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CHAPTER FOUR

Why we get ill

As a general principle for nurturing life, nothing is preferable to 
knowing the root cause. If the root cause is known, sickness will never 
arise.
The Annals of Lu Buwei, 3rd century BCE1

The length or brevity of human life is not a spontaneous occurrence. 
It is all due to lack of care in using the body, such as errors in eating 
and drinking, licentiousness without measure, deliberate offense of 
yin and yang … and the decline of one’s life through using up one’s
 jing [essence]. Thus a life is not lived to its full.
Nourishing Inner Nature and Extending Life, 7th/8th centuries2 

Do not … foolishly waste your energy on sensory pleasures, apply 
your knowledge to scheme for wealth and fame, suffer a loss and 
harbour it permanently in your chest, rush about so you cannot even 
keep up with yourself … or eat and drink without moderation … if 
you stumble along like this, how can you possibly avoid the afflictions 
of harm and early death?
Nourishing Inner and Extending Life, 7th/8th centuries3

If we inherit a sufficiently robust constitution, and if the nine months of our mother’s 
pregnancy are reasonably free from emotional stress and physical harm, then we will be born 
healthy. Although babies are helpless and weak, we can see this innate health in the clarity of 
their eyes and skin. And as they grow, if they are well fed and their home and environment are 
supportive, they will become healthy, young, human animals. So while minor illnesses and 
accidents are inevitable, how is it that healthy children can become sick children and sick 
adults? What is it about life that robs us of our innate wellness and is it inevitable?

The starting point of cultivating health and curing disease is to know what harms us, so 
that we can start to change some of our behaviour.

The causes of disease - introduction

In the proper treatment of illness we should examine its three possible 
causes; when the relative contributions of the three causes are clear, 
then there is no treatment that fails to hit the mark.
Chen Yan, 12th century4 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Cultivating the mind and emotions

Next, there were the sages. They lived in harmony with heaven and earth … 
They accommodated their cravings and their desires … and their heart 
knew no anger. They made every effort to achieve peaceful relaxation and 
they considered self-realization a success. Their physical body did not 
deteriorate and their essence and their spirit did not dissipate. 
They, too, could reach a number of one hundred [years]. 
Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic, from 2nd century BCE1 

The fact that people do not live out their full destiny but in many 
cases die young is because they do not love or cherish themselves. 
Instead they exhaust themselves with anger and competitiveness, 
strive for fame and go after profit, accumulate toxins and 
battle their spirit.
Nourishing Inner and Extending Life, 6th/7th centuries3

If we were asked to define a healthy lifestyle, we would probably list a wholesome diet, lots 
of exercise, not drinking too much alcohol, getting more sleep and so on. In Chinese health 
preservation teachings, however, the art of regulating the mind and emotions is considered 
even more important than these. 

The ability to still and expand our minds, manage our emotions, and cultivate positive 
mental states such as friendliness, generosity, compassion, humour and patience, will 
support our health, help heal disease, and even extend our lifespan. This was constantly 
affirmed in Chinese health preservation teachings and, as we shall see, is backed up by 
research conducted over the past few decades.

By the same token, if our emotions are chaotic and extreme, they can damage our body 
and mind, causing illness and exhausting and wasting our vital energy. However, emotions 
are a normal response to what we encounter in life and to try and avoid harm by repressing 
them can be end up causing just as much damage as indulging them excessively. Allowing 
ourselves to experience, and appropriately express, the full range of feelings can help keep 
them in balance and promote free flowing health. 

Finally, when our emotions are out of our control and we are driven by their conscious or 
unconscious power, it is difficult to care for ourselves in a loving way – or, as Nourishing Inner 
Nature and Extending Life says above, to cherish ourselves. Our efforts to eat well, exercise 
well, rest and sleep sufficiently and avoid excessive behaviours are often undermined despite 
our best intentions. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN

What to eat

Eat food, not too much, mostly plants.
Michael Pollan2

The decline of modern food

In today's world, the question of ‘what to eat’ has become increasingly complicated. Heavily 
processed food has become the norm for many people. Refined and denatured, loaded with 
sugar, salt, poor quality fats, flavour enhancers, colorants, preservatives - much of what we 
eat today would have bewildered our grandparents and every generation that preceded them. 
This is what author Michael Pollan meant when he said, “Eat food” – meaning real food, food 
that our ancestors would have recognised. 

