What is the Modern Relevance of the Daoist understandings of health longevity toward the modern healthcare movement?

From the day we are born, whether it the next minute, next day, next month or next year, one certain possibility that remains for our future is death. It is obvious that if one does not take care of oneself, take no step to maintain and enhance their health then they will become prey to diseases. This will decrease their ability to function and shorten the life span. Some people may suggest to just live life carefree, not care much about one’s health, nor give serious attention to enhance health or try to prolong life because every person will die anyways. It is understandable that every person will face death at one point in their life but some people can form a negative attitude towards human life. However, Daoism has very positive attitude toward human life. Daoists focus on the quality of life in this world, on individual health and well-being. Its central teaching is that “nothing is a greater treasure than life” (ch. Guisheng; Chen 2002, 75). As the Taiping jing (Scripture of Great Peace) of the 2nd century CE states,
Death for everyone under heaven is not a small thing. Once a person dead, he/she will never see the world that is manifested through heaven, earth, sun and moon again, and his/her body will turn into dust. Death and life are therefore a great business [for anybody]. Everybody who living between the heaven and the earth, can only have one life, no one can repeat his/her life again. (ch. 72; Wang 1997, 298)

Daoism emphasizes the importance of individual life because after this life ends, a person will never see the world as a person sees as an alive human being. Therefore Daoism encourages to maintain & enhance health and prolong life expectancy. Daoism holds that the responsibility of our health and our life lies in our own hands. As Daoists proclaim, “My life is in my hands not in those of heaven” (Baopuzi16). Therefore, a person should not rely on a higher power who will do a miracle to cure oneself nor they should blame their poor health on a preordained fate. As Zhuangzi says, “Following the center line for guidance, we can protect the body, keep life intact, nurture our loved ones, and live our heaven-given life expectancy”( Palmer 2006, 4; Wang 2014, 52-52). This tells us that the life expectancy is heaven given but at the same time it is the human beings themselves who have to protect themselves because human beings are given the capability for it. Zhao Taiding, a Ming scholar states in his work, Maiwang (Perspectives on the Meridians):

Inner nature belongs to the consciousness, while physical life belongs to form and material existence. Ghosts and gods have inner nature [consciousness] but no physical life [form and material existence]. Grasses and trees have physical life but no inner nature. Animals have less inner nature and more physical life. Only beings (human beings) possess both. ((Citation))

So human beings have both physicality and spirituality in their nature. One important point to note is that Daoism holds physical nature and spiritual nature as two equally important parts of human nature. Contrary to modern healthcare system in which physical nature and spiritual nature are considered alienated from each other. But in Daoism, to enhance health and prolong life it is important to achieve balance between physical and spiritual nature. Spiritual health and physical health combine to form a person’s overall health. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]To understand what Daoism regards as physical & spiritual nature and health, let’s consider an example. A thirty-two-year-old woman went to see her doctor of Chinese traditional medicine, complaining of fatigue, hypochondriac pain, a feeling of oppression of the chest, migraines, and blurred vision. Her menstrual periods were always late and painful, and the discharge was dark with clots. She was restless in sleep, felt hot in the evenings, and had disturbing dreams. She felt aimless; her career and her relationship with her boyfriend were at a crossroads, but she felt that she “did not see the point of it all.” The doctor examined her tongue, noting that it was red and without coating. Using the highly elaborate Chinese method, he checked her pulse, which he said was “floating,” “empty,” and “fine,” but also “slightly wiry on the left side.” The doctor diagnosed her problem as a deficiency of the yin of her liver, in which the flow of qi and blood were stagnant, leading to the rootlessness of her soul, which caused the feeling of aimlessness and the disturbing dreams. The treatment he prescribed was a combination of herbs and acupuncture that would stimulate the circulation of qi and blood in the liver, nourish the yin in the liver, and root the soul (Case abridged 1994). As we see in the example, the woman was going through multiple problems and symptoms. Fatigue, hypochondriac pain, migraine, oppression in the chest, irregular menstrual periods, restless sleep, disturbing dreams, problem with body temperature, problems in personal relationship, career and she did not see the point of it all. She was having problem with physical nature (such as fatigue, migraine, hypochondriac pain) and also with spiritual nature (such as disturbing dreams, aimlessness of life, not seeing any meaning of everything) as well. The doctor uses the knowledge of ‘Yin-Yang’ to diagnose her problems and prescribes a combination of herbs and acupuncture to cure the symptoms. In traditional Chinese medicine and Daoist understanding of health Yin-Yang is an important concept. This is a very strong example and will be used further in the essay to highlight problem for modern healthcare and major difference between Daoist understanding of health and Modern healthcare.

