How has Daoism influenced Chinese wellbeing and health practices

Daoism is one of the oldest schools of thought in Chinese society with its earliest traces being possibly from prehistoric tribes (Charles O. Hucker, 1995) or the more common view that Laozi in the father of Daoism (Isabelle Robinet, 1997). Because it has such a long history Daoist tradition and thought has become a key part of Chinese culture and has influenced the way people live their lives. These influences can be seen in the practices that people do in order to stay healthy such as: meditation, internal cultivation, tai chi, qi gong and traditional Chinese medicine. The key text for Daoism is the Dao De Ching/Tao Te Ching that was written by Laozi in the sixth century BCE (Roberts Elwood, 2008). This book gives many of the ideas that the Daoist philosophy believes in and how is the best way to live in accordance with nature and the Dao. These thoughts have given way to several practices being developed so that one could get closer to the Dao that Laozi speaks of and try to understand it and so that people may also stay fit and healthy even if they do not learn about the philosophy.
One of these practices is the practice of inner cultivation which has its own Daoist philosophical writings about it, with one being the inner enterprise/Neiye. This practice is connected to Chinese wellbeing as it is used to refine and circulate the qi in the body and to ascend yourself to a purer way of life. This would mean being closer to the essence of the Dao and having more qi in your body. Practicing internal cultivation can also lead to the effect of longevity but also staying fit and healthy during this long life that it gives you. There is even a legend about Laozi that says he was an old man but stayed that age even after young people had become old themselves. When people reach a high level in their cultivation and their bodies become purer with qi, they would no longer need to eat food but rather live off eating the qi that is around them. This level of cultivation would be at an extremely high level of wellbeing as they would constantly be being sustained from just the world around them. Inner cultivation can also empower a person to give them more strength than what they would naturally posses and this part of the practice in also demonstrated in other fields of practices like martial arts. 
One such martial art would be tai chi which can also be used as a form of internal cultivation. Tai chi was first developed as a martial art to redirect an opponent’s force, but it has now become more of a wellness exercise to just keep fit. This style is focused on the control and directing of qi throughout the body to keep it all in balance. This links with the Daoist thoughts that you should be in harmony with the world around you and tai chi brings this into physical movement as they flow with the natural energy around them and use it to help with blockages in their bodies. There are a series of movements that flow into one another and can them become a sort of moving meditation that requires a complete focus and connecting to the world around. A form of tai chi that integrates the body and mind into nature was developed by Hua Tuo called the five animals play in which the practitioner does actions that resemble the movements of animals (Wu Dingbo, Patrick D. Murphy, 1994). There has also been developed a specific form of tai chi called Taoist tai chi that brings in some of the movements that are more connected with the philosophical beliefs of Daoism so that a greater harmony and freedom can be gained (Nadine LaRoche, 2008). Tai chi is a great form of exercise for a person’s wellbeing as it increases the strength and health of the body in all aspects as the internal energy is regulated and directed through the entire body. This will increase the strength of the muscles and organs which will keep you from getting ill and deteriorating in health when you become older. Aside from just the physical benefits that are provided, tai chi provides many mental health benefits as it requires you to get a relaxed state of mind that is free from worries and stress. This will help people in daily life to be calmer and more relaxed with how things go and cause less stress to build up for them.
Qi gong is another similar practice that helps to move and gather qi within the body. This exercise is very similar to that of tai chi in which it is slow meditational movements that help a person with their qi. In this it similarly draws inspiration from the philosophy of Daoism and its internal cultivation (Shou-yu Liang, et al. 1997). A difference between these two practices though is that qi gong has more focus in trying to strengthen certain parts of the body that need help rather then the full body like tai chi. This works as a great exercise for making sure that any places that have become weak in the body or have a block of qi can be brought up to the level of strength that the rest of the body has. Because the meditational practices are still being used it requires a consciousness to connect with the world around so that qi can be drawn into the body through the movements in the routine. The practice of qi gong has also been used as part of traditional Chinese medicine treatment and disease prevent as it can target certain places in the body to keep them from becoming ill. 