Laurie Graham in her 2002 novel The Future Homemakers of America, catches some-
thing of this dietary shift. Her US airforce wives, based in post-2nd world war England, 
when rationing was still in place (and is generally considered to have benefited the nation’s 
health3), bestow food parcels on a new English friend they have made. The parcels contain 
Cheez Whizz, Sugar Pops, tins of Campbell’s Soup and frankfurters, Oreos, cornflakes and 
Hostess cupcakes.4

If this was just a question of a romantic attachment to the past, it might not matter. What 
is now clear, however, is that these changes in human diet – probably the greatest in our 
history – are a major cause of the spread of chronic disease to every society they reach.

On top of the health consequences of such an unregulated dietary experiment, modern 
culture has afflicted us with a burden of anxieties about food that were largely unknown to 
previous generations. Our relationship to eating can easily become tied up with a complex 
mix of emotions and concerns - health, body image (fatness and thinness), guilt (‘naughty 
but nice’), denial, reward, self-esteem, self-hatred and a yearning for purity ('eating clean').5  
As a result, the simple process of feeding ourselves can be fraught with discomfort.

All this makes us easy prey for every self-proclaimed expert with an opinion and an axe 
to grind. Diets and dieting, superfoods and killer foods, selective research (often industry-
funded) and dogmatism shout loudly from the pages of newspapers and magazines.6 

Between high protein diets, high, low or zero carbohydrate diets, paleolithic diets, gluten-
free diets, dairy-free diets, dairy-rich diets, low or high fat diets, vegetarian or vegan diets, 
detox diets, intermittent fasting diets and so on, we can become deeply confused. The food 
industry capitalises on this and jostles us to buy a range of food-like substances under 
the guise of healthiness – low fat, low salt, artificially sweetened, gluten free, superfood 
approximations of real food. 
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In the midst of this confusion, it seems wise to look to our ancestors. After all, human diets 
developed over many thousands of generations. Our ancestors responded to regional and 
seasonal conditions and slowly discovered which ways of eating promoted health and well-
being and which were better avoided. 

There is no single human diet
One of the qualities that has made Homo sapiens so successful is our adaptability. From the 
icy North where the Inuit traditionally lived almost exclusively on meat, fish and blubber, to 
the arid and semi-arid regions of the Africa Great Lakes where the Maasai thrived on milk, 
meat and blood, we have shown an extraordinary ability to adapt to what is available.7 In-
deed there is a fine symmetry at work, because the high fat diet of the Inuit helps keep them 
warm, while the richness of blood and milk help counter the intense dryness of the Maasai 
desert and scrub lands.

These are both regions where it is virtually impossible to grow crops, and diet depended 
on hunting or herding. For most of the world, however, the invention of farming, some 12,000 
years ago, transformed dietary culture. It provided us with a reliable and wide range of food 
types – cereal grains, pulses (beans, peas and lentils), vegetables, fruits, nuts and seeds, fish, 
dairy foods, poultry and meat. It is on these that our diet depends and it is from these that we 
must fashion a way of eating that is adapted to our needs – our age, body type and levels of 
activity – and the climate we live in.

One broad and helpful guide to a balanced, everyday way of eating can be found in the 
Chinese health tradition and its ‘qing dan’ (pronounced ching dan) diet.

