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TCM comprises a complete health care system consisting of several integrated parts, including acupuncture, Chinese herbal medicine, Tai Qi (and Qi Gong), and food therapy. The latter is an important aspect and is frequently ignored in Western veterinary practice. Yes, we have formula diets to treat Western diseases, but these are based upon limited nutritional data about the composition of food at a molecular level. None of these Western diets consider the energetic qualities of the foods and how the food can influence the long term health of the patient.


Food, water and air are the essentials of post-natal life. We derive the energy (Qi) and the fluid necessary to maintain the body’s functions through these sources. They must be replenished constantly or the individual dies. Consumption of bad food, bad air or bad water will eventually (if not sooner, than later) result in alterations in health, leading to organ damage, decreased defensive Qi and invasion of external pathogens. Eating the wrong food can lead to alterations in health by upsetting the energy balance and leading to stagnation of Qi flow. Eating the right foods can not only help maintain health, but health may even be restored by eating foods therapeutically.


Western science has come a long way toward understanding the measurable components of food and establishing minimum daily requirements (MDR) of nutritional needs to prevent deficiencies. However, as with other fields of Western medicine that look at the body as the sum of it chemical reactions, ignoring the energetic properties of the body, Western nutrition does not address the energetic needs of the body. Through thousands of years of observational studies, TCM practitioners have amassed the knowledge needed to effect food therapy in pets. After all, much of Western nutritional theory is just that, theory without much practice.


Basically, a balanced TCM diet means two things: eating foods of various flavors, energies and organic actions (rather than to concentrate on a single flavor, energy or organic action); and, selecting foods according to individual needs and physical constitution. It is not always easy to achieve a balance, since the mouth and tongue tend to determine the individual’s taste. As part of the digestive tract and being related the stomach, sweet foods tend to be most pleasurable and eaten most freely, while foods that nourish other organs can get ignored. Preparing food that assists the functions of all of the organs and still pleases the mouth is the art of a TCM diet.


The art of TCM food therapy is impressive. Yet, it is simple, once you grasp how food fits into the five-element and eight principle theories you are already learning. Hippocrates, the father of modern Western medicine, who said, “Let medicine be your food and food be your medicine.” Bringing TCM together with modern knowledge of vital nutrients allows food to feed the body and soul.

Food and Five-Element Theory:
Five-element practitioners put an emphasis on the flavors associated with the phases. When the diet becomes unbalanced, the flavors may become excess or deficient. That can trigger disharmony in associated organ systems. To remedy the imbalance, five-element diet therapy advocates the addition of counterbalancing flavors, and each has special powers to restore balance. 

1. 
Wood is associated with sour. Sour is astringent and gathering. A diet that has an excess of sour is associated with weakening of the Spleen, overproduction of saliva by the Liver, and injury to the muscles. It can be counteracted by the addition of metal-pungent foods. 

2. 
Fire is associated with bitter. Bitter is drying and strengthening. A diet that has an excess of bitter is associated with Spleen energy dryness, congestion of Stomach energy, and a withering of the skin and dry cough and asthma. It can be counteracted by the addition of salty foods. 

3. 
Earth is associated with sweet. Sweet is harmonizing and retarding. A diet that has an excess of sweet is associated with achy bones, unbalanced kidneys, full heart energy, and hair loss. It can be counteracted by the addition of sour foods. 

4. 
Metal is associated with hot, pungent, and aromatic. Metal is dispersing. A diet that has an excess of pungent is associated with muscle knots, slack pulse, a damaged Shen, and unhealthy fingernails and toenails. It can be counteracted by the addition of bitter foods. 

5. 
Water is associated with salty. Salty is softening. A diet that has an excess of salty is associated with deficient muscles and flesh, lack of strength in the large bones, and depression. It can be counteracted by the addition of sweet foods.
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As in any form of five-element theory, treat deficiency by providing food in flavors that support the element or the mother of the element that is deficient. That is, if the patient had spleen Qi deficiency, providing foods which were sweet and bitter wood help correct the deficiency in the earth element. If the condition was due to an excess, such a excess liver heat, then add food which support the grandparent to help control the excess wood element via the Ko cycle. In the case of excess liver heat, pungent foods would help.


