








o FIVE-PHASE THEORY

corresponding to Water, to the Yang phase of growth, corresponding to Wood.
The peak of this Yang phase is reached in adulthood when we are in our
prime. This corresponds to Fire. Our "ripening," the stage during which we
luxuriate in our maturity, corresponds to the Earth Phase. We revisit Yin
through degeneration and aging, which corresponds to Metal. In our dying
we return to the Yin state of dissolution, the Water Phase, and the emptiness
from which we emerged.

Just as the Five Phases delineate transformations of the life cycle, they
also describe the process of our daily existence. Our awakening is associated
with Wood, and our movement toward a state of complete wakefulness cor­
responds to Fire. Becoming sleepy represents Metal, and the state of sleep
itself corresponds to Water. Earth represents the still point, the balance be­
tween the polar movements, when neither one nor the other ascends. Our
integrity is based on the proportion and rhythm of each of the Five Phases
within us, regulating our waking and sleeping, activity and rest, arousal and
inhibition.

PHASES OF PuLSATION

The power, quality, and direction of each Phase can be observed in any given
internal process. In expanding the chest, for example, we move out into our
world, and in contracting we gather our resources, experiencing ourselves as
contained within our own boundaries. Wood is the Phase of expansion, cul­
minating in the Phase of Fire, which spreads energy across and away from
the surface (Yang). Metal is the Phase of contraction, culminating in the Phase
of Water, which consolidates energy at the core (Yin). Our Wood aspect leads
us outward toward Fire, where we feel at one, a part of it all; our Metal aspect
leads us inward toward Water, where we recognize our separate and histor­
ical self. Our Earth Phase stabilizes us so that we can handle the gyrations
of our oscillating process. Consciousness that exists beyond time, in the
realm of space, belongs to Fire. Our bodies, lineage, genes, and will to pass
from generation to generation through time belongs to Water. The realm of
action belongs to Wood, definition to Metal, and balance to Earth. Familiarity
with each of the Five Phases acquaints us with the individual waves within
the common sea of our being.

In tension with the great Yin Phase, Water, is the great Yang, Fire. Water
gives rise to the germination of substance, and Fire gives rise to the comple­
tion of materialized form. The latent power of the apple seed in the creation
of the apple tree derives from Water. The manifest power of the tree to
mature and bear shiny red apples, completing and fulfilling its potential,
derives from Fire. Whereas Metal and Wood represent stages of expansion
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and contraction, Water and Fire represent stages of generation and comple­
tion.

The lines of correspondence between the Five Phases and human expe­
rience divide the body into Five Organ Networks, each of which corresponds
to one Phase. These Organ Networks, echoing the nature of each Phase, de­
scribe the physiology and psychology of the organism. By extrapolation peo­
ple can be generally classified into five character types by matching healthy
and distorted expressions of the soma and psyche with the characteristics
of each of the Five Phases and Organ Networks.

Five-Phase Theory is like a fugue, with ascending and descending rhythms
and recapitulations, repetitions, echoes, and variations on a theme. Each

Phases of Pulsation

Symbolizing the organism as a sphere: Metal (Yin) represents contraction,
movement inward toward the core. Water (extreme Yin) represents the core,
the site of germination and creation. Wood (Yang) represents expansion,
movement outward toward the surface. Fire (extreme Yang) represents the
surface, the site of culmination and completion. Earth represents the axis,
the point of balance, around which the forces of Yin-Yang revolve and spin.
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Organ Network is a living system, a melody, expressed through the instru­
ment of the soma and psyche. In the body, dissonance manifests as physical
symptoms and patterns of dysfunction. In the psyche, bothersome traits,
fixations, and dilemmas manifest as distortions of character and patterns of
distress. The function and interaction of the Five Organ Networks establish
the basis for understanding the five character types.