The qing dan diet

Excessive sweetness, sourness, bitterness, acridness, or saltiness – 
if these five fill up the bodily frame, then life is harmed.
The Annals of Lu Buwei, 3rd century BCE8

The diet advocated by the Yuan dynasty doctor Zhu Danxi (in the introductory quote to this 
chapter), the one that most Chinese people ate until recently, and the one they still commonly 
revert to when they are ill, is based on ‘qing dan’. ‘Qing’ means ‘clear or light' and ‘dan’ means 
‘bland’. The qing dan diet, therefore, is built on a foundation of mild-flavoured foods such as 
cereal grains (for example rice, millet, wheat and barley), pulses (beans and lentils), vegetables 
and fruits. These are considered easy to digest and to be uplifting and full of qi.

The word ‘bland’ is one of the most unappealing in the English language, and bland food 
sounds desperately dull. So for the purposes of this chapter, when discussing qing dan I will 
refer to ‘light’ foods instead. But whatever the name, the important thing to understand is 
that while light foods form the basis of the diet, they are supplemented by foods that have 
more ‘wei’ (pronounced way). 
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Wei foods - rich, delicious and highly nourishing - are considered somewhat harder to digest 
than light foods. Examples are meat and fish, oils and fat, spices, dairy foods, eggs, salt, vinegar, 
fermented foods and sugar.9 Relatively small amounts of rich (wei) foods add nourishment 
and savour to a diet based on light foods. This way of eating was broadly followed by most 
communities in the world until the modern age, since animal foods were expensive and rarely 
formed the centre piece of the meal as they do in modern Western diets. 

Dishes
Eat to be only half full, and of no more than two dishes.
Gong Tingxian, 16th century CE10

A parallel approach to eating is expressed in the division of food into ‘fan’ (grain-based 
foods such as rice and noodles) and ‘cai’ (dishes of vegetables, meat, fish, tofu etc.). A 
simple everyday meal usually consists of more grain and a small number of dishes (although 
increasing prosperity in China has shifted this balance). The exception is at feasts where a 
wide variety of dishes is presented, and rice or noodles are normally served only at the end 
of the meal.

Adjusting our diet to our needs

When a person reaches middle age … it is imperative to balance and 
regulate food and drink, avoiding whatever foods are fried, roasted or 
toasted, fermented, including alcohol, pickled in soy sauce, or are hot 
in nature lest they should dry the blood. One should also shun raw, 
cold fruits and vegetables, lest they damage the spleen11. Sweet, bland, 
thin (or light) foods result in the five flavours automatically supplementing 
the five viscera [organs]. This nourishes the old and enriches the young alike.
Entering the Door of Medicine, 157512

The balance of light and rich foods in our diet should be adjusted to our age and levels of 
physical activity, as well as to the season and the climate we live in. For example, growing 
youths, pregnant women, those engaged in physical labour or physical training, people living 
in cold climates and most of us in winter, tend to need more rich, nourishing foods. The 
elderly, and those with weak digestions, recovering from illness, or leading a more sedentary 
life, need less richness and more light foods.

One of the features of modern diets is that rich foods have largely replaced light foods. 
Nearly all convenience and junk food is loaded with ‘wei’ - fat, salt, sugar and artificial flavour 
enhancers - even when the source product is a light food such as potatoes or wheat flour. As 
well as the dangers of excess nutrition, eating like this means that simple, light foods start to 
taste dull and flavourless.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Traditional Chinese Exercise

In all the world nothing is more pliant than water. 
And yet it has no equal in resiliency against that which is hard.
It cannot be changed by anything.
That which is weak conquers that which is strong; 
that which is soft conquers that which is hard.
Daodejing, 4th century BCE2

 
Anyone who has visited China, Taiwan or Hong Kong and walked in the parks or open spaces 
early in the morning will have seen (nowadays mostly elderly) people performing the slow, 
fluid and seemingly effortless movements of tai chi. Others might be practising qigong - 
pronounced chee goong, and literally meaning the ‘gong’ (work or skill) of qi (vital energy). 
Or some might be standing completely still in meditative postures, training with swords, fans 
or wooden staves, slapping their bodies forcefully, or practising one of the many hundreds of 
styles of traditional body-mind training. There was a time, in the 1980s, when the passion for 
qigong reached such a peak that it was estimated 100 million people were practising daily. But 
modernity changes many things, and a mixture of political forces (which cracked down on 
some forms of qigong such as Falun Gong) and cultural change (the Chinese too now have a 
passion for gyms, jogging and yoga) have reduced their popularity, at least among the young. 
Yet as is the way of these things, a decline in China has been matched by growing enthusiasm 
in the West. 

