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The Neijing is one of the most important classics of Taoism, as well as the highest authority on 
traditional Chinese medicine. Its authorship is attributed to Huang Di, the Yellow Emperor, who 
reigned during the third millennium BC. It consists of two sections: the section of the Neijing known as 
the Suwen, or "Questions of Organic and Fundamental Nature” and the Lingshu, a technical book on 
acupuncture. 
 
Written in the form of a discourse between Huang Di and his ministers, The Yellow Emperor's Classic 
of Medicine contains a wealth of knowledge, including etiology, physiology, diagnosis, therapy, and 
prevention of disease, as well as in-depth investigation of such diverse subjects as ethics, 
psychology, and cosmology.  
 
The Neijing is one of the most important classics of Taoism. First, it gives a holistic picture of human 
life. It does not separate external changes - geographic, climatic, and seasonal, for instance - from 
internal changes such as emotions and our responses to them. It tells how our way of life and our 
environment affect our health. Without going into detail, the book articulates a treasure of ancient 
knowledge concerning the natural way to health, implying that all phenomena of the 
world stimulate, tonify, subdue, or depress one’s natural life force. 
 
Much practical advice is offered on how to maintain balance by revealing the inner workings of the 
universal law. The environment, way of life, and the spirit all contribute to the quality of human 
existence. The essence can be best summed from this passage:  
 

“Health and well-being can be achieved only by remaining centered in spirit, guarding against 
the squandering of energy, promoting the constant flow of qi and blood, maintaining 
harmonious balance of yin and yang, 
adapting to the changing seasonal and yearly macrocosmic influences, and nourishing one’s 
self preventively. This is the way to a long and happy life.” 
 

The Neijing presents broad concepts and is often brief with details. There is much to be gained by 
understanding it from a perspective of openness as it generously shares the wisdom imparted from 
an ancient tradition benefiting the health and lives of humankind. Chinese medicine has changed little 
from the time the Neijing was written. Its natural therapies and 
preventive approaches are ever as effective and even more pertinent in today’s drug-oriented medical 
climate. While showing us that from the microcosm of human life we may learn the vast and profound 
realities of the macrocosm, it offers a heartfelt and viable approach in the perception and treatment of 
illness. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Essential Text of Chinese Health and Healing is written in the form of a dialog between the 
Huang Di the Yellow Emperor and his acupuncturist, Qi Bo. This edited translation contains 
excerpts of the first chapters.   
 
Chapter 1: THE UNIVERSAL TRUTH 
In ancient times the Yellow Emperor, Huang Di, was known to have been a child prodigy. As he grew he showed himself 
to be sincere, wise, honest and compassionate. He became very learned and developed keen powers for observing 
nature. His people recognized him as a natural leader and chose him as their emperor. 
During his reign, Huang Di had discussions concerning medicine, health, lifestyle, nutrition, Taoist cosmology with his 
ministers, including Qi Bo, and others.  
 
Their first conversation began with Huang Di asking, “I’ve heard that in the days of old everyone lived one hundred 
years without showing the usual signs of aging. In our time, however, people age prematurely, living only fifty 
years. Is this due to a change in the environment, or is it because people have lost the correct way of life?” 
 
Qi Bo replied, “In the past, people practiced the Tao, the Way of Life. They understood the principle of balance as 
represented by the transformations of the energies of the universe. They formulated exercises to promote energy 
flow to harmonize themselves with the universe. They ate a balanced diet at regular times, arose and retired at regular 
hours, avoided overstressing their bodies and minds, and refrained from overindulgence of all kinds. They maintained 
well-being of body and mind; thus, it is not surprising that they lived over one hundred years.” 
 
 
Chapter 2: THE ART OF LIFE THROUGH THE SEASONS 
Huang Di continued, “…..   
“Therefore, the change of yin and yang through the four seasons is the root of life, growth, reproduction, aging, and 
destruction. By respecting this natural law it is possible to live free from illness. The sages have followed this, and the 
foolish people have not.  “In the old days the sages treated disease by preventing illness before it began, just as a 
good government or emperor was able to take the necessary steps to avert war. Treating an illness after it has 
begun is like suppressing revolt after it has broken out. If someone digs a well only when thirsty, or forges 
weapons only after becoming engaged in battle, one cannot help but ask:   Aren’t these actions too late?” 
 
