
8   The European Journal of Oriental Medicine

Foods According to Traditional 
Chinese Medicine  

SUMMARY
According to traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), food is a 

keystone for wellness and for the prevention of ill health. It is also 

considered the first choice in case of health imbalances or illness. 

This idea is well established in both medical practice and daily 

life and in different cooking styles and customs. Food is part of 

prevention and treatment, and that is why it is really difficult to 

separate the study of foods and eating for everyday use from the 

study of medical nutrition with palliative or curative objectives.

Traditional Chinese medicine has it own classification system for 

foods, so it is useful to know the rules that will lead to the use of 

one or another specific food, including knowing when it might be 

restricted. In this paper we present the different groups of foods, 

but not from the classical point of view, as in therapeutics and 

herbal medicine, but as a system of groups which more resembles 

our Western nutrition considerations.

INTRODUCTION
Formerly educated as a pharmacist with a background in 

biochemistry, as well as being educated in traditional Chinese 

medicine (TCM), I have tried to link two worlds that might benefit 

from being united.

I wrote an original thesis on ‘Foods according to Traditional 

Chinese Medicine’ at the School of Pharmacy, Complutense 

University of Madrid.

My thesis was the result of more that 20 years of work and 

research, and demonstrates an increasing interest in Western 

science for the knowledge of apparently new systems for 

explaining and characterising foods, such as TCM´s food system. 

Although this food system is not new at all, the development 

of real changes is our Western societies, with fast foods, having 

lunch at work or in a hurry, as well as the increasing population of 

oriental citizens in our towns and cities has brought us new tastes 

and habits, new options for our diets.

According to TCM, food is considered not only the first choice in 

the case of poor health or health imbalances, but it is also seen 

as the key to good healthcare and disease prevention, when 

used properly. 

This idea is well established in the various regions of China, as 

well as in the different cooking styles and customs of such a vast 

country. That is why it is really difficult to separate the study of 

food and eating from the study of medical nutrition. 
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The motivations for undertaking the study of foods according to 

TCM in a Western university environment were threefold. First, 

there is a general lack of knowledge in Western countries of 

how Chinese medicine relates to the properties of foods and so 

there was an interest in making TCM more accessible for Western 

users. Secondly, it would be interesting to establish a systematic 

approach to Western concepts of food and health. Thirdly, it 

could be important to create a twofold explanation for foods 

and eating.

In this article, we will approach some of the aspects of that study 

about foods, excluding those related to basic TCM theories, which 

will already be known to TCM professional readers.

First we will discuss some historical data about food in ancient 

times in order to create a general overview about how eating 

evolved and which foods were used in the past.

Food in Chinese History: From Prehistory to the Classics
Dietary habits of the population in this area of the world, 

as in other different civilisations, evolved during prehistory, 

from harvest, hunting and fishing to production. Fishing and 

production were very simple at the beginning, and due to its low 

development, the population also needed to harvest wild foods.

More than 400 Palaeolithic sites have been discovered in China, 

some of them even more ancient than sites related to similar 

hominids’ evolution found in different parts of the world.

This may support a possible hypothesis that the evolution of 

Homo sapiens took place in a number of places over a long period 

of time, including China (known as the multi-regional model), 

rather than evolving from the Homo sapiens coming out of Africa. 

This idea is well supported by several specialists.

There were several Palaeolithic cultures, but the most important 

one was that of ‘Beijing Man’ a general name for a group of 

findings dating to 250,000 to 550,000 years ago, belonging 

to the Medium Pleistocene era. ‘Beijing Man’ belonged to a 

society of hominids related to the species Homo erectus: Homo 
erectus sp. pekinensis. The Beijing Man site at Zhoukoudian 

(50 kms. southwest of Beijing) was listed by UNESCO as a World 

Heritage site in 1987. Initial excavations were started in 1921 

and new excavations began at the site in June 2009. There 

seems to be little doubt that Homo erectus was omnivorous, the 

most opportunistic diet of all. 

It is known they knew how to use fire for protection and cooking. 

They hunted rhinoceros, mountain goats, buffaloes, elephants, 
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gazelles, ostriches and wild horses. They also harvested fruits, 

eggs, roots, etc. They even created a system of ‘poisoning’ the 

water so that they could catch fish by hand. A very special event 

also appears in this society, where having food started to be 

socially meaningful as they shared meals not only with their family 

members but with other members of the group as well.

Dating to the Upper Palaeolithic era (14,500 to 11,500 years ago), 

the Red Deer Man appears to be the most important prehistoric 

finding. It belongs to the so called Red Deer Man Cave and 

seems to refer to a new species of Homo genus, although not all 

scientists agree; what is certain is that they lived at the same time 

with Homo sapiens. The name of the cave comes from the red 

deer they usually hunted and used for paintings, rituals, clothes. 

