood stasis
Stiff = internal Wind

Purple = Blood stasis
Swollen = Phlegm
Slightly Deviated = internal Wind
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PULSE DIAGNOSIS IN THE ELDERLY
Pulse diagnosis in the elderly also reflects the fact that their clinical picture is domi-
nated by Full conditions. In fact, in the elderly, the pulse is very often Full and Wiry 
and/or Slippery, not Weak.

TREATMENT PRINCIPLES IN DISEASES OF THE ELDERLY
Considering the above, I believe the most important treatment principles in the 
elderly are:
1) Invigorate Blood and eliminate stasis
2) Resolve Phlegm
3) Extinguish (internal) Wind

Some people think that eliminating pathogenic factors (with herbal medicine or acu-
puncture but especially with herbal medicine) may “weaken” the elderly. I have never 
found that to be true in practice: if an elderly person has Phlegm and Blood stasis, 
they will not be “weakened” by resolving Phlegm and invigorating Blood. Of course, 
one does need to adapt one’s doses to age so that dosages of herbs for the elderly 
should be lower than those for young people.

Invigorating Blood remedies: Red Stirring (Upper Burner), Stir Field of Elixir (Lower 
Burner), Harmonizing the Moon (Blood stasis in Uterus)
Resolving Phlegm remedies: Clear the Soul, Limpid Sea
Extinguishing Wind remedy: Clear Yang

Red Stirring = Xue Fu Zhu Yu Tang

Stir Field of Elixir = Ge Xia Zhu Yu Tang

Harmonizing the Moon = Gui Zhi Fu Ling Wan

Clear the Soul = Wen Dan Tang

Limpid Sea = Er Chen Tang

Clear Yang = Ban Xia Bai Zhu Tian Ma Tang
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SEXUAL LIFE IN CHINESE MEDICINE

Chinese medicine has always stressed the importance of excessive sexual activity: in 
this article, I would like to bring to attention two factors:
- The distinction between men and women in sexual activity
- Insufficient sexual activity as a cause of disease

When discussing sexual activity, Chinese books never distinguish between men and 
women. There are substantial differences in the sexual physiology of men and women 
so that excessive sexual activity is less of a cause in disease in women than it is in 
men. The reason lies in the nature of Tian Gui.

Tian Gui is the generative essence that renders men and women fertile. It is men-
tioned in the very first chapter of the Su Wen: “When a girl is 14 Tian Gui arrives, 
the Ren Mai is open, the Chong Mai is flourishing, menstruation starts and she can 
conceive”. For boys, “When a boy is 16, Kidney-Qi is strong, Tian Gui arrives, sperm is 
discharged, Yin and Yang are in harmony and he can fertilize.” 

Thus, Tian Gui is the essence that allows women to conceive and men to fertilize: in 
women, it is the ova, in men, sperm. Tian Gui is a direct manifestation of Kidney-
Jing. In men, loss of sperm therefore implies a loss of Jing and therefore excessive (too 
frequent) sexual activity may diminish Jing; in women, during sexual activity there is 
no corresponding loss of Jing as they obviously do not lose ova during sexual activity 
and therefore there is no corresponding loss of Jing.

While Chinese books always mention excessive sexual activity as a cause of disease, 
they never mention insufficient sexual activity as a possible cause of disease. This has 
not always been so as, during past dynasties, all sex manuals explicitly said that sexual 
activity is essential for the health of both men and women. Indeed, sexual abstinence 
was viewed with suspicion (as Buddhist nuns were).

Some Chinese doctors considered lack of sex and sexual frustration as a major cause 
of emotional stress in women. Sexual desire depends on the Minister Fire and a 
healthy sexual appetite indicates that this (physiological) Fire is abundant. When 
sexual desire builds up the Minister Fire blazes up and Yang increases : the orgasm 
is a release of such accumulated Yang energy and, under normal circumstances, it is 
a beneficial discharge of Yang-Qi which promotes the free flow of Qi. When sexual 
desire builds up, the Minister Fire is stirred: this affects the Mind and specifically the 
Heart and Pericardium. The Heart is connected to the Uterus via the Uterus Vessel 
(Bao Mai) and, in women, the orgasmic contractions of the uterus discharge the ac-
cumulated Yang energy of the Minister Fire.
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When sexual desire is present but does not have an outlet in sexual activity and 
orgasm, the Minister Fire can become pathological, accumulate and give rise both to 
Blood Heat and to stagnation of Qi in the Lower Burner. This accumulated Heat will 
stir the Minister Fire further and harass the Shen, while the stagnation of Qi in the 
Lower Burner can give rise to gynaecological problems such as dysmenorrhoea.

Of course, if sexual desire is absent, then lack of sexual activity will not be a cause of 
disease. Conversely, if one abstains from sexual activity but the sexual desire is strong, 
this will also stir up the Minister Fire. Thus, the crucial factor is the mental attitude 
and sexual desire.

With regard to sexual frustration, Qing dynasty’s Chen Jia Yuan wrote very percep-
tively about some women’s emotional longing and loneliness. Among the emotional 
causes of disease he distinguishes “worry and pensiveness” from “depression”. He ba-
sically considers depression, with its ensuing stagnation, due to emotional and sexual 
frustration and loneliness. 

He says: “In women...such as widows, Buddhist nuns, servant girls and concubines, sex-
ual desire agitates [the mind] inside but cannot satisfy the Heart. The body is restricted 
on the outside and cannot expand with the mind [i.e. the mind longs for sexual satisfac-
tion but the body is denied it]. This causes stagnation of Qi in the Triple Burner and the 
chest; after a long time there are strange symptoms such as a feeling of heat and cold as if 
it were malaria but it is not. This is depression”.1

Although the above thoughts derive from Dr Chen’s clinical experience with ser-
vant girls, Buddhist nuns and concubines and should therefore be seen in the social 
context of the Qing dynasty, they also have relevance to our times as he is essentially 
talking about sexual frustration and loneliness and his reference to widows confirms 
this (in old China widows were shunned and seldom remarried). He perceptively 
refers to sexual craving agitating the body but not finding a satisfaction in the Heart 
and mind: besides sexual frustration, he is also referring to emotional frustration and 
craving for love.

Thus, considering the social position of women in ancient China and the frequency 
of the above-mentioned emotional frustration, it is no wonder that Qi stagnation oc-
cupies such a central place in women’s pathology, and emotional stagnation in women 
was often the result of sexual frustration, separation, loss and loneliness: these are the 
recurrent "anger" in Chinese medicine books.

Sexual frustration was a common cause of disease especially from the Song dynasty 
onwards as Confucianists frowned upon sexual activity and believed that it should 
be carried out in secret and that there should be no public display of affection (as in 
modern China). The current pruderie of Chinese medicine and society is clearly a 
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result not so much of the Communist influence but of the Qing dynasty's Confucian 
influence. It is important to understand, however, that these rules did by no means 
imply that sex was a “sin” and woman was the origin of such sin as in the Christian 
view. The Confucianist abhorrence of sexual philandering was determined mainly by 
the fear that promiscuity might disrupt the sacred family life.

END NOTES
1. Eight Secret Books on Gynaecology, p.152. 
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Chapter 7

DISEASES

 THE TREATMENT OF ALLERGIC RHINITIS ("HAY FEVER")
The main clinical manifestations of allergic rhinitis (“hay fever”) are nasal congestion, 
a watery nasal discharge and sneezing.  In a few cases it affects the eyes and the con-
junctiva may become red and itchy.  In 20% of cases there is also asthma in conjunc-
tion with the rhinitis. 

Allergic rhinitis is due to an antigen-antibody reaction in the nasal mucosa.  If the 
antigens responsible are only pollen particles then it causes seasonal allergic rhinitis 
(hay fever).  If the antigens are dust, house-dust mites’ faecal matter, fungal spores 
and animal dander, it causes perennial allergic rhinitis.

Allergic rhinitis develops as a result of the interaction between the inhaled allergen 
and adjacent molecules of IgE antibodies.  These adhere to the surface of the mast 
cells which line the nasal epithelium with the first exposure to the offending allergen.  
After the first exposure, the mast cells are “primed”, i.e. high levels of IgE antibodies 
adhere to their surface.  
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With subsequent exposure to allergens, the IgE antibodies provoke an "explosion" 
in the mast cells with the massive release of histamine.  Histamine itself causes an 
increase in permeability of the epithelium allowing allergens to reach IgE-primed 
mast cells.  Sneezing results from overstimulation of the afferent nerve endings and 
starts within minutes of the allergens entering the nose.  This is followed by a greatly 
increased nasal secretion and eventually nasal blockage about 15-20 minutes after 
contact with the allergen. 

The Western treatment of allergic rhinitis relies mostly on the use of antihistamine 
agents.  These work by preventing histamine from reaching its site of action, i.e. the 
H1 receptors and hence they are called H1-receptor blockers.  Side-effects include se-
dation, dizziness, fatigue, insomnia, nervousness, and gastro-intestinal disturbances.  
Failure to respond to antihistamines is due to the fact that inflammatory chemicals 
other than histamine are released in allergic states.

All modern Chinese books equate allergic rhinitis to Bi Yuan but this disease corre-
sponds more to sinusitis  than to allergic rhinitis.  There is, in fact, an ancient Chinese 
disease entity called Bi Qiu  (鼻 鼽) which actually corresponds more closely to 
allergic rhinitis.  Bi Qiu means “Stuffy Nose” and it is characterized by a profuse, thin, 
clear nasal discharge, stuffed nose and sneezing.  Another Chinese disease category 
which may correspond to allergic rhinitis is called Qiu Ti (鼽 嚏) which may be 
translated as “Stuffy Nose and Sneezing”.

The only exception among modern Chinese doctors is the book “New General 
Outline of Chinese Medicine” by the Guangzhou Army Health Department which 
attributes the pathology of allergic rhinitis to a Kidney deficiency and a deficiency of 
the Du Mai (as I do).1  The book also says specifically: “The Kidneys control sneezing. 
The Du Mai flows to the upper lip. Sneezing, stuffed nose, runny nose with a watery, 
clear nasal discharge is due to a deficiency of the Kidneys and of the Du Mai. Itchy 
nose is due to Wind."

Bi Qiu (“Stuffy Nose”) is characterized by itchy nose, sneezing, profuse, white-watery 
nasal discharge, and stuffy nose.  On examination, the nasal mucosa is swollen but 
not inflamed.

Allergic rhinitis vs sinusitis
Please note that it is important to understand the difference between these two condi-
tions as they are frequently confused.  The term “allergy” or “allergic” is frequently 
used to describe the symptoms of sinusitis by both patients and practitioners.  Sinus-
itis is not an allergic disease: it is an inflammation of the tissue lining the sinuses due 
to an infection. Normally, sinuses are filled with air, but when sinuses become blocked 
and filled with fluid, germs (bacteria, viruses, and fungi) can grow and cause an infec-
tion.  By contrast, in allergic rhinitis, there is inflammation but no infection.
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In sinusitis, the nasal discharge is thick and yellow and there is no sneezing; in allergic 
rhinitis, it is profuse, white and watery and there is sneezing.

Pathology of allergic rhinitis
In my experience, allergic rhinitis is characterized by Wind in the same way as in 
an external invasion of Wind (common cold). The allergens could be seen as a form 
of “Wind”.  Wind obstructs the nose and it impairs the diffusing and descending of 
Lung-Qi: this causes sneezing and a congested nasal mucosa.  This is the Biao [Mani-
festation] of this condition. 

The Ben [Root] is a deficiency of the Kidneys and of the Du Mai.  It is the Kidney 
deficiency that, on the one hand, allows Wind to enter the nose and, on the other, it is 
the cause of the allergic constitution.  In allergic rhinitis, the Kidneys are involved not 
only in the Root of the disease, but also in the Manifestation through the Du Mai.  

The Du Mai emerges from between the Kidneys and flows up the spine to the top of 
the head and then down to the nose and lips.  It is therefore the channel connection 
between the Kidneys and the nose.  For this reason the Kidneys are responsible not 
only for breathing, due to their function of grasping Qi, but also sneezing.  Sneez-
ing itself is also directly linked to the Kidneys and not necessarily due only to Wind.  
Chapter 23 of the “Simple Questions” says: “The Kidneys control sneezing.”2  Chapter 
64 of the “Simple Questions” discusses the consequences of inserting a needle into an 
organ and, for the kidneys, it says: “If we pierce the kidneys, this will cause sneezing 
and death will ensue within 6 days.”3

Thus the hyper-reactivity of the immune response of allergic rhinitis is due to a 
deficiency of the Kidneys and of the Du Mai.  With regard to the role of the Du Mai 
in allergic rhinitis, it is interesting that many of the herbs which Li Shi Zhen con-
nected with this vessel are expelling-Wind herbs which act on the nose.4  These herbs 
are Fang Feng Radix Saposhnikoviae, Cang Er Zi Fructus Xanthii, Jing Jie Herba 
Schizonepetae, Qiang Huo Rhizoma seu Radix Notopterygii, Xi Xin Herba Asari and 
Gao Ben Rhizoma Ligustici.5  

The symptoms and signs of allergic rhinitis are those of Wind-Cold as the nasal 
discharge is always white and watery.  This indicates a deficiency of Wei Qi which is 
spread by the Lungs but has its root in the Kidneys.  Thus, although some books do 
refer to a Kidney deficiency as the Root of allergic rhinitis, the Kidneys are respon-
sible not only for the Root of this disease, but also for the Manifestation through their 
direct connection with the Wei Qi and sneezing and with the Du Mai (which flows 
through the nose).

There are two types of allergic rhinitis: perennial or seasonal.  Perennial allergic rhini-
tis is due to allergy to house-dust mites, cats, dogs, horses, etc and the patient suffers 
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from it all year round.  Seasonal allergic rhinitis (“hay fever”) is due to allergy to pol-
len and it occurs only during the pollen season.  The timing of its occurrence varies as 
it depends on which particular grasses the patient is allergic to. 

Treatment of seasonal allergic rhinitis
The treatment of seasonal allergic rhinitis depends on the season.  During the allergic 
season (usually Spring), we must treat the Manifestation (Biao), i.e. expel Wind. 

Acupuncture
With acupuncture, I would use these points: BL-12 Fengmen, BL-13 Feishu, LU-7 Li-
eque, L.I.-20 Yingxiang, Bitong, Du-23 Shangxing, G.B.-20 Fengchi, Yintang.  Reduc-
ing or even method.  Cupping is applicable on BL-12 and BL-13. 
    During the pollen season, the patient must be treated frequently, i.e. at least once a 
week or more frequently.

Herbal treatment
Prescriptions that can be used include:
Xiao Qing Long Tang Small Green Dragon Decoction
Cang Er Zi San Xanthium Powder
Ma Huang Tang Ephedra Decoction

Three Treasures remedy
The remedy Jade Screen has been formulated specifically to treat the manifestations 
of allergic rhinitis.  It expels Wind from the nose and it contains herbs that have an 
anti-allergy effect (they stabilize the mast cells). These are Wu Mei Fructus Mume, Wu 
Wei Zi Fructus Schisandrae and Dan Shen Radix Salviae miltiorrhizae. For an adult, I 
would use 6-9 tablets a day.

During the rest of the year, we must treat the Ben (Root) of the disease, i.e. tonify the 
Kidneys.  The remedy Herbal Sentinel was formulated specifically to treat the Root in 
allergic rhinitis and allergic asthma.  There are two Herbal Sentinel remedies,  Herbal 
Sentinel - Yang for Kidney-Yang and  Herbal Sentinel - Yin for Kidney-Yin.  For an 
adult, I would use 4 tablets a day.
    This remedy does not need to be taken the whole year but only during Autumn 
(Fall) and Winter.
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END NOTES
1.  Guangzhou Army Health Department 1974 A New General Outline of Chinese 
Medicine, (Xin Bian Zhong Yi Xue Gai Yao), People’s Health Publishing House, Bei-
jing, p. 676.
2. 1979 The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine-Simple Questions (Huang 
Di Nei Jing Su Wen), People’s Health Publishing House, Beijing, p. 150. First pub-
lished c. 100 BC.
3.  Ibid., p. 355.
4. Wang Luo Zhen 1985 A Compilation of the Study of the Eight Extraordinary Ves-
sels (Qi Jing Ba Mai Kao Jiao Zhu), Shanghai Science Publishing House, Shanghai, p. 
89.  The Study of the Eight Extraordinary Vessels was written by Li Shi Zhen and first 
published in 1578.
5. Another interesting connection between the Kidneys and rhinitis could be ob-
served in the use by some Chinese doctors of injection of cortisone in the point BL-12 
Fengmen with far fewer side-effects than in a systemic administration of cortisone.  If 
we view cortisone as a kind of "Kidney tonic", it would make sense to inject it in the 
point BL-12 which expels Wind and spreads Wei-Qi in the Exterior.
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EAR INFECTIONS AND ANTIBIOTICS

A recent issue of the Journal of the American Medical Association carried an inter-
esting article on the use of antibiotics for acute otitis media (AOM) or middle-ear 
infection. The reference is:
Tumaini R. Coker et al “Diagnosis, Microbial Epidemiology, and Antibiotic Treat-
ment of Acute Otitis Media in Children” - A Systematic Review, in Journal of the 
American Medical Association, Vol. 304, No. 19, November 17, 2010, pp. 2161-2169.

The objective of the study was to perform a systematic review on AOM diagnosis and 
treatment with antibiotics. The study selected studies with a criterion standard, obser-
vational studies, randomized controlled trials on AOM microbiology and randomized 
controlled trials assessing antibiotic treatment.

The conclusion of the study was that antibiotics are modestly more effective than no 
treatment but cause adverse effects in 4% to 10% of children. Therefore, giving chil-
dren antibiotics for ear infections does little to speed their recovery while raising the 
risk of some side effects.
The study found that 80 out of 100 otherwise healthy children would recover from an 
acute ear infection within a few days if given medication only to relieve pain or fever.

The study found that it does not matter which antibiotic is used to treat an ear infec-
tion when antibiotics are warranted. It found older types such as amoxicillin work as 
well as newer and more expensive antibiotics: indeed, newer antibiotics seem to cause 
more side-effects.

The study was designed to review existing research on the topic for the American 
Academy of Pediatrics, which is in the process of revising its guidelines for treating 
uncomplicated acute otitis media. The pediatricians’ group and the American Acad-
emy of Family Physicians have suggested that “observation” (i.e. avoiding antibiotics) 
is an option for treating ear infections in otherwise healthy children between the 
ages of 2 and 12. See http://aappolicy.aappublications.org/cgi/content/full/pediat-
rics;113/5/1451.

Of the three basic types of ear infections, acute otitis media may benefit from antibi-
otics because it is often caused by a bacteria. However, it can also be caused by a virus, 
which will not respond to antibiotics. Another type of ear infection, otitis media with 
effusion, causes a buildup of fluid in the middle ear. That is also caused by a viral 
infection, against which antibiotics are ineffective.

This is interesting from the perspective of Chinese medicine. I have observed over 
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and over again in practice that antibiotic treatment seems to have little effect on 
ear infections (whilst, by contrast, they have some effect on chest infections). One 
obvious reason for this is that, as mentioned above, some ear infections may be viral. 
There may be another interesting reason. 

The ears are on the Shao Yang area of the body; indeed the Triple Burner and Gall-
Bladder channels (Shao Yang channels) course around the ears. In the context of 
exterior diseases, i.e. diseases caused by external Wind, the Shao Yang stage behaves 
quite differently than the Tai Yang or Yang Ming stages. The Tai Yang stage is a purely 
exterior stage when Wind is located on the Exterior of the body, i.e. in the Wei por-
tion. The Yang Ming stage, on the other hand, is an interior stage that occurs when 
the pathogenic factor has penetrated into the Interior and it has transformed into 
Heat.

The Shao Yang stage is quite different: it is the stage that is the “hinge” between the 
Exterior and the Interior. Because of this nature, pathogenic factors can get “stuck” in 
the Shao Yang stage, bouncing between the Exterior (Tai Yang) and the Interior (Yang 
Ming). When it is on the Exterior, the patient feels cold; when in the Interior, the 
patient feels hot: hence the famous “alternation of chills and fever” of the Shao Yang 
stage.