FIVE ORGAN NETWORKS: TRADITIONAL CHINESE PHYSIOLOGY

To maintain the abundant circulation of Qi and Blood is to sustain the ma­
terial life of the organism, the integrity of mind and tissue. Each Organ
Network refers to a complete set of functions-physiological and psycholog­
ical-rather than to a specific and discrete physical structure fixed in an

anatomical location. For this reason they are referred to as Organ Networks
rather than simply organs. Identified by the names of the Yin Organs, each
paired system consists of Liver-Gallbladder, Heart-Small Intestine, Spleen­
Stomach, Lung-Large Intestine, and Kidney-Bladder. *

Yin corresponds to organs that store Qi. Here Qi means Essence-the most
refined state of material substance. The Yin organs are more stable and con­
stant, representing the more homeostatic mechanisms that regulate pressure,
temperature, distribution, and metabolism. Constituting the body's founda­
tion, they're both more consequential and more vulnerable. Disease of these
organs is considered deeper and more critical. Yang corresponds to the or­
gans that transform matter. They are more active and unstable in character
because of their participation in the process of digestion and elimination.

As an aggregate of organs, tissues, channels, and physiologic functions,
each Network is critical for the sustenance of life. Each embodies a distinctive
intellectual, emotional, and behavioral style as well as physiological corre-

• Although there are five Organ Networks and ten viscera, there are twelve channels. Two functional
entities called the Pericardium and Triple-Bumer have no corresponding visceral structures yet have
acupuncture channels associated with them. The Triple-Burner is viewed as an integrating function
that ties together and harmonizes the phYSiologic processes of the primary Organ Networns. It

regulates the metabolism and the distribution of body fluids other than Blood. The Triple-Bumer is
represented by the three cavities of the body: the chest, abdomen, and pelvis. The Pericardium, or
Heart Protector, is viewed as the active mechanism of the Heart, whereas the Heart itself is accorded
the role of harboring the spirit and maintaining conscious awareness.

In the historical development of Chinese medical theory, the existence of other organs such as
the brain and uterus were defined as "strange organs" outside of Five-Phase or Yin-Yang theory.
These "strange organs" such as the uterus, brain, Pericardium, and Triple-Bumer do not fit neatly
into the Five-Phase model. For our purposes, the Pericardium and Tnple-Bumer can be subsumed
within the Phases of Fire and Water respectively. Although they are anatomically distinct structures,
the brain and uterus are not understood as functionally separate from the Organ Networns of the
Kidney, Heart, liver, and Spleen, and neither do they have their own distinct channels. 91
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Five-Phase Organ Network Correspondences

Each Organ Network refers to a complete set of functions-physiological and
psychological-rather than to a specific and discrete physical structure fixed
in an anatomical location. For this reason they are referred to as Organ
Networks rather than simply organs. Each paired system is identified by the
names of the Yin Organs.

spondences. Each has its own responsibilities (a job to do), a strategy (how
to do the job), and a character (a way of being, a personality) that reflect the
power of each Phase.

The Liver stores the Blood and regulates the even movement of Qi. The
Heart propels the Blood and is the seat of consciousness. The Spleen generates
and distributes nourishment. The Lung receives and disperses Qi. And the
Kidney stores the Vital Essence. Together the Organ Networks comprise the
team that gets the work of the body done. Through the division of labor, all
tasks are accomplished.

CIRCULATION OF QI FROM DAY THROUGH NIGHT

Qi and Blood circulate continuously in an orderly sequence from one Organ
92 Network to the next throughout the day and night, accounting for maximum
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Our Functional Shape: A
Continuum of Organ Networks

as Yin-Yang Protoplasm

Our inner and outer shape is
defined not only by cavities
and structures, but also by an
alchemy of processes governed
by the functions of the Organ

Networks impelled by the
inexorable ebb and flow of Yin

(jing) and Yang (Shen) as Qi

and Blood pulse and stream
through the organism.
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and minimum periods of function. During the day, Qi expands outward
toward the surface of the body (Yang) and during the night Qi retreats into
the body's core (Yin). Yang peaks at midday, Yin at midnight. Every two­
hour period during the day and night clocks an alternating ebb and flow of
Qi. One Organ and its associated channel fills, while another empties. For
example, from three to five A.M., the Qi of the Lung reaches its peak, while
the Bladder is at its lowest ebb. At noon the Heart reaches its peak and the
Gallbladder its ebb.

1 A.M.

12
MIDNIGHT

1 P.M.

7 P.M.

The Rhythmic Circulation of Qi from Day through Night

Stomach peaks 7 A.M.-9 A.M. Pericardium peaks 7 P.M.-9 P.M.