But what is ‘Yin-Yang’? What kind of prescription is herbs and acupuncture?  What is the center line of guidance that Zhuangzi talks about? How can a person understand his/her own two natures (physical and spiritual)? What is the Daoist understanding and the practice on health? And most of all, How can Daoism contribute in the modern healthcare system of today which is based on modern scientific research?
In the essay first I will talk about the modern healthcare system and some major problems that it is facing today. Then I will talk about the center of guidance for Daoism. Then yinyang, 5 elements and then solutions.

Daoist understanding and perspective on health has the ability to not only contribute but also provide solution to the some major problems that society is facing under modern healthcare system. 
Let’s revisit the example above of a thirty two year old woman. Under modern healthcare, she might have been prescribed with multiple medicines (medicines made out of non-natural ingredients), she may even be referred to get blood tests for a complete health check-up or referred to psychologist and family counsellor to sort out her personal or spiritual issues. Whereas the traditional Chinese medicine practitioner prescribes a combination of herbs and acupuncture. His prescriptions involve use of natural ingredients (i.e. herbs), acupuncture (a tradition centuries old practice) and does not involve any non-natural ingredient (like medicines made of chemicals in modern healthcare)
From this example, we can conclude at least two things. First, a possible explanation for the problem that the current modern healthcare system is faced with. And second, a major difference between modern healthcare and Daoist understanding of health.
 Access to healthcare is a basic right of all human beings (CITATION UN). A problem and an important issue for the 21st century healthcare system which creates difficulties in providing healthcare access to all human beings is the ‘financial cost’. If the woman (referring to the example used above) had to go through all those medical tests, buy all those medicines and pay for counsellor or psychologist, then the cost of medical care will be very high. This not only puts financial pressure on an individual but also a huge burden on governments who provide healthcare benefits to their civilians. What’s appreciable for modern healthcare is that through advances in modern medicine and healthcare, humans have benefitted with improved nutrition and better health awareness and education. This has resulted in higher life expectancy and because of this age demographics in the population is changing.
In UK, the population in 2016 was at its largest ever, at 65.6 million and projected to reach 74 million by 2039. While it is growing, improvements in healthcare and lifestyles mean the population is getting older; shown in the table below, in 2016 in the UK, 18% of people were aged 65 and over.

	Table 1: Age distribution of the UK population, 1976 to 2046 (projected)
	

	
	 0 to 15 years (%)
	16 to 64 years (%)
	Aged 65 and over (%)
	UK population
	OADR

	1976
	24.5
	61.2
	14.2
	      56,216,121 
	232.332

	1986
	20.5
	64.1
	15.4
	      56,683,835 
	239.652

	1996
	20.7
	63.5
	15.9
	      58,164,374 
	249.794

	2006
	19.2
	64.9
	15.9
	      60,827,067 
	244.4

	2016
	18.9
	63.1
	18.0
	      65,648,054 
	285.062

	2026
	18.8
	60.7
	20.5
	      69,843,515 
	338.418

	2036
	18.0
	58.2
	23.9
	      73,360,907 
	410.157

	2046
	17.7
	57.7
	24.7
	      76,342,235 
	428.144

	Source: Office for National Statistics UK
	
	
	


(https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulation/july2017. Accessed 30/04/18)

The table also shows that number of people aged 65 and over are increasing. Higher cost of medical care is especially applicable when we consider senior citizens and the ageing society. This means the government’s cost to provide healthcare will drastically increase in the future. At the same time the population below 65 years age is decreasing. As shown in the Table 1 above, the old age dependency ratio (OADR) is constantly increasing in the next 30 years. The number of people aged between 0 to 15 years and 16 to 64 years are decreasing and total population in increasing. This means that adults who will make up the workforce will be lesser. This will be a problem for the government and their economies as there will be lesser workforce and lesser taxes, resulting is cuts and reduction in the budget. 