 
Chapter 3: THE UNION OF HEAVEN AND HUMAN BEINGS 
Huang Di said, “From ancient times it has been recognized that there is an intimate relationship between the activity of 
humans and their natural environment. The root of all life is yin and yang; this includes everything in the universe, with 
heaven above and earth below, within the four directions and the nine continents. In the human body there are the nine 
openings - ears, eyes, nostrils, mouth, anus, and urethra; the five “zang” organs - kidneys, liver, heart, spleen and 
lungs; the twelve joints - elbows, wrists, knees, ankles, shoulders and hips - which are all connected with the qi of the 
universe. The universal yin and yang transform into the five earthly transformative energies, also knows as the five 
elemental phases - Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal and Water. 
 
Qi Bo added to the discussion ”….  “The key to mastering health is to regulate the yin and the yang of the body. If 
the yin and yang balance is disrupted, it is like going through a year with Spring but no Winter, or Winter but 
no Summer. When the yang is excessive and cannot contain itself, the yin will become consumed.  Only when yin 
remains calm and harmonious will the yang qi be contained and not be overly expansive. The spirit will be normal and the 
mind clear. If the yin and yang separate, the jing/essence and the shen/spirit will also leave each other.  “The source and 
preservation of yin come from the five flavors of food in the diet, but improper use of the five flavors may also injure the 
five zang organs. Too much sour taste may cause overactivity of the Liver and underactivity of the Spleen. Too much salty 
taste can weaken the bones and muscles, and stagnate the Heart qi. Too much sweet taste can disturb the Heart qi, 
causing it to become restless and congested, as well as cause imbalance in the Kidney energy. Too much bitter taste 
disrupts the Spleen’s ability to transform and transport food, and causes the Stomach to digest poorly, and swell. 
“Therefore, one should be mindful of what one consumes to insure proper growth, reproduction, and 
development of bones, tendons, ligaments, and meridians of acupuncture. This will help generate the smooth 
flow of qi and blood, enabling one to live to a ripe age.” 
 
 
Chapter 4: THE TRUTH FROM THE GOLDEN CHAMBER 
Qi Bo answered, “….  “It is said that there is yin within yang, and yang within yin. The day is considered yang, while the 
night is yin. This is further differentiated as follows: sunrise to noon is yang within yang.  Noon to sunset is yin within yang. 
Twilight to midnight is yin within yin, midnight to sunrise is  yang within yin.  This kind of classification can also be applied 
to the human body. The outside of the body is considered yang, while the inside is yin. The back is yang and the front is 
yin. The upper half of the body is yang while the lower half is yin. In terms of the zang fu organs, the Heart, Liver, Spleen, 



Lungs and Kidneys are the zang organs since they are yin in nature and their function is transformation and storage. The 
Gallbladder, Stomach, Large Intestine, Small Intestine, Bladder, and Sanjiao (the Triple Heater, or three body cavities 
responsible for fluid metabolism) are the six fu or hollow organs, and they are considered yang. Their function is reception 
and passage. The concept of yin within yin and yang within yang can be understood when and where disease 
occurs. 
 
 
Chapter 5: THE MANIFESTATION OF YIN AND YANG FROM THE MACROCOSM TO THE MICROCOSM 
Huang Di said, “The law of yin and yang is the natural order of the universe, the foundation of all things, mother of all 
changes, the root of life and death. In healing, one must grasp the root of the disharmony, which is always subject 
to the law of yin and yang. 
 
Huang Di continued, “In nature, we have the four seasons and the five energetic transformations of Wood, Fire, Earth, 
Metal and Water. Their changes and transformations produce cold, summer heat, dampness, dryness and wind. The 
weather, in turn, affects every living creature in the natural world and forms the foundation for birth, growth, maturation 
and death. 
 