These same principles can be used to help prevent disease. An animal with a metal constitution would be nourished by pungent and sweet foods, but could also use some bitter foods to keep the diet in balance. A fire animal would do well on a diet that is sour and bitter, but during periods of too much joy could benefit from the cooling effect of salty foods that support the kidney. Moreover, there are seasonal variation which can influence dietary needs. Spring is the time of the wood element and additional bitter can be added to the diet. During summer, the addition of bitter foods can help maintain balance with the season. This is based upon the concept that the internal environment must be in harmony with the exterior. Food and drink should be balanced with the season as well as the constitution.

	Element
	Flavor
	Meat
	Grain

	Wood
	Sour
	Chicken
	Wheat

	Fire
	Bitter
	Lamb
	Corn

	Earth
	Sweet
	Cow
	Grain

	Metal
	Pungent
	Horse
	Rice

	Water
	Salty
	Pig
	Bean


Food and Eight Principles:

Food can be used to clear the exterior and bring about diaphoresis. It can also be used to warm the interior and support Zang Fu function. Besides flavors, food have directions and thermal properties (in terms of their effects). Some foods are neutral while others are cool, cold, warm or hot. Hot conditions can be subdued with cool foods, while cold conditions can be warmed by hot foods. Deficiencies can be corrected with foods that support the body’s weakness. Excesses can be drained and the balance between Yin and Yang restored. Food is pretty powerful stuff. Changes may not occur immediately; but, given time, food can be the most influential factor for maintenance of health of all forms of therapy. Our patients eat every day of their lives; therefore, food provides a constant rate of medication that nothing else can achieve.


Exterior conditions can be help with foods that move outward, warming the exterior, promoting perspiration and reducing fever. These are generally foods with a pungent and sweet flavor. These foods are also good in summer because of their hot energy. Among these are black pepper, cinnamon bark, ginger, green and red pepper and soybean oil. On the other hand, foods which move inward are good in winter, since they are cold energetically and tend to be bitter or salty. Bitter gourd, clams, crab, hops, kelp, lettuce and seaweed are inward moving foods. Exterior foods tend to be yang while interior foods tend to be yin in nature.


Foods also have energies capable of generating the sensations in the body upon consumption. The five energies of foods are cold, hot, warm, cool and neutral. These energies act upon the body in different ways and can be used to treat conditions which are caused by imbalances in the bodies energy. Symptoms caused by cold conditions can be alleviated by consumption of warm or hot foods, while hot conditions can be helped by cool or cold foods.

	Cold
	Cool
	Neutral
	Warm
	Hot

	Bamboo shoots
	Apple
	Abalone
	Brown sugar
	Black pepper

	Banana
	Barley
	Beef
	Chicken
	Cinnamon bark

	Clams
	Tofu
	Carrot
	Fennel
	Ginger

	Crab
	Chicken egg
	Peanuts
	Garlic
	Green pepper

	Lettuce
	Eggplant
	White sugar
	Green onion
	Red pepper

	Kelp
	Wheat
	Oyster
	Shrimp
	Soybean oil

	Seaweed
	Mushroom
	Pork
	Lamb
	

	Sugar cane
	Spinach
	Rice
	Ginseng
	

	Watermelon
	Mung bean
	Egg Yolk
	Raspberry
	



Excess conditions can be assisted by feeding foods which help control or counterbalance the abnormal energetics involved. Deficiencies can also be helped with food. When a patient becomes ill, the balance of the body is lost. Diet can help restore the balance a lead to the return of health.