Spleen peaks 9 A.M.-11 A.M. Triple-Burner peaks 9 p.M.-11 P.M.

Heart peaks 11 A.M.-l P.M. Gallbladder peaks 11 p.M.-l A.M.

Small Intestine peaks 1 p.M.-3 P.M. Liver peaks 1 A.M.-3 A.M.

Urinary Bladder peaks 3 p.M.-5 P.M. Lung peaks 3 A.M.-5 A.M.

Kidney peaks 5 p.M.-7 P.M. Large Intestine peaks 5 A.M.-7 A.M.

The Stomach and Spleen are at their peak function between seven and
eleven A.M. This is the time of optimal digestion and assimilation and helps
to explain why the first meal of the day is so important for maintaining
adequate energy. The time of peak function for the Large Intestine occurs at
five to seven A.M., just prior to that of the Stomach. This suggests that the
natural rhythm is to empty in preparation for receiving. During sleep, the

94 anabolic or regenerative phase is at its maximum. The time of awakening is
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the beginning of the catabolic phase, when energy is liberated for the pur­
pose of doing work. Symptoms that appear and disappear regularly during
different times of the day correspond directly to this ebb and flow of Qi.

Symptoms of excess appear during peak hours, those of deficiency during
the ebb tides of Qi. Symptoms of Kidney deficiency often manifest between
five and seven A.M. This accounts for the difficulty some people have in
awakening with vigor and enthusiasm. Conversely, excessive Kidney Qi may
manifest as increased stiffness and pain in the lower back during the peak
hours of Bladder and Kidney function, between three and seven P.M. Heart
disease has particular hours of aggravation: heart attacks occur more fre­
quently around midday and heart failure at midnight. People subject to mi­
graines often awaken during the peak function of the Liver, between one and
three A.M., with a severe headache. These same people may experience fa­
tigue, mental lethargy, and perhaps even a weakening of vision between one
and three in the afternoon, following lunch.

According to the classical theory, the most opportune time to intensify
the Qi of any channel is just after it peaks, when it has the greatest momen­
tum. The best time to disperse Qi is prior to the peak period, before it gathers
full strength. This same dynamic applies to the seasonal rhythms of ebb and
flow. The best time to strengthen the Lung is during the fall, which also
subdues and restrains excesses of the Liver and Gallbladder (Metal controls
Wood). Kidney Essence and Fire are best supplemented in the winter; this is
a time when elder Chinese men and women drink their ginseng tonic. The
Liver is nourished in the spring, the Heart during summer, and the Spleen in
late summer. The Chinese classics also say it is important to treat a disease
in the time and season of its origin. Allergies that arise in the spring are
treated in the same season to achieve the greatest results. Rheumatism that
occurs after exposure to the cold of winter may become full blown in spring,
yet it must be treated during the season of its origin, winter, and may only
be palliated in spring, summer, and fall. Patience becomes practical virtue
since it is often necessary to return full cycle and wait for the most propi­
tious time to resolve a dysfunctional pattern.

INTERACTION OF THE FIVE PHASES: SHENG AND KE SEQUENCES

The Five Phases interact according to patterns of generation and restraint.
Along the sheng sequence the Phases generate, nourish, and support each
other, counterbalanced by the ke sequence, which represents the dynamic
of restraint, inhibition, and control. Equilibrium is maintained by these con­
trary patterns of proliferation and limitation.

These relationships are like those between parents and children. In the
sheng sequence one Phase gives birth to the next, and in the ke sequence 95
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The Pattern of Five-Phase Relationships

The Five Phases interact according to patterns of generation and restraint.
Equilibrium is maintained by these contrary patterns of proliferation and
limitation. In the sheng sequence one Phase gives birth to the next, and in
the he sequence each Phase sets limits, insuring that no Phase oversteps its
bounds.

each Phase sets limits, insuring that no Phase oversteps its bounds. Meta­
phorically this can be understood as follows: Water nourishes Wood by
moistening it and restrains Fire by quenching it. Wood generates Fire by
providing fuel for combustion and inhibits Earth by covering it. Fire gener­
ates Earth by reducing matter to ash that forms soil; Fire restrains Metal by
burning and melting it. Earth supports Metal by forming minerals and bring­
ing them to the surface but controls Water by damming and absorbing it.
Metal vitalizes Water by permeating it with refined substances that enhance
its life-giving properties. Metal restrains and inhibits Wood by cutting it.