Another characteristic of the Shao Yang stage, and one that is related to its being the 
“hinge”, is that pathogenic factors can get “stuck” there and remain in the body for a 
long time. This cannot happen at the Tai Yang stage because, at this stage, either the 
Wind is expelled or it changes into Heat and penetrates in the Interior. At the Yang 
Ming stage too, the pathogenic factor is either cleared or it will injure Yin and it will 
penetrate into the Yin.

Because of the tendency of pathogenic factors to linger in the Shao Yang, this may be 
a cause for antibiotics not working and for middle-ear infections becoming chronic 
which, in children, they very frequently do. Moreover, the use of antibiotics may tend 
to injure the Stomach and lead to the formation of a residual pathogenic factor in 
the ears that is usually Damp-Heat. A residual pathogenic factor in the ear from the 
improper use of antibiotics is the most common cause of chronic ear pathology in 
children.

The remedy Ear Release in The Little Treasures was designed to treat chronic reten-
tion of Damp-Heat in the ears in children. See http://www.three-treasures.com/little-
treasures/default.html
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CHRONIC CONSTIPATION
The following is a case history sent by Jason Smith, a practitioner in Spain.

A 37-year-old woman complained of chronic constipation. She has a bowel move-
ment every 3 days and the problem is aggravated by emotional stress (she works in a 
lawyer’s office and she finds the work stressful). Occasionally, the bowel movements 
increase in frequency and she may even go 3 times in one day. The stools are hard and 
dry.

In the past two months, she developed a distending pain in the abdomen every time 
she eats. She has a feeling of the food not going down which causes her breathless-
ness. She has a burning sensation in the epigastrium.

She has abdominal distension after eating, feels sleepy after eating and has a very slow 
and difficult digestion.

Feels very irritable and feels like crying before the period. She says she feels like cry-
ing but is unable to. She reports being very frustrated by her job. She occasionally has 
a feeling of lump in the throat. Twice she had pain in the coastal region.

At night she experiences tingling and numbness of her legs. She says her memory is 
bad. She goes through periods of insomnia (both difficulty in falling asleep and wak-
ing up in the middle of the night); her periods are very scanty periods and her nails 
brittle. The periods comes regularly every 32 days and last four days; there are some 
dark clots but no pain.

She has occasionally a throbbing headache on the temple and behind the eye when 
stressed at work. Her hair falls out (she says this occurs during the change from 
spring to summer and summer to autumn).

Her tongue is very thin, slightly reddish purple (especially on the sides) with a yellow 
rootles coating that is thicker on the root. The tip is very red.

Diagnosis
The patterns involved are Liver-Qi stagnation (constipation, distending pain, costal 
pain, feeling of lump in throat) as well as Spleen-Qi deficiency and Dampness in the 
digestive system (difficult digestion, sleepy after eating, yellow coating thicker on the 
root).

There is also Liver-Blood deficiency (scanty periods, hair falling out, brittle nails, 
insomnia). The Blood deficiency occasionally gives rise to Liver-Yang rising causing 
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the throbbing headaches.

There is also some Liver-Blood stasis (purpe tongue, dark clots), but this is not a 
major pattern.

The rootless coating also shows some Stomach-Yin deficiency which causes the burn-
ing feeling in the epigastrium.

The pulse is not Wiry which indicates that the Liver-Qi stagnation is secondary to the 
Liver-Blood deficiency.

There are the interesting symptoms reported of abdominal distension with a feeling of 
the food not going down which causes her breathlessness: I attribute these symptoms 
to rebellious Qi of the Chong Mai.

Treatment
She was treated with acupuncture and some Three Treasures and Women´s Treasure 
remedies. She was prescribed Smooth Passage (morning) to treat the three patterns of 
Liver-Qi stagnation, Spleen-Qi deficiency and Dampness, and Central Mansion (af-
ternoon) to nourish Stomach-Qi and Stomach-Qi and resolve Dampness. These two 
remedies were taken every day. Freeing the Moon was added during phase 4.

Two weeks after taking the remedies the bowel movements started occurring on a 
daily basis, with the stools returning to a normal consistency. Over the following 
weeks, the patient reported feeling much better and more relaxed on a mental-emo-
tional level, and without any feeling of lump in the throat, reacting "normally under 
stressful conditions". One month later, the bowel movements where back to normal 
and she reported feeling "very well, as I hadn´t felt in years." Treatment still is being 
conducted. 
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CANDIDIASIS

A practitioner asked me to give her an indication of the acupuncture treatment for 
vaginal candidiasis. I suggested using the Ren Mai (with LU-7 Lieque on the right and 
KI-6 Zhaoahi on the left) plus Ren-3 Zhongji, Ren-5 Shimen, BL-22 Sanjiaoshu, ST-
28 Shuidao, SP-9 Yinlingquan.

I always use the Ren Mai in genital problems, especially in women. The point Ren-3 
directs the treatment to the genital system. The points Ren-5 (Front-Mu point of the 
Lower Burner), BL-22 (Back-Shu point of the Lower Burner), ST-28 (called "Water 
Passages") and SP-9 are aimed at resolving Dampness which is usually the cause of 
candidiasis.

The patient reported that, after only 5 days, her symptoms disappeared. She had been 
suffering from this problem for years. 
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BACTERIA IN THE FOETUS AND ASTHMA

An article in the New Scientist (http://www.newscientist.com/article/
mg21428603.800-babies-are-born-dirty-with-a-gutful-of-bacteria.html) reports a 
new discovery about bacteria in the foetus. It was previously thought that the foetus 
could not be affected by bacteria from the mother in the womb and that they could 
only get bacterial contamination from the mother's vagina at birth. New research 
shows that this is not so and that bacteria in fact colonize the foetus’s gut in the 
womb.

This has two interesting implications in Chinese medicine, one to do with the idea of 
Toxic Heat from the uterus and the other with the aetiology of allergic asthma.

According to Chinese medicine, we are all born with "Toxic Heat from the uterus". Dr 
J. Shen used to give new-born babies a herbal formula to eliminate such Toxic Heat: 
its elimination would prevent that person from suffering from skin diseases later in 
life.

Pilar Francino and her colleagues at the University of Valencia in Spain collected and 
froze the meconium of babies from 20 women. They removed the outer layers of each 
sample to rule out any bacteria picked up after birth, then looked for bacterial DNA.

The team not only identified bacteria in the babies' meconium - which before then 
was thought to be sterile - they found bacterial communities so developed that they 
seemed to fall into two categories. Around half of the samples appeared to be domi-
nated by bacteria that produce lactic acid, such as lactobacillus, while the other half 
mostly contained a family of enteric bacteria, such as Escherichia coli.

Francino's team checked up on the health of the infants at 1 year of age, and again at 
4. The group were surprised to find that infants born with more lactic acid bacteria 
were significantly more likely to develop asthma-like symptoms, while those born 
with more enteric bacteria were at a greater risk of eczema.

This is a fascinating finding that, to me, further confirms my view that the aetiology 
of allergic asthma is congenital (either from the parents or due to events in the womb 
during gestation). It is also interesting that one group of bacteria would predispose 
the child to asthma and the other to eczema, which further confirms the common ae-
tiology of allergic asthma and eczema. Furthermore, the presence of these two groups 
of bacteria affects precisely the organs that are linked in Chinese medicine, i.e. lungs 
and large intestine. 
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THE TREATMENT OF INFLUENZA WITH CHINESE MEDICINE

INFLUENZA A (H3N2)
A new strain of influenza A (H3N2) is sweeping through the USA and Europe.  The 
spectrum of clinical manifestations caused by the current influenza  virus infection 
ranges from non febrile, mild upper respiratory tract illness to severe or fatal pneu-
monia.  Most cases appear to have uncomplicated, typical influenza like illness and 
recover spontaneously. The most commonly reported symptoms include:

- Fever or feeling feverish
- Chills
- Cough
- Sore throat
- Runny or stuffy nose
- Muscle or body aches
- Headache
- Fatigue
- Vomiting and diarrhea (mostly in children)

Pneumonia, bronchitis, and sinus and ear infections are examples of complications 
from flu. The flu can make chronic health problems worse. For example, people 
with asthma may experience asthma attacks while they have the flu, and people with 
chronic congestive heart failure may have worsening of this condition that is triggered 
by the flu.

In order to treat influenza with Chinese medicine, we must master the theory of the 4 
Levels from the Wen Bing school.

WEN BING AND THE FOUR LEVELS
 Acute respiratory infections cannot be diagnosed and treated properly without a 
thorough understanding of the theory of the 4 Levels.  From the Chinese medicine 
point of view, the beginning stages of an acute respiratory infection usually mani-
fest with symptoms of invasion of Wind.  These can be interpreted either from the 
perspective of the 6 Stages from the Shang Han Lun or that of the Four Level from 
the Wen Bing School.  In my experience, the latter is clinically more relevant and it 
applies more to influenza.

The "Discussion of Cold-induced Diseases" (Shang Han Lun) by Zhang Zhong Jing 
provided the earliest framework for the diagnosis and treatment of diseases from 
exterior Wind-Cold.  Although this famous classic does also discuss invasions of 
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Wind-Heat and their treatment, a comprehensive theory of exterior diseases from 
Wind-Heat was not developed until the late 1600s by the School of Warm Diseases 
(Wen Bing).

Thus, the two schools of thought which form the pillars for the diagnosis and treat-
ment of exterior diseases in Chinese medicine are separated by about 15 centuries: 
they are the School of Cold-induced Diseases (School of Shang Han) based on the 
"Discussion of Cold-induced Diseases" (Shang Han Lun by Zhang Zhong Jing, AD 
220) and the School of Warm Diseases (Wen Bing School) which started in the late 
1600s and early 1700s.  The main advocates of this school were Wu You Ke (1582-
1652), Ye Tian Shi (1667-1746) and Wu Ju Tong (1758-1836).

What does "Wen Bing" mean?  The above-mentioned doctors from this school of 
thought introduced important innovations to the theory of Wind in Chinese medi-
cine.  The School of Wen Bing postulates that some exterior pathogenic factors go be-
yond the natural characters of "Wind"; they are so virulent and strong that, no matter 
how strong a person's body Qi may be, men, women and children fall ill by the dozen 
and, indeed, huge numbers of people are infected.  More importantly, for the first 
time in the history of Chinese medicine, these doctors recognized that some external 
pathogenic factors are infectious.

A further innovative idea stemming from this school was that the pathogenic factors 
causing Wen Bing, all of them falling under the category of Wind-Heat, enter via the 
nose and mouth, rather than via the skin as happens for Wind-Cold. 

The essential characteristics of Wen Bing diseases therefore are:
1) They manifest with the general symptoms and signs of Wind-Heat in the early 
stages (Wind-Heat is intended here in a broad sense as it may also manifest as Damp-
Heat, Summer-Heat, Winter-Heat, Spring-Heat and Dry-Heat);
2) There is always a fever;
3) They are infectious;
4) The Wind-Heat penetrates via the nose and mouth;
5) The pathogenic factor is particularly strong.
6) The Wind-Heat has a strong tendency to become interior Heat.
7) Once in the Interior, the Heat has a strong tendency to dry up body fluids.

It is easy to see how this theory corresponds perfectly to the modern view of infec-
tious viral diseases such as influenza. An influenza epidemic or pandemic is a typical 
Wen Bing disease which means it is more than just "Wind-Heat".  This is because it is 
very virulent and has a strong tendency to enter the Qi level (causing chest infections) 
very quickly. 

We may not always be able to stop a Wen Bing disease at the Wei Level: even though 
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we may not stop them at the Exterior level and therefore we must be skilled at treating 
the patterns presenting at the Qi Level.  Chinese medicine can certainly achieve the 
following aims:

- Alleviate the symptoms
- Shorten the course of the disease
- Prevent transmission to the Ying and Blood levels (see below)
- Prevent complications
- Prevent the formation of residual pathogenic factors

THe Four Levels
The 4 Levels are:
Wei Level
      Wind-Heat
      Damp-Heat
      Summer-Heat
      Wind-Dry-Heat

Qi Level
      Lung-Heat
      Stomach-Heat
      Stomach and Intestines Dry-Heat
      Gall-Bladder Heat
      Stomach and Spleen Damp-Heat

Ying  Level
     Heat in Pericardium
      Heat in Nutritive Qi

Blood Level
      Heat Victorious agitates Blood
      Heat Victorious stirs Wind
      Empty-Wind agitates in the Interior
      Collapse of Yin
      Collapse of  Yang

The Wei Level concerns the exterior stage of an invasion of Wind-Heat, the other 
three Levels describe pathological conditions which arise when the pathogenic factor 
penetrates the Interior and turns into Heat.  The four Levels represent different levels 
of energetic depth, the first being the Exterior and the other three being the Interior.  
The interesting part of this theory is the distinction, within the Interior, of three dif-
ferent energetic levels, the Qi Level being the most superficial (within the Interior) 
and the Blood Level the deepest.
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Wei Level 
The main symptoms of invasion of Wind-Heat are aversion to cold, shivering, fever, 
sore throat, swollen tonsils, headache and body-aches, sneezing, cough, runny nose 
with yellow discharge, slightly dark urine, slightly Red sides of the tongue and a 
Floating-Rapid pulse.

It is worth noting that in Wind-Heat too there is aversion to cold as this is due to 
Wind obstructing the Wei Qi which therefore fails to warm the muscles.  This cor-
responds to the beginning stages of influenza when the patient has "aversion to cold". 

With our treatment, we should always aim at expelling the Wind at the Wei Level: 
even though this may not be entirely possible, it will make the symptoms of the Qi 
Level milder and it will prevent complications.

Qi Level
At the Qi Level, Wind penetrates into the Interior and it changes into interior Heat 
or Phlegm-Heat, usually in the Lungs.  With influenza, this usually manifests with 
bronchitis or pneumonia. 

The Qi Level is a crucial level as the pathogenic factor can be expelled completely or it 
can get worse by penetrating further into the Interior to the Ying or Blood level.

The Qi Level symptoms are symptoms of Interior Full Heat: high fever, thirst, sweat-
ing, feeling of heat, red face.

At the Qi Level, the tongue is Red with a thick-yellow coating and the pulse is Full 
and Rapid.  As long as there is a coating on the tongue, the patient is still at the Qi 
Level.  When the coating falls off, the patient is at the Ying or Blood level.
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Ying/Blood Level
At the Ying and/or Blood Level, Heat has injured Yin so that the tongue has no coat-
ing (and it is Red). The Ying or Blood Levels are always dangerous because, in severe 
cases or in the elderly, it may cause death.

Internal Wind may develop at the Blood Level and convulsion in children during 
febrile diseases always indicate the presence of internal Wind at the Blood Level.

The symptoms of the Ying Level are fever at night, mental confusion, delirium, cold 
hands, Red tongue without coating.  The symptoms of the Blood Level are fever at 
night, possibly convulsions, maculae, bleeding, Red tongue without coating.

INFLUENZA
Infection from the influenza virus takes place through the upper respiratory tract 
and may occur in any season but it is more frequent in Winter or Spring.  From the 
Chinese point of view, they usually manifest with symptoms of  Wind-Heat. 

Influenza is a viral infection of the upper respiratory tract.  Influenza may be caused 
by the influenza viruses A, B or C.  The present influenza epidemic is of the A type, 
H3N2 strain.

AETIOLOGY AND PATHOLOGY
An invasion of an exterior pathogenic factor is due to a temporary and relative 
imbalance between it and the body's Qi. This imbalance may occur either because 
the body's Qi is temporarily and relatively weak or because the pathogenic factor is 
very strong. The body's Qi may be temporarily and relatively weak due to overwork, 
excessive sexual activity, irregular diet and emotional stress or a combination of these.  
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When the body is thus weakened, even a mild pathogenic factor may cause an exter-
nal invasion of Wind.

Simultaneous chills and fever
The simultaneous fever and shivers is the most characteristic symptom of the begin-
ning stages of an invasion of Wind: they indicate that there is an invasion of an exte-
rior pathogenic factor and that this factor is still at the Exterior level.  A long as there 
are shivers the pathogenic factor is on the Exterior.
I shall now discuss in detail the pathology and clinical significance of the "aversion to 
cold" and "fever" in the beginning stage of invasion of exterior Wind.

Aversion to cold
 In Exterior patterns, the aversion to cold and cold feeling is due to the fact that 
the external Wind obstructs the space between skin and muscles where the Wei Qi 
circulates; as Wei Qi warms the muscles, its obstruction by Wind causes the patient to 
feel cold and shiver (even if the pathogenic factor is Wind-Heat).  Thus, Wei Qi is not 
necessarily weak but only obstructed in the space between skin and muscles.

Thus, in Exterior patterns, both Wind-Cold and Wind-Heat cause a cold feeling and 
shivering: it is a common misconception that this is not the case with Wind-Heat. 
Since the cold feeling is caused by the obstruction of Wei Qi by Wind (whether it is 
Wind-Cold or Wind-Heat) in the space between skin and muscles, the cold feeling 
and shivering is present also in invasions of Wind-Heat, albeit to a lesser degree than 
in Wind-Cold.

Thus, generally speaking, there are three aspects to the "cold feeling" in invasions of 
exterior Wind: the patients feels cold, he or she has "waves" of shivers, and he or she is 
reluctant to go out and wants to stay indoors. Except in mild cases, the cold feeling is 
not relieved by covering oneself.

In conclusion, a feeling of cold in exterior invasions is a subjective feeling of the 
patient and is due to the obstruction of Wei Qi in the space between skin and muscles 
and it indicates that the pathogenic factor is on the Exterior: as soon as the feeling of 
cold goes, the pathogenic factor is in the Interior.

Fever
As for "fever" it is important to understand that the Chinese term fa shao or fa re do 
not necessarily indicate "fever".  "Fever" is a sign in modern Western medicine, not in 
old Chinese medicine.  In old China, there were obviously no thermometers and the 
symptom fa shao or fa re described in the old texts do not necessarily mean that the 
patient has an actual fever.  It literally means "emitting burning heat" and it indicates 
that the patient's body objectively feels hot, almost burning to the touch: the areas 
touched were usually the forehead and especially the dorsum of the hands (as op-
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posed to the palms which tend to reflect more Empty Heat).  So the body is objec-
tively hot and the patient feels subjectively cold.

In fact, it is a characteristic of fa re (so-called "fever") in the exterior stage of invasions 
of Wind that the dorsum of the hands feels hot compared to the palms and the upper 
back feels hot compared to the chest. This objective hot feeling of the patient's body 
may or may not be accompanied by an actual fever.

When the symptoms of shivers and feeling cold occurs simultaneously with the objec-
tive sign of the patient's body feeling hot to the touch (or having an actual fever), it 
indicates an acute invasion of external Wind and it denotes that the pathogenic factor 
is still on the Exterior.  In particular, it is the symptoms of shivering and feeling cold 
that indicate that the pathogenic factor is on the Exterior: the moment the patient 
does not feel cold any longer but feels hot and, if in bed, he or she throws off the blan-
kets, it means that the pathogenic factor is in the Interior and it has turned into Heat. 

The fever, or hot feeling of the body, in external invasions of Wind is due to the 
struggle between the body's Qi (Zheng Qi, Upright Qi) and the external pathogenic 
factor.  Thus, the strength of the fever (or hot feeling of the body) reflects the intensity 
of this struggle: this depends on the relative strength of the external pathogenic factor 
and the strength of the Upright Qi.  The stronger the external pathogenic factor, the 
higher the fever (or hot feeling of the body); likewise, the stronger the Upright Qi, the 
higher the fever (or hot feeling of the body).  Thus the fever will be highest when both 
the external pathogenic factor and the Upright Qi are strong.  Thus, there are three 
possible situations:

- Strong pathogenic factor and strong Upright Qi: high fever (or hot feeling of the 
body)
- Strong pathogenic factor with weak Upright Qi or vice versa: medium fever (or hot 
feeling of the
    body)
 - Weak pathogenic factor and weak Upright Qi: low fever (or hot feeling of the body) 
or no fever

However, the relative strength of the pathogenic factor and the Upright Qi is only one 
factor which determines the intensity of the fever (or hot feeling of the body).  An-
other factor is simply the constitution of a person: a person with a Yang constitution 
(i.e. with predominance of Yang) will be more prone to invasions of Wind-Heat rather 
than Wind-Cold and will be more prone to have a higher fever (or hot feeling of the 
body).  Indeed, it could be said that the constitution of a person is the main factor 
which determines whether a person who falls prey to an invasion of Wind develops 
Wind-Cold or Wind-Heat. 
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Were it not so, in cold, Northern countries nobody should fall prey to invasions of 
Wind-Heat which is not the case.  This is also the reason why, in children, invasions 
of Wind-Heat are far more prevalent than Wind-Cold: this is because children are 
naturally Yang in nature compared to adults.  There are, however, also new, artificial 
factors which may predispose a person to invasions of Wind-Heat when succumbing 
to Wind and these are very dry, centrally-heated places, hot working conditions (e.g. 
cooks, metal workers), etc.

