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Ancient
Chinese Secret

Can the THEORY OF THE FIVE
ELEMENTS Help Improve Your

Life and Health?
By Dr Dean Black

How the Chinese Treat Various Forms of
Cancer

In 1983 the Los Angeles Times published an
article about "a nondescript membranaceus."
called Astragahis membranaceus. According to
the article, traditional Chinese herbalists have
used the shrub for centuries to treat "various
forms of cancer.” It doesn't attack tumors
directly, the Chinese say, but "get[s] the body to
fight" the disease."

This centuries-old information was published as
news in 1983 because medical researchers at
the University of Texas had essentially
confirmed the Chinese claim in preliminary tests
at least. And since then the researchers have
published at least seven technical reports on the
shrub, including one in the journal Cancer that
confirmed a 90 precept success rate in restoring
processes that give us natural immunity against
cancer.? As one of the researchers said, "We
have something that works, or at least seems
to.?

According to the article, however, there's a
problem with the herb. One of the researchers
put it this way: "We do not know why or how it
works, and until we do we cannot develop this
as a modem medicine. " So here we are, with
cancer still a scourge, knowing about a Chinese
herb "that works, or at least seems to," yet
unable to use it because we don't know how it
works.

The Chinese know how the herb works from
their perspective, at least. But they explain it in
terms of Yin and Yang, and five elements, or
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phases, called Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, and
Water, which sounds like nonsense to us. We
demand technical explanations, not metaphoric
speculations, and insist on "very strict scientific
procedures” to prove that they're true.®> The
Chinese don't oblige us, of course, and because
we reject their explanation, we reject their herb as
well.

Perhaps we are being "scientific," but are we
being wise? Let's look at the Chinese explanation
and see what we're giving up.

A Focus on Harmony

Traditional Chinese philosophy describes a
process for achieving harmony, or (in Chinese
terms) ho. According to the philosophy, harmony
represents a goal, or an ideal, not merely in
human affairs, but in all of nature. Harmony is the
traditional Chinese "good," disharmony is its
"evil."®

From our western point of view (judging from how
we act, at least), harmony means doing away with
differences, or eliminating opposition Not so, the
Chinese say. Harmony can't even exist without
differences and opposition, for they are simply a
part of life.

What happens in harmony is that differences and
opposition become arranged in such a way that
they reconcile, or merge, into a single, integrated
whole. Without differences, harmony wouldn't
even be possible, for "there is no music in a single
note, no decoration in a single item no relish in a
single taste. ’

Harmony from the Inside Out

If we wish to achieve this harmonious arranging
for ourselves, we must understand, first of all, that
harmony cannot be imposed, and, furthermore,
that it has nothing to do with our circumstances.
Harmony must develop of its own accord, and it
can only grow from the inside out. ®

In warfare, for example, "the exemplary
commander... stands as the self-organizing
center, where the chaos of battle, far from
interfering with order, feeds into and stimulates it.
"Even in chaos, the order can exist if it exists
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within the heart. And strength doesn't come from
intellect, skill, firepower, and so on but from that
harmony of the heart: "The consummate military
commander... must [first] be an exemplary person,
and must ply his military skills from a foundation of
superior character. " °

In human affairs, you see, harmony and character
are the same, and "what fills one inside will
[ultimately] be given formal expression outside."*°

Harmony as Art and Process

Defined in this fashion, harmony can't be
measured, but must instead be discerned. And the
arranging that produces harmony isn't guided by
reason, but by insight and appreciation: "As
Leonardo arranged those specific bits of paint to
constitute the one and only Mona Lisa, so one
coordinates those particular details that constitute
one's own self and context, and in so doing seeks
a harmony that maximizes their creative
possibilities."*

Achieving harmony, then, is less a matter of
science of art. This doesn't mean Chinese
philosophy has produced no scientific
achievements for it clearly has.* But its method is
the method of art, with the natural world as its
canvas, and harmony its constant theme.

The purpose of this art is to reveal to us and
therefore give us access to a specific natural
process. This process is universal, Chinese
scholars' say, meaning that it operates in all
aspects of nature. It operates within human beings
and, in other words, but also in more distant
spheres like forests, and rivers, and rocks, and
thunderstorms, and systems of orbiting planets.
The name of this universal process as originator
and sustainer of harmony that Chinese philosophy
seeks to reveal is communication.

