	
	
	



Yangsheng and Daoist Body Philosophy (HPPH6015)

Comparing Chinese and Western ideas of health and wellbeing from my personal experience
By James Slader
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Introduction
Living in China takes a lot of getting used to for a westerner. The language, the food, the weather. But ask any foreigner about things they remember from their time in the middle kingdom and they will say “The dancing grannies and the lukewarm water”. In this essay I'm going to compare and contrast the Chinese views about health and wellbeing that I witnessed while living in many areas of China with those that I grew up with in South London. I found the differences in these areas to be very peculiar during my time in China and think that it provides a unique window into the many differences in our societies. Everything from food/diet to post-partum care varies wildly from typical English viewpoints and being able to experience both gave me an interesting insight into how different places view healthcare and general wellbeing in entirely unique ways.
Backgrounds
Firstly, I think the philosophical and religious backgrounds of both China and England play a huge part in shaping todays health culture. Confucian ethics still play a large part in modern Chinese society and important aspects of Confucianism involve filial piety and loyalty, they teach people to be in harmony with others and remember to not be self-centered. This is particularly important for the elderly who, in China, believe it’s very important to remain active both in the home and outside it, performing household tasks is vital for a happy home but also provides much needed exercise. Another aspect of this culture is that a satisfying family and social life is believed to be good for your health, being outdoors and active with friends and family helps to keep you young and fit and it is under this belief that one of the most amusing and interesting parts of Chinese health culture comes into play the 广场舞. Across China in public squares, outside train stations and in parks China’s young and old (but mostly old) get together to dance in groups ranging anywhere from 2 to 2000. As a western foreigner these displays are very memorable because it is something that you just cannot imagine taking place back home, under no circumstances at all would my grandmothers have done this kind of social exercise, it would have been seen as embarrassing. This type of group exercise helps older citizens to keep up social relations with neighbours and also enjoy a fun and relaxing workout.
Daoist ideas still permeate through modern Chinese society as well, Daoism teaches that human beings should be in harmony with nature and so this encourages people to spend more time outdoors walking and exploring in nature. 
England does not have this cultural/religious background to general wellbeing. Christian society is not one that has a large focus on personal health or a relationship with nature, it focuses more on your actions towards others and your relationship with God. 
Food and health supplements
Diet plays a large part in the health of a nation. Traditionally a western diet is largely composed of Meat, Bread and potatoes, a classical Chinese would have consisted of rice, vegetables and some but less meat. Areas where people eat large quantities of meat typically have a higher rate of obesity and that is certainly true in regards to China and the UK. According to NHS data 28% of the adult population in the UK was obese in 2018, The National Health Commision in China released data in 2020 saying that 16.4% of Chinese adults were Obese. 
These figures are not too surprising to me but one thing that I did find surprising while living in China was the amount of relatively healthy people that took supplements or ate/drank special health foods. Typically, in Britain only those who were attempting to lose weight would consume specially made products designed to assist in weight loss but in China many even skinny people would drink special teas or take a supplement for other non-weight related reasons. I believe that because of Chinese traditional medicine many ordinary Chinese people are aware of the health benefits of many different food items and that leads to people proactively choosing to use those products in their daily lives. If you asked an English person what the benefits of, for example, ginger was they wouldn’t have a clue, but ask a young woman on the street in Chongqing and I'm sure she’ll be able to tell you. A society that is more aware of healthy foods is more likely to actively eat healthily as they know that what they are consuming is good for them. Another factor I noticed was that in China way less sugar and salt is added to foods in daily life, of course in restaurants and at street stalls lots of sauces and extras are added but at home you wouldn’t see people putting sugar in their tea or extra salt on their fish for example. 
The numbers from earlier however don’t show that while the numbers in the UK are relatively stable, the percentage of overweight people in China had almost doubled since 2002. Zhao Wenhua, the chief nutritionist at the Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention said that “Chinese residents are living a more sedentary lifestyle due to the development of sophisticated transportation systems and the widespread use of electronic devices” she also said that the average daily diet did now not contain enough vegetables and included too much salt and sugar. It seems as if the development of Chinese society has negatively impacted the health of the country. Good quality public transport, higher wages so more people can afford to drive and not cycle, better quality entertainment available at home and online and increasing western food culture have all contributed to the rising obesity numbers. In 2002 many would have cycled or walked to work instead of driven, they would've had a green herbal tea to drink and not a cinnamon dolce cream Frappuccino and they certainly wouldn’t have gone to have lunch at KFC. Another factor that must be mentioned regarding this is that many Chinese people have an unhealthy working schedule, working too many hours causes lots of health-related problems and can lead to a very poor diet because you simple don’t have time to prepare healthy food. Wang Dan a Chinese nutritionist mentioned these factors saying that many Chinese citizens "exercise too little, are under too much pressure, and have an unhealthy work schedule.”
Mental Health
Mental health is one area that I feel western nations are way ahead of when compared to China. Western media is constantly reiterating the need for people to take time to look after their mental health, particularly in the midst of this global pandemic. During my time in China, I felt that people who often needed some emotional support decided to not reach out for help because they might come across as weak or needy, I believe this is particularly true of men. Men in China take the perception of others very seriously and to appear like you need help could be considered by many a sign of weakness, this was historically the case in the west as well but over the past ten or so years this view has changed, and a spotlight has been shone on mental health issues that has yet to fully reach China’s shores. However, this personal perception may be just because I myself am a western man. Looking at World Health Organisation data from 2016 shows that both the UK (7.6 per 100k) and China (8.0 per 100k) have similar suicide rates but the male to female ratio in the United Kingdom was 3.4, meaning that, on average for every 1 female who committed suicide 3.4 males did. This number in China is a vastly different 0.95, meaning that more women in China take their own lives compared to men. This stark difference in gender suicide rate suggests huge differences in the mental health of men and women in the two countries. With China’s growing office job culture and moving away from manufacture and industry, you worry that with an increasing amount of people working unhealthy hours in draining jobs that suicide rates in the country could rise to the levels of their neighbours South Korea and Japan, both of whom have famously high suicide numbers.