An influenza epidemic definitely manifests with symptoms of Wind-Heat in all cases.
The most important thing to establish when we see a patient suffering from an acute 
respiratory infection is whether the stage of the condition is external or internal, i.e. 
whether the pathogenic factor is still on the Exterior or is in the Interior.  In terms 
of levels, this means distinguishing whether the patient is still at the Wei level or at 
the Qi level.  The differentiation between the Wei and the Qi level is relatively easy: if 
the patient suffers from aversion to cold, he or she is still at the Wei level; if he or she 
does not suffer from aversion to cold but, on the contrary, from aversion to heat, the 
patient is at the Qi level.

Thus, influenza will always start with manifestations similar to the Wei-Qi level of 
the 4 Levels.  If the pathogenic factor is not expelled at the beginning stages, it will 
penetrate into the Interior and thus become Interior Heat.        

Once the pathogenic factor penetrates into the Interior, the body's Qi carries on its 
fight against it in the Interior: this causes a high fever and a feeling of heat, in marked 
contrast to the aversion to cold and the shivering which occur when the body's Qi 
fights the pathogenic factor on the Exterior.  At the exterior level, the internal organs 
are not affected and it is only the Lung's Wei-Qi portion which is involved.  When the 
pathogenic factor becomes interior, the organs are affected and especially the Lungs 
and/or Stomach (see below). 

This stage of development in the pathology of these diseases is crucial as, if the patho-
genic factor is not cleared, it may either penetrate more deeply and cause serious 
problems (at the Ying-Qi or Blood Level) or give rise to residual Heat which is often 
the cause of chronic post-viral fatigue syndromes.
In the Interior, the main patterns appearing will be one of the Qi-Level patterns 
within the 4 Levels.  In general, at the Qi Level, either the Stomach or Lung or both 
are affected. 

TREATMENT WITH THREE TREASURES REMEDIES

EXPEL WIND-HEAT
Invasions of Wind-Heat manifest with aversion to cold, fever, thirst, sore throat, body 
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aches, headache, tonsillitis, ear infection, cough, Floating-Rapid pulse and tongue 
red on the sides.  The dosage is at least 9 tablets a day. This is the remedy of choice for 
influenza: use 12 tablets a day.  Expel Wind-Heat should be a stand-by remedy in any 
household with children.

Expel Wind-Heat is a variation of the famous ancient formula Yin Qiao San Lonicera-
Forsythia Powder (formulated by Wu Ju Tong).

For children, one can use also the Little Treasures remedy Throat Soothe which is also 
a variation of Yin Qiao San.

Please note that these remedies are used only in the beginning stages when the exter-
nal Wind is still on the Exterior: at this time, the patient will have "aversion to cold" as 
described above.

Acupuncture
 LU-7 Lieque, L.I.-4 Hegu, T.B.-5 Waiguan, Du-14 Dazhui, L.I.-11 Quchi, LU-11 Sha-
oshang (in case of tonsillitis), BL-12 Fengmen with cupping, BL-13 Feishu.

CLEAR METAL 
Clear Metal was formulated to treat the Qi Level of influenza.  The simplest and clear-
est sign that the invasion of Wind has moved from the Exterior (Wei Level) to the 
Interior (Qi Level) is that the patient feels no longer cold and does not shiver but feels 
instead hot and thirsty. The most common patterns at this level are either Lung-Heat 
or Lung-Phlegm-Heat so that the patient develops bronchitis or pneumonia.

Clear Metal was formulated to treat primarily Lung-Heat at the Qi Level when the 
patient displays the following symptoms: cough, slight breathlessness, fever, feeling of 
heat, thirst, tightness of the chest and upper back.  Clear Metal has also a strong anti-
viral action. 

The dosage for an adult is at least 9 tablets per day.  This dose can be exceeded in 
severe cases (this remedy is available in Europe but not in the USA).

Acupuncture
LU-7 Lieque, LU-10 Yuji, Du-14 Dazhui, L.I.-11 Quchi, LU-5 Chize, BL-13 Feishu, 
LU-1 Zhongfu.

RINGING METAL
Ringing Metal, a variation of Qing Qi Hua Tan Tang Clearing Qi and Resolving 
Phlegm Decoction can be used for acute chest infections following an invasion of 
Wind, i.e. when the pathogenic factor is Phlegm-Heat in the Lungs at the Qi level.
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The main manifestations calling for this remedy in this context are: a cough following 
a cold or flu, expectoration of profuse sticky-yellow sputum, slight breathlessness, a 
feeling of oppression of the chest, possibly fever, thirst, disturbed sleep, a Full-Slip-
pery pulse, a red tongue with sticky-yellow coating.  The dosage is at least 9 tablets per 
day.

For children, one can use also Chest Release in the Little Treasures which is a varia-
tion of Qing Qi Hua Tan Tang Clearing Qi and Resolving Phlegm Decoction.

Acupuncture
LU-7 Lieque, LU-10 Yuji, Du-14 Dazhui, L.I.-11 Quchi, LU-5 Chize, BL-13 Feishu, 
LU-1 Zhongfu, Ren-12 Zhongwan, Ren-9 Shuifen, ST-40 Fenglong.

HERBAL SENTINEL
Herbal Sentinel is the remedy to take for prevention.  It strengthens immunity and 
resistance to viruses and bacteria by tonifying Lung- and Kidney-Qi. It is to be taken 
continuously as long as the flu epidemic continues in dosages of 4 tablets a day (for an 
adult).

There are two Herbal Sentinel remedies: Herbal Sentinel - Yang and Herbal Sentinel - 
Yin.  The former is for people with a tendency to Yang deficiency (with a Pale tongue); 
the latter for people with a tendency to Yin deficiency (with a tongue lacking in coat-
ing completely or partially).
Children can take the Little Treasures remedy Little Sentinel.

Acupuncture
LU-7 Lieque, LU-9 Taiyuan, BL-13 Feishu, Du-12 Shenzhu, Ren-12 Zhongwan, Ren-4 
Guanyuan, KI-3 Taixi, BL-23 Shenshu.

GUIDELINES AND SUMMARY OF TREATMENT
1) If the patient has chills and fever, the disease is exterior, at the Wei Level.  Use 
Expel Wind-Heat.

2) The moment the chills stop and the patient feels hot, he or she is at the Qi Level: in 
most cases, this is either Lung-Heat or Phlegm-Heat in the Lungs.  Take either Clear 
Metal or Ringing Metal.  Choose the latter if there is Phlegm.

3) Influenza is a Wen Bing disease, and one of the features of Wen Bing diseases is 
that they change fast.  If the patient is at the Wei Level, we must be very vigilant and 
change the treatment as soon as it proceeds to the Qi Level.  Indeed, I even try to stay 
one step ahead and start treating the Qi Level towards the end of the Wei Level.  You 
cannot do any harm following this principle.  It follows that one must stock all the 
necessary remedies: it would be impossible to treat the patient at the Wei Level and 
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then wait 3-5 days for the remedy to arrive.

4) If the patient is on antibiotics, I still prescribe herbal treatment because antibiotics 
and herbs work in different ways. Antibiotics will kill bacteria but they do not resolve 
Phlegm. There is no problem in combining them. 
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SWINE FLU

The new strain of influenza A (H1N1) was first reported from Mexico this year 
(2009). The spectrum of disease caused by new influenza A (H1N1) virus infection 
ranges from non-febrile, mild upper-respiratory tract illness to severe or fatal pneu-
monia. Most cases appear to have uncomplicated, typical influenza-like illness and 
recover spontaneously.

Most commonly reported symptoms include:
1. cough
2. fever
3. sore throat
4. malaise
5. headache

“Rapidly progressive respiratory disease has accounted for most severe or fatal cases”
From the Chinese medicine viewpoint, this is due to transmission of external patho-
genic factor from the Wei Level to the Qi Level with the pattern of Lung-Heat and 
then eventually to the Ying and Blood Level.

An influenza epidemic or pandemic is a typical Wen Bing disease. This is because it is 
very virulent and has a strong tendency to enter the Qi level (causing chest infections) 
very quickly.

Wei Level
The main symptoms of invasion of Wind-Heat are aversion to cold, shivering, fever, 
sore throat, swollen tonsils, headache and body-aches, sneezing, cough, runny nose 
with yellow discharge, slightly dark urine, slightly Red sides of the tongue and a 
Floating-Rapid pulse. It is worth noting that in Wind-Heat too there is aversion to 
cold as this is due to Wind-Heat obstructing the Wei Qi which therefore fails to warm 
the muscles. This corresponds to the beginning stages of influenza when the patient 
has “aversion to cold”.

With our treatment, we should always aim at expelling the Wind at the Wei Level: 
even though this may not be entirely possible, it will make the symptoms of the Qi 
Level milder and it will prevent complications.
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Qi Level
At the Qi Level-Heat. Wind penetrates into the Interior and it changes into inte-
rior Heat or Phlegm-Heat. With influenza, this usually manifests with bronchitis or 
pneumonia. The Qi Level is a crucial level as the pathogenic factor can be expelled 
completely or it can get worse by penetrating further into the Interior at the Ying or 
Blood level.
The Qi Level symptoms are symptoms of Interior Full Heat: high fever, thirst, sweat-
ing, feeling of heat, red face.
At the Qi Level-Fire, the tongue is Red with a thick-yellow coating and the pulse is 
Full and Rapid. As long as there is a coating, the patient is still at the Qi Level. When 
the coating falls off, the patient is at the Ying or Blood level.

This picture shows red points in the Lung area which indicate Wind-Heat at the Wei 
level.
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Ying/Blood Level
At the Ying and/or Blood Level, Heat has injured Yin so that the tongue has no coat-
ing (and it is Red). The Ying or Blood Levels are always dangerous because it may 
lead to mortality. Internal Wind may develop at the Blood Level and convulsion in 
children during febrile diseases always indicate the presence of internal Wind at the 
Blood Level.
The symptoms of the Ying Level are fever at night, mental confusion, delirium, cold 
hands, Red tongue without coating. The symptoms of the Blood Level are fever at 
night, possibly convulsions, maculae, bleeding, Red tongue without coating.

TREATMENT WITH THREE TREASURES REMEDIES
EXPEL WIND-HEAT
Invasions of Wind-Heat manifest with aversion to cold, fever, thirst, sore throat, body 
aches, headache, tonsillitis, ear infection, cough, Floating-Rapid pulse and tongue 
red on the sides. This is the remedy for Wei Level. The dosage is at least 9 tablets a 
day. This is the remedy of choice for influenza: use 12 tablets a day. Expel Wind-Heat 
should be a stand-by remedy in any household with children.
Please note that this remedy is used only in the beginning stages when the external 
Wind is still on the Exterior: at this time, the patient will have “aversion to cold” as 
described above.

CLEAR METAL
Clear Metal was formulated to treat the Qi Level of influenza. The simplest and clear-
est sign that the invasion of Wind has moved from the Exterior (Wei Level) to the 
Interior (Qi Level) is that the patient feels no longer cold and does not shiver but feels 
instead hot and thirsty. The most common patterns at this level are either Lung-Heat 
of Lung-Phlegm-Heat so that the patient develops bronchitis or pneumonia.
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Clear Metal was formulated to treat primarily Lung-Heat at the Qi Level when the 
patient displays the following symptoms: cough, slight breathlessness, fever, feeling of 
heat, thirst, tightness of the chest and upper back. Clear Metal has also a strong anti-
viral action.
The dosage for an adult is at least 9 tablets per day. This dose can be exceeded in 
severe cases.

RINGING METAL
Ringing Metal, a variation of Qing Qi Hua Tan Tang Clearing Qi and Resolving 
Phlegm Decoction can be used for acute chest infections following an invasion of 
Wind, i.e. when the pathogenic factor is Phlegm-Heat in the Lungs at the Qi level. 
The main manifestations calling for this remedy in this context are: a cough following 
a cold or flu, expectoration of profuse sticky-yellow sputum, slight breathlessness, a 
feeling of oppression of the chest, possibly fever, thirst, disturbed sleep, a Full-Slip-
pery pulse, a red tongue with sticky-yellow coating. The dosage is at least 9 tablets per 
day.

HERBAL SENTINEL
Herbal Sentinel is the remedy to take for prevention. It strengthens immunity and 
resistance to viruses and bacteria by tonifying Lung- and Kidney-Qi. It is to be taken 
continuously as long as the swine flu epidemic continues in dosages of 4 tablets a day 
(for an adult).
There are two Herbal Sentinel remedies: Herbal Sentinel - Yang and Herbal Sentinel - 
Yin. The former is for people with a tendency to Yang deficiency (with a Pale tongue); 
the latter for people with a tendency to Yin deficiency (with a tongue lacking in coat-
ing completely or partially). 
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THREE TREASURES REMEDIES FOR PAIN

This article lists the main Three Treasures remedies for pain.  These will be classified 
according to channel and Zangfu pain and also according to area of pain.

CHANNEL PAIN
The Three Treasures remedies treating channel pain are:

Brocade Sinews
Nourish the Root and Clear Wind
Clear Channels
Benefit the Sinews

Brocade Sinews treats channel pain from Bi syndrome occurring against a back-
ground of Blood deficiency. This would be a dull ache occurring in the limbs. It would 
be aggravated by cold and alleviated by warmth and rest.

Nourish the Root and Clear Wind treats channel pain from Bi syndrome occurring 
against a background of Yin deficiency, mostly in the elderly.

Clear Channels treats channel pain from Bi syndrome due to Damp-Heat. This mani-
fests with joints that are painful, red and swollen.

Benefit the Sinews treats channel pain from Bi syndrome due to Phlegm and Blood 
stasis in the joints.  This would correspond to the chronic stage of rheumatoid arthri-
tis with deformities of the joints.

ZANGFU PAIN
There are many Three Treasures remedies to treat Zangfu pain and we can classify 
them according to the Zangfu treated:

Heart
Red Stirring

Liver
Bend Bamboo, Break into a Smile, Brighten the Eyes, Drain Fire, Release Constraint, 
Smooth Passage, Stir Field of Elixir

Stomach and Spleen
Central Mansion, Drain Fields, Ease the Muscles, Smooth Passage, Soothe the Centre.
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Kidneys and Bladder
Separate Clear and Turbid, Clear the Root, Water Passages

Intestines
Smooth Passage, Drain Fields, Ease the Muscles

The following is a brief description of the application of each of the above remedies 
for pain.

Heart
Red Stirring
This is a variation of Xue Fu Zhu Yu Tang to stop pain from Blood stasis of the Heart 
causing chest pain. This pain would be stabbing and quite severe and it is of a Full 
nature (although Heart-Blood stasis may occur against a background of Heart-Yang 
deficiency).

Liver
Bend Bamboo
This remedy is for headache deriving from Liver-Yang rising occurring against a 
background of Liver-Blood deficiency. It may be used for both chronic or acute pain 
(by increasing the daily dosage in case of acute pain).

Break into a Smile
This is for abdominal pain deriving from Liver-Qi stagnation. It is a variation of Chai 
Hu Shu Gan Tang which is the prescription for this type of pain. This would be the 
typical distending pain.

Brighten the Eyes
This is for a dull headache on the forehead or vertex deriving from Liver-Blood defi-
ciency. It is therefore for a Deficiency type of pain.

Drain Fire
This is for headache deriving from Liver-Fire. This would definitely be a Full type of 
pain and it would be severe and throbbing in character. It is, however, also for pain in 
the Lower Burner, such as pain from cystitis or urethritis.

Release Constraint
This is for pain deriving from Liver-Qi stagnation: it is for a Full type of pain when 
the pulse is Wiry in all positions. This pain could be in the hypochondrium or epigas-
trium.

Smooth Passage
This is for abdominal pain from Liver-Qi stagnation and Spleen-Qi deficiency. It is 
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therefore for a mixed Fullness-Deficiency pain.

Stir Field of Elixir
This is for lower abdominal pain from Blood stasis (Full type of pain).

Stomach and Spleen
Central Mansion
This is for a dull epigastric pain deriving from Spleen-Qi and Stomach-Yin deficiency: 
it is a Deficiency-type pain.

Smooth Passage
This is for abdominal pain deriving from Liver-Qi stagnation and Spleen-Qi defi-
ciency: it is therefore both from a Fullness and a Deficiency. It is specific for irritable 
bowel pain.

Soothe the Centre
This is for epigastric pain deriving from Spleen-Qi deficiency, Dampness and Qi stag-
nation: it is therefore a mixed Fullness-Deficiency pain.

Drain Fields
This is for epigastric pain deriving from Dampness. It is pain of a Full nature (when 
the pulse is Slippery and Full). It may also be used for muscle ache in chronic fatigue 
syndrome.

Ease the Muscles
This is for epigastric pain deriving from Damp-Heat in the Stomach. It is pain of a 
Full nature. It may also be used for muscle ache in post-viral fatigue syndrome.

Kidneys and Bladder
Separate Clear and Turbid
This is for urinary pain deriving from Dampness in the urinary passages and Qi defi-
ciency. It is a mixed Fullness-Deficiency pain.

Clear the Root
This is for urinary or prostatic pain deriving from Damp-Heat and Blood stasis. It is 
definitely of a Full nature.

Water Passages
This remedy treats chronic Dampness in the Bladder against a background of Kidney 
deficiency.  It is therefore for a relatively mild chronic pain on urination.

Drain Fire
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This remedy is for Lower Burner pain such as from cystitis or urethritis deriving from 
Liver-Fire.

Instestines
Smooth Passage
This is for lower abdominal pain deriving from Liver-Qi stagnation and Spleen Qi 
deficiency (see above).

Drain Fields
This is for abdominal pain deriving from Dampness. It is pain of a Full nature (when 
the pulse is Slippery and Full). It may also be used for muscle ache in post-viral 
fatigue syndrome.

Ease the Muscles
This is for abdominal pain deriving from Damp-Heat in the Stomach. It is pain of a 
Full nature. It may also be used for muscle ache in post-viral fatigue syndrome.

PAIN ACCORDING TO VARIOUS PATHOGENIC FACTORS
Pathogenic factors are a major cause of pain which is by definition of a Full nature. 
The main pathogenic factors that cause pain (and the relevant remedies) are:

Dampness (Ease the Muscles, Drain Fields, Soothe the Centre, Smooth Passage, 
Separate Clear and Turbid, Clear the Root, Welcome Fragrance)
Qi Stagnation (Soothe the Centre, Smooth Passage, Release Constraint, Break into a 
Smile)
Blood Stasis (Red Stirring, Stir Field of Elixir)
Liver-Yang rising (Bend Bamboo)
Toxic-Heat (Welcome Fragrance, Clear the Root, Expel Toxic-Heat)
Liver-Fire (Drain Fire)

REMEDIES FOR PAIN CLASSIFIED ACCORDING TO AREA
It may be useful to classify the Three Treasures remedies according to area of pain 
treated, irrespective of whether it is a Fullness or a Deficiency type of pain.

Head, face
Bend Bamboo, Welcome Fragrance, Brighten the Eyes, Clear Yang, Drain Fire, Expel 
Wind-Cold, Expel Wind-Heat
Chest
Red Stirring, Clear the Soul

Epigastrium
Soothe the Centre, Release Constraint, Central Mansion, Drain Fields, Ease the 
Muscles
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Hypochondrium
Break into a Smile, Release Constraint

Abdomen
Smooth Passage, Break into a Smile, Stir Filed of Elixir

Hypogastrium
Separate Clear and Turbid, Clear the Root, Water Passages.