They started cultivating a primitive wild rice.

The transit from Palaeolithic to Neolithic meant that humans 

started cultivating plants leading to the appearance of agriculture, 

along with hunting, fishing and harvesting wild fruits.

It is known that Neolithic cultures, such as Yangshao 

(5000–3000 BC, North-Western China) had domesticated the 

pig, and that millet, rice and wheat were cultivated, although 

crudely; throughout the centuries, production and uses 

improved, such as ‘boiling’ preparations, drinking boiled water 

as a habit, and fermentation. Boiling preparations provided 

significant health advances, improving health and resistance 

among the growing population.

A very important Neolithic culture is also the Liangzhu (3300–

2200 BC). This culture arose near to the Yangzi river, where 

it is supposed that a warmer, southern climate favoured rice 

cultivation, and showed evidence of the existence of a new high 

social class whose members needed precious objects made with 

jade. They had specialist workers for jade craft and it was so 

difficult to work with jade that the existence of a Jade Age has 

been postulated only for China, previous to the global Bronze Age 

(ie in China the Ages were: Stone, Jade, Bronze, Iron).

The foundation of Chinese civilisation and its source of prosperity 

in different areas is related to the Longshan culture and attributed 

to the existence of three Legendary or August Emperors, who 

may have lived in around 3,000 years BC. During that time 

new varieties of cultivation appeared, rice became the basic 

one, some cereals were fermented, and six different animals 

were domesticated: the horse, cow, sheep, hen, dog and pig. 

The Longshan culture is also known for the creation of a highly 

polished eggshell pottery and was a society noted for its major 

evolution and organisation.

Those Emperors mentioned above are well known to all TCM 

practitioners and were Fu Xi, to whom the invention of writing, 

cooking, fishing, hunting and toolmaking is attributed, as well as 

the invention of the trigrams in the Yi Jing; Shen Nong, the Divine 

Farmer, taught mankind the use of stones, water, herbs, fruits, 

animals, etc. for healthcare; and Huang Di, the Yellow Emperor, 

who taught mankind medicine, therapeutics, astrology and feng 

shui. Throughout the centuries, successive dynasties achieved 

remarkable progress culturally and socially, which included 

their eating systems. The knowledge and development of these 

systems, as well as the classical texts in which they are presented, 

are not among the objectives of this article but we know that we 

cannot understand Chinese foods and its related system without 

the knowledge and integration of Chinese medicine theories as 

applied to food and eating, and so physiology needs always to 

be kept in mind.

We will just highlight one of the Classics: the Yi Jing (I Ching, 

Book of Changes) where 64 hexagrams represent the basic 

concepts of the philosophy of life and the observation of changes 

in nature. Four of these 64 hexagrams are directly related to 

food and nutrition: Nutrition, which represents physical and 

spiritual nourishment; The Cauldron, which relates to a high-value 

container, in which food is prepared and processed as well as the 

purifying processes in humans; Eating which refers to the fact that 

all beings need food, but everything has its time and timing, and 

The Well which represents water as a source of life and food but 

also refers to plants, staple food, ‘through which water rises’.

Foods and their characteristics according to TCM
Foods are classified according to their characteristics and benefits 

for the human body. Dietetic aspects and cooking methods may 

also modify these characteristics.

There are mainly two food characteristics according to Chinese 

medicine, flavour and nature. But we also need to consider their 

connection to meridians, and their direction of action in some cases. 

‘ According to TCM, food is 

considered not only the first 

choice in the case of poor 

health or health imbalances, 

but it is also seen as the key 

to good healthcare and 

disease prevention, when 

used properly ’
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Flavours
There are five flavours: sour, bitter, sweet, pungent and salty, 

plus a neutral flavour. Each flavour is related to one element and 

supports this element, considered as a sphere of organs, tissues 

and functions. 

The sour flavour is related to Wood and so to the Liver as a functional 

sphere; bitter is related to Fire and so to Heart as a functional sphere; 

sweet is related to Earth and so to the Spleen/Stomach; pungent is 

related to Metal and so to Lungs; and salty is related to Water and 

so to Kidneys. Neutral has no specific relationship, but is usually 

allocated to Water (although some authors may allocate the neutral 

flavour to Earth because of the soft diuretic effect and Dampness 

drainage action (Water) helping (Earth).