Just as Water nourishes Wood, within the body, the Kidney Essence can
be understood to generate the Blood stored by the Liver. As Wood feeds Fire,
the Blood of the Liver can be said to nurture the spirit of the Heart by
providing the mind with its basis. As Fire generates Earth, the Heart supports
the Spleen by providing the warmth and metabolic energy (oxygenated blood)

96 necessary for the transformation and assimilation of food. As Earth gives rise
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Supporting Sequence: Sheng

Wood
engenders
Fire

Water
engenders
Wood

Restraining Sequence: Ke

Wood
controls
Earth

Water
controls
Fire

Fire
engenders
Earth

Fire
controls
Metal

Earth
engenders
Metal

Metal
engenders
Water

Earth
controls
Water

Metal
controls
Wood
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to Metal, the Spleen supports the Lung by raising Food Essence upward to be
combined with Air Essence, forming the pure Qi that circulates in the chan­
nels. And just as Metal vitalizes Water, the Lung nurtures the Kidney by
precipitating its moist Qi downward to be collected and stored as Essence by
the Kidney.

Sheng and ke define the relationships between the Organ Networks. In
correspondence with the ke sequence, as Water controls Fire, so the Yin
moisture of the Kidney counterbalances the Yang fire of the Heart. As Fire
controls Metal, so the Heart's capacity to rule the Blood complements the
Lung's capacity to govern the Qi. As Metal restrains Wood, so the Lung's
power to mobilize Qi counteracts the Liver's power to gather the Blood. As
Wood dominates Earth, so the activating power of the Liver Qi awakens the
transformative function of the Spleen. And since Earth dams Water, the
Spleen's ability to absorb and distribute Moisture counterbalances the Kidney's
ability to concentrate Essence and excrete fluid.

An Organ Network overly restrained collapses and, if not kept within
proper limits, becomes exaggerated. Overly restrained, its force and influence
dissipate and diminish, becoming passive and impotent. Inadequately re­
strained, it magnifies, becoming bound up, intensified, and oppressive. When
prolonged, either situation will transform into the other and lead ultimately
to the attrition of the power and potential of the person.

Five-Phase Theory explains the interaction of the Organ Networks in a
broad and general way. Descriptions of physiologic processes in Chinese
medicine can become very complex, just as they do in Western medicine.
For our purposes it is sufficient to have a circumscribed understanding of
the Organ Networks and their correspondences within the Five-Phase model.
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THE FIVE PHASES
(Wu Xing)*

The theory of the Five Phases is an attempt to classify phenomena in tetms

of five quintessential processes, represented by the emblems Wood, Fire,

Earth, Metal, and Water. Its place in Chinese medicine and other Chinese

intellectual pursuits has been misunderstOod ever since the first Occidentals

tried to explain Chinese natural philosophy to the West over 300 years ago.

During this century, the academic world has made some advances tOward a

better appreciation of the Five Phases theory.l

The Five Phases are not in any way ultimate constituents of matter. This

misconception has long been embodied in the common mistranslation "Five

Elements" and exemplifies the problems that arise from looking at things Chi­

nese with a Western frame of reference. The Chinese term that we translate

as "Five Phases" is wu xing. Wu is the number five, and xing means "walk" or

"move," and, perhaps most pertinently, it implies a process. The wu xing,

therefore, are five kinds of processes; hence the Five Phases, and not the Five

Elements. The theory of Phases is a system of correspondences and patterns

that subsume events and things, especially in relationship to their dynamics.

More specifically, each Phase is an emblem that denotes a category of

related functions and qualities. The Phase called Wood is associated with

'This appendix was written in collaborarion wirh Dan Bensky and rhe assisrance of
Kiiko Marsumoro.
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active functions that are in a growing phase. Fire designates functions that

have reached a maximal state of activity and are about to begin a decline or a

resting period. Metal represents functions in a declining state. Water represents

functions that have reached a maximal state of rest and are about to change

the direction of their activity. Finally, Earth designates balance or neutrality;

in a sense, Earth is a buffer between the other Phases. In the sense that the

Phases correlate observable phenomena of human life into images derived from

the macrocosm, they serve a similar function as that of elements in other med­

ical systems.