Legs, knees
Brocade Sinews, Nourish the Root and Clear Wind

WOMEN'S TREASURE REMEDIES
The classification of Women's Treasure remedies for pain is easier since the main rem-
edies for pain in this line are those for painful periods which are:

Drain Redness (Damp-Heat and Blood Heat)
Free Flow (Liver-Qi stagnation)
Stir Field of Elixir (Liver-Blood stasis)
Warm the Menses (Cold in the Uterus)
  
The Women's Treasure manual explains the application of these remedies and the 
type of menstrual pain treated by each. There are, however, a few other remedies in 
this line which may also treat pain and they are described below.

Drain the Jade Valley
This remedy drains Damp-Heat from the Lower Burner and may be used for vaginal 
pain or pain on intercourse in the presence of Damp-Heat.

Penetrating Vessel
This remedy can treat abdominal, epigastric or chest pain deriving from rebellious Qi 
in the Chong Mai.

Clear the Moon
This remedy can treat breast pain deriving from Qi stagnation and Phlegm.

Free-Flowing Sea
This remedy can treat pre-menstrual abdominal pain occurring against a background 
of Liver-Qi stagnation and Liver-Blood deficiency.

Freeing Constraint
This remedy can treat breast pain deriving from Liver-Qi stagnation.
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CHEMOTHERAPY AND CHEMO-SUPPORT

It is now 16 years since the Three Treasures remedy Chemo-Support was introduced. 
This remedy aims at lessening the side-effects of chemotherapy by tonifying Qi and 
Yin, clearing Heat, resolving Dampness and allaying nausea and vomiting. It has been 
used by hundreds (if not thousands) of patients world-wide. The newsletter of Sum-
mer 2005 explains the use of Chemo-Support and this is the link:

http://www.three-treasures.com/newsletters/summer05.html

It is always disappointing to hear about oncologists that still advise their patients 
against taking Chemo-Support, even after I provide a list of ingredients with their 
pharmacological effect. One reason oncologists advise against taking this remedy is 
the "old chestnut" of the alleged conflict between chemotherapy agents and anti-ox-
idants. The theory behind their opposition is that chemotherapy works by oxidating 
cancer cells and therefore one does not want to do anything that would prevent that.

The Spring 2010 Newsletter on Chemotherapy and Anti-oxidants deals with this 
question and I will not repeat the arguments here. Suffice to say that it is far from 
proven that anti-oxidants interfere with chemotherapy: indeed there is some evidence 
that they may even work in synergy with it and lessen its side-effects. The link to the 
Spring 2010 Newsletter is as follows:

http://www.three-treasures.com/newsletters/spring10.html

The second question is; even IF anti-oxidants counteracted chemotherapy, does this 
apply to Chinese herbs, or at least to the herbs in Chemo-Support? Does the remedy 
contain anti-oxidants to a level that allegedly might counteract chemotherapy? The 
answer is an emphatic “No”. There is therefore no reason whatsoever to avoid taking 
Chemo-Support during chemotherapy.

It pains me to have to tell patients (who frequently write to me) that, if they really 
have misgivings about taking Chemo-Support, they should follow the advice of their 
oncologist. I also find it upsetting that, in this age of integrative medicine, an oncolo-
gist may know nothing about Chinese herbs and yet advise patients not to take them. 
I hear this all the time: “My oncologist said that he (or she) does not know anything 
about Chinese herbs and that therefore I should not take them.” I would have thought 
that it is their duty to inform themselves about Chinese herbs: anything less is poor 
care. 
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Chapter 8

PATTERNS

Spleen-Yin deficiency
Stagnation of Lung- and Heart-Qi
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Chapter 8

PATTERNS 

SPLEEN-YIN DEFICIENCY

It is often said that the Spleen can suffer only from Yang deficiency: it is true that this 
is a very common pathology of the Spleen but not the only one. Indeed, the Spleen 
can suffer from Yin deficiency.

A deficiency of Spleen-Yin does not usually occur on its own but it is associated with 
Stomach-Yin deficiency. Therefore, the symptoms of Spleen-Yin deficiency resemble 
those of Stomach-Yin deficiency (a dry mouth with desire to sip liquids, slight epigas-
tric pain, tongue without coating). In addition to these, the symptoms of Spleen-Yin 
deficiency are dry lips and dry stools. 

There are particular cracks on the tongue that are typical of Spleen-Yin deficiency: 
these are small, transversal cracks on the sides (see picture). The formula to nourish 
Spleen-Yin is Sha Shen Mai Dong Tang Adenophora-Ophiopogon Decoction. If the 
Spleen-Yin deficiency is mild, Shen Ling Bai Zhu San Gingseng-Poria-Atractylodes 
Powder may be used. 
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STAGNATION OF LUNG- AND HEART-QI

Liver-Qi stagnation is one of the most "popular" diagnoses among Western practitio-
ners. Liver-Qi stagnation is certainly very common but, in my opinion, it is over-diag-
nosed and over-emphasized. Besides that, it is hardly ever mentioned that practically 
every organ - not just the Liver - may be subject to Qi stagnation. For example, the 
following organs suffer from Qi stagnation: Stomach, Spleen, Lungs, Heart, Intestines, 
Gall-Bladder, Triple Burner, Bladder and even the Kidneys.

The present article will concentrate primarily on Qi stagnation of the Lungs and Heart 
because such stagnation is particularly common in mental-emotional problems. 
Related to the over-diagnosis of Liver-Qi stagnation is also the over-emphasis on 
anger among the emotions. Over-emphasis on anger is, in my opinion, also present in 
China.

 It is easy to see why that would be as anger is the most disruptive of the emotions: if 
you are angry, you rebel and that is not done in China, whether in the Neo-Confucian 
past nor now. Indeed the very word used in Chinese medicine to indicate "rebellious" 
(or "counterflow") Qi [ni 逆] means "to rebel", "to disobey", "to defy". The opposite of 
ni in Chinese medicine is shun [顺] which indicates Qi going the right way. The word 
shun means :"to obey", "to act in submission to", with a clear political significance. 
Please note that these two words are already in the Nei Jing.

Whilst it is easy to explain why anger would be over-emphasized in China, I am not 
sure why it is in the West. By contrast, Lung- and Heart-Qi stagnation is usually 
caused by sadness, grief or worry: if one is sad, one does not rebel, so the Chinese 
political system (whether ancient or modern) is not threatened by these emotions. I 
believe that such emotions, more than anger, are extremely common and pervasive in 
the patients we see. 

What are sadness and grief caused by in Western patients? Apart from the obvious 
causes due to bereavement, very many Western patients of all ages suffer from sad-
ness and grief deriving from various types of loss such as the loss from the break-up 
of relationships or marriage. In other words, sadness and grief are primarily about 
loss, whether it be the loss of a dear one from death or the loss of a partner through 
separation.

McLean (who elaborated the theory of the triune brain) suggests that the origins of 
human language were most likely in infant-mother interaction, babbling based on 
vowel-consonant combinations beginning about 8 weeks after birth. He singles out 
the separation cry - a slowly changing tone with a prolonged vowel sound (aaah), a 
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distressing cry linked with the most painful emotion, separation.

I believe that the sadness and grief deriving from separation are probably the most 
basic and primordial (and therefore most powerful) emotions that plays a huge role in 
the mental-emotional problems we see in practice. As for worry, it is easy to see how 
such an emotion is so prevalent in the West where life has such a hectic pace.

Sadness, grief and worry affect the Lungs directly as they are emotions pertaining 
to the Lungs, but they also affect the Heart. The Su Wen says in chapter 39: "Sadness 
makes the Heart cramped and agitated; this pushes towards the lungs' lobes, the Upper 
Burner becomes obstructed, Nutritive and Defensive Qi cannot circulate freely, Heat ac-
cumulates and dissolves Qi."

In women, Lung-Qi stagnation affects the chest and breasts and, in the long run, it 
can give rise to breast lumps (benign or malignant) as the Lung channel flows on the 
outside of the breasts. In my experience, in Western women, this is a more common 
cause of breast lumps than Liver-Qi stagnation.

Dr Xia Shao Nong thinks that breast lumps and breast cancer are due to sadness and 
grief deriving from widowhood, breaking of relationships, divorce, death of one's 
children, and bereavement at a young age from the death of ones spouse. These 
events, especially if they occur suddenly, upset the Mind and lead to Qi stagnation 
and Qi depletion. It is interesting to note that all the events mentioned by Dr Xia 
involve separation and loss.

The points I use for sadness and grief are LU-7 Lieque, Du-24 Shenting, Ren-15 Jiu-
wei, HE-7 Shenmen, BL-13 Feishu and BL-42 Pohu.

As for worry, Chen Wu Ze (1174) says: "Worry injures the Lungs and makes Qi ac-
cumulate." Chapter 8 of the Ling Shu confirms that worry knots Qi: "Worry causes 
obstruction of Qi so that Qi stagnates."

Please note that Qi stagnation may be accompanied by Qi deficiency and this is 
particularly true in the case of Lungs and Heart. Emotions such as sadness and grief 
deplete Qi and cause Qi deficiency. However, as deficient Qi in the chest fails to move 
properly (because it is deficient), some Qi stagnation also ensues.

LUNG-QI STAGNATION
The clinical manifestations of Lung-Qi stagnation are: a feeling of lump in the throat, 
difficulty in swallowing, a feeling of oppression or distension of the chest, slight 
breathlessness, sighing, sadness, slight anxiety, depression.
Tongue: slightly red on the sides in the chest areas .
Pulse: very slightly Tight on the right-Front position.
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Acupuncture: LU-7 Lieque, LU-3 Tianfu, ST-40 Fenglong, Ren-15 Jiuwei, P-6 Nei-
guan, BL-13 Feishu, BL-42 Pohu. (Please note that ST-40 is used here not to resolve 
Phlegm but to open the chest. See Blog of 24 August 2010).

Prescription
Ban Xia Hou Po Tang Pinellia-Magnolia Decoction.

Three Treasures: Open the Heart.

HEART-QI STAGNATION
The clinical manifestations of Heart-Qi stagnation are: palpitations, a feeling of dis-
tension or oppression of the chest, depression, a slight feeling of lump in the throat, 
chest and upper epigastric distension, dislike of lying down, weak and cold limbs, 
slightly purple lips, pale complexion.
Tongue: slightly pale-purple on the sides in the chest area.
Pulse: Empty but very slightly Overflowing on the Left-Front position.

Acupuncture: HE-5 Tongli, HE-7 Shenmen, P-6 Neiguan, Ren-15 Jiuwei, Ren-17 
Shanzhong, LU-7 Lieque, ST-40 Fenglong, L.I.-4 Hegu.

Prescription
Mu Xiang Liu Qi Yin Aucklandia Flowing Qi Decoction.
Ban Xia Hou Po Tang Pinellia-Magnolia Decoction. 

Three Treasures: Open the Heart.
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BL-22 Sanjiaoshu
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The exterior, interior and pivot of channels 
Resolving Dampness and Phlegm with acupuncture



234      



Chapter 9 - Acupuncture points                                                                                                                          235

 

Chapter 9

 ACUPUNCTURE POINTS

TRIPLE BURNER AND YUAN QI: BL-22 and Ren-5 

The location of the points BL-22 Sanjiaoshu above BL-23 Shenshu and of Ren-5 Shi-
men above Ren-4 Guanyuan is interesting and it presents interesting parallels. This 
location can be understood only by reference to Chapter 66 of the Classic of Difficul-
ties (Nan Jing). Chapter 66 of this text states: “The Original Qi is the Motive Force 
[Dong Qi] situated between the two kidneys, it is life-giving and it is the root of the 
12 channels. The Triple Burner causes the Original Qi to differentiate [for its different 
uses around the body]; the Original Qi passes through the Three Burners and then 
spreads to the 5 Yin and 6 Yang organs and their channels.”1

According to this view, therefore, the Triple Burner is the “agent” of the Yuan Qi 
arising from between the kidneys. This aspect of the Triple Burner is related to its 
transformation and excretion of fluids: in order to transform fluids, the body needs 
the heat of Kidney-Yang and of the Yuan Qi and this, in turn, needs the agency of the 
Triple Burner to be activated in all parts of the body to transform fluids.
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I shall review below the actions and indications of BL-22 Sanjiaoshu and of Ren-5 
Shimen, but only those relevant to fluid transformation.

BL-22 SANJIAOSHU Triple Burner Back-Shu Point
a) Nature
Back-Shu point for the Triple Burner.

b) Actions
1. Resolves Dampness
2. Opens the Water passages in the Lower Burner
3. Regulates the Lesser Yang.

c) Indications
1. Oedema, difficult urination, turbid urine, blood in the urine
2. Alternation of feeling of heat and feeling of cold, headaches, dizziness, bitter taste.

d) Comments
BL-22 is a major point to stimulate the transformation, transportation and excretion 
of fluids in the Lower Burner. The Lower Burner keeps the Water passages open so 
that “dirty” fluids may be excreted. This point regulates this particular function of the 
Lower Burner and thus ensures that the Water passages are open, fluids are properly 
transformed and dirty fluids excreted.

By stimulating the transformation and excretion of fluids, it resolves Dampness in 
the Lower Burner and treats such symptoms as urinary retention, painful urination, 
oedema of the legs, and any other manifestation of Dampness in the Lower Burner.
The effect of this point on the Lesser Yang channels and Lesser Yang Pattern requires 
an explanation. The Triple Burner is like the “envoy” of the Original Qi (Yuan Qi) 
emerging from the space between the kidneys; put it differently, the Triple Burner 
helps the Original Qi to “differentiate” into its different aspects in different parts of the 
body. Chapter 66 of the “Classic of Difficulties” mentioned above discusses the con-
nection between the Original Qi (in this chapter called Dong Qi, “Motive Force”) and 
the Triple Burner.

BL-22 is just above BL-23, Back-Transporting point of the Kidneys, so this is the area 
from where the Triple Burner helps the Original Qi to emerge from the Kidneys and 
spread to the Internal Organs. Because of its connection with the Triple Burner, this 
point can be used for the Lesser Yang Pattern.

REN-5 SHIMEN Stone Door
a) Nature
Front-Mu point of the Triple Burner.
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b) Actions
1. Opens the Water passages and promotes the transformation and excretion of fluids 
in the Lower Burner.
2. Strengthens Original Yuan Qi.

c) Indications
1. Difficult urination, retention of urine, painful urination, dark urine, oedema, diar-
rhoea, genital itching, swelling of scrotum, swelling of vulva, swelling of penis

d) Comments
In order to understand the function of this point, one must recall the role of the Triple 
Burner in relation to Yuan Qi. The Yuan Qi arises from between the Kidneys and 
spreads to the 5 Yin and 6 Yang organs via the intermediary of the Triple Burner. Ren-
5 is the Front Collecting (Mu) point of the Triple Burner and rouses the Yuan Qi to 
circulate to all the organs and channels. It can therefore be used to tonify Original Qi 
in persons with Kidney deficiency and a poor constitution.

Another important function of the Triple Burner (and specifically the Lower Burner) 
is to transform and excrete fluids, and to ensure that the Water passages of the Lower 
Burner are open. Ren-5 stimulates this function of the Triple Burner, and specifically 
the Lower Burner: its use is therefore indicated for oedema of the abdomen, urinary 
retention, difficult urination, diarrhoea or vaginal discharge.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, the location of BL-22 just above BL-23 and of Ren-5 just above Ren-4 
(a point that tonifies the Kidneys and is related to Jing confirms the above view of the 
Triple Burner as the agent allowing the Yuan Qi to emerge from between the Kidneys 
and be activated all over the body to perform its various functions.

END NOTES
1. Nanjing College of Traditional Chinese Medicine 1979 A Revised Explanation of 
the Classic of Difficulties (Nan Jing Jiao Shi), p. 164. People’s Health Publishing House, 
Beijing, first published c. AD 100.
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SP-4 GONGSUN

The meaning of the name of the point SP-4 (Gong Sun) is the subject of much discus-
sion. I have never been convinced by the translation of Gong Sun as "Grandfather-
grandson" (or rather grandchild). Besides being the Luo point of the Spleen, SP-4 is 
also the master point of the Chong Mai.

Although the translation of Gong Sun as "grandfather-grandchild" is possible, I think 
there is at least another possible explanation. "Gong" may also mean "general" and 
"sun" may also mean "second-growth", i.e. the second growth of a plant after prun-
ing later in the season (like a rose for example). Thus, Gong Sun may be translated as 
"general second growth". 

What is this second growth? In my opinion, it is the image of the smaller branches 
stemming from a central stem. This is the image of the Main channels - the main stem 
- and of the Luo channels which branch out from the Main channels. This image is 
consistent with the point SP-4 for two reasons: first, because it is a Luo point; secondly 
because the Chong Mai controls all Luo channels.

There is another connection between the "second growth" and this point's name. The 
term "Sun" is also the term used in the Nei Jing to indicate the Minute Luo channels, 
i.e. the small Luo channels that stem from the Luo channels themselves: thus, while 
the Luo channels branch off from the Main channels, the Sun Luo branch off from the 
Luo channels themselves (and they are smaller). Thus, Gong Sun may be translated 
as "General Sun channels": this translation also makes sense because the Chong Mai 
controls all Sun Luo channels too.
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 孙 SUN

Finally, there is another possible and easy translation. Gong Sun was also the fam-
ily name of the Yellow Emperor and we can therefore interpret this point's name as 
a reference to the Yellow Emperor. This translation would also make sense because 
the Chong Mai is the "emperor" of the extraordinary vessels, because it is the centre 
of the energetic vortex created by them. In old times, the extraordinary vessels were 
compared to members of a family and the Chong Mai was the "father", i.e. the most 
important member (in a traditional, Confucian view of the family). 
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 ST-40 FENGLONG

In this article I will discuss the clinical use of the point ST-40 Fenglong. Whenever 
I mention ST-40 in the course of my lectures, everybody associates it with resolving 
Phlegm. As we shall see, this point has many other extremely valuable actions.

ST-40's name Fenglong means "Abundant Bulge": this obviously refers to the bulge 
on the fibularis longus muscle where the point is situated. However, the word feng 
meaning "abundant" or "rich in" has also another meaning: it refers to the quality of 
the Yang Ming channels of being "rich in Qi and Blood".1 

Feng, therefore, refers to the quality of the Stomach channel of being rich in Qi and 
Blood and, because of this, to its use in invigorating the channels. ST-40 Fenglong is 
the Luo point of the Stomach channel and we shall see what relevance this has in the 
clinical use of the point.

The main actions of ST-40 Fenglong listed in modern Chinese books are:
a) Resolves Phlegm and Dampness
b) Opens the chest and subdues rebellious Qi
c) Promotes the descending of Lung-Qi and stops cough
d) Calms the Mind and opens the Mind's orifices
e) Invigorates the channels 2

The indications related to ST-40 grouped according to its function are as follows:
a) Feeling of oppression of the chest, profuse sputum, swelling of the face, dizziness, 
headache, swelling of the throat, feeling of heaviness of the body
b) and c) Cough with sputum, breathlessness, wheezing
d) Manic-depression [Dian Kuang], inappropriate laughter, inappropriate elation, 
desire to ascend to high places and sing, undress, and run around, mental restlessness, 
"seeing ghosts".
e) Loss of use of the lower legs, atrophy of muscles of the lower leg, difficulty in walk-
ing from Deficiency conditions.

This is a very important point since it is the point to resolve Phlegm in all its manifes-
tations and in all parts of the body. However, as discussed in the previous Clinical Tip, 
this point would eliminate Phlegm only in combination with several other points.

It eliminates substantial Phlegm, such as profuse expectoration from the chest, 
Phlegm in the form of lumps, such as lumps under the skin, thyroid lumps and uterus 
lumps, and non-substantial Phlegm such as the one that clouds the Mind and ob-
structs the Mind's orifices causing mental disturbances or simply headache, dizziness 
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and muzziness of the head. In all these cases this point should be needled with reduc-
ing method to resolve Phlegm.

I use the point ST-40 for asthma not so much for its Phlegm-eliminating effect but be-
cause it promotes the descending of Qi in the chest area: this point has a strong action 
on the chest and, for this reason, it has an effect on asthma together with points such 
as P-6 Neiguan and LU-7 Lieque.

This point's action on the chest is such that I use it also in muscular problems of the 
chest. For example, it is excellent to move Qi and make Qi descend when there is 
bruising of the chest and ribs from an accident: in such cases, I combine ST-40 with 
P-6 Neiguan. 