Communication as the Process of
Harmony

We see this focus on communication in the
philosophy's basic vocabulary:

In contrast with die more static visual language of
classical Greek thought.... classical Chinese tends
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to favor a dynamic aural vocabulary, where
wisdom is closely linked with communication....
Much of the key philosophic vocabulary suggests .
. . that the sage orchestrates cornmeal harmony a
virtuoso in communicative action.*

The term's yin and yang refer to communication.
So do the metaphors Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal,
and Water. Harmony describes the outcome of
communication or its goal. In slightly different
terms, "the operational principles of Chinese
cosmology... are to be found in the interactions of
things,"* for "interacting" and "communicating" the
very same thing. Both terms describe the
universal process through which harmony comes
to pass.

This emphasis on communication distinguishes
Chinese thought from western thought. From our
western perspective, for example, the heart is
basically a pump that can be replaced, if
necessary, by a mechanical pump. From the
Chinese perspective, however, the heart is not
merely a pump, but a pump that communicates,
for only by communicating can it pump in harmony
with the rest of the body. If you ask a Chinese
scholar what's wrong with an artificial heart (as |
once did), he'll probably say (as the scholar said
to me), "An artificial heart doesn't communicate.” It
lacks the ability, in other words, to Harmonize with
the whole.

So while western scientists study the body's parts,
traditional Chinese scholars study its
communicating. As a consequence, "Chinese
medicine is primarily concerned with dynamics,
with the flow of energy," for communicating takes
place (and interacting occurs) only when energy
flows.

Flowing energy reveals itself as movement, which
the Chinese call Qi (pronounced chee). By
observing movement, or Qi, Chinese scholars
hope to discern the global patterns of events, and
then to interact with those patterns in ways that
will sustain the ones that are harmonious and “fine
tune" the ones that are not.*
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Yin and Yang: The Elements of Balance

The point, then, is to describe these global
patterns. This is the purpose of the term's yin and
yang, which stand for the two basic phases of
communication, of energy flow. We will call these
phases (drawing parallels from our human
experience) "speaking " and "listening," with
speaking being yang and listening being yin.

As the "listening phase," yang represents all those
movements and qualities whose direction is
outward qualities of giving, expressing, releasing,
provoking, demanding. As outward movement,
yang is dynamic and energetic, capable of acting,
capable of forming, capable of achieving work.

As the "listening phase," yin represents all those
movements and qualities whose direction is
inward qualities of receiving, absorbing,
restraining, responding, adapting.*® As inward
movement, yin is quiet and still, capable of being
acted upon, capable of being formed, capable of
receiving work.

It's easy at this point to wrongly assume that yang
(the actor) is superior to yin (the acted upon), but
that is not the case. Consider, for example, the
relationship between the sun, which is Yang, and
the earth, which is yin.

The sun may appear superior to the earth, yet its
main product sunlight has no effect until it strikes
something. And even when sunlight strikes some
its effect depends as much on the yin qualities of
whatever it strikes as on the yang qualities of the
sun. When sunlight strikes a plant, for example, it
is the plant, not the sun that "decides" to transform
it into stored energy. If the same sunlight had
struck something else, it would have had a
different effect..

In Phoenix one hot, summer day, the sun so
completely heated the upholstery of my rented car
that | couldn't get in it to drive. Yet the heat | felt
depended as much on the yin qualities of the
upholstery as on the yang qualities of the sun: if
the upholstery had been cloth rather then vinyl,
the heat would have differed as well.
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Properly speaking, yin and yang don't refer so
much to separate things like sun and earth where
one is always yang and the other always yin, but
to opposite "operating modes" within a single
system. As individual human beings, for example,
we speak and we listen, we act and we receive
feedback, and we negotiate with the world by
switching back and forth from one mode to the
other. When we view yin and yang as opposite
operating modes within the same system, the fact
that they're equal becomes even more obvious.
Picture yourself driving at full yang down the
highway with all your yin components shut off
(steering system, brakes, eyesight, hearing, sense
of touch, and so on), and you'll see what | mean.

The virtue of balancing yin and yang even figured
in a recent news story. Somali gunmen shot down
a military helicopter with U.S. forces on board.
The problem wasn't that the helicopter crew
lacked firepower, which is yang, but that they
lacked military intelligence, which is yin. For lack
of yin (and despite their excess of Yang), they lost
control of the situation a and their helicopter got
shot down.

Within a single system you see, yang expresses
power, but yin applies control.*” And all natural
systems including the human body absolutely
need them both. In a tennis player, for example,
the large muscles of the torso provide power
(yang), while the smaller muscles of the arm
provide control (yin). All operations of the body
combine control and power in this same fashion,
and thus show yin and yang.*®

Health exists when yin and yang balance each
other, or carry equal weight. Symptoms appear
when they don't carry equal weight, in which case
the body's communicating becomes imbalanced,
its patterns of internal movement lose their
harmony, and its operations begin to break down
"A preponderance or deficiency of yin or yang"
appears, and "the body is then Transformed from
its healthy state into a morbid one."*

The Theory of the Five Elements

The Theory of Five Elements elaborates this
theory of yin and yang.? it says, first of all, that the
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two phases, yin and yang can be further broken
into four phases. The four phases (using human
communication as an example) are (1) Preparing,
or deciding what to say; (2) Expressing, or saying
it; (3) Absorbing, or receiving the response; and
(4) Processing, or interpreting the response.