Exercise for school children
In English schools children will typically play outside during lunch and break times but will only have an or two of actual physical education per week. In China this weekly amount of time is much higher, largely because in many areas of the country children exercise daily before school starts. 广播体操 or radio gym exercise is a type of group exercise that students particularly in rural areas will perform everyday and is typically comprised of basic movements such as hand/leg raising and skipping or star jumps. Students will often jog a couple of laps around the playground or field after the few minutes of basic exercise. This would often coincide with uniform inspections and the raising of the flag and shouting of school or national slogans. Social differences mean that this kind of thing will never happen at normal public schools in the UK, kids and parents alike would both refuse but I think in terms of young people's health it's definitely a positive thing because it embeds the need to stay fit and healthy in young children's minds. 
A different area in which young children do exercise is organised sports, as a boy I was involved in youth football from a very young age all the way through my teens and this is the case for many young brits. However, in China I felt like many children didn’t get the opportunity to play organised sports because their extracurricular time was often spent at various types of training school. I worked at English language training schools in China, and it always shocked me how many of the children would spend their weekends learning a foreign language or a musical instrument instead of playing sport. A focus on education is one thing but I believe it's important to encourage young children to take part in competitive sport. Learning how to work in teams and very importantly, learning how to lose is something that I felt Chinese children often lacked. 
Rise of gym culture
Over the past few decades Personal fitness has become a huge business all across the globe and China has been a huge part of this growth. A report from the China Business Research Academy showed that gym memberships had doubled in just 8 years from 2008 to 2016 and numbered 6.6 million. The data shows that roughly 5% of the population of tier 1 and tier 2 cities had active gym memberships and the market is only growing larger. Many large franchise chains have emerged in the past 20 years and foreign owned brands have also established gyms and facilities in China. Alongside these giants has been a rise of boutique independent gyms similar to many of those we have here in the UK, locally owned 1-of-a-kind facilities that cater to specific needs of local customers. 
As gym membership becomes more common, so does marathon running. In 2011 there was just 22 annual marathons in China, as of 2017 there is reportedly over 400. Marathon running has a long history in the west having started in the late 1800’s as an Olympic event. A rise in runners has created a rise in running gear but also fitness based apps, WeRun is a feature of the popular chatting app WeChat and is used by millions across China to track daily steps and rank you amongst your friends. Fitness trackers and other devices are also extremely popular in China, Xiaomi have become industry leaders in this area and produce advanced fitness devices that measure all types of personal data for the user such as calorie loss, steps, stairs and more. 
This technological advancement leads to me another aspect of Chinese culture that is entirely unique from what I experienced growing up using apps or the internet to check the AQI (Air quality index). Industrial growth in China has caused significant problems in relation to air quality in many major cities across the country and many citizens, particularly the elderly, use apps to track the quality of air in the area where they live. This poorer air quality can lead to severe health problems later in life and so some choose only to go outside and exercise when the air quality is at lower and much safer levels. AQI is a measurement rising from 0 that measures the level of pollution in the air, 0-50 is considered good and safe, levels in China can consistently reach far higher than that. 
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Above is the 2020 data for the Chinese capital city Beijing, you can see that the average level was only below 50 on the AQI index for a handful of days across a whole year. During a sandstorm in March of this year the air quality in Beijing was so poor that it reached the end of the scale at 999. 
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Compare these numbers to London, the most polluted city in the UK and a stark contrast is revealed.
[image: ]
Throughout most of the year the AQI from Westminster in Central London is in the safe zone between 0-50, the worst polluted day of the year in London could be considered a fairly normal day in Beijing. It’s no surprise then that many Chinese citizens keep a close eye on the quality of air around them and love to travel to rural areas to enjoy the fresh country air. 
Conclusion
I believe that both cultures have much to learn from each other regarding health and general wellbeing, you can clearly see that a mix of western and eastern healthcare is the perfect formula for a long and happy life because Hong Kong (#1), Macau (#3) and Singapore (#5) rank in the top 5 territories for life expectancy in the world. All these areas have a cultural blend of Chinese and Western influences due to their respective histories and all three seem to benefit in regard to health. It does appear to me however that China is becoming more westernized in this aspect rather than the other way around, I expect to see more gyms being opened in Shenzhen and marathons being run in Ningbo, while I certainly don’t expect more Chinese traditional medicine clinics to open in Plymouth. 
References
Suicide data provided by the World Health Organization 
https://apps.who.int/gho/data/node.main.MHSUICIDEASDR?lang=en
Air Quality index data provided by Aqicn 
https://aqicn.org/ 
Life expectancy data provided by the United Nations Population Division
https://www.worldometers.info/demographics/life-expectancy/ 
Obesity data provided by the National Health Commision of the Peoples Republic of China 
http://en.nhc.gov.cn/2020-12/24/c_82546.htm 
________________________________________________________________
Allinson R.E. (1989) Understanding the Chinese Mind: The Philosophical Root. Oxford University Press, Hong Kong.
Chen, Y. (2001). Chinese values, health and nursing. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 36(2), 270-273. 
Holman, Chelsea. China’s Fitness Industry: New Lifestyle Trends Boost Investment Prospects, China Briefing, Dezan Shira and Associates. 9/13/18 
https://www.china-briefing.com/news/china-fitness-industry-new-lifestyle-trends-boost-investments/ 
Sum, C.Y. (2010) An Exercise for the People’s Republic: Order and Discipline in the Morning Ritual of a Chinese Primary School. Boston University. Boston.
Whang A. (1981) Chinese traditional food therapy. American Diet Association