Another important action of this point is to calm the Mind, on which it has a pro-
found effect. It can be used in all cases of anxiety, fears and phobias, not only if they 
are caused by misting of the Mind by Phlegm but also if they are caused by rebellious 
Qi. Indeed, in my opinion, the Phlegm-resolving effect of this point originally was 
specific in relation to mental illness, i.e. this point was used to eliminate Phlegm from 
the Heart's orifices causing mental illness.

Interestingly, the book "An Explanation of Acupuncture Points" (1624) does not 
make any mention of the effect of ST-40 in resolving Phlegm from the Lungs in Lung 
diseases, but it does mention the effect of this point in eliminating Phlegm from the 
Heart's orifices causing Kuang syndrome, i.e. the manic phase of bipolar disorder.

The Phlegm-resolving effect of this point should not be overemphasized overlooking 
its other functions. Apart from its use to resolve Phlegm, ST-40 can also be used to 
subdue rebellious Qi of the Stomach and Lungs when the person is very anxious, and 
the anxiety reflects on the Stomach function, with such symptoms as tightness of the 
epigastrium, a feeling of knot in the Stomach or, as some people say, a feeling of "but-
terflies in the stomach".

ST-40's quality of Luo point is important to understand some of its functions. It de-
parts from ST-40 Fenglong 8 cun above the external malleolus, it flows up the leg and 
a branch joins with the Spleen channel, it then flows up the torso to the nape of the 
neck and head where it converges with the Qi of other channels, it then flows down to 
the throat.

The fact that the Luo channels flows to the neck where it "converges with the Qi of 
the other channels" makes it an important point to use for Bi Syndrome of the neck. 
If there is a Stomach disharmony and the patient suffers from chronic neckache, I use 
the point ST-40 bilaterally with reducing method.
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Finally, some of ST-40's actions are also due to its being the Luo point that influences 
the Xu Li. Xu Li is the name for the Great Luo of the Stomach. The Great Luo of the 
Stomach is mentioned in chapter 18 of the Ling Shu: "The Great Luo channel of the 
Stomach is called Xu Li. It penetrates the diaphragm, it connects with the lungs and 
exits below the left breast. One can feel its pulsation by hand: it is the place where the 
Gathering Qi (Zong Qi) of the vessels [or channels] is situated."

Although the Ling Shu does not mention ST-40 in connection with the Xu Li channel, 
I do use ST-40 Fenglong to affect the Xu Li: as the Xu Li flows to lungs and heart and 
it influences the Zong Qi, I use ST-40 to affect the Xu Li and especially the heart when 
the pulse is irregular. In other words, ST-40 is an important point to affect the rate 
and rhythm of the heart.

END NOTES
1. Yue Han Zhen 1990 An Explanation of the Acupuncture Points (Jing Xue Jie), 
People's Health Publishing Company, Beijing, p. 102. The book An Explanation of the 
Acupuncture Points was written in 1624.

2. Li Shi Zhen 1985 Clinical Application of Frequently-Used Acupuncture Points 
(Chang Yong Shu Xue Lin Chuang Fa Hui), People's Health Publishing Company, 
Beijing, p. 209. 



Chapter 9 - Acupuncture points                                                                                                                          243

 BL-22 SANJIAOSHU

Since the previous Clinical Tips were about the Swollen tongue and Phlegm, the use 
of acupuncture to resolve Dampness and Phlegm and the use of ST-40 to resolve 
Phlegm, I would like to stay with the subject of fluids pathology and discuss the use of 
the point BL-22 Sanjiaoshu.

This point resolves Dampness and/or Phlegm. BL-22 is called Sanjiaoshu, i.e. "Shu 
[point] of the San Jiao" and it is obviously situated just above BL-23 Shenshu, the 
Back-Shu point of the Kidneys: as we shall see below, this is very significant.

Given that the Triple Burner is an Arm channel, i.e. Arm Shao Yang, and therefore a 
channel of the upper limbs, why should the Back-Shu point of the Triple Burner be in 
the lower back near the kidneys and not in the upper back?

The book "An Explanation of Acupuncture Points" (1654) has a very interesting 
observation. It says that the Pericardium (Arm Jue Yin) has a Back-Shu point at BL-14 
Jueyinshu (in the upper back) and the Triple Burner has a Back-Shu point at BL-22 
Sanjiaoshu. Notice how the Pericardium has a Back-Shu point in the upper back (not 
by chance just above the Heart Back-Shu point BL-15 Xinshu) and the Triple Burner 
has its Back-Shu point at BL-22 Sanjiaoshu in the lower back, just above the Kidney's 
Back-Shu point BL-23 Shenshu.
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"Logically" as the Triple Burner channels is associated with the Pericardium chan-
nel, the Triple Burner's Back-Shu point should be in the upper back also because the 
Triple Burner is an Arm channel (Arm Shao Yang). We shall soon see why it is in the 
lower back, just above the Kidney's Back-Shu point.

To explain why the Triple Burner Back-Shu point is next to the Kidney’s we need 
to explore the nature of the Triple Burner. The Triple Burner’s nature has occupied 
Chinese doctors for centuries and there are different views of it; as usual in Chinese 
medicine, different view are contrasting but not necessarily mutually-exclusive ones. 

For centuries, Chinese doctors have been discussing whether the Triple Burner “has 
a form” (you xing) or not. The Chinese expression “has a form” means that the Triple 
Burner is an actual Fu organ; if the Triple Burner “has no form”, then it is not like the 
other Fu but just a complex of functions “without form”. Both these views are correct!

Chapter 38 of the Nan Jing has the famous statement that the Triple Burner “you 
ming er wu you xing”, i.e. it “has a name but not a form”. The Chinese expression is 
very elegant in that it contrasts you (it has) with wu you (has no, it does not have) and 
also rhymes ming (name) with xing (form). Therefore according to the Nan Jing, the 
Triple Burner has no physical entity like the other Fu organs but it is a set of func-
tions.

What are the main functions of the Triple Burner in the Nan Jing? Chapter 8 discuss-
es the function of the Triple Burner: “This Yuan Qi is the root of the 12 channels, it is 
the Motive Force (Dong Qi 动 气) between the Kidneys, the root of the 5 Zang and 6 Fu 
and of the 12 channels, the gate of breathing and the origin of the Triple Burner.”

Chapter 66 of the Nan Jing further explains the function of the Triple Burner and it 
is the origin of the famous view of the Triple Burner as the “envoy” of the Yuan Qi. It 
says: “Below the umbilicus and between the kidneys there is a Throbbing Qi [Dong Qi 
动 气] which constitutes a person’s life [sheng ming 生 命]. This [Throbbing Qi] is 
the root of the 12 channels, also called Yuan Qi [原 气]. The Triple Burner is the en-
voy of the Yuan Qi [or it allows the Yuan Qi to separate into its different functions].” 
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This Figure illustrates this passage.

This is a very important statement that links the Triple Burner not only with the 
Yuan Qi but also with the Ming Men which is called also the “Minister Fire”. It may 
be because of this that the Triple Burner is said to belong to the “Minister Fire”. The 
Minister Fire is the physiological Fire of the Kidneys that is essential to all the Zangfu 
and all physiological processes. It is in the Kidneys but it comes out of the Kidneys 
through the intermediary of the Triple Burner and that is why the Triple Burner’s 
Back-Shu point is not by chance above BL-23 Shenshu, the Back-Shu point of the 
Kidneys.
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Notice that I have two different translations of a crucial few words above, i.e. either 
“the Triple Burner is the envoy of the Yuan Qi” or “it allows the Yuan Qi to separate 
into its different functions”. This second translation was proposed by Steve Clavey 
and it is one that has great merit. This interpretation means that the Triple Burner 
allows the Yuan Qi to separate into its different forms in different parts of the body to 
perform is various functions. The places where the Qi of the Yuan Qi “comes to a halt” 
are the Yuan points on each channel.

There is another interesting significant symmetry in the location of points and that is 
the one between BL-22 Sanjiaoshu and Ren-5 Shimen. BL-22 is the Back-Shu point 
of the Triple Burner and is above BL-23 Shenshu (Kidney’s Back-Shu); Ren-5 is the 
Front-Mu point of the Triple Burner and is above Ren-4 Guanyuan (a point closely 
related to the Kidneys). Note that Ren-5 also tonifies the Yuan Qi.

Thus, the location of BL-22 just above BL-23 and of Ren-5 just above Ren-4 (a point 
that tonifies the Kidneys and is related to Jing) confirms the above view of the Triple 
Burner as the agent allowing the Yuan Qi to emerge from between the Kidneys and 
be activated all over the body to perform its various functions. In practice, I often do 
use both these points (BL-22 and Ren-5) to stimulate the Triple Burner’s metabolism 
of fluids.

But going back to the point BL-22 what are its functions? I had the rather lengthy in-
troduction above because some of its functions are related to the Triple Burner’s being 
the “envoy” of the Yuan Qi. We could also call it the “agent” of the Yuan Qi.

The ancient book “An Explanation of the Acupuncture Points” mentioned above 
breaks down the actions of the point BL-22 according to Upper, Middle and Lower 
Burner.
- Upper Burner: headache from invasion of Wind-Cold, vomiting and rebellious Qi 
with digestive symptoms and dizziness.
- Middle Burner: (substantial) masses of the internal organs, a feeling of distension 
and fullness with emaciation, no appetite, shoulder pain, backache with rigidity.
- Lower Burner: turbidity, diarrhoea, abdominal distension, borborygmi.

Modern books list more symptoms and these can be found in Deadman and Al 
Khafaji’s “Manual of Acupuncture” (p. 282) and my own “The Channels of Acupunc-
ture” (p. 984-5). Among the indications, modern books mention also the Shao Yang 
Syndrome, i.e. alternation of chills and fever, bitter taste, dry throat, etc.

From what I can see the old texts do not mention these indications under BL-22; 
for example, the Compendium of Acupuncture (Zhen Jiu Da Cheng) and the ABC 
of Acupuncture (Jia Yi Jing) do not mention it. I suspect this is a modern addition 
inspired by BL-22 being the Back-Shu point of the Triple Burner. 
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However, and this is an important point, the “Triple Burner” that is the “agent” of the 
Yuan Qi and the Triple Burner as Water passages have nothing to do with the Triple 
Burner as the Shao Yang channel! In other words, there is an apparent dichotomy be-
tween the Triple Burner as the agent of the Yuan Qi and the Triple Burner as the Shao 
Yang channel. Thus, to treat the Shao Yang Syndrome I would definitely use points 
from Triple Burner channel and particularly T.B.-5 Waiguan and not BL-22.

Modern books list also oedema, difficult urination, turbid urine, blood in the urine 
and these indications are indeed also in the old texts. I personally use this point al-
most exclusively for the Lower Burner and especially to promote the transformation, 
transportation and excretion of fluids in the Lower Burner, hence the symptoms of 
oedema, difficult urination and turbid urine. I use this point in all cases of Dampness 
or Phlegm in the Lower Burner. 

But another reason why this point would act on the fluids of the Lower Burner is to 
do with its function with regard to the Minister Fire of the Kidneys. Just like it is the 
“envoy” of the Yuan Qi, it is also the envoy of the Minister Fire. The Minister Fire 
heats the fluids in the Lower Burner and this (physiological) heat is essential to the 
transformation, transportation and excretion of fluids.

Thus, the point BL-22 acts on the fluids metabolism in the Lower Burner for two 
reasons. Firstly, the point transforms fluids and therefore resolves Dampness because 
the Triple Burner is a system of waterways for the transformation, transportation and 
excretion of fluids. The famous chapter 8 that compares the Zangfu to “officials” says 
that the Triple Burner is the official in charge “of irrigation and controls the Water 
passages”. Secondly, the point transforms fluids through its activation of the Yuan Qi 
and of the Minister Fire.

Thus, as the Triple Burner’s Back-Shu point is on the Bladder channel, there is a 
connection between these two channels. Interestingly, there is another connection 
between the Triple Burner and the Bladder channels that is highlighted in the “ABC 
of Acupuncture” (Jia Yi Jing) by Huang Fu Mi. This connection occurs via the point 
BL-39 Weiyang which is the Lower He point of the Triple Burner. 

The He points of the Triple Burner, Small Intestine and Large Intestines (all Arm 
channels) are T.B.-10 Tianjing, S.I.-8 and L.I.-11 Quchi respectively. However, since 
the organs of these three channels are located in the Lower Burner, these three chan-
nels also have three so-called “Lower He” points which are BL-39 Weiyang for the 
Triple Burner, ST-37 Shangjuxu for the Large Intestine and ST-39 Xiajuxu for the 
Small Intestine.

The “ABC of Acupuncture” says that the point BL-39 Weiyang, Lower He point of the 



248      

Triple Burner, is used for abdominal distension and pain with retention of urine. The 
text specifically says that this is a “Triple Burner disease” and this confirms the nature 
of the Triple Burner as a system of waterways for the transformation, transportation 
and excretion of fluids.

In conclusion, there are at least four aspects to the Triple Burner:
1) It is a system of waterways that transport and excrete fluids
2) It is the “envoy” of the Yuan Qi and Minister Fire
3) It is a system of “cavities” (not discussed here)
4) It is a Shao Yang channel that treats mostly problems of the Shao Yang area in the 
shoulder and head (especially ears) and also the Shao Yang Syndrome from the Shang 
Han Lun.
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ON P-6 NEIGUAN

P-6 Neiguan is one of the most important and most widely used acupuncture points. 
First of all, let us analyse the name “Nei Guan”. “Nei” means “inner” and there is no 
disagreement about this. However, the second half of the name “Guan” can have dif-
ferent interpretations. In ordinary, every-day language, “guan” means to “shut”, “close”, 
“turn off ”, “lock up”. If we go to a shop and we find it closed, one would say that the 
shop “guan le”, i.e. it is shut or “it shut” (in the past). If we interpret “guan” in this 
sense, then P-6 is an “inner closure”, an “inner stop cock” or something similar. Could 
it be interpreted in this way? Yes, it could, and in this sense, P-6 would be the point 
that closes the Yin in the Interior and this should be seen in relation and analogous to 
T.B.-5 Waiguan, the “outer closure”, i.e. the point that closes the Yang on the outside.

However, the nature of P-6 is such that it is a very dynamic point and this does not fit 
in with its translation as “inner closure” because “closure” implies to stop something, 
as for example, when one closes a tap (faucet) to stop the flow of water.

If we look up the other meanings of “guan” (as in Chinese one word can have multiple 
meanings), we find that it also means “mountain pass”, “critical juncture”, “customs 
house” or “barrier” (of a customs house). According to G. D. Wilder and J. H. Ingram, 
Analysis of Chinese Characters, 1922, “guan” is a cross bar of a gate, to shut or bar the 
gate, a custom-house barrier. The character is composed of the radical “Men” (door). 
Inside the “door” there is “guan”, which means to pass threads through a web with a 
shuttle. The script represents the warp of a textile. The down strokes in the lower part 
represent a shuttle carrying the thread through to form a woof. By extension, it means 
to fix transversely. The cross bar of the gate passes through the slots and iron loops 
like a shuttle passing through the warp. 

Translating “guan” in this way, would change the meaning of “Nei Guan” entirely. The 
point would then be an “inner critical juncture” or an “inner barrier” (of a customs 
house). Notice that it is the barrier of a customs house that is open to let goods 
through. This would change the nature of the point entirely, making it a dynamic 
point that is a critical juncture and that lets things through. In my opinion, this re-
flects the nature and functions of P-6 more accurately. The reference to “fixing trans-
versely” is also interesting as it would be an allusion to the flow of the Luo channels 
flowing “transversely” in relation to the Main channels that flow “vertically” (P-6 is of 

關 GUAN
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course the Luo point of the Pericardium channel).

The “Su Wen” in chapter 8 says: “The Pericardium is the ambassador and from it joy 
and happiness derive”. The Pericardium is closely related to the Heart and, indeed, the 
Nei Jing and the Nan Jing constantly refer to the “5 Zang and 6 Fu”, the 5 Zang being 
the Heart, Liver, Spleen, Lungs and Kidneys, i.e. the Pericardium was assimilated to 
the Heart: the two could not be separated being so close anatomically. However, chap-
ter 8 of the Su Wen does mention the 12 Organs and it lists their functions including 
those of the Pericardium. 

The Su Wen’s reference to “joy” and “happiness” also makes it sound like the Pericar-
dium has similar functions to those of the Heart. Notice however that in this chapter, 
the Pericardium is called ”Shan Zhong”, i.e. the “centre of the chest” (where Ren-17 
is), not the usual “xin bao luo”, i.e. the “luo of the heart’s envelope”. As we shall see, 
this is because the Pericardium has several different functions corresponding to its 
multi-faceted nature.

So, the first aspect of the Pericardium’s nature is that it is closely connected to the 
Heart and that it is in the centre of the chest; the reference to “joy” and “happiness” 
implies that it somehow houses the Shen in the same way as the Heart does. This is 
the first clinical use of the Pericardium channel and of P-6, to affect the Shen. Like 
the Heart, the Pericardium houses the Shen and it therefore influences our mental-
emotional state deeply. For example, a deficiency of Blood will affect the Pericardium 
as well as the Heart, making the person depressed and slightly anxious. Heat in the 
Blood will agitate the Pericardium and make the person agitated and restless. Phlegm 
obstructing the Pericardium will also obstruct the Shen causing mental confusion.

Emotions “stir” both the Heart and the Pericardium by agitating the Minister Fire and 
making it flow upwards to these two organs. Li Dong Yuan said: “Not a day goes by 
in people’s lives that the Minister Fire is not stirred”. In Chinese medicine, there is this 
idea that the Minister Fire should be “concealed” in the Lower Burner: it performs its 
function of warming the organs in the background and it should not be seen. Emo-
tions stir up the Minister Fire and cause it to leave its “place of concealment” in the 
Lower Burner: that is when the patient suffers from “Heat” and there are symptoms of 
Heat such as a red face, a feeling of heat, thirst, etc. Notice that emotional stress usu-
ally leads to Heat, it never leads to Cold.
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The Pericardium houses the Shen (with the Heart)
•Blood deficiency of the Pericardium will cause depression and slight anxiety
•Blood Heat of the Pericardium will cause anxiety, insomnia and agitation
•Phlegm in the Pericardium will cause mental confusion and, in severe cases, mental 
illness
•The Pericardium affects emotional problems from relationship problems

Although assimilated to the Heart, the Pericardium has an important difference from 
the Heart channel. The Pericardium channel controls the Qi of the chest and it moves 
Qi and Blood, more than the Heart channel does. For example, P-6 has an important 
influence on the movement of Qi in the chest (hence its use for chest pain); the Heart 
channel does not have such a function. In other words, I use HE-7, for example, to 
nourish Heart-Blood and settle the Shen while I would use P-6 more to move Qi and 
Blood in the chest causing physical symptoms such as chest pain and mental-emo-
tional symptoms such as depression (from Qi stagnation).

The second aspect and function of the Pericardium is its relationship with the Liver 
within the Jue Yin channels: Liver and Pericardium are the Jue Yin channels which 
are the “hinge” of the Yin channels. Thus, when we use the Pericardium channel, we 
indirectly use the Liver channel too. In my clinical experience, I use P-6 exactly in this 
way: besides its other functions, it moves Liver-Qi and stimulates the movement of 
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the Hun (see below).

The Pericardium function on the mental-emotional plane is the psychic equivalent 
of the Pericardium’s moving of Qi and Blood of the Heart and Lungs in the chest: 
just as it does that on a physical level, on a mental-emotional level, the Pericardium 
is responsible for “movement” towards others, i.e. in relationships. Given that the 
Pericardium is related to the Liver within the Jue-Yin channels, this “movement” is 
also related to the “movement” of the Hun from the ego towards others in social, re-
lationships and familial interactions. For this reason, on a mental-emotional level, the 
Pericardium is particularly responsible for a healthy interaction with other people.
 

Moreover, the “moving” nature of the Pericardium is also enhanced by its relation-
ship with the Triple Burner as a channel (within the “Minister Fire” channels). As 
the Triple Burner is responsible for the free flow of Qi (together with the Liver), the 
Pericardium’s relationship with the Triple Burner accounts for its action in moving Qi 
and Blood and its mental-emotional function of “movement” towards others.