Actions of Foods:
ARREST BLEEDING: Black fungus, chestnut, Chicken eggshell, cottonseed, cuttlebone, guava, lotus plumule, spinach, vinegar 

CALM SHEN: Licorice, lily flower 

REDUCE STOMACH ACID: Chicken eggshell, cuttlebone 

STOP URINATION: Raspberry 

ASTRINGE JING: Lotus plumule, oyster shell, walnut, black fungus

CLEAR TOXINS: Abalone, banana, bean curd, black soybean, castor bean, cherry seed, chicken egg white, Chinese wax gourd, clam (freshwater), cucumber, date (red & black), fig, honey, Job's tears, kohlrabi, radish, salt, sesame oil, small red bean, star fruit, vinegar 

DISPERSE BLOOD STAGNATION: Brown sugar, chive, chive root, crab, hawthorn fruit, saffron, vinegar 

DISPERSE COLD: Ginger (fresh), wine 

TRANSFORM PHLEGM: Chinese wax gourd, clam (saltwater), longevity fruit, pear, radish, sea grass seaweed 

IMPROVE APPETITE: Green & red pepper, ham 

INDUCE BOWEL MOVEMENT: Castor bean, sesame oil 

LUBRICATE DRYNESS: Bean curd, chicken egg & yolk, honey, maltose, mother's milk, pear, pork, sesame oil, spinach, sugar cane juice, yellow soybean 

LUBRICATE INTESTINES: Bitter & sweet apricot seed, banana, milk, peach, soybean oil, walnut, watermelon 

LUBRICATE LUNGS: Apple, apricot, chicken egg white, ginseng, lily flower, longevity fruit, loquat, mandarin orange, peanuts, persimmon, strawberry, white fungus, white sugar 

PRODUCE FLUIDS: Apple, apricot, bean curd, coconut, red & black date, ham, lemon, licorice, litchi, maltose, milk, peach, pear, plum, sour plum, star fruit, strawberry, sugar cane juice, tomato, white fungus, white sugar 

PROMOTE BLOOD CIRCULATION: Black soybean, brown sugar, chestnut, eel blood, peach, saffron, and sweet basil, wine 

PROMOTE DIGESTION: Apple, coriander, ginseng, green & red pepper, hops, malt, nutmeg, papaya, pineapple, plum, radish & leaf, sweet basil, tomato 

PROMOTE ENERGY CIRCULATION: Caraway, chive & root, dill seeds, dry mandarin orange peel, fennel, garlic, kumquat, litchi, marjoram, radish leaf, spearmint, star anise, sweet basil, tangerine, tobacco 

PROMOTE URINATION: Asparagus, barley, Chinese cabbage, carrot, Chinese wax gourd, coconut, coffee, corn silk, cucumber, grape, hops, Job's tears, kidney bean, lettuce, mandarin orange, mango, mung bean, muskmelon, onion, pineapple, plum, star fruit, sugar cane juice, water chestnut, watermelon 

REDUCE FEVER: Muskmelon, star fruit, water chestnut 

RELIEVE ASTHMA: Bitter apricot seed 

RELIEVE COUGH: Sweet & bitter apricot seed, kumquat, longevity fruit, mandarin orange, tangerine, thyme 

RELIEVE DIARRHEA: Guava, sunflower seed 

RELIEVE HEAT SENSATIONS: Chicken egg white, crab, mung bean, sea grass 

RELIEVE PAIN: Honey, litchi, spearmint, squash, tobacco 

SHARPEN VISION (Brighten eyes): Abalone, bitter gourd, wild cucumber, freshwater clam, cuttlefish

SOFTEN HARDNESS: Saltwater clam, kelp, oyster shell, sea grass, seaweed 

TONIFY BLOOD DEFICIENCY: Beef, chicken egg & yolk, cuttlefish, oyster, spinach 

TONIFY QI DEFICIENCY: Sweet apricot seed, bean curd, beef, brown sugar, chicken, eel, licorice, maltose, mutton, polished rice, potato, sweet rice, sweet potato 

TONIFY HEART: Coffee, wheat 

TONIFY KIDNEYS: Black sesame seed, string bean, sword bean, wheat, kidney 

TONIFY LIVER: Black sesame seed, liver 

TONIFY LUNGS: Job's tears, milk 

TONIFY SPLEEN: Beef, gold carp, ham, horse bean, hyacinth bean, Job's tears, polished rice, potato, string bean, sweet potato, yellow soybean

TONIFY STOMACH: Beef, hops, milk, rosemary 

WARM INTERIOR: Black & white pepper, chicken, chive roots, clove, fennel, dried ginger, green & red pepper, mutton, nutmeg, sword bean
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