In more concrete terms, the Five Phases can be used to describe the

annual cycle in terms of biological growth and development. Wood corre­

sponds to spring, Fire to summer, Metal to autumn, and Water to winter. And

what of Earth? Earth may represent the cransition between each season (and

it is commonly used to represent "Indian summer"). These correlations, as

diagramed in Figure 49, are known as the Mutual Production order of the

Five Phases. They represent the way in which the Five Phases interact and

arise our of one another in the typical yearly cycle. There are thirty-six math­

ematically possible orders in which the Five Phases can be arranged, but only

a few of them are actually used either in medicine or in other disciplines.

FIGURE 49 Mutual Production Order ofthe Five Phases

Fire
(Summer)

)
Metal

(Autumn) Earth"-----.-JIndian Summer)

\
~ter

(Winter)
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The application of the Five Phases to seasonable growth is only one exam­

ple of how the system was used. In time, the five generic categories were used

for classifying many more perceptions, from colors, sounds, odors, and raste

sensations to emotions, animals, dynasties, the planets, and ultimately every­

thing in the universe. (See Table 30.) Correlations were also made between the

Phases and various Organs and anatomical regions, which is how the connec­

tion between the Phases and medicine came abour. 2

TABLE 30 Five Phases Correspondences

WOOD FIRE EARTH METAL WATER

Direction east south center west north
Color blue- red yellow white black

green

Climate windy hot damp dry cold
Human shouting laughing SlI1gll1g weeping groaI1lng
Sound

Emotion anger elation pensive- grief fear
ness

Taste sour bitter sweet pungent salty

Yin Organ Liver Heart Spleen Lungs Kidney

YtmgOrgan Gall Small Stomach Large Bladder
Bladder Intestine Intestine

Orifice eyes tongue mouth nose ears

Tissue tendons blood flesh skin bones
vessels

Smell goatish burning fragrant rank rotten

Spirit Hun Spirit Yi Po will

Virtue human propriety faithful- righteous- wisdom

kindness ness ness

Before exploring the use of Five Phases theory in medicine, it is helpful to

consider its history and relationship to Yin-Yang thinking. While Yin-Yang the­

ory stretches back into China's remote antiquity, Five Phases theory was not

documented until the fourth century B.C.E.3 It is nevertheless reasonable ro

assume that a scheme as complex as the Five Phases theory did not emerge spon­

taneously. The framework must have been gestating for some time. Some in­

timation of the Five Phases can be found in many writings of the period from

about 500 B.C.E. to 200 B.C.E., which was a time of great intellectual, politi­

cal, and social ferment in China.4 The Five Phases theory was first systematized
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by Zou Yen (approximately 350 B.C.E. to 270 B.C.E.) and his followets. 5 The

otiginal emphasis of the theory was as much political as it was scientific. The

correct timing of rites and the succession of dynasties came to be interpreted

through the dynamics of the Phases, which were then called the Five Virtues

or Powers. As Joseph Needham comments, "there were intense and anxious de­

bates about the proper color, musical notes and instruments, sacrifices, etc. [ac­

cording to Five Phases]' appropriate to a particular dynasty or emperor."6

The number five was important in the numerology of the period, partic­

ularly for classifications of Earthly things. Various other numbers, such as six,

four, and three, rum up in early classification schemes for things pertaining

to Heaven.? It is difficult to determine whether the importance of the num­

ber five led to Five Phases theory or the popularity of the Five Phases theory

led to things being classified in fives.