Thus the Pericardium is a unique organ in that it has three sets of relationships: with 
the Heart, with the Liver (Jue Yin channels) and with the Triple Burner (within the 
Minister Fire channels). Notice also how the Pericardium is related to the Jue Yin 
(the hinge of the Yin) through the Liver and to the Shao Yang (the hinge of the Yang) 
through the Triple Burner. Thus the Pericardium is doubly the “hinge”: I believe this 
contributes to its dynamic nature. This makes it such a complex and rich channel with 
so many interactions and different functions.

The book “An Explanation of Acupuncture Points” (Jing Xue Jie, 1654) confirms this 
dual nature of the Pericardium by listing the actions of P-6 under the two heading of 
Heart and Liver. In other words, it lists the Heart-related and Liver-related actions of 
P-6. Under the Heart-related indications it lists poor memory, chest pain and (when 
Empty) head and neck ache. Under the Liver-related indications, it lists red eyes, 
elbow pain and hot palms.
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The symptom of head and neck ache is interesting for me as it is something I have 
noticed frequently in practice, i.e. that P-6 is effective in treating headache, especially 
occipital and temporal. I believe this is due to the connection between the Luo point 
of the Pericardium and the Triple Burner channel.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PERICARDIUM AND MINISTER FIRE
The “Minister Fire” (Xiang Huo) is the Fire of the Gate of Life (Ming Men). This Fire 
is essential to the healthy functioning of the body.

Although many doctors such as Zhu Zhen Heng (1281–1358) identified “Minister 
Fire” with the Fire of the Ming Men (and therefore the Kidneys), others, such as 
Zhang Jie Bin (1563–1640), identified the “Minister Fire” with such internal organs as 
the Kidney, Liver, Triple Burner, Gall Bladder and Pericardium. In fact, the Minister 
Fire is said to go upwards to the Liver, Gall-Bladder and Pericardium (in so doing it is 
compared to the “Fire Dragon flying to the top of a high mountain”) and downwards 
to the Kidneys (in so doing it is compared to the “Fire Dragon immersing in the deep 
sea”).

Thus, purely from a 5-Element perspective, the Minister Fire pertains to the Peri-
cardium and the Triple Burner (as opposed to the Emperor Fire of the Heart), while 
from the perspective of the Internal Organs, the Minister Fire is the Fire of the Ming 
Men pertaining to the Kidneys. However, there is a connection between the two 
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views as the Minister Fire does flow up to the Liver, Gall-Bladder and Pericardium. In 
pathology, this has an even greater relevance as the pathological Minister Fire (driven 
by emotional stress) flares upwards to harass the Pericardium causing mental restless-
ness, agitation, anxiety and insomnia.

NATURE AND FUNCTIONS OF P-6
1) HEART
The Pericardium is closely related to the Heart and P-6 therefore acts on the Heart. I 
use it primarily to move Qi and Blood, not so much to nourish Blood and the Shen. I 
use P-6 to move Qi and Blood and P-7 Daling to subdue Qi and calm the Shen.

2) MOVING QI IN THE CHEST
P-6 is an important point to move Qi and Blood in the chest: this is one of the main 
functions that distinguish it from Heart points. On a physical level, it moves Qi in the 
chest when Qi stagnation is causing chest pain; it is also very effective for traumas of 
the chest causing stagnation of Qi and/or Blood. To treat the chest, P-6 combines very 
well with ST-40 (I usually needle them contralaterally, i.e. one on the right and the 
other on the left).

3) MOVING LIVER-QI
The Pericardium is coupled with the Liver within the Jue Yin channels (the “hinge” of 
the Yin). P-6 therefore moves Liver-Qi. When would one want to use the Pericardium 
rather than the Liver to move Liver-Qi? I would use P-6 especially for mental-emo-
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tional problems deriving from relationship problems and causing Liver-Qi stagnation. 
Using P-6 will treat both the Liver and the Heart simultaneously, which makes it so 
useful in mental-emotional problems. Another reason for using P-6 to move Liver-Qi 
is when the symptoms are located in the Upper Burner, for example pre-menstrual 
breast distension. In this context, P-6 combines very well with LIV-3 (usually contra-
laterally, i.e. one on the right, the other on the left).

4) THE PERICARDIUM AND THE HUN
As we have seen above, the Pericardium is associated to the Liver within the Jue Yin. 
The Liver houses the Hun which provides “movement” to the Shen: this “movement” 
provides creativity, inspiration, planning, sense of direction in life to the Shen. With-
out these, the Shen would suffer and the person would be depressed. P-6 is excellent 
to stimulate the movement of the Hun and I therefore use it very frequently in depres-
sion (and not only that deriving from Liver-Qi stagnation). When used for depres-
sion, I frequently combine it with Du-20 Baihui.

5) P-6 AS LUO POINT
P-6 is the Luo point of the Pericardium channel. As a Luo point, it has a dynamic 
nature and I use it primarily to move rather than to tonify. I see P-6 as having a 
“centrifugal” effect. Contrary to it being a point that “closes” (if we interpret “guan” 
in its name as ‘closing”), I actually see it as a point that opens and moves. In mental-
emotional problems, it moves Qi, relieves stagnation and “opens” the patient to a new 
emotional awareness.

6) P-6 SYNERGISTIC EFFECT
P-6 has a synergistic effect on acupuncture points prescriptions. The addition of P-6 
to any prescription increases the therapeutic effect. Just as P-6 has this effect on a 
physical level, it has one on a mental-emotional level, i.e. it can bolster the effect of 
a point combination for mental-emotional problems. The Pericardium is the hinge 
of the Yin channels, and, being the Luo point, P-6 is the “hinge” of the Hinge: in its 
capacity as “hinge” it connects things.
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 MORE ON P-6 NEIGUAN

I would like to expand on what I said about P-6 Neiguan. P-6 Neiguan is a complex 
point, rich in clinical applications.

Descend Stomach-Qi
P-6 is closely connected to the Stomach channel and, for this reason, it is a major 
point to make Stomach-Qi descend. For this reason, it treats vomiting, nausea, belch-
ing and acid reflux. In order to make Stomach-Qi descend, P-6 combines very well 
with Ren-13 Shangwan and ST-21 Liangmen. Notice that Ren-13 is better than Ren-
12 at making Stomach-Qi descend because it treats specifically the upper part of the 
stomach.

Descend Heart-Qi
Besides making Stomach-Qi descend, P-6 also makes Heart-Qi descend. Interestingly, 
Heart-Qi not descending also causes nausea and vomiting; therefore, when we use 
P-6 for nausea and vomiting we are acting both on the Stomach and the Heart chan-
nel. How do we know whether nausea in a patient is due to rebellious Stomach-Qi or 
rebellious Heart-Qi? In two ways. Firstly, from the pulse: in case of rebellious Stom-
ach-Qi, we will feel that on the right-Guan position (feeling Tight or very slightly 
Overflowing). In case of rebellious Heart-Qi, the left-Cun position will be slightly 
Overflowing. Secondly, when nausea and vomiting are strongly associated with the 
emotional state (i.e. the patient feels nausea when depressed, anxious, worried or 
guilty), then they are due to Heart-Qi not descending.

Relationship between Stomach and Heart
There is a close relationship between the Stomach and the Heart that has many clini-
cal applications and repercussions. Indeed, in some of the old classics, epigastric 
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pain, i.e. pain below the xyphoid process was called xin tong i.e. “heart pain”. Modern 
Chinese books say that the old doctors somehow “confused” stomach with heart pain. 
I do not agree with this view. I think that the old doctors knew perfectly well the dif-
ference between a stomach and a heart pain.

The fact is that there is a broad overlap between the Heart and Stomach both from the 
point of view of organs and that of channels. One way in which the channels of the 
Heart and Stomach overlap is through the Divergent Stomach channel and the Great 
Luo of the Stomach. In fact, the Stomach Divergent channel ascends in the abdomen 
and then enters the stomach, spleen and heart.

On the other hand, the Great Luo of the Stomach starts in the chest, penetrates the 
diaphragm, connects with the lungs and exits below the left breast. The pulsation of 
the left ventricle felt in the fifth intercostal space is called the pulsation of Xu Li and 
Xu Li is another name for the Great Luo of the Stomach. Therefore, while what we 
feel in the fifth intercostal space is obviously the heart, from a Chinese perspective, it 
is also the beating of the Xu Li and of the Zong Qi (the Qi of Heart and Lungs in the 
chest).
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What this means in clinical practice, is that treatment of the Stomach channel is 
important to regulate the Heart both on a physical and a mental-emotional level. On 
a physical level, treatment of ST-36 and ST-40 is important to regulate the rhythm of 
the heart when it is irregular or fast and to make Heart-Qi descend when there is nau-
sea. On an emotional level, treatment of ST-40 calms the Mind and makes Heart-Qi 
descend, allaying anxiety and worry.
Not by chance, some of the symptoms of myocardial infarction are often digestive 
such as belching, acid reflux, nausea and vomiting.
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 THE EXTERIOR, INTERIOR AND PIVOT OF CHANNELS

Chapter 6 of the Su Wen introduces the concept of channels “opening onto the exte-
rior” (or being the “opening”), closing onto the interior (or “being the door leaf ”) and 
being the pivot (or hinge).

In this chapter the order for the Yang channels is as follows:
Tai Yang opens
Yang Ming closes
Shao Yang is the pivot
 
The order for the Yin channels is:
Tai Yin opens
Jue Yin closes
Shao Yin is the pivot

With regard to the Yin channels I personally see the Jue Yin as the pivot (I call it 
“hinge”) and the Shao Yin as opening onto the interior (or “closing”).  There are vari-
ous reasons for this.

 Firstly, if we read chapter 6 of the Su Wen in full and we look at the context of the 
exterior/interior/hinge quote, we will see that things are not quite as they seem. It 
sounds like this chapter is talking more about Zangfu organs than channels and more 
about the trunk and abdomen than arm or leg channels.

Secondly, the very same chapter also says:  “The vessel behind Tai Yin is Shao Yin. The 
vessel in front of Shao Yin is Jue Yin.” Therefore, Tai Yin is in front of Shao Yin and Jue 
Yin is in front of Shao Yin: this means that Jue Yin is in the middle between Tai Yin 
(the ‘front”) and Shao Yin (the “back”).  

That sounds very much like the Jue Yin is in between the Tai Yin and the Shao Yin, 
i.e. it is the “hinge”.  Moreover, when it talks about the Yang, chapter 6 says: “The vessel 
outside the Jue Yin is the Shao Yang.”  As the Shao Yang is the hinge of the Yang, it be-
ing “outside the Jue Yin” would imply that the Jue Yin must be a hinge too.

Of course the Shao Yang (Triple Burner and Gall-Bladder) have a Yin-Yang connec-
tion with the Jue Yin (Pericardium and Liver) and that is why this chapter says that 
the Shao Yang is "outside" the Jue Yin.

Thirdly, the book “Great Treatise of Chinese Acupuncture” (Zhong Guo Zhen Jiu Da 
Quan) by Wang Xue Tai uses similar terminology when it refers to “front”, “middle” 
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and “back” of channels, which I would translate as “lateral”, “middle” and “medial”.  
This book confirms that the Jue Yin is in the "middle".

This is reflected all over the body in the situation of the channels (with the exception 
of the lower leg). For example, if we look at the chest, we have the Spleen channel (Tai 
Yin) outside (lateral), the Kidney channel (Shao Yin) inside (medial) and the Liver 
channel (Jue Yin) in between.  The same in the abdomen.  This is even clearer in the 
arm where we have the Lung channel (Tai Yin) on the lateral side, the Pericardium 
channel (Jue Yin) in the middle and the Heart channel (Shao Yin) on the medial side.  
Only the lower leg represents an exception as the Liver channel (Jue Yin) is on the 
lateral side initially but it crosses over in the middle of the lower leg.                        

 
The order of arrangement of the 6 Stages in the Shang Han Lun also points to the Jue 
Yin being the hinge.  In fact, this is the order:

Tai Yang
Yang Ming
Shao Yang
Tai Yin
Shao Yin
Jue Yin
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Thus, if Shao Yang is the hinge of the Yang channels, then the Jue Yin must also be of 
the Yin channels because it occupies a corresponding place in the Yin as that of the 
Yang.
 
If we look at the 12 channels during the day (LU-LI-ST-SP, etc.)  we get:

Ext               Int                Int                Ext          Hinge        Hinge   

Tai Yin    Yang Ming    Shao Yin    Tai Yang    Jue Yin    Shao Yang
LU               LI                 HE               SI               P             TB       
SP                ST                KI                BL            LIV          GB

If we bear in mind the Yin-Yang connections among channels, the Triple Burner 
(Shao Yang) is connected to the Pericardium (Jue Yin) and the Gall-Bladder (Shao 
Yang) to the Liver (Jue Yin). Therefore, if the Shao Yang is the hinge of the Yang (as it 
clearly is), then the Jue Yin must be the hinge of the Yin. The diagrams below illus-
trate this concept.
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 The three diagrams show the position of the channels in arms and legs as indicated 
above. 

The top two diagrams show clearly how, if we related the concept of opening/closing/
hinge to channel topography, the Jue Yin must be the hinge. Notice how the Heart 
and Kidney channels are both medial, both "inside", both the "most interior" (and 
therefore not pivot or hinge) of the Yin channels.

Clinical significance
What is the clinical significance of all this? In my opinion, the clinical significance is 
more relevant for the Yang than for the Yin channels.  If we look at the Yang chan-
nels, it is very obvious why the Tai Yang "opens onto the Exterior". Its channels are 
lateral, on the outside and cover the very Yang area of back of the neck and back. Not 
by chance, the first stage of the Shan Han Lun is the Tai Yang stage and not by chance 
this stage is marked by occipital stiffness (Tai Yang area).

That the Shao Yang is the hinge between Tai Yang and Yang Ming is also clear from 
the Shang Han Lun.  The Shao Yang Syndrome is characterized by the alternation 
of feeling cold and feeling hot.  This is due to the fact that the pathogenic factor is 
trapped between the Tai Yang (exterior) and the Yang Ming (interior): when it floats 
toward the Tai Yang, the patient feels cold; when it goes to the Yang Ming, the patient 
feels hot.
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In my view, however, the most important clinical significance of the concept of 
"hinge" is in the field of mental-emotional problems. This is a view according to my 
experience and not according to Chinese texts.

I see the role of "hinge" of the Shao Yang and Jue Yin as a metaphor of their involve-
ment in relationships, in our relating to others. All four of the Shao Yang and Jue 
Yin channels play a role in relating but especially so the Jue Yin, i.e. Pericardium and 
Liver.  The Liver even more so because it houses the Hun which provides the Shen 
with the "movement" necessary to relate.
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RESOLVING DAMPNESS AND PHLEGM WITH ACUPUNCTURE

When I give lectures I often hear that "ST-40 resolves Phlegm": I wish! Resolving 
Phlegm involves much more than simply using ST-40. In order to resolve Dampness 
or Phlegm, it is necessary to activate the Three Burners.

The Triple Burner is described in the Nei Jing as the official in charge of irrigation: 
this means that the Triple Burner is responsible for the transformation, transportation 
and excretion of fluids in all parts of the body and all organs. This is one of the most 
important functions of the Triple Burner.

The terms used in Chinese in connection with the Triple Burner’s influence on the 
body fluids are often shu 疏 which means “free flow” and tong 通 which means “free 
passage”. Therefore the Triple Burner is like a system of canals and waterways to chan-
nel irrigation water through the proper fields and then out: this ensures that body 
fluids are transformed, transported and excreted properly.

The Triple Burner’s function in relation to body fluids is closely dependent on its 
function of controlling the transportation and penetration of Qi. The Triple Burner 
influences the ascending/descending and entering/exiting of Qi in the Qi Mechanism:
it is the coordinated and harmonized ascending/descending and entering/exiting of 
Qi in all organs and structures that ensures that the body fluids also ascend/descend 
and enter/exit in the proper way in all places. Essentially, the transformation and 
movement of fluids depends on Qi.

This whole process is called “Qi Transformation by the Triple Burner”: the result of 
the Qi transformation is the production of Nutritive-Qi, Defensive-Qi, Blood and 
Body Fluids. That is also why the Triple Burner is said to control “all kinds of Qi”. This 
sums up the way in which acupuncture can influence the transformation, transporta-
tion and excretion of fluids: it can only achieve this through Qi.

Herbal medicine resolves Dampness by using herbs which are actually diuretic (e.g. 
Fu Ling, Zhu Ling, Ze Xie, Yi Yi Ren, etc.); and it resolves Phlegm by using herbs that 
are drying (e.g. Ban Xia, Dan Nan Xing, etc.). Acupuncture can resolve Dampness or 
Phlegm only by regulating the ascending/descending and entering/exiting of Qi in the 
Qi Mechanism.

Secondly, one must resolve Dampness or Phlegm by regulating the fluid movement, 
transformation and excretion by the Triple Burner. In my experience, in order to do 
this, it is necessary to activate all three Burners which means that one should not hesi-
tate to use more points than one would normally use. For example, to resolve Phlegm 
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from the prostate (i.e. Lower Burner), I would use many points from the Lower 
Burner plus some from the Upper and Middle Burner.

Please note that when we say that we need to “regulate the Triple Burner”, we do not 
do that by using Triple Burner points necessarily. Many points regulate the fluid me-
tabolism by the Triple Burner and especially points on the Ren Mai: indeed these are 
the most important ones.

POINTS TO ACTIVATE WATER TRANSFORMATION BY THE THREE BURNERS

- Upper Burner: Du-26 Shuigou, Ren-17, LU-7, LI-4, LI-6, TB-4, TB-6
- Middle Burner: Ren-9 Shuifen, Ren-12, ST-22, Ren-11
- Lower Burner: ST-28 Shuidao, Ren-5, BL-22, BL-39, SP-9, SP-6, KI-7.

T.B.-4 and BL-64 in combination move Qi in the Triple Burner and activate Water 
Passages.

NOTE: the three points Du-26 Shuigou, Ren-9 Shuifen and ST-28 Shuidao activate 
the fluid transformation in each Burner. Shui means “water” and those points are 
therefore “Water Ditch”, “Water Separation” and “Water Passages” respectively. There 
are strategic points on the Ren Mai that have the same function, Ren-17, Ren-9 and 
Ren-5 for the Upper, Middle and Lower Burner respectively. As we can see, Ren-9 
pertains to both groups of points and that is why this point is such an important point 
for the metabolism of fluids and a point I would always use to resolve Dampness or 
Phlegm.

This means that when I resolve Dampness and Phlegm, I do not hesitate to use quite 
a lot of points to activate all three Burners but giving predominance to the points 
where the Dampness or Phlegm is situated. For example, if there is Phlegm in the 
Lower Burner (e.g. prostatic hyperplasia), I would use many points from the Lower 
Burner but also some from the Middle and Upper Burner. This is an example of such 
a point combination: Ren-3, BL-22, Ren-5, ST-28, SP-9, ST-40 (Lower Burner), Ren-9 
(Middle Burner) and LU-7 (Upper Burner). With variations, this point combination 
could also be used for Phlegm in the Uterus. 
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Chapter 10

TONGUE DIAGNOSIS

Chest and breast area on the tongue
Sticky and slippery tongue coating
Swollen tongue
The tongue in the elderly
Stomach crack on the tongue
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Chapter 10

TONGUE DIAGNOSIS

 CHEST AND BREAST AREA ON THE TONGUE
The “chest” area is on the sides of the tongue, between the centre part and the tip.
The chest area reflects a pathology of three organs: heart, lungs or breast in women.
Changes in this area to look for are:
1) Changes in colour (usually purple or red)
2) Changes in body shape (usually swollen or with teeth marks)
3) Red points

The chest area reflects pathologies of the lungs, heart or breast but in a Western medi-
cal sense. A change in the chest area may involve a change in colour or body shape. 
How to differentiate when a change in the chest area indicates a problem of the lungs 
or heart or of the breasts in women? A change in the chest area indicates a pathology 
of the breast in women rather that of lungs/heart when:
- In the absence of an obvious lungs/heart pathology
- Especially when it is unilateral

Examples of lung pathology manifesting in the chest area are chronic asthma or 
chronic emphysema (in which case the chest area would be swollen and possibly 
purple). An example of heart pathology is chronic coronary heart disease (in which 
case the chest area would be purple). As the area on the sides between the centre and 
the tip reflects the condition of heart/ lungs/ breast, I shall call this the “chest area”.