There are many other martial arts in Chinese culture that have gotten some inspiration from Daoist teachings since many forms reference nature and animals. This would not be a strong link to the Daoist philosophy, but it would have some influence since it has inspired people to think how nature presents ways of fighting and also the idea that nature is supreme and that it would be worthwhile to copy it. Many sets of martial arts are also learned and taught by monks who learn Daoism as well as their martial art and so this would suggest a strong link into the shared ideas between them. 
A simple wellbeing exercise that has taken influence from Daoism is meditation. Meditation is in some way involved in most forms of wellbeing exercise, but it can be performed on its own without doing anything else. This could just be called the same as internal cultivation as monks meditate to do that, but it does not have to be to cultivate. The form of just relaxing and breathing to feel the world around you can be calming and stress reliving that it helps prevent mental health from deteriorating. Meditation can also be used to help you get rid of distraction and focus on understanding certain things and so could be used to understand deeper parts of Daoist philosophical thought. In the way of cultivation practices meditation can be used to just draw qi in from the surroundings without the movements that are required from tai chi and qi gong, but this would not circulate it through to the other parts of the body. one form of moving meditation that can be done is called Taoist walking in which the person slowly walks in thin shoes or barefoot so that they can feel the floor through their foot and through every movement. This specific practice has several forms to it that use either certain ways of stepping or visualisation. This visualisation comes from Daoist philosophy as they picture qi moving into them, connecting with the outer world or many other things to do with philosophical beliefs (Daoist walking, yogepedia). Even though this is just simple walking it can still be a beneficial wellbeing exercise since it can give light work to the body and help with a person mind. 
Traditional Chinese medicine has also had some influence from Daoism over its long history. Traditional Chinese medicine started with the Yellow Emperors classic of internal medicine and from even this there was an influence of Daoist thought (find source). In this there is a focus on preventing and curing illness through the use of qi. This could be done through the practices of the earlier mentioned exercises as they can circulate qi through the body to help prevent illness. Another way that the Yellow Emperors classic of internal medicine would be influenced by Daoism is through the use of yin and yang. These concepts are central themes within Daoist philosophy and thus the way in which the internal illness is found through their usage is of Daoist influence. With the foundation of traditional Chinese medicine being a book that follows Daoist philosophical thought then the rest of the medical traditions that have been built from that will have Daoist influence within them. Another way that the influence of Daoism can be seen is in the thought that certain foods have the property of yin and yang. This idea will influence the health of people as it will dictate what certain people eat and what they will allow themselves to eat.  
In matters of health Daoism has definitely influenced general thought a great deal. Daoism has been a massive part of Chinese culture from the very early on in their history. This has made it so that Daoism has spread to be an everyday and widely believed philosophy that most people will be familiar with. In this respect it would then make it so that the concepts that it puts forth would be strongly believed and influence how people would behave. This would correspond to many people having the belief that qi is real and that it would have an effect on their wellbeing and general health of their body. In such a case this belief has only come about through this philosophy as other major types of thought like Confucianism were influenced to this belief by Daoism. With this outlook it is clear that Daoism has had a great influence over the topic of health within Chinese culture as many forms of exercising and medicine are derived from philosophical thought from Daoism. The fact that it is so prevalently believed means that all of the suggested exercises that are put forth and have been mentioned previously would be done by the majority of people. This would mean that the general populous would be acting in a very positive manor towards their physical and mental health because of the influence that Daoism has on their overall culture and not just its affects on the exercises themselves. This would even be the case if qi was not real as it would still have a positive effect to do all of these practices.
In conclusion, Daoism has had an influence over every aspect of wellbeing and health in Chinese culture. This stretches from daily exercise that everyone takes part into the national medical practices that take pace. All of this comes from the fact that Daoism was one of the earliest forms of philosophical thought that was widely spread in China and has remained prominent within the culture throughout its history. All of the exercising practices like qi gong and tai chi have a link to the ways of Daoism as they feature the usage and movement of qi within the body and entering a state of harmony with the world and yourself. Traditional Chinese medicine features many principles from Daoist thought throughout its practices of treatment and diagnosis. The influence that Daoism has on wellbeing is so prevalent that it effects it in almost every way as it has influence in whether people want to do any wellbeing exercises and even what these exercises that they choose to do are. This also then extends to the way and wellbeing that they show and treat towards other people since this school of thought practices virtue towards others as well.  
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