	




image6.png




image4.jpg
O ndo o » =
0202
Beijing Air Pollution: Real-time Air Quality Index (AQI)

M 5“";‘%““ IcuAﬁﬂmoul C"ggg"” I Hongéowc I N{%UA?ING o] ETER

It seems that you are not located in Beijing, and that the closest city from your location is _
‘Toronto . Do you want to see the Toronto Air Quality Index instead? i

& Cc © | & https://aqicn.org/city/beijing, 5]

jing Real-time Air Quality Index (AQD. Ly
Updated on Sunday 13:00
Primary pollutant: pm10
Current Past 48 hours data Min Max
I8 Sdy 6 12 18 Sunday 12
PM25 A0 286 9 e
oo 99 (- - 7 %9
o3 3

50250 2 i ekl W |1
o il ——.. |

118 sauday 6 12 18 Sunday 12
1n 2

Temp. 17

e I R
IIII‘IIIIII‘II.‘III R, -

[T P

f





image3.png
s [ o7 35 70 7o {igl8] 75 50| 7 [ =2 2o 1oolfE8 11 70 13|
32 £ 121 o0 [ -~ [iig o m 04 1 05 01 B os
ER o 7 = a5 25863 o 107] o o4 114]

4 1 57 53] o [Blec 72 {8 101 7l B 12 o 11s o7 [ =2

5 120 s 70 (58] 102 10088 oo fi0d 115 128 o0 B > 77 iz 7t [Binaed

9 6 63| 25 o3 [{81118 7 o5 87 105 o5 10211028128 124 o2 g 100fi1d 101 &1 e 20

s 75 20 f 2o oo {8113 o7 {2858l 10 o< =1 77 108 o2 [FERFER 70 o1 e

3 100) 107100 72 [B8] 83 108 o5 115124 oo ] o oo (R 2|
4+ B 50][03) 3 = [EBEE 7o hosfiid 70 o0 s 82 20 100 5558 o¢
6 [2 72 20 oo Elid| e e 7 g8 s oo sa tozizi i
hz0B =5 7o B o o 1z X . R

o3 33124 0¢ 57| 63 127 =2 P2 o7 81 o2 127 107) I




image3.jpg