Apart from a purple colour and a swelling, other possible changes in the chest area 
are teeth marks that are confined only to the chest area, red points or a peeling of the 
chest area.
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- Teeth marks only in the chest area indicate usually a problem in the breast in women 
(possible carcinoma) occurring against a background of severe Qi deficiency
- Red points in the chest area indicate Toxic Heat in thelungs or breast
- A peeling (absence of coating) in the chest area indicates a possible problem in the 
breasts in women occurring against a background of Yin deficiency.

A purple colour in the breast area in women is a potentially serious sign as Blood 
stasis in the breast may cause cancer. If I see this sign is a woman without symptoms, I 
would still treat her for Blood stasis in the breast. If I see a woman after she had breast 
cancer and surgery, I carefully examine the breast area: if it is purple it is not a good 
sign; vice versa, if it is not purple, it is a good prognostic sign.

In conclusion, as far as the Heart is concerned, we can say that the tip reflects a pa-
thology of the Heart in a Chinese sense, i.e. problems of the Shen, while the chest area 
reflects a pathology of the heart in a Western sense (e.g. coronary heart disease).
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STICKY AND SLIPPERY TONGUE COATING

There are two types of greasy coating: one is called ni 膩which I call "sticky"; the other 
is hua 滑 which I call "slippery". The sticky coating is more common than the slippery 
coating. Both types of coating share a common quality of being greasy. The main 
difference is that with the sticky coating the individual papillae can be seen, while the 
slippery coating is more greasy and oily so that individual papillae cannot be seen.

Also, the sticky coating is greasy but it adheres firmly to the tongue body; the slippery 
coating is more oily and seems to "slip" on the surface of the tongue. Another differ-
ence is that the sticky coating may be dry (an apparent contradiction but frequent) 
indicating Phlegm with Dryness of Phlegm-Heat. The slippery coating cannot be dry.

A possible way of visualizing the difference between these two is to imagine spread-
ing a layer of butter on a toothbrush: if we spread it thickly and do not push it down 
the bristles of the toothbrush will be completely covered and will not be seen. If we 
spread the butter more thinly and press it down on the brush, the bristles will still 
look greasy but we can see them.

Both sticky and slippery coating may indicate either Dampness or Phlegm: the sticky 
coating more frequently indicates Phlegm, while the slippery coating more frequently 
indicates Dampness.

The tongue on the top left has a slippery coating on the sides (while the coating in the 
central crack is sticky). The tongue on the top right has a sticky coating. 
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 SWOLLEN TONGUE

I frequently hear that a Swollen tongue indicates Qi deficiency. It is not so! In my 
experience, a Swollen tongue indicates Phlegm. But let us start by describing it first. A 
tongue is "Swollen" when the whole body is larger than normal. Crucially, a Swollen 
tongue is also somewhat rounder than a normal tongue. In very severe cases of Swol-
len tongue, the tongue may be almost perfectly round.

Before describing the clinical significance of a Swollen tongue, let us look at the 
clinical significance of a Thin tongue (i.e. the opposite of a Swollen tongue). As we 
all know, a Thin tongue indicates a deficiency of fluids, which may be Blood (is the 
tongue is Pale) or Yin fluids (if the tongue lacks a coating). It follows, therefore, that a 
Swollen tongue, being the opposite of a thin tongue, indicates that there is an excess 
of fluids. These "excess" fluids are not normal fluids but the accumulation of patho-
logical fluids, i.e. either Dampness or Phlegm. I personally relate the swelling of the 
tongue body more to Phlegm than to Dampness (the latter reflected more on the 
coating).

I attach huge importance to the Swollen tongue: indeed, if the tongue is very swollen, 
I relate that to Phlegm even in the absence of any other symptoms or signs. This is 
after all an important aspect of tongue diagnosis, i.e. its preventive value. If a patient 
presents with a Swollen tongue (as in the picture above) I definitely resolve Phlegm. 
Please note that resolving Phlegm will not only help any internal disease the patient 
might have but it would also lead to an improvement of a channel problem as Phlegm 
obstructs the channels.
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Please note that a Swollen tongue may be without coating (we would normally expect 
a sticky coating). This is not at all unusual and it is seen frequently in the elderly: it 
simply means that there is both Phlegm and Yin deficiency.

With acupuncture, to resolve Phlegm I would use these essential points: LU-7, Ren-9, 
Ren-12, SP-6 and ST-40. Other points that may be added are: BL-22, Ren-5, ST-28, 
KI-7 depending on the type of Phlegm and symptoms. 
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THE TONGUE IN THE ELDERLY

Tongue diagnosis plays a very important role in the prevention of disease especially 
in the elderly. Middle-aged and elderly patients often show abnormal signs on the 
tongue in the absence of any obvious disease.
Elderly people often suffer from Internal Wind, Blood stasis, Phlegm, Heat or Yin 
deficiency or a combination of these. For example, it is common to have Blood stasis 
with Phlegm; or Phlegm with Yin deficiency; or Internal Wind with Phlegm; or a 
combination of the above. In the elderly, Blood stasis and Phlegm are so common 
that there is a saying in Chinese medicine which states “In the elderly, when in doubt, 
invigorate Blood and resolve Phlegm”.
In such cases, the tongue often shows clear signs of these pathogenic factors and it 
therefore allows us to treat them before they give rise to disease.
In particular, stroke in the elderly usually derives from a complex pathology involving 
Internal Wind, Yin deficiency with Empty Heat, Phlegm, and Blood stasis. The tongue 
of the elderly often points to such a complex pathology years before they may get a 
stroke. Therefore, if I see a tongue with those signs in an elderly person, I take active 
steps to treat them.
An example of a complex pathology showing on the tongue would be as follows:

- Deviated, Moving, Stiff = Internal Wind
- Red without coating = Yin deficiency with Empty Heat
- Swollen tongue body, sticky coating = Phlegm
- Purple = Blood stasis



Chapter  10 - Tongue diagnosis                                                                                                                           275

The tongue illustrated here is Reddish-Purple (Blood stasis with Heat), Deviated and 
Stiff (internal Wind), lacking a coating in the centre, Red body (Yin Xu with Empty 
Heat), Swollen (Phlegm).

The remedy Peaceful Sunset was formulated to treat such a complex pathology in the 
elderly. 



276      

 

STOMACH CRACK ON THE TONGUE

The Stomach crack on the tongue is rather wide and it is in the central section of the 
tongue (corresponding to Middle Burner). To contrast and compare the Heart and 
Stomach cracks, the former is rather narrow and runs all along the tongue from near 
the root to near the tip, while the latter is rather wide and is only in the middle of the 
tongue. Please see previous posts to see pictures of a Heart crack.
A Stomach crack indicates the tendency to Stomach-Yin deficiency. People with such 
a crack often have no digestive symptoms but I always recommend treating it by using 
Ren-12, ST-36 and SP-6. 
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Chapter 11

MY FAVOURITE POINTS AND HERBAL FORMULAE

My favourite points: Du-24 Shenting
My favourite points: LU-3 Tianfu
My favourite herbal formula: Gan Mai Da Zao Tang
My favourite point: G.B.-13 Benshen
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Chapter 11

MY FAVOURITES POINTS AND HERBAL FORMULAE

 MY FAVOURITE POINTS: Du-24 Shenting Spirit Courtyard

Du-24 Shenting (Spirit Courtyard)
Du-24 is a very important and powerful point to calm the Mind. It is frequently com-
bined with G.B.-13 Benshen for severe anxiety and fears.

An important feature of this point which makes it particularly useful is that it can 
both calm and lift the Mind: therefore it is used not only for anxiety and insomnia but 
also for depression and sadness. It is also used in psychiatric practice for schizophre-
nia and manic behaviour.

The name of this point refers to its strong influence on the Mind and Spirit. The 
courtyard was traditionally considered to be a very important part of the traditional 
Chinese house as it was the one that gave the first impression to visitors; it is the en-
trance. Thus, this point could be said to be the "entrance" to the Mind and Spirit and 
its being a courtyard, highlights its importance. Being the "entrance", it controls our 
relationships with others.

I call this point the "arena of Shen and Hun": this point regulates the movement of the 
Hun. When the movement of the Hun is excessive, the person is slightly manic; when 
deficient, the person is depressed. This point regulates the movement of the Hun and 
the control of the Shen over the Hun.

The point combines very well with Ren-15 Jiuwei to calm the Shen and lift mood in 
both anxiety and depression. 
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 MY FAVOURITE POINTS: LU-3 Tianfu Heavenly Palace

LU-3 Tianfu (3 cun below axillary fold)
Window of Heaven point. These points regulate the ascending and descending of Qi 
from the body to and from the head: they do so in the crucial neck area. Therefore, 
they can both subdue rebellious Qi and promote the ascending of clear Qi to the 
head.

On a psychic level, LU-3 action in regulating the ascending and descending of Qi to 
and from the head has a mental-emotional effect. For example, insomnia is due to Qi 
ascending too much to the head (or not descending from it) while somnolence and 
forgetfulness are due to clear Qi not ascending to the head. 

The “Explanation of the Acupuncture Points” (1624) says that LU-3 can make Qi rise 
to treat forgetfulness, sadness and weeping due to Qi not rising to head. Forgetfulness 
is an important indication for this point: this is forgetfulness due to clear Qi not rising 
to the head. According to the “Explanation of the Acupuncture Points”, this point 
treats forgetfulness by stimulating the ascending of Qi of both Lungs and Heart.

The mention of weeping in this ancient text is interesting. It means that this point 
treats afflictions of the Lungs from sadness and grief leading to weeping.

Finally, “talking to ghosts” features heavily in this point's indications. Generally 
speaking, when ancient books mention such symptoms as talking or seeing ghosts 
among the indications of a point, it means that the point is indicated for relatively 
serious mental-emotional problems and, in particular, when the Mind is obstructed. 

Obstruction of the Mind can potentially cause serious mental problems such as 
manic-depression or psychosis. Again, this point can open the Mind's orifices, i.e. 
de-obstruct the Mind by regulating the ascending and descending of Qi to and from 
the head: it opens the Mind's orifices by promoting the descending of turbid Qi from 
the head and the ascending of clear Qi to the head (which, as we have seen above, is a 
general function of the Window of Heaven points). 
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MY FAVOURITE HERBAL FORMULA: Gan Mai Da Zao Tang

Gan Mai Da Zao Tang Glycyrrhiza-Triticum-Jujuba Decoction is first mentioned in 
the Jin Gui Yao Lue by Zhang Zhong Jing (220 AD). It is in chapter 22 “Pulses and 
Patterns of Complicated Women’s Diseases”. Zhang Zhong Jing says “Women suffer-
ing from anxiety are affected by sadness and crying, they are like lost souls [shen ling] 
and yawn frequently: use Gan Mai Da Zao Tang.”

I use this formula for depression and anxiety occurring against a background of defi-
ciency (which may be of Qi or Blood). I call this one of the “magic” formulae because 
the very simple ingredients do not explain the profound effect of this formula. In fact, 
the ingredients (only three) are mild foods: licorice, wheat husks and dates.

Since this formula has only three ingredients, I sometimes add it to another formula 
I am using. Gan Mai Da Zao Tang is available in the Three Treasures as Soothe the 
Shen. 
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MY FAVOURITE POINT: G.B.-13 Benshen Spirit Root
a) Nature
Point of the Yang Linking Vessel (Yang Wei Mai).
Meeting point of the 3 Yang Muscle channels of the arm.

b) Actions
- Calms the Mind (Shen) and settles the Ethereal Soul (Hun)
- Subdues Liver-Yang
- Extinguishes Wind
- Resolves Phlegm
- Gathers Essence (Jing) to the head
- Clears the brain.

c) Indications
Manic behaviour, fright
Headache, dizziness
Epilepsy, hemiplegia, convulsions
Vomiting of foamy saliva, epilepsy with foaming at the mouth.

d) Comments
G.B.-13 is a very important point for mental and emotional problems. It is very much 
used in psychiatric practice for schizophrenia and split personality combined with 
HE-5 Tongli and G.B.-38 Yangfu.1 It is also indicated when the person has persistent 
and unreasonable feelings of jealousy and suspicion.

Apart from these mental traits, it has a powerful effect in calming the Mind, settling 
the Ethereal Soul (Hun) and relieving anxiety deriving from constant worry and fixed 
thoughts. Its effect is enhanced if it is combined with Du-24 Shenting.

Its deep mental and emotional effect is also due to its action of “gathering” Jing to 
the head. The Kidney-Jing is the root of our Pre-Heaven Qi and is the foundation for 
our mental and emotional life. A strong Jing is the fundamental prerequisite for a 
clear Mind (Shen) and a balanced emotional life. This is the meaning of this point's 
name “Root of the Spirit”, i.e. this point gathers the Jing which is the root of the Mind 
(Shen) and Spirit. 

The Kidney-Jing is the source of Marrow which fills up the Brain (called Sea of Mar-
row): G.B.-13 is a point where Jing and Marrow “gather”. 

The “Great Dictionary of Acupuncture” says that this point “makes the Mind [Shen] 
return to its root”2: the “root” of the Mind is the Jing, hence this point “gathers” the 
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Jing to the Brain and affects the Mind. As it connects the Mind and the Jing, it also 
treats both the Heart and the Kidneys and therefore the Mind (Shen) and Will-Power 
(Zhi): for this reason, it is an important point in the treatment of depression.

When combined with other points to nourish Jing (such as Ren-4 Guangyuan), G.B.-
13 attracts Jing towards the head with the effect of calming the Mind and strengthen-
ing clarity of mind, memory and will power. The connection between G.B.-13 and 
the Jing is confirmed by the text “An Enquiry into Chinese Acupuncture” which has 
among the indications of this point: “excessive menstrual bleeding, impotence and 
seminal emissions.”3

G.B.-13 also subdues Liver-Yang and it can therefore be used as a local point in 
chronic headaches from Liver-Yang rising. It also extinguishes internal Wind and is 
effective for Wind-stroke and epilepsy. Finally, it resolves Phlegm in the context of 
mental-emotional disorders or epilepsy, i.e. it opens the Mind's orifices when these 
are clouded by Phlegm. The “Explanation of the Acupuncture Points” says: “The indi-
cations of G.B.-13 show that it eliminates the three pathogenic factors of Wind, Fire and 
Phlegm from the Lesser Yang, in which cases this point should be reduced.”4

END NOTES
1. Dr Zhang Ming Jiu, personal communication, Nanjing 1982.
2. Cheng Bao Shu 1988 Great Dictionary of Acupuncture (Zhen Jiu Da Ci Dian), 
Beijing Science Publishing House, Beijing, p. 11.
3. Jiao Shun Fa 1987 An Enquiry into Chinese Acupuncture (Zhong Guo Zhen Jiu 
Qiu Zhen), Shanxi Science Publishing House, p. 52.
4. Yue Han Zhen 1990 An Explanation of the Acupuncture Points (Jing Xue Jie), 
People's Health Publishing House, Beijing. Originally published in 1624, p. 334. 
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Chapter 12

CASE HISTORIES

 RECURRENT BRONCHITIS: A CASE HISTORY
The following is a case history sent by Jason Smith, a practitioner in Spain.

The patient is a 20-year-old girl seeking help because she had a bronchitis three years 
ago and ever since then she has been very prone to catching colds that always end in 
bronchitis and pneumonia. Enquiring about how it started, her first bronchitis was 
after studying very hard to be admitted in university. In the mornings, she coughs and 
expectorates some phlegm.

She feels cold in general with very cold feet although her hands are always very hot; in 
the past months she started having a feeling of heat rising up to the head being worst 
during the acute attacks of bronchitis. Three months ago, she started sweating at night 
(face and forehead). She also has a dry mouth at night. She used to like warm drinks 
but now she feels thirsty and needs cold drinks.

Recently she lost weight, losing as much as 10 kg (22 lb) in only three months. She 
has a pale face but with malar flush (red cheekbones). Her lips are purple. She has bad 
sleeping habits (goes to bed at 5 am and gets up 2 pm) and for the past three months 
she wakes up in the middle of her sleep for no apparent reason.

When she has colds she always has a fever, sore throat, profuse sweating, cough and 
green nasal mucus occasionally with blood. Always shows aversion to wind.

She now feels tired and her legs feel sometime heavy. Her bowel movements are regu-
lar (twice a day) but she occasionally has constipation. Her urine is pale but the first 
one in the morning is dark. She suffers from abdominal fullness after eating. Her ap-
petite is decreased, and she complains that her “stomach is closed”. Has had Candida 
infections in the past.

In the past three months, she has been getting lower back pain as well as spontaneous 
sweating and occasional tinnitus.

She feels depressed and her mental state fluctuates, sometimes crying for no reason.
She suffers from throbbing headaches on the lateral sides of head lasting 2 days with 
nausea: this happens once a month, sometimes with the period but not always. Lately 
she has experienced floaters.
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Her period has always been very irregular (coming between every 15 and 45 days) 
and extremely painful (before and during) with stabbing pain alleviated by heat. The 
period lasts 8 days with profuse bleeding (the first four days with heavy bleeding, not 
much on the 5th day, and profuse the last three days). The menstrual blood is red 
with clots; brown the last day. She started taking the pill two months ago and her last 
period was very scanty with brown bleeding.

The tongue is pale and slightly swollen on the sides but slightly red and without coat-
ing in the centre. There is a sticky-yellow, rootless coating on the root. The tip is red.

Diagnosis
There are many patterns involved:
1) Deficiency of Lung-Qi (spontaneous sweating, propensity to catching colds).
2) Phlegm in the Lungs (cough and expectoration of phlegm in the morning. This is a 
residual pathogenic factor that has lingered ever since her first invasion of Wind three 
years ago with her first bronchitis, and that accounts for the repetitive bronchitis and 
pneumonia.
3) Kidney deficiency (lower backache, tinnitus, getting thinner, rootless and lack coat-
ing). This is a deficiency of both Kidney-Yin and Kidney-Yang as evidenced by the 
simultaneous cold and hot feelings.
4) Stomach-Yin deficiency with mild empty Heat (tongue red without coating in the 
middle)
5) Spleen-Yang deficiency (tiredness, abdominal distension).
6) Liver-Blood deficiency (floaters, pale sides of the tongue)
7) Liver-Blood stasis (menstrual clots, purple lips, painful periods)
8) Liver Qi stagnation (moodiness, crying, depression)
9) Liver-Yang rising (throbbing headaches) that is probably due to the Blood defi-
ciency and
Kidney-Yin deficiency
10) Cold in the Uterus (period pain alleviated with application of heat). The Cold in 
the Uterus leads to Blood stasis.
11) Damp-Heat in the Lower Burner (feeling of heaviness of the legs, candida infec-
tion, sticky-yellow coating at the root of tongue).

Treatment
There are many patterns and therefore many treatment options. I decided to start by 
eliminating the residual pathogenic factor in the Lungs because that is the pattern that 
is causing the most morbidity. After that has been cleared, I would proceed to treat 
the other underlying patterns.
She has been given Central Mansion (Three Treasures remedy) to tonify Spleen-Qi, 
Stomach-Yin and Lung-Qi together with Resolve Phlegm (Little Treasures remedy) 
to treat the residual pathogenic factor. She has been treated for the past 5 months 
and she has only had one cold that did not progress any further. The next step will be 
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strengthening the Kidneys.

Note
Note that although Resolve Phlegm is part of the pediatric range Little Treasures, it 
eliminates residual Phlegm in the Lungs and it can indeed be used in adults.
Finally, please note also how there are four Liver patterns: Liver-Qi stagnation, Liver-
Blood stasis, Liver-Yang rising and Liver-Blood deficiency. It is common for the Liver 
to manifest with several patterns simultaneously: this does not happen with other 
organs. 
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HERBAL SENTINEL - YIN: A CASE HISTORY

The Three Treasures remedy Herbal Sentinel - Yin was formulated to strengthen the 
Wei Qi and therefore resistance to pathogenic factors in persons with either an ac-
tive Yin deficiency or a constitutional tendency to it.  Usually, Chinese remedies that 
strengthen the Wei Qi are all Yang tonics and this would not suit someone with a Yin 
deficiency or a tendency to it.  The following case history, sent by Jason Smith from 
Spain, is a good example of this.

A 16-year-old boy sought help for various issues. He is a professional basketball 
player.