Whether in China or outside, those who engage in these traditional practices are continuing 
a unique exercise system that goes back at least 2,500 years - one that has been developed, 
practised and refined over the centuries. What is more, in the last couple of decades, research 
has begun to demonstrate how effective these practices are for promoting physical and mental 
well-being, strengthening the body and immune system, and preventing disease. 

From the earliest days of Chinese health cultivation, exercising the body was understood 
to be essential to maintaining good health, especially since health preservation was mainly 
studied and practised by those with enough wealth and leisure to avoid manual labour. At the 
same time, in a culture where most people were engaged in grinding physical work, its wear-
ing effects were plain to see. As a result, the idea of balancing exercise so that it was neither 
excessive nor insufficient (the middle way) arose.

The human body ought to be exercised until it is tired, but this should not be carried to an 
extreme. As it is agitated [exercised], the digestion improves and the circulation through the 
blood vessels is freed so that disease is unable to arise. 
Hua Tuo, 3rd century CE3
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The aims of traditional Chinese exercise have always been very broad. Soldiers and martial 
artists practised to develop power, balance, flexibility and mental focus; the sick practised to 
promote healing, and the healthy to secure that health; spiritual seekers practised to help still 
the mind, regulate the emotions and gain a deeper relationship with the Dao (see Glossary). 
Yet all of these practitioners, in one way or another, were working within the same tradition.

The evidence base

A considerable body of research data has been building over the past couple of decades into 
the health benefits of tai chi, and to a lesser extent (because fewer studies have been con-
ducted) of qigong. Virtually none have been carried out into other ‘internal martial arts’ such 
as xingyi and bagua (see below), but because these practices share common principles, it is 
reasonable to assume that the findings will apply to all of them to varying degrees.

One of the first investigations was whether tai chi practice could reduce the risk of falling. 
Falling in the elderly can be a personal disaster if bones are broken (often signalling a descent 
into dependency), as well as a major economic challenge for health services. Figures from the 
UK show that one in three people over the age of 65, and half of those over 80, fall at least 

Either tai chi or qigong have been shown to improve renal 
and cardiac function in kidney and heart disease patients, 
improve lung function, reduce blood pressure, reduce 
inflammatory markers in the blood, benefit metabolic 
syndrome, help diabetic neuropathy, improve the symptoms 
of multiple sclerosis, improve chronic fatigue, reduce 
fatigue in cancer survivors, reduce cancer therapy side-
effects, increase testosterone, improve sleep, reduce prenatal 
depression, reduce stress, improve attention in young adults 
and cognitive function in elders, restructure the brain, delay 
cognitive decline, help overcome addiction and substance 
abuse, improve exercise capacity, help Parkinson’s disease 
patients to improve balance and reduce falling, benefit knee 
arthritis, improve rheumatoid arthritis, promote arterial 
flexibility and muscle strength, reduce lower back pain and 
disability, improve ankylosing spondylitis, and much more.4 
A more detailed review of tai chi research and some of the 
science behind its benefits can be found in The Harvard 
Medical School Guide to Tai Chi.5 
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once a year. This costs the National Health Service two billion pounds annually, not allowing 
for carer time and absence from work.6 The costs in the United States in the year 2000 were 
estimated at 19.2 billion dollars.5

A 2010 review of 24 tai chi and qigong studies found significant benefits in ability to 
balance on one leg, improved gait, leg strength and flexibility, and reduced rates of falling.7

The same review also found increased bone density (reducing the risk of fracture if there is 
a fall), improved heart and/or lung function, improved physical function (for example speed 
of rising from a chair, walking speed, muscle and hand grip strength), improved quality of 
life and self-efficacy (confidence in performing tasks), decreased anxiety and depression and 
improved immune function.