We see these four phases in the
relationship between the sun and the
earth.
Preparing. Energy is produced within the
sun's interior.
Expressing. Sunlight is released to fly
through space.
Absorbing, The sunlight strikes and
penetrates a plant.
Processing. Chlorophyll within the plant
transforms the sunlight into stored energy.

And between a hunter and a buck:
Preparing. The hunter stalks the buck and
draws his bow.

Expressing. The hater releases the arrow
to fly through the air.

Absorbing. The arrow strikes and
penetrates the buck.

Processing. The buck reacts to the arrow
and initiates responses that end either its
healing or in its death.

The Chinese give these four phases
metaphoric names.

Preparing is Wood, symbolizing the growth
that makes expressing possible.

Expressing is Fire, symbolizing the energy and
spontaneity of pure action,

Absorbing is Metal, symbolizing the case with
which metal absorbs the heating properties of
the sun.

Processing is Water, symbolizing the flowing
and circulating that carries natural processes
to their end.

There is also, the Chinese say, a phase of
transition, or Opening, that forms a necessary
bridge between Fire and Metal, or Expressing and
Absorbing.
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We see this bridge most clearly in cases
where it is missing:

Sun light approaches a plant (Fire), but a
child has covered the plant with a box, so
no Absorbing (Metal) can take place. The
Opening is lost, the transition blocked.
An arrow flies toward the buck (Fire), but
the buck evades it, so no Absorbing
(Metal) can take place. The Opening is
lost, the transition blocked.

Words fly toward the listener (Fire), but the
listener is too busy to hear, so no
Absorbing (Metal) takes place. The
Opening is lost, the transition blocked.

Opening, then is the fifth element of the Chinese
five-element theory. It doesn't express properties
of yin or yang by itself, but forms the bridge that
allows yin and yang to merge.

The Chinese call this fifth element Earth,
symbolizing that which stands at the core, or
center the point where union occurs.

Meurishing Oycle

Centroiling Dyels LY o

The Chinese five elements Wood, Fire, Earth,
Metal, and Water arrange themselves in a
dynamic cycle as shown in future 1. As this
dynamic cycle repeats itself, its Qi, or movement,
sustains the natural world."*

Figure 1 The Five Chinese Elements linked
in the continuous, self sustaining cycle of
communication.
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Note: This Cycle shows how each element encourages
the one that follows. The Chinese also define
restraining relationships among the five elements,
which we have not discussed here for lack of space.

The Five Elements Applied to the Body

The five elements apply to the human body as
follows.

Wood (Preparing) possesses "the potential for
initiating any kind of goal oriented or purposeful
activity decisiveness, in a word."? Weakness in
Wood "may reveal itself ... through a diminished
capacity for action and a lack of motivation, or, in
quite the opposite way, in an outburst of
uncontrolled, frenetic activity."*®

Fire (Expressing) is "the seat of consciousness,"*
responsible for the active expression of the
individual personality.? Fire "controls mental
activities.” acts as "the seat of the passions,"?
and "rules the Shen (or Spirit).?® In producing
these properties, Fire "controls the life processes
of the h body, coordinating the activities" of its
organs.?

The Chinese liken Earth (Opening) to digestion,
so that Earth "transforms and conveys the
essence of food."® More broadly, it conveys "all
the external influences and activities that an
individual is required to assimilate or 'digest.** In
doing so, Earth acts as "the ‘censor' of the total
organism," determining what will and will not be
admitted.*

The Chinese liken Metal (Absorbing) to processes
of respiration, so that Metal "can be seen in a
person who is fully absorbed in what he or she is
doing; such a person usually breathes evenly and
gently and performs his or her work with boldness
and resolution."* Through its association with
breathing, Metal "governing the flow of Qi,** which
breath (in a manner some what akin to the
Hebrew "breath of life") symbolically represents.

The Chinese liken Water (Processing) to our
system of circulation, which drives and sustains all
of the body's inward processes and operations.
Thus weakness in Water "leads to disturbances in
water metabolism accompanied by inability to
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urinate, edema, and similar symptoms." *

When Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, and Water
interact harmoniously, the body performs as it
should. When they interact disharmoniously (by
becoming individually too strong or too weak), the
body loses its unity and balance, and symptoms
begin to appear, If cancer is one of the symptoms,
disharmony, the Chinese say, is how it has come
about.