An important aspect of old age people is that they will not be contributing in the economy anymore because they cannot work anymore, and therefore their medical care cost will become a burden on the economy. As Zhao explains “People in old age are lack of vitality, energy and creativity. As people age, their physical functions weaken, energy and vitality decline, and disease and illness become the norm. Malfunctioning internal organs or a decline in mental health compromise the ability to recover a state of well-being, and the prospect is full-time care from either family or society. If we could find a way to maintain health in old age and thereby free up the energy and creativity of both the old and their would-be young caregivers, then many problems of the aging society will disappear. Not only will hospital costs and social care expenses decrease, but the main labor force no longer carries the burden of care and they can pay attention to other family and social activities. (Citation Zhao 2016 journal). To add to this, by finding a solution for the old age people, the younger generation can also be prepared for their old age because the young of today are the old of tomorrow. As much as we need to provide effective solution to the present problem, we as a society also have to equip the younger generation with knowledge to start taking their own care today so that tomorrow they depend mostly on themselves. 



How, then, can we provide for a way to maintain health, energy, and vitality long into old age? 

The Daoist understanding of health has great potential in offering simple and effective solution to reduce medical costs and also enhance vitality for humans even in the old age. To understand Daoist understanding of human health, we have to understand the concepts of Dao, Qi, Yin-Yang, five elements and how these concepts are related to each other. As it says in Dao De Ching, “The Dao gives birth to the One. The One gives birth to the Two. The Two gives birth to the Three. The Three give birth to the Ten Thousand” (TTC).

The fundamental basis of Daoism is the ‘Dao’. Dao literally means ‘the way’ or ‘path. It is the central line of guidance that Zhuangzi talked about (citation). Dao is the fundamental to the teaching of Daoism. Dao cannot be seen or touched as Zhuangzi says, “Dao has reality and evidence but no action and form. It may be transmitted, yet not possessed. It existed before heaven and earth and lasts forever.” (CITATION). This tells us that before anything existed there was Dao and when everything ceases to exist, Dao will still exist. If Dao existed before anything, Daoists believe that then Dao is the origin of being, the one. It affects all living matter at all times. Entire universe and everything in flows in accordance with the Dao. From Dao comes Qi which is the foundational energy of the universe. Qi is the life force in human body and the basis of all physical vitality. Qi, the one, gives birth to the two, Yin-Yang. Yin and Yang are the two opposing forces which form an integral part of everything. 

	Yin
	Yang

	Night
	Day

	Winter
	Summer

	Moon
	Sun

	Dark
	Light

	Cold
	Hot

	North
	South

	Coming in
	Going out

	Inside
	Outside

	Stillness
	Motion

	Feminine
	Masculine



As shown in the table above, characteristically Yin represents femininity, moon, night, water, cold, darkness, body, soul and a tendency to flow downwards. Yang has opposite characteristics. Yang is the masculinity, sun, light, mountain, fire, heat, mind, spirit and has tendency of flowing upwards.  If we look at our bodies, we have yin organs and yang organs.

The yin organs include the liver, heart, spleen, lungs and kidneys. Whereas the yang organs are made up of the gall bladder, stomach, small intestine, large intestine and bladder. The function of the yin organs is to produce, transform, regulate and store fundamental substances such as qi, blood, and body fluids. The yang organs are mainly responsible for digesting food and transmitting nutrients to the body. This highlights the equal importance and complementary nature of Yin and Yang. To maintain and enhance life a person has to achieve the balance of Yin and Yang. If we upset the balance of Yin-Yang then we will become ill or suffer from sickness (as we saw in the example of the woman who had the deficiency of the yin of her liver and her Qi was stagnant). 

In Chinese cosmology, all phenomena in the universe are classified as either yin or yang, and as expressing one of the five cyclic phases symbolized as wood, fire, earth, metal, and water.
Traditional Chinese medicine integrates the yin yang and five elements theories into their medical practices. The five elements correspond to the natural world and the body. 