 “Overindulgence in the five emotions - happiness, anger, sadness, worry or fear, and fright - can create imbalances. 
Emotions can injure the qi, while seasonal elements can attack the body.  Sudden anger damages the yin qi; becoming 
easily excited or overjoyed will damage the yang qi.  This causes the qi to rebel and rise to the head, squeezing the shen 
out of the Heart and allowing it to float away. Failing to regulate one’s emotions can be likened to Summer and Winter 
failing to regulate each other, threatening life itself. 
 
Huang Di then asked, “I have heard that in ancient times, persons educated in medicine emphasized the physical body by 
differentiating the zang fu, understood the distribution and function of channels and meridians, and gave names to the 
points of qi, or acupuncture points. In the muscles and spaces between the muscles and the joints can be found the 
points that connect the meridians. The meridians are further coupled as yin/yang pairs. Everything is distributed 
perfectly, corresponding to the yin and the yang and the four seasons in harmony with the universe. Is what the ancient 
ones said accurate?” 
 
Qi Bo answered, “With the arrival of Spring the weather warms the earth. All plants begin to sprout and put forth green 
leaves, so the color associated with the Spring is green. Since most fruits and trees are immature and unripe at this time, 
their taste is sour. This sour taste can strengthen the Liver. The Liver connects with the eyes through its channels. 
“During Spring the subtlety and vastness of the universe, the intelligence and intuition of the human being, the ability of 
earth to produce unmeasureable diversity, the natural movement of the wind, and the upward motion of all plants, 
collectively produce he movement of the tendons, the color green, the shouting of the voice, the cramps and spasms, the 
eyes, the sour taste, and the angry emotions. These are all associated with the Liver, since the Liver is responsible for 
maintaining the orderly routine flow of energy, and its nature is movement and expansion. 
 
“Anger can injure the Liver, but sadness (the emotion of Fire) can relieve anger. In Summer, the weather is generally hot, 
and when there is extreme heat it produces Fire, which can burn and char things, producing the bitter taste. Bitter-tasting 
substances can clear the Heart. the Heart governs the blood, the Fire of the Heart produces the Earth, the Heart opens to 
the tongue, and therefore subtle changes in the Heart can be reflected in the tongue.  “The hot weather, the Fire on the 
planet, the blood vessels, the color red, laughter, and joy are all related to the Heart. The Heart, or Fire element, 
manifests emotionally as joy, but too much joy can cause a depletion of the Heart qi. This can be counterbalanced by fear 
(the emotion of the Water element.) Pathogenic qi can invade the Heart via the Heart Protector, injuring Heart qi. Cold and 
cooling herbs can be useful to counteract this condition. Consuming overly bitter foods can have a harmful effect on the 
Heart qi, but salty foods (the taste of the Water element) can be used to balance the excess bitter. 
 
 
Chapter 6: THE INTERPLAY OF YIN AND YANG 
Huang Di said, “I understand that heaven and the Sun are considered yang, and earth and the moon are considered yin. 
Because of the natural movement of heaven and earth and the sun and moon, we experience a change of long months 
and short months and go through 365 days, which form one year on the calendar. The energy flow within the human body 
through the channels corresponds to this. Can you elaborate further?”   
 
Qi Bo answered, “The reaches of heaven and earth and yin and yang are vast, and ultimately everything in the 
universe can be classified into the polarity of yin and yang. 
 
“Yin and yang are not absolute, but their principle never changes. The law that governs does not falter, although 
everything around it changes according to the point of reference. For example, before the birth of all things and creatures 



above the ground, the living potential resided in the place of yin. Once it was born and appeared above ground, this 
phenomenon was called yang within yin. It was after birth or post-heaven that the yang qi enabled everything to grow. 
 