Principles of the Chinese exercise tradition

1. Integration of body, breath and mind

Once set in motion, the whole body is unified and must be light 
and filled with Spirit.
Tai Chi Ch’uan Classic, 12th-14th centuries8

It is not unusual to see gyms full of people running, rowing and cycling on machines while 
watching TV or listening to pumping music. Or alternatively, if the exercise is boring, hard or 
unpleasant, the distracted mind is allowed to wander, to think of the past or future - anything 
to distract itself from the present moment.

This is alien to the practice of Chinese healing exercises in which mental state is at least as 
important as any physical movement. Broadly there are three interconnected ways in which 
the mind is integrated into physical training. These are cultivation of deep body awareness, 
active use of the mind to promote healing, and breathing. 

Body-mind integration – awareness and alignment

When your body is not aligned, the inner power will not come.
When you are not tranquil within, your mind will not be well ordered.
Align your body, assist the inner power, then it will gradually come on its own.
Original Tao, 4th century BCE9 

Body-mind awareness is when we allow the mind to still itself, to wander less and to dwell 
in the present moment. It is then absorbed into the body like water into a sponge, bringing 
as much of it as possible into our consciousness. As a result, we become more fully aware 
of our physical sensations, our breathing, our posture, the movements we are making. And 
especially if we are practising outside, we can extend the mind beyond the confines of the 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Affairs of the Bedroom

Sex is the highest expression of natural feelings, the realm of the highest tao.
History of the Former Han, 2nd century3

The tao of intercourse has definite characteristics that enable man to 
preserve his health and woman to be free of all illness. They will be 
happy in their hearts and the power of their qi will be strong.
The Classic of Su Nu, 3rd century3

Sex is a complex, powerful and universally fascinating subject. It is one of our deepest 
drives and is inextricably linked to a host of other human concerns – procreation, religion, 
economics, politics, gender relations, culture, self-image, health and well-being. 

Sex features prominently in the Chinese self-cultivation tradition as a source of pleasure 
and joy, as a way of nourishing and strengthening the body and mind, as a refined art, and 
even in some traditions as a route to spiritual transformation. Its power was considered to be 
so great, however, that while it could be harnessed for profound healing, misused it had the 
potential to cause great harm, especially to men. 

Sex as pleasure and joy

I have swept clean the pillow and the bedmat,
And I have filled the burner with rare incense.
Let us now lock the double door with its golden lock,
And light the lamp to fill our room with its brilliance.
I shed my robes and remove my paint and powder,
And roll out the picture scroll by the pillow’s side. 
The Plain Girl (Immaculate Girl) I shall take as my instructress,
So that we can practice all the variegated postures,
Those that an ordinary husband has but rarely seen,
Such as taught by T’ien-lao to the Yellow Emperor.
No joy shall equal the delights of this first night.
These shall never be forgotten, however old we may grow.
Zhang Heng, 2nd century4

China produced some of the world’s first sex manuals. Two texts written on bamboo slips - 
Conjoining Yin and Yang (He yinyang) and The Perfect Dao in the World (Tianxia zhidao tan) 
– were discovered in a 2nd century BCE tomb excavated at Mawangdui in South-Central China 
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in 1971. Two other key texts, the Canon of the Immaculate Girl (Su Nu Jing) and Prescriptions 
of the Immaculate Girl (Su Nu Fang) are less certainly dated to some time during the Han 
dynasty (206 BCE to 220 CE), while another important book, the Secret Instructions of the 
Jade Chamber, was written around the 4th century. It is clear from these and other historical 
sources, that sex was celebrated as a pleasurable, healthy and emotionally fulfilling experience 
for both partners. It was an act of real intimacy that went far beyond the need to procreate or 
the simple relief of a physical urge.