[image: ]
Figure 1. The Five elements and Their Cycle
	


		 
	Wood
	Fire
	Earth
	Metal
	Water

	Orientation
	East
	South
	Middle
	West
	North

	Season
	Spring
	Summer
	Late Summer
	Autumn
	Winter

	Climate
	Wind
	Summer Heat
	Dampness
	Dryness
	Cold

	Cultivation
	Germinate
	Grow
	Transform
	Reap
	Store

	Yin Organ
	Liver
	Heart
	Spleen
	Lung
	Kidney

	Yang Organ
	Gall Bladder
	Small Intestine
	Stomach
	Large Intestine
	Bladder

	Orifice
	Eye
	Tongue
	Mouth
	Nose
	Ear

	Tissues
	Tendons
	Vessels
	Muscles
	Skin & Hair
	Bones

	Emotions
	Anger
	Joy
	Pensiveness
	Grief
	Fear

	Colour
	Blue/ Green
	Red
	Yellow
	White
	Black

	Taste
	Sour
	Bitter
	Sweet
	Pungent
	Salty

	Voice
	Shout
	Laugh
	Sing
	Cry
	Groan





 ((http://www.shen-nong.com/eng/principles/whatfiveelements.html. Accessed May 1, 2018))
As shown in the table, components fron the natural world and human body are categorized by a natural element. In the words of Ted Kaptchuk, “Each Phase is an emblem that denotes a category of related functions and qualities. The Phase called Wood is associated with 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 a balance or neutrality; in a sense, Earth is buffer between the other Phases” (Citation). Every process found in the human body, is associated with one of the organs; one phase leads to the next phase. This is called the “generative” cycle, while it overcomes another phase it is called the “restrictive” cycle. Excessive strength or weakness in one of the phases in the body thus affects the balance of all the phases and leads to illness. This generative cycle highlights a major difference in the Daoist understanding of Health and Modern healthcare. Daoist understanding of health is based on holistic approach to medical care. Let’s look at the functionality of organs under the concept of 5 element phases. The liver, which is a wood organ, passes energy to the muscles, this makes the heart strong. Heart which is a fire organ gives nourishment to the blood and the arteries. Blood and arteries then pass the nourishment from the heart to spleen and spleen is a wood organ. Spleen nurtures the flesh, which gives added strength to the lungs. Understanding the generative cycle of 5 elements, if a person is having a problem in the heart then this will indicate dual problem. Firstly, the cause in the problem of heart would be from a problem in the liver and secondly, problem in the heart will become the cause for weakness in the spleen. And from spleen it will be passed on to the next organ in the transformative cycle. When Daoist medical practitioners treat the patients, they keep this in consideration and treat the body as a whole. Daoist medical treatment focuses on curing the problem from its roots. Whereas modern healthcare is focused on the treatment of the organ where patient is feeling the pain. This has adverse effects on the patient because if the root of the problem is not cured then the medicine might give temporary relief from the pain and symptoms but in the long run it damages other organs which are connected to each other through the transforming 5 elements phases. This increases the future costs for medical care and when the person reaches the old age they have lost big part of the vitality. Modern healthcare can adopt this tradition Daoist medical practice and create medicines or adopt medical solutions from traditional Chinese medicine which treat the person in a holistic way. It will reduce the medical cost and also preserve vitality of people when they reach their old age. 

When it comes to an individual person, the meaning of Dao is extended as ‘the way in which a person acts, the methods he uses, the principle which directs what he does’ (Smith, 1980). This is unique and very relevant of Dao with present day human life is the aspect of free will and individuality, as Lao-Tzu says “The Dao that can be defined in not the eternal Dao. The name that can be named is not the eternal name” ((Lao Tazu, 1991).  This affirms that there is no one fixed Dao. There are no fixed given instructions on what a person should do. Daoism gives complete freedom for a person to choose its course. Daoist understanding of individual humans is that every person has their own body types, health level, needs, nutritional and dietary requirements. Daoist practices are meant for everyone, regardless of their origin, gender, social position, or wealth. It does not discriminate on any racial or religious basis. However, Daoism is a complete philosophy of life and not an easy way to learn. But as the Taiping Jing suggests that enjoying life should be regarded as “the highest virtue,” that “pursuing the Dao of longevity is a valuable weapon of the country” (ch. 40, 34; Wang 1997, 80, 18). This is especially true for an ageing society. The individual pursuit of health and longevity is not only the necessary precondition of personal transcendence, but also forms the foundation of social sustainability. By learning from the Daoist understand of health and adopting a holistic approach to medical care, modern healthcare system will be able to reduce the cost. It will also help the old to maintain their vitality and equip the youth of today to prepare themselves for their old age.
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