During the third and fourth centuries B.C.E., the Five Phases theory and

the Yin-Yang theory existed simultaneously and independently of each other. s

For example, Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu refer extensively to Yin and Yang bur

do not mention the Five Phases. Unlike other traditional cultures with systems

of elemental correspondences (e.g., the Greek Four Elements or the Hindu

Three Doshas), the Chinese thus had two systems of referents. It was not

until the Han dynasty, a period of great eclecticism and synthesis, that the two

systems began to merge in Chinese medicine. "The five elements [Phases]

[which] had not been part of the most ancient Chinese medical speculations"

were incorporated into the clinical tradition that culminated in the Nei Jing. 9

Certain parts of the Nei Jing refer to the Five Phases, while others do not. Yet

other texts, such as the Discussion of Cold-Induced Disorders (the main early

herbal text) and the biography of Bian Que in the Shi Ji or Historical

Records,1O make no mention whatsoever of Five Phases theory. I I The Five

Phases theory continued to undergo changes even after its incorporation into

Chinese medicine. It is not until the Song dynasty (960-1279 C.E.) that the

relationships between the Phases were commonly used to explain the etiology

and processes of illness. 12

Many attempts were made to fit the Five Phases nearly into the Yin-Yang

structure. For example, Wood and Fire were considered the Yang Phases, being

active in character, while Metal and Water, associated with quiescent functions,

were the Yin Phases. Earth was the balance point between Yin and Yang. Yet,
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despite this apparently successful marriage between Five Phases and Yin-Yang

theory, the two systems of correspondence frequently yielded different inter­

pretations of health and disease. 13 For example, Five Phases theory might

emphasize the following correspondences stated in the Nei Jing: The Liver

opens into the eyes; the Kidney opens into the ears; the Heart opens into the

tongue. Disorder in a particular orifice would necessarily be linked to its cor­

responding Organ. Yin-Yang theory, on the other hand, might emphasize the

following quite different assertions of the Nei Jing: The pure Qi of all Organs

is reflected in the eyes; all the Meridians meet in the ears; the tongue is con­

nected to most of the Meridians. Yin-Yang theory would not necessarily see

a link between a parr and a part. Rather, all disharmonies of the eyes, ears, or

tongue would be interpreted in terms of patterns. Thus, an eye disorder could

be part of a Liver disharmony or perhaps a Lung, Kidney, or Spleen dishar­

mony, depending on the configuration of other signs. The differences between

these medical interpretations stem from the fact that Five Phases theory

emphasizes one-to-one correspondences, while Yin-Yang theory emphasizes

the need to understand the overall configuration upon which the part depends.

-1 USE OF THE FIVE PHASES IN MEDICINE

At the bottom line, the Five Phases theory is a crucial emblem system used to

discuss and represent clinical phenomena. In fact, one could have written this

entire book from a Five Phases perspective. If this had been done then Earth

would correspond to Spleen, Qi, Dampness, worry, Consciousness of Possi­

bilities, and faithfulness; wood would correspond to Liver, Blood, wind, Non­

Corporeal Soul, and human kindness; water would correspond to Kidneys,

Essence, Cold, fear, and the Will; fire would correspond to Heart, warmth,

elation, Heart Spirit, and propriety; and metal would correspond to Lungs,

Fluids, dryness, Corporeal Soul, and righteousness. Much of what was pre­

sented would have fallen into place. Few practitioners would agree with these

relationships, but in some situations the correspondence could be forced and

be more metaphysical than practical.

To be valuable, the Five Phases theory requires flexibility and sensitivity.

Distinguishing between useful and not useful correspondences can be difficult,
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and practitioners can disagree. For example, some practitioners are happy with

such correspondence as those of plants and grains; others are not. Odors are

excluded from many lists,14 but a number of practitioners feel that they are

clinically quite useful. 15 The correspondences that are in general use in med­

icine are listed in Table 30. The medically useful correspondences can be

divided into two groups. There are those that make metaphysical sense in the

Chinese mode of thought, or are construed to have associations outside the

body (often forced associations). And there are correspondences derived not

from metaphysical premises, but from the functions of the Organs or from

empirical observation. The best example of the former is color: green for Wood

(rrees), red for Fire, yellow for Earth (the soil of northern China, where these

correspondences originated, is yellow), white for Metal (silvery luster), and

black for Water (the inky depths of the ocean). Similar explanations, however

strained, are available for the seasons, climatic conditions, directions, tastes,

and smells. An example of the latter type of correspondence is that between

Metal and the nose. The nose has no actual relationship with Metal, and such

a relationship was never posited by the ancient Chinese. The nose is, however,

the opening most often affected by diseases of the Lungs, and in Chinese

physiology the nasal tract is considered an extension of the Lungs. Because the

Lungs are associated with Metal, the nose is also given that association. Sim­

ilarly, the association of anger with the Liver is probably due to careful obser­

vation of people, rather than to any notion of the "woodenness" of becoming

enraged. The distinctions between the two types of correspondence is impor­

tant in explaining the dynamic behind the diagnostic use of the Five Phases

theory, and also gives perspective on the whole system.