Natures
As a result of their nature, foods can have a heating or cooling 

effect in the body which is why foods can stimulate or slow 

down certain functions or the flow of fluids. There are four basic 

natures, hot, warm, cool and cold and a neutral nature which 

does not provoke any special change. Hot and warm are yang 

natures, promoting movement/actions and warming; cool and 

cold are yin natures and inhibit movement, refresh or clear Heat.

Relationship with Meridians
Each food is more likely to be related to one or more meridians, 

which is also key to the selection of foods. From meridian and 

channel theory we know the effect of specific foods travelling 

through the meridian network, thus reaching the organs, tissues, etc.

Effect and Directions
Foods develop their functions in the body according to four 

different directions: upward, downward, floating and sinking. 

Directions are assigned depending on the effect. For example, 

a food that helps avoid vomiting (which occurs upwards) is 

seen as having a downward direction; a food promoting 

sweating is floating.

For proper healthcare, appropriate flavours and natures need 

to be chosen and consumption of foods should be fair and 

moderate. Adequate food selection and combinations are central 

for wellbeing. The Su Wen already introduces the idea of adapting 

the chosen foods to personal circumstances, jobs or activities, to 

seasons and climate, with a regular rhythm throughout the day, 

in order to promote health, always keeping in mind that 

prevention is a priority.

Preparation and cooking methods
Different general preparations and cooking methods can be used 

to prepare foods and so elaborate meals, but the art of combining 

foods is essential. The main cooking methods are divided into four 

different kinds and all of them can affect food characteristics such 

as flavour and nature, which will definitely modify their actions in 

the human body.

The four main kinds of cooking and preparations are:

• processed in water

• vapour cooking or steaming

• fire methods

• processed in oil.

More than 40 methods should be known by a high-class chef, but 

the most common are:

• cooking with rice

• gruels

• cooking in water, wine or honey: a quick cooking method such

as wok style cooking is included in this category: adding some 

kind of sauce is common after the food is first cooked

• sautéing: this is one of the main methods, in which cooking is

short and quick in high temperature oil

• fresh juices from greens and fruit

• cooked fruit, raw fruit

• different cake batters with cereal based flours and foods

• liquor or vinegar macerates

• flour batter of vegetables, greens, meat, seafood and fish that

are cooked in different ways, for example in water or oil

• pasta, noodles

• powders: some foods can be transformed into powder that is

sprinkled over or in any preparation

• roasting

• frying.

Vapour cooking or steaming can be used to prepare food as well 

as to keep prepared food warm, such as for example with dim 

sum. Steaming allows crude vegetables to be crispy and fresh. 

It is very important to maintain the nutritional compounds and 

properties and so, when cooking different kinds of food for a 

dish, vegetables, meat, poultry, etc. are cooked separately and 

then put together when finished.

Dried foods such as spices or mushrooms can be added to some 

cooked dishes. Drying is important not only for preserving spices 

or mushrooms but also some fruit, roots or medicinal herbs that 

can be added for a specific effect.

How food is cut up is a very important element in food 

preparation. Usually small pieces are prepared for faster cooking 

but also to assist eating and chewing, not only for the elderly but 

for everyone. This is also convenient for the use of chopsticks.

It seems it was Zhang Zhong Jing (author of the Shang Han Lun) 

who invented jiao zi, those small dumplings made with flour 

and water containing cooked meat, fish, legumes, vegetables or 

cereals, in order to help patients and weak people to eat properly.
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Each cooking method can modify the former characteristics of 

foods. For instance: cooking in hot oil adds a yang characteristic 

to a yin food. Frying is considered more yang than boiling in 

water. Sautéing does not affect the food’s own characteristic very 

much and alcohol is considered yang so when cooking with liquor 

or wine, we can modify a yin nature to yang.

A long boiling time is not common when preparing foods, unless 

we prepare a medicinal recipe.

Adding spices is very important as they are usually yang in nature 

and pungent in flavour and so they help to promote qi movement. 

Avoiding cool or cold drinks or water during meals is common 

sense, because the cold can harm Stomach qi. That is why warm 

tea or decoction is preferred to cool or cold drinks.

Zhang Zhong Jing has said in relation to preparing foods: ‘Good in 

taste and healthy’.

Food groups and characteristics
In our work, we defined nine different food groups to make it 

easier for Western practitioners:

1. Cereals

2. Legumes

3. Dried foods or nuts

4. Fruits, vegetables and tubers

5. Mushrooms

6. Animal foods: meat, eggs, milk

7. Animal foods: fish and other water foods

8. Seasons and spices

9. Others

Not every food in each group has the same characteristics, 

although we may think legumes, greens, fruits and vegetables 

are mostly yin in nature; and meat and spices are mostly yang 

in nature.