Chapter 8: THE SACRED TEACHINGS (THE SECRET TREATISE OF THE SPIRITUAL ORCHID) 
Huang Di asked Qi Bo, “Can you please tell me the functions and the relationships of the twelve zang fu organs and their 
meridians?”   (SEE BELOW FOR DESCRIPTION OF THE TWELVE ZANG FU ORGANS) 
 
Qi Bo replied, “Your question is very precise and I will try to answer you as precisely as you asked. The Heart is the 
sovereign of all organs and represents the consciousness of one’s being. It is responsible for intelligence, wisdom, and 
spiritual transformation. The Lung is the advisor. It helps the Heart in regulating the body’s qi. The Liver is like the general, 
courageous and smart. The Gallbladder is like a judge for its power of discernment. The Heart Protector is like the court 
jester who makes the king laugh, bringing forth joy. The Stomach and Spleen are like warehouses where one stores all 
the food and essences. They digest, absorb, and extract the food and nutrients. The Large Intestine is responsible for 
transportation of all thickened substances. All waste products go through this organ. The Small Intestine receives the food 
that has been digested by the Spleen and Stomach and further extracts, absorbs, and distributes it throughout the body, 
all the while separating the clear and pure from the thick and impure. The Kidneys store the vitality and mobilize the four 
extremities. They also aid the memory, willpower, and coordination. The Sanjiao promotes the transformation and 
transportation of water and fluids throughout the body.  The Bladder is where the water converges and where, after having 
been activated by the qi, it is eliminated. So these twelve zang and fu organs must work together harmoniously, just like a 
kingdom.  “However, decision-making is the King’s job. If the spirit is clear, all the functions of the other organs 
will be normal. It is in this way that one’s life is preserved and perpetuated, just as a country becomes 
prosperous when all its people are fulfilling their duties. If the spirit is disturbed and unclear, the other organs 
will not function properly. This creates damage. The pathways and roads along which the qi flows will become 
blocked and health will suffer. The citizens of the Kingdom will also suffer. These are the relationships of a 
Kingdom.  Qi Bo continued, “The principles of healing and medicine in general are difficult to grasp because many 
changes occur in illness, and the healing process must adapt to that. It becomes difficult to know the root. The 
origin of illness can be so small and vague, in fact, so elusive, but the illness can still become substantial over 
time.” 
 
As Qi Bo spoke of the subtlety and difficulty of medicine and healing, Huang Di exclaimed, “Aha! I finally understand the 
intricacies and the essence of healing. I cannot receive this treasure carelessly. I must pick the best day and time to 
receive and store this knowledge. I must put this in my secret chamber and pass it down for future generations.” 
 
========================================================================================= 
FROM WIKIPEDIA: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Traditional_Chinese_medicine   
The zàng-fǔ constitute the centre piece of Traditional Chinese Medicine’s systematization of bodily functions. Bearing the 
names of organs, they are, however, only secondarily tied to (rudimentary) anatomical assumptions (the fǔ a little more, 
the zàng much less).  As they are primarily defined by their functions,they are not equivalent to the anatomical organs - to 
highlight this fact, their names are usually capitalized. 
 
The term zang refers to the five entities considered to be yin in nature – heart, liver, spleen, lung, kidney – while fu refers 
to the six yang organs – small intestine, large intestine, gallbladder, urinary bladder, stomach and sanjiao.  The zàng's 
essential functions consist in production and storage of qì and blood; in a wider sense they are stipulated to regulate 
digestion, breathing, water metabolism, the musculoskeletal system, the skin, the sense organs, aging, emotional 
processes, mental activity etc. The fǔ organs' main purpose is merely to transmit and digest substances like waste, food, 
etc.   Since their concept was developed on the basis of Wǔ Xíng philosophy, each zàng is paired with a fǔ, and each 
zàng-fǔ pair is assigned to one of five elemental qualities (i.e., the Five Elements or Five Phases). These 
correspondences are stipulated as: 

• Fire = Heart and Small Intestine (and, secondarily, Sānjiaō ‘’Triple Burner‘’ and Pericardium  
• Earth = Spleen and Stomach  
• Metal = Lung and Large Intestine  
• Water = Kidney and Bladder 
• Wood = Liver and Gallbladder 

The zàng-fǔ are also connected to the twelve standard meridians - each yang meridian is attached to a fǔ organ and five 
of the yin meridians are attached to a zàng. As there are only five zàng but six yin meridians, the sixth is assigned to the 
Pericardium, a peculiar entity almost similar to the Heart zàng. 