First of all, he generally feels cold and this is very much aggravated when he is do-
ing sports (practices at least about 5 hours/day). The cold feeling is accompanied by 
profuse sweating.
He also complains of severe lumbar pain that started at the age of 13.  His memory is 
bad and has difficulty retaining names, data, and concentrating.

He reports feeling a “lump” coming out of the stomach into the throat.  His eyes are 
very itchy.  He feels very tired and experiences a feeling of heaviness of body and legs, 
where he also experiences pain. He also experiences dry throat in the evening, and 
drinks cold water. He has also dry and chapped lips.

He wakes up in the middle of the night with unpleasant dreams and occasionally 
sweats at night.  He has tinnitus all the time and cannot hear well from one ear (varies 
from one to the other).  He also experiences problems in his right knee.  He com-
plains of  abdominal distension after eating; appetite is good.

There is also asthma with difficulty in inhalation when doing sports, along with a 
strong propensity to catching colds and spontaneous sweating.

He sometimes feels pain in the lateral rib cage. He has mood swings, ranging from 
extreme happiness to crying for no reason.
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The tongue is slightly red without coating in the centre and front third (Stomach and 
Lung areas). The tip is red. There are some shallow Stomach cracks in the centre.  
There is a yellow rootless coating on the root.

DIAGNOSIS
The patterns involved are Yin deficiency of the Stomach, Lungs and Kidneys with 
some mild Empty Heat (evidenced by the thirst, feeling of heat during the night and 
red tongue). The tongue shows the deficiency of Stomach- and Lung-Yin since it lacks 
a coating in the centre and front third;  the Kidney (Yin) deficiency is evidenced by 
the memory loss, lumbar pain, tinnitus and fatigue. The dry eyes point out to Liver-
Yin deficiency although there are no other symptoms of it.

There is also a secondary Kidney Yang deficiency because of the cold feeling when 
doing sports, but,  because of the redness of the tongue and the partial lack of coating, 
the Yin deficiency is predominant and so must be treated accordingly.  The fact that 
the asthma is on inhalation confirms the fact that the Kidneys are weak.

Lung-Qi is deficient as there is spontaneous sweating and propensity to catching 
colds.

The feeling of heaviness of the body and legs, along with pain in the legs is due to 
Dampness in the Cou Li space. The Dampness (Damp Heat) is confirmed by the 
sticky, rootless, yellow coating at the back of the tongue. This is also evidenced by the 
abdominal distension after eating.

TREATMENT
The main focus of the treatment was tonifying Kidneys, Lungs and  Spleen.  I chose to 
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tonify Lung- and Kidney-Yin with the Three Treasures remedy Herbal Sentinel - Yin, 
that tonifies Lung-, Spleen- and Kidney-Qi to strengthen the immune system and also 
nourishes Lung- and Kidney-Yin. This remedy is meant for people who need a boost 
to Wei Qi but who have a constitutional Yin deficiency (or tendency to it).

With acupuncture, I used the Ren Mai with the opening and coupled points (LU-7 
on left and  KI-6 on right), along with points such as Ren-4, Ren-6, Ren-12, Ren-17, 
KI-3, KI-7, ST-36.

Three months after the treatment all the symptoms have greatly improved. Sleep is 
much better, breathing issue is almost resolved, the patient is emotionally much bet-
ter, the fatigue is also better and the memory is coming back.

The patient also had vitiligo on the medial side of the leg and the ankle. Interestingly, 
with the above treatment, the area around KI-3 Taixi is starting to regain its colour. 
The patient also feels his hair is growing much stronger now.  Treatment still contin-
ues.

Finally, Dr Shen, always discouraged heavy exercise as he believed it weakens Kidney-
Yang. This case is a good example of this. 
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INFERTILITY FROM ENDOMETRIOSIS: A CASE HISTORY

The following is a case history from a Spanish practitioner who self-prescribed Women's 
Treasure  remedies for endometriosis and infertility. 

“My name is R. I am 28 years old; I have had very frequent vaginal infections as well 
as cystitis for approximately  15 years (until I was 25); 5 years ago, I was diagnosed 
as having endometriosis with lesions of about  5 cm in diameter.  I started study-
ing  Chinese medicine in the hope of finding a solution to this. The periods had been 
very painful with dark clots and lasting 7 days with brownish discharge before and 
after. My periods came every 35 days with leucorrhea.  My tongue was pale with teeth 
marks on the side, red points on the root and tip and a thick coating on the root. 
The sublingual veins where of a dark color. I diagnosed myself with Yang Xu of both 
Spleen and Kidney with Dampness in the Lower Burner, Heart-Heat and Blood stasis 
in the Uterus and Liver.

        I took the following Women´s Treasure remedies: Harmonizing the Moon during 
phases 1 and 4, Unicorn Pearl during phase 2 and  Clear the Palace during phase 3; 
I took these for 9 or 10 months; to my huge surprise the last abdominal ultrasound 
showed I had “absolutely nothing” and so I started trying for a baby. I was totally 
amazed that  after only one month I got pregnant and I am now in my third month 
or pregnancy and feeling very healthy. I would like to thank  Giovanni Maciocia for 
his work and distribution of privileged  information as well as for the courses and 
seminars given. Thank you very much!!!”
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HEADACHE CASE HISTORY

The following is a case history received from Jason Smith, a practitioner in Spain and 
lecturer at IEN, Instituto de Estudios Naturales in Madrid.

A 25-year- old woman sought treatment for headaches and dizziness that started two 
years previously.

She presented with two types of headaches, one dull, all over the head, and another 
that was stabbing in nature, alternating between left and right temples; occasionally it 
also went behind the eyes. The sensation was described as a “knife being stabbed” at 
her eyes and temples.

The dizziness occurred at any time, and she would not leave her home alone for fear 
of falling.

Upon interrogation the following patterns were established: 

Liver-Blood Xu: Floaters, blurred vision, tingling of the limbs, pale complexion, itchy 
vertex, dizziness, scanty periods.

Liver-Yang Rising: throbbing headaches on the temples. Liver-Yang rising obviously 
derived from Liver Blood Xu.

Phlegm in the head: Dull headaches and dizziness.

Liver-Qi Stagnation: occasionally she experienced a slight feeling of lump in the 
throat and felt like crying. This was diagnosed as a secondary Liver-Qi Stagnation, 
deriving from the Liver-Blood Xu.

Spleen-Yang Xu: slow digestion, cold hands, feet and abdomen. The stools however 
were hard and dry, but this could be due to the severe Liver Blood Xu.

Dampness in the digestive system: feeling sleepy after lunch, swollen abdomen after 
eating, absence of thirst.

Cold in Uterus: Feeling of cold and spastic pain during period.

Blood stasis: Clots during first two days of period. The Blood stasis derived from Cold 
in the Uterus.

The tongue was pale (confirming the Liver-Blood Xu and the Spleen- Yang Xu) but 



Chapter  12 - Case histories                                                                                                                                 295

with slightly red sides (from Liver-Yang rising). The tongue was also swollen, indi-
cating the presence of Phlegm. The sides of the tongue appeared also slightly more 
swollen, probably due to Liver-Heat from Liver-Yang rising. There was also a rootless 
yellow coating at the back of the tongue accounting for the Dampness in the digestive 
system.

DIAGNOSIS
Although there are many patterns, it was established that the throbbing headaches 
were caused by Liver-Yang rising due to Liver- Blood Xu (and aggravated by the 
Liver-Qi stagnation) and Phlegm. Phlegm and Liver-Blood Xu were also responsible 
for the dizziness. So it was decided that the principle of treatment would be to resolve 
Phlegm, nourish Liver-Blood and subdue Liver-Yang.

TREATMENT
She was treated with both acupuncture and Three Treasures and Women’s Treasure 
remedies. Because of the location of headaches and the fact that several channels are 
affected, the Yang Qiao Mai was chosen.

- BL-62 (R) SI-3 (L) to open the Yang Qiao Mai

- LIV-3 (L) LI-4 (R) to Subdue Liver-Yang, move Qi, stimulate ascending and de-
scending of  Qi. LIV-3 and LI-4 act also as distal points

- GB-43 (R) TB-5 (L) to distal points to treat the Shao Yang channels

- SP-3 bilateral to nourish Liver-Blood and tonify the Spleen

- SP-6 bilateral to nourish Liver-Blood and tonify the Spleen

- ST-36 bilateral to nourish Liver-Blood and tonify the Spleen

- LIV-8 bilateral to nourish Liver-Blood

- Ren-4 to nourish Liver-Blood

- Local points along the Gall Bladder channel such as GB-4, 5, 8, 9, 20, 14 as well as 
Yuyao, ST-8.

She was given Precious Sea to take continuously. This remedy is a general Qi and 
Blood tonic for women. Treatment started in November 2012. During the first month 
she was also given Clear Yang, a Three Treasures remedy to treat Phlegm in the head, 
Liver-Yang rising, Blood Xu and Kidney-Yang Xu.
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After one month of treatment the dizziness had mostly disappeared as well as the 
Phlegm- type dull headaches. However the Liver-Yang rising headaches still persisted 
so Clear Yang was changed for Bend Bamboo, a remedy that specifically treats Liver-
Yang rising from Liver-Blood Xu. After this she experienced a remarkable recovery, 
with the throbbing headaches disappearing gradually and being absent for the past 
month. She is still being treated at the time of writing. 



                                                                                    297

Chapter 13

CLINICAL TIPS 

Clinical tip of the day: when treating the elderly, we should not over-emphasize Kid-
ney deficiency.
Clinical tip of the day: Heart crack
Clinical tip of the day: red tip of the tongue 
Focus on a remedy: Peaceful Sunset
Remedy of the month: Clear Yang
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Chapter 13

CLINICAL TIPS

CLINICAL TIP OF THE DAY: TREATMENT OF THE ELDERLY
When treating the elderly, we should not over-emphasize Kidney deficiency.

Yes, most elderly people (though not all) will suffer from some form of Kidney 
deficiency but the most serious diseases of the elderly are caused by Phlegm, Blood 
stasis and internal Wind. These three pathogenic factors play a role in the pathology 
of stroke, coronary heart disease, cancer, high cholesterol, diabetes, hypertension, 
Parkinson's disease and Alzheimer's.

It follows therefore, that in treating the elderly, we should pay attention to resolv-
ing Phlegm, invigorating Blood and extinguishing Wind. These pathologies are also 
reflected in the pulse of the elderly that is frequently hard, Wiry and Slippery.

Purple, swollen body, no coating 
(except on the left side) = Blood 
stasis, Phlegm and Yin deficiency.

Purple, swollen body = Blood stasis 
and Phlegm. 
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CLINICAL TIP OF THE DAY: HEART CRACK

The Heart crack on the tongue is relatively common. This crack is in the midline ex-
tending from near the root to near the tip; it therefore extends nearly the whole length 
of the tongue. The Heart crack indicates the constitutional tendency to mental-emo-
tional problems: the deeper the crack, the stronger this tendency. If the Heart crack 
is accompanied by a change in the tongue-body colour and a red tip, it then indicates 
actual mental-emotional problems.

The two tongues presented here both have a Heart crack. The worst is the one on the 
right because the crack is deeper. 
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CLINICAL TIP OF THE DAY: RED TIP OF THE TONGUE

A red tip of the tongue is very common. The tip corresponds to the Heart and the 
Shen and a redness of the tip always indicates emotional stress affecting the Heart: 
the redder the tip, the more intense the stress. Why is the tip affected and why does 
it become red? The Heart is affected by all emotions as it houses the Shen that feels 
them. When we feel angry, anger affects the Liver automatically, but it is the Shen of 
the Heart that “feels” the anger. Thus, a red tip of the tongue may be caused by any of 
the emotions, e.g. anger, sadness, grief, worry, fear, etc.

Why does the tip become red? The first effect of emotional stress is some Qi stagna-
tion: when Qi stagnates, it frequently gives rise to Heat and hence the redness of the 
tip. If, besides being red, the tip is also swollen and has red points, it indicates that the 
emotional stress is even greater.
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 FOCUS ON A REMEDY: PEACEFUL SUNSET

Chinese geriatrics has been dominated by the idea that aging is due to a decline of 
Kidney-Jing and therefore the way to slow down aging is to tonify the Kidneys.  Of 
course this is true, Kidney-Jing does decline with age and, indeed, aging itself is due 
to such decline. 

However, the major diseases of the elderly i.e. coronary heart disease, cancer and 
stroke, are due to Full conditions such as Phlegm, Blood stasis, Heat and Internal 
Wind.  These Full conditions account for most of the morbidity and mortality of the 
elderly. Nobody dies purely from Kidney deficiency! 

Besides the above three major diseases mentioned above, many of the symptoms and 
signs of old people are also due to Phlegm and Blood stasis.  For example, it is easy to 
attribute poor memory in the elderly to a decline of Kidney-Jing (the Kidneys nourish 
the Brain) and, indeed, it can be.  However, poor memory may also be due to Phlegm 
obstructing the Brain.  The same applies to dizziness. 

Alzheimer’s disease is another case in point. Of course, it is partly due to the declining 
Kidney-Jing not filling the Sea of Marrow and not nourishing the Brain.  However, if 
we look at the pathology of this disease, there are fluid-filled ventricles in the brain: 
this is a manifestation of Phlegm. There are neurofibrillary tangles and plaques which 
are also a manifestation of Phlegm. Amyloid fibers aggregate around blood vessels 
which is a manifestation of Blood stasis.  Thus, in Alzheimer’s disease, besides a Kid-
ney deficiency there is also Phlegm and Blood stasis.

The remedy Peaceful Sunset was formulated for the treatment and particularly pre-
vention of diseases of the elderly due to Phlegm, Blood stasis and Internal Wind. It 
also nourishes Yin as so many elderly people suffer from Yin deficiency.  This remedy 
may be used simply for prevention in the elderly and the tongue is a very good indica-
tor for its use.  The tongue indicating the use of this remedy would be:

Swollen = Phlegm
Purple = Blood stasis
Stiff, Moving or Deviated = Internal Wind
Without coating = Yin deficiency
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I see many elderly people who are apparently without many symptoms and yet the 
tongue presents the above features. If the tongue is as described above, the use of 
Peaceful Sunset is indicated.

The tongue illustrated here is that of an apparently healthy 64-year-old lady who came 
to me purely for rheumatic aches and pains. She was “healthy” by all accounts and her 
blood pressure was normal.  And yet, her tongue is Swollen indicating Phlegm, Purple 
pointing to Blood stasis and Deviated which is due to Internal Wind. Moreover, the 
coating is missing in parts and the tongue is red which indicates Yin deficiency with 
Empty Heat.  The combination of all these factors points to the likelihood of this 
patient suffering a stroke.



304     

 
REMEDY OF THE MONTH: CLEAR YANG

The remedy Clear Yang is a variation of the formula Ban Xia Bai Zhu Tian Ma Tang 
(Pinellia-Atractylodes-Gastrodia Decoction). The original formula is for Wind-
Phlegm, i.e. a combination of internal Wind and Phlegm. The variation Clear Yang 
is aimed primarily at subduing Liver-Yang and resolving Phlegm and secondarily, at 
nourishing Blood and tonifying the Kidneys.

The combination of these patterns, Liver-Yang rising, Phlegm, Blood deficiency and 
Kidney deficiency is very common in middle-aged or elderly people. One of the char-
acteristics of Phlegm (which, incidentally, sets it apart from Dampness) is that it is 
always moving and follows Qi in its movements. Therefore, when there is Liver-Yang 
rising towards the head, Phlegm follows it to the head.

Another characteristic of Phlegm (which also distinguishes it from Dampness) is that 
it obstructs the orifices. Obstructing the eyes, it causes blurred vision (which is not 
always due to Liver-Blood deficiency); obstructing the nose, it causes a blocked nose; 
obstructing the mouth, it causes a sticky taste; obstructing the ears, it may cause tin-
nitus; obstructing the Brain, it causes dizziness, heaviness and muzziness (fuzziness).

Therefore, the two main symptoms addressed by this remedy are headaches and diz-
ziness (deriving from Liver-Yang rising and Phlegm). In my experience, the combina-
tion of these patterns is the most common cause of chronic headaches and migraine 
in middle-aged and elderly people. Typically, this person would suffer from two types 
of headaches: there would be a persistent dull headache (from Phlegm) punctuated by 
episodes of severe, throbbing headaches (from Liver-Yang rising).

Please note that there must not necessarily be headaches in order to prescribe this 
remedy: I frequently use it purely for dizziness in the elderly.

Other symptoms of Phlegm that may appear are also nausea and expectoration of 
phlegm. The tongue is Swollen and with a sticky coating; the pulse is Slippery on the 
whole and it may be Weak on the Kidney positions.

There are two main differences between Clear Yang and the formula from which it is 
derived (Ban Xia Bai Zhu Tian Ma Tang). Clear Yang:
1) Nourishes Blood and tonifies the Kidneys (which the classical formula does not do)
2) Has a stronger action in eliminating Phlegm from the Brain and opening the 
Mind’s orifices (with Shi Chang Pu Rhizoma Acori tatarinowii and Yuan Zhi Radix 
Polygalae).
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Liver-Yang rising towards the head of course causes primarily headaches and dizzi-
ness and these are the two main symptoms addressed by Clear Yang.

All the Three Treasures and Women’s Treasure remedies are discussed in detail in the 
presentations that can be found on http://www.maciociaonline.com/.

The following are three tongues that may be appropriate to this remedy. They are all 
swollen indicating Phlegm. The first is pale while the other two are red on the sides 
(indicating Liver-Yang rising).
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The view of tobacco in Chinese medicine
Chemo-support veterinary use
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Chapter 14

THE VIEW OF TOBACCO IN CHINESE MEDICINE 
AND 

VETERINARY USE OF THE THREE TREASURES

THE VIEW OF TOBACCO IN CHINESE MEDICINE
Tobacco was introduced in China in 1575. The Zhen Nan Ben Cao (Ming) concludes 
that tobacco is pungent in taste, hot and toxic without any medicinal effect.

The Ben Cao Cong Xin says “People nowadays inhale smoke down to the throat: this 
damages Blood and the voice.” Emperor Chong Zhen (Ming) enacts laws against 
smoking.

Qu Ci Shan (Qing) says: “Tobacco is pungent and drying, it burns Jing (Kidneys) and 
the Fluids, damages the throat, the Stomach and the Lungs…it enters the Heart orifice 
causing mental confusion as if one were drunk. It makes the tongue coating dark-yellow 
or black, food and drink have no taste, the medical texts have no treatment for this.”

Zhao Xue Min (Qing) thought that smoking damages the Lungs, exhausts Blood, 
injures Shen and shortens life.

The above statements are interesting as they show that, according to Chinese medi-
cine, tobacco is drying, it dries up Fluids and the Jing (Essence). So, Western medi-
cine focusses on the effects of tobacco on the lungs while Chinese medicine consid-
ers it to deplete Kidney-Jing as well. This would explain the toxicity of tobacco in 
pregnancy. 
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CHEMO-SUPPORT VETERINARY USE

The following is a case history on the use of Chemo-Support to counteract the side ef-
fects of chemotherapy in a cat. This was sent to me by an American vet.

The case is a cat with lymphoma. An ultrasound revealed nodules in her spleen on 29 
November 2007. She had previously had a pancreatic cyst removed surgically. She was 
given acupuncture and started on Chemo-Support  6 December 2007. She received 
chemotherapy for her lymphoma twice in Dec 07, but got very ill from it so the owner 
declined any further injectable chemotherapy. Prednisone and leukeran were started, 
but she developed diabetes as a result of the prednisone. Her prednisone was reduced 
and she was started on insulin. I started her on shen ling bai zhu san and a formula to 
nourish the kidney essence. 

She has gone through periods of severe anemia (15-17%) that we have managed it 
with Bvits/iron, homeopathics, managing her prednisone dose, and increasing her 
Chemo-Support. Although she is receiving a number of supplements and meds, it has 
seemed that increasing the amount of Chemo-Support  was significantly helpful for 
her.

I have used the formula Chemo-Support  in other cat patients with cancer, if they are 
receiving chemo, or if they need a good blood, qi, spleen tonic with immune modu-
lating effects.

As an aside, I have also found the formula Chemo-Support  helpful in immune-medi-
ated disease. In particular I remember the case of a dog with severe immune-mediat-
ed arthritis that stabilized once Chemo-Support  was started. 