For example: cereals described in this group (rice, barley, Job´s 

tears, corn, millet, sorghum, wheat, buckwheat) are mostly yin 

or neutral in nature, except for rice whose nature is neutral but 

slightly warm and so a little bit yang. They are all considered 

sweet in flavour and so they help and promote Earth functions.

Legumes, including soya, are sweet in flavour and most of them 

are neutral in nature. The exception is sword bean (Canavalia 
gladiate) which is slightly warm and so yang; and green soya 

(Vigna radiata) slightly cool and so yin. This is why green soya is 

not recommended as food for children, but soya (yellow bean, 

Glycine max) is fine for children.

Nuts are all neutral or warm, yang in nature, and so if we eat too 

many of them, they can accumulate Heat inside the body. All of 

them are sweet, except Lotus seed, which is also considered 

a little sour.

Fruits, vegetables and tubers are mainly neutral or yin in nature, 

but in this group we can find hot foods such as garlic or Chinese 

hawthorn. There are also several warm foods such as red dates or 

pumpkin. Sweet is the main flavour, but not the only one; we can 

also find pungent foods such as onion or garlic, and bitter as in 

celery, or sour as in pineapple.

Mushrooms in general are mainly neutral or warm in nature, the 

exception being Agaricus campestris, which is considered cool. 

All of them are considered sweet, but we can find a variety of 

mixtures: sweet and pungent as in Agaricus blazei, or bitter and 

sweet as in Ganoderma lucidum.

Meats (earth animals, birds) are considered yang in nature and 

mostly sweet in flavour.

Fish are considered yin in nature (cool, cold), although there are 

some which are neutral; and some, such as mussels or prawns 

that are considered warm and so, yang in nature.

Spices are mostly pungent in flavour, and warm or hot in nature, 

so they are considered yang. They are used in very small amounts. 

In this group, foods such as ginger, cardamom, saffron, cinnamon, 

pepper and vinegar are included.

Comparing foods characteristics when used as regular food 
or with medicinal intention
We looked at 134 foods to compare characteristics of regular 

food use with foods used for medicinal purposes. To select them, 

the more available ones in Western countries were chosen. 

Once the 134 different foods were selected, their flavours and 

natures were compared. The intention was to identify a difference 

between the main characteristics of foods when used as food or 

when used with a medicinal purpose.

Among the 134 foods the main flavours are sweet (62.8%) and 

sour (15.3%). (Fig 2, Lorite 2015) With regard to their natures 

there was quite a similar distribution between yin and yang: 

yin, 29.3%, yang 30%, with neutral (40.7%) being the highest. 

(Fig 1, Lorite 2015)

The same procedure was done with medicinal substances 

(foods and remedies) compiled in Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing and 

characteristics were also classified by their flavour, bitter (36.41%) 

and pungent (27.45 %) being the main ones. (Fig 3, Lorite 2015). 

This confirms the sentence that says: ‘Chinese medicine is bitter 

and pungent’.

In making this comparison, we can see that foods and medicinal 

substances reflect an important fact regarding flavours and 
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their effects: the clear difference between foods and medicinal 

substances is related to their usefulness in the human body. 

The sweet flavour is the source of nutrients and vital substances, 

supported by the sour flavour that improves digestion and nutrient 

distribution. On the other hand, pungent and bitter flavours 

detoxify, clear and expel unhealthy pathogenic factors (Fig.4).

Figure 1
Foods according to yin or yang nature (percentages). Dr. Lorite, 2015

Comparison of flavours in regular foods

Comparison of natures in regular foods

Figure 2
Foods according to flavour (percentages). Dr. Lorite, 2015
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Flavours in medicinal substances in Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing (percentages). 
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Figure 4
Comparison in flavours of foods and medicinal substances in Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing (percentages). 
Dr. Lorite, 2015

Comparison of flavours in medicinal substances in Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing

Comparison of flavours of foods and medicinal substances
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CONCLUSIONS
As an overall and final conclusion, it is 

necessary to know the foundations of 

traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) in 

order to better understand the functions 

of foods. From Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing, 

we know there was an early classification 

of foods and therapeutic products, 

which are considered synonymous and 

can be used together to improve health. 

Prevention through balanced and rational 

diet, according to each individual is a 

keystone for healthcare and long life. 

According to TCM, it is almost impossible 

to separate body, mind and emotions, 

and because of this, foods help not only 

to maintain and preserve physical health, 

but also, mental health and emotional 

wellbeing.

Foods should be carefully selected when 

preparing diets, whether they are for 

everyday life or whether we need to 

prepare a medicinal diet.

Each individual constitution will allow us 

decide which characteristics are the more 

suitable and how they should be cooked 

to get the most benefit.