Chinese medicine has had to creatively adapt the Five Phases theory in

order to fit it to actual medical experience. The physiology that grew out of

Five Phases theory, for example, is not always identical with Eight Principal

physiology. The Eight Principal tradition is based on empirical observation

and is intimately connected to Yin-Yang theory, concentrating on the functions

of the Organs and extrapolating their interrelationships from their functions.

The Organs are thus the key to the system. Five Phases theory does not always

agree with this understanding, and in that case, it is simply ignored. 16 For

example, in Five Phases physiology, the Heart corresponds to Fire. Traditional
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Chinese texts, however, consider the Kidneys (Life Gate Fire) to be the phys­

iological basis for the Fire (Yang) of the other Organs. And so, the Five Phases

theory's formal correspondence would be conveniently forgotten.

The Five Phases correspondence is often a convenient way to organize

significant clinical reality. Let us take facial color correspondence, delineated

in Table 30, as an example. A yellow complexion often appears in a Spleen

disharmony (yellow and Spleen are both associated with Earth), and a dark­

ish complexion often appears in a Kidney disharmony (black and Kidneys are

associated with water). A red face, however, although it can be part of a Heart

pattern, is just as likely to be part of the Heat pattern of any Organ. A white

face can appear with Lung disharmonies, but can also be part of the Cold

pattern of any Organ. A blue-green complexion, while often part of a Liver

disharmony, might as easily be part of a Congealed Heart Blood pattern. The

correspondences of climate work much the same way. Although it is true that

the Spleen is especially sensitive to Dampness, the Kidney to Cold, the Lungs

to Dryness, and the Liver to Wind, Dryness does not necessarily imply a Lung

disharmony, for it can easily affect the Stomach, Intestines, or Heart. Cold­

ness does not necessarily imply the Kidneys, because the Spleen, Lungs, and

Heart can also be affected by Cold. And so on. The Five Phases correspon­

dence can be helpful as a guide to clinical tendencies, but the rest of veracity

in Chinese medicine remains the pattern. Pattern thinking overrules all for­

mal rules. The flexibility of Yin-Yang theory, including Five Phases, resides in

its insistence that all correspondences finally depend on the configuration of

a unique whole.

The Five Phases are often used to describe clinical processes and relarion­

ships and to help in the conceptualizarion of proper treatments. It is an

explanatory theory and is not meant as a binding doctrine. For example, as has

been shown (see Figure 49), the Five Phases can be used to describe rhe general

processes that take place during rhe annual cycle. That sequence-rhe Mutual

Production order of Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, Water-describes normal gen­

erative functions. In the sequence, the producer is called the Mother and the

produced, the Child (an example of the tendency toward concreteness in

tradirional Chinese thoughr). Some patterns of disharmony can be explained

by reference to the Mutual Production order, especially patterns of Deficiency.
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The Child of a Deficiem Mothet, for instance, becomes Deficiem for wam

of proper nourishmem. Conversely, when the child is Deficiem, it may "steal

the Qi" of the Mother, making it Deficient as well. If an Organ is Deficiem,

therefore, treatment can be affected by strengthening the Mother Organ. When

there is an Excess in an Organ, the Child can be drained. The concept of treat­

ment is important in acupuncture, but is seldom used in herbal medicine. I?

Another sequence is known as the Mutual Checking or Mutual Control

order. In this sequence, each Phase is said to check or control the succeeding

Phase (see Figure 50). The Control order, like the Mutual Production order,

describes naturally occurring phenomena, and it works to ensure that the

Mutual Production order does not overgenerate and cause imbalances. A

disharmony within the Control order might mean that an Organ is exerting

Excess control over the Organ that it regulates. This would lead to a

Deficiency in the regulated Organ. Or the Organ that should be regulated may

become the regulator. Other situations can arise, but these two are the most

likely. The former imbalance is known as an insulting cycle, and the latter as

a humiliation cycle.

FIGURE 50 Mutual Control Order ofthe Five Phases
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