Healing by Harmonizing Qi

So they feed the cancer patient the shrub called
Astragalus, and claim it "get[s] the body to fight"
the discase.* It does this, the Dictionary of
Chinese Medicines says, by "acting on"
(nourishing, we might say) the "channels" (paths
of communication) of four of the five elements:
Fire, Metal, and Water.* The missing element,
you'll notice, is Wood.

Yet Wood, while not directly nourished by
Astragalus, is greatly enhanced by it, since the
four nourished elements act to support Wood, and
this supporting, the Chinese say, helps produce
the healing effect.

Wood, you'll remember, has to do with Preparing
for action, with "initiating any kind of goal oriented
or purposeful activity."* And weakness in Wood
reveals itself "through a diminished capacity for
action and a lack of motivation," or in uncontrolled,
frenetic activity.*® From the Chinese perspective,
then, the herb Astragalus by drawing strength into
Wood encourages "goal-oriented or purposeful
activity, " which has the effect of enlarging our
capacity for action increasing our motivation, and
bringing activity and movement (which is Qi)
under more balanced and harmonious control.

Since "pathogenic factors" can invade the body
only "where Qi is deficient,"* this harmonizing mid
balancing of Qi causes pathogenic factors,
viruses, bacteria, or whatever to be repelled.

To illustrate the point, a friend of mine who is both
a Chinese herbal scholar and a master of kung fu
invited me to form my right hand in a fist and place
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it on his right shoulder, with the arm held straight
and the open elbow facing up. He then interlocked
the fingers of both of his hands over my open
elbow and asked me to resist his efforts to bend
my arm, which | found impossible to do. Then he
repeated the exercise, asking me to shift my focus
from him and to imagine instead that my arm was
a fire hose sending forth a powerful stream of
water. As | held this image in my mind, he now
tried and failed to bend my arm. By giving purpose
and focus to my thoughts (which is the essence of
Wood), | concentrated movement within me in a
way that resisted what he was trying to do.

Making Harmony the Focus of Our Lives

And it seemed so effortless, so...harmonious or,
as my Chinese scholar friend would put it, so
smooth. For the overall effect of Wood, the
Chinese say, is smooth, subtle movement or
smooth subtle Qi. "Words such as soft, subtle,
light, and gentle begin to characterize the
desirable state" of Wood."*

It's interesting to note, then that western scientists
have identified a self-healing personality” that
sounds like the essence of Wood. People who
possess it are "characterized by enthusiasm”
though "not ecstatic, but responsive and content."”
They have "smooth gestures," and their facial
movements "are synchronized and unforced.”
They "walk smoothly and also talk smoothly, with
fewer speech disturbances and more modulated
tones. They are people one likes to be around.

It this self-healing personality (which virtually
mimics the Chinese concept of Wood) what
Astragahis helps to produce?

No one can say, of course. But let's set aside the
herb for a moment, and consider the philosophy
by itself. How might we affect our odds of getting
cancer, do you suppose, if we merely made
harmony the philosophic focus of our lives not
seeking to eliminate differences and opposition
but learning to communicate so skillfully that they
become reconciled, or united, within a single,
harmonious whole? To do this, of course, we
would Prepare ourselves by setting goals and
purposes to guide the activities of our lives. We
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would Express our goals and purposes as purely
and spontaneously as sunlight. We would Open
ourselves to Life's messages, which we would
Absorb and Process in order to draw their value
into ourselves. And from the richness of this
communication, we would arrange more
harmoniously few details of our lives, and then
launch the cycle again.

Western scholars generally reject this Chinese
philosophy, claiming that it's unscientific. And for
lack of biochemical explanations (as opposed to
philosophical explanations), they reject Chinese
herbs as well. But suppose we suddenly
understood the complete biochemistry of every
Chinese herb; would we really know all that is
important to know?

The Chinese say there's more to life then
biochemistry. Wouldn't we be wise to agree?

Note: This article previews Dr. Black's forthcoming
book, Ancient Chinese Secret: How the Chinese
Theory of Five Elements Can Improve Your Life
and Health, due to be published by January 1994.
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WARNING:

The information in these articles is not intended to
replace medical advice or treatment. Questions
about symptoms, specific dietary needs and
medications, general or specific, should be
discussed with your physician. The information in
this article is for informational purposes only, and
is not medical advice or a substitute for a
physician's consultation and/or examination.

Bring freedom and choice back to medicine by
supporting Americans for Free Choice in
Medicine. http://www.afcm.org