Without sexual intercourse there would be no way for men and women 
to harmonize their feelings.
Exposition of Cultivating the True Essence, circa 2nd century BCE3

The female and male elements respond only through being moved 
reciprocally. Therefore if the female element can’t be secured, the male element 
is displeased; if the male element can’t be secured, the female element doesn’t 
get excited. If the man wishes intercourse but the woman is displeased, 
or if the woman wishes intercourse but the man does not, their two hearts are 
not in harmony and they are not moved to emit … If the man wishes to seek 
the woman and the woman wishes to seek the man, their feelings and 
intent combine as one, and together they achieve delight at heart.
Classic of Su Nu, 3rd century5

These early texts describe what might be called the ‘art’ of sex. They discuss how to maximise 
female pleasure and strengthen and invigorate the male partner, and contain medical 
prescriptions and practices for curing impotence, stimulating female desire, contracting the 
vagina, enhancing male performance and maintaining virility into old age.

Illustrated ‘pillow books’ and sex manuals to instruct couples in the arts of the bedchamber 
were given to newly-weds. The language of intercourse found in these books is poetic 
rather than blunt. The female genitals, for example, are referred to as ‘open peony blossom’, 
‘vermilion gate’ or ‘golden lotus’ and the male’s as ‘jade stalk’, ‘red bird’ or ‘heavenly dragon 
pillar’. Multiple sexual positions are described, such as the ‘posture of the bee stirring honey’ 
or ‘the butterfly exploring a flower’.

The illustrations found in pillow books are inventive, playful and often light-hearted. 
Couples engage in penetrative and oral sex, as well as using sex aids, in a wide variety of 
positions and places – in gardens and in baths, while drinking tea, on verandas, on swings 
and even on horseback. Sometimes – as an added erotic stimulus – voyeurs are shown peeking 
through windows or from behind bushes, and there may be various combinations of males 
and females at (mostly heterosexual) play. There is no idealisation of the body and apart from 
obvious differences, the male and female figures look very similar. Unlike Japanese erotic 
images the genitalia are depicted at normal (or even understated) size.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Music and Dance

It is generally the case that sounds, when they exit sincerely via the 
emotions, they enter and take profound hold of one’s heart-mind.
Guodian Daodejing 3rd/4th centuries BCE1

With just twelve notes to play with, spaced and ordered in an infinite number of combinations, 
music has the power to affect us in the most profound ways - soothing, calming, nourishing, 
arousing, inspiring and exciting our bodies and minds. Music and song accompany our 
most important rituals and affairs – religion and state, monarchy and military, marriage and 
funeral, love and romance, sport and entertainment. Given its seemingly magical powers, it 
is no surprise then that music can also promote health and heal disease.

That music, song and dance are healing is intuitive. We have direct experience of their 
power to deliver us from over-thinking, fear and worry, and to carry us instead into the 
rich realm of the emotions and the body. Music and dance embrace community too. We 
gather together to listen and watch in rapt silence or to dance through the night - in tribal 
ceremonies, parties, weddings, village gatherings, music festivals, clubs and raves. Ecstatic 
communal dancing even used to be a part of Christian church services until it was forbidden 
in the Middle Ages.2

In the modern world, we listen to music more than ever before, both with others and - in 
a reversal of music’s traditionally shared culture – transported via headphones into our own 
private worlds. And where, once upon a time, we would have been confined to the music of 
our own region, in this global age we can share the rhythms and dances of the whole planet.

Music and healing

To cast off worry there is nothing better than music.
Original Tao, 4th century BCE3

When griping grief the heart doth wound,
and doleful dumps the mind oppresses,
then music, with her silver sound,
with speedy help doth lend redress.
William Shakespeare, 1564 - 1616, Romeo and Juliet

Music is so powerful that it is no surprise to find a wide body of research demonstrating its 
healing benefits. Most of this has focused on slow and calm music, mainly classical, since 
this appears to be the most effective at calming the mind, slowing the heartbeat and breath, 
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