
The concept of Chinese food as medicine is deeply rooted in Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), a holistic system dating 
back over 2,000 years. This tradition views food as a tool to balance the body’s internal environment, preventing disease 
and maintaining health rather than merely addressing symptoms. At its core, food in TCM is valued for its energetic qualities, 
flavors, and how it affects different organs and systems. 
 
Core Concepts 

1. Yin-Yang Balance: TCM views health as a balance between the opposing forces of yin (cooling, nourishing) and yang 
(warming, energizing). Foods are classified according to their yin or yang properties, influencing their effects on the body. 
For example, cooling foods (like cucumber) might be recommended for inflammation or heat symptoms, while warming 
foods (like ginger) may be used to stimulate circulation or relieve cold-related symptoms. 
2. Five Elements Theory: TCM also categorizes food based on the Five Elements (Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, Water), which 
correspond to specific organs, tastes, and colors. Each element affects a different organ system—liver, heart, spleen, lungs, 
or kidneys. Foods that nourish a specific element are believed to promote harmony in the corresponding organ. 
3. Qi and Blood: Qi (vital energy) and blood are seen as vital substances. Foods that tonify qi, like rice and ginseng, provide 
energy, while others, like red dates and black sesame seeds, nourish blood, enhancing circulation and vitality. 
4. Tastes and Organs: Each taste (bitter, sour, sweet, pungent, salty) is associated with an organ. For example, bitter foods 

like dandelion are thought to benefit the heart, sour foods like lemon to nourish the liver, and sweet foods like yam to 
strengthen the spleen. 
 
History and Development 
1. Early Texts and Scholars: 
• The concept of food as medicine is recorded in ancient texts like the “Huangdi Neijing” (Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic), 
dating back to around the 2nd century BCE, where it outlines the relationship between diet and health. 
• Other influential texts include the “Shennong Bencao Jing” (Shennong’s Materia Medica), one of the earliest 
pharmacopeias that classified plants, minerals, and animal products based on their medicinal properties. 
2. Influential Figures: 

• Sun Simiao (581-682 CE): Known as the “King of Medicine” in China, he emphasized the importance of dietary therapy, 
arguing that physicians should prioritize food over drugs whenever possible. His work, Qian Jin Yao Fang(Prescriptions 
Worth a Thousand Gold for Emergencies), contains over 200 diet-based prescriptions. 
• Li Shizhen (1518-1593): In his Compendium of Materia Medica (Bencao Gangmu), Li categorized over 1,800 substances, 
describing their therapeutic roles, preparation methods, and dietary recommendations. 
3. Integration with Culinary Traditions: 
• Chinese cuisine incorporates therapeutic principles, where soups, broths, and teas are often prepared with medicinal 
herbs. Congee (a rice porridge), for example, is considered easily digestible and is used for various ailments, with 
ingredients adjusted based on the patient’s needs. 
4. Modern Applications: 
• In contemporary practice, TCM-inspired dietary therapy is gaining popularity both within and outside China. Ingredients like 

goji berries, ginger, garlic, turmeric, and mushrooms (e.g., reishi, shiitake) are used for their antioxidant, anti-inflammatory, 
and immunomodulatory effects, aligning with modern research into the bioactive compounds in these foods. 
 
Scientific Validation and Integration 
 
Modern research has explored the biochemical properties of many foods and herbs used in TCM, aligning traditional uses 
with evidence-based findings. For instance: 
1. Ginger: Long used in TCM for its warming properties, ginger is now known for its anti-inflammatory and anti-nausea 
effects, with studies confirming its effectiveness in treating nausea and inflammatory conditions (PubMed: PMID 25553752). 
2. Goji Berries: Known in TCM as a kidney and liver tonic, goji berries contain antioxidants, particularly zeaxanthin, which 

supports eye health and immune function. Studies suggest they may benefit metabolic and cardiovascular health (PMID 
25158264). 
3. Turmeric (Curcumin): While turmeric itself isn’t native to China, similar rhizomes like huang qin (Scutellaria baicalensis) 
are used in TCM with similar anti-inflammatory effects. Curcumin, the active compound in turmeric, has been extensively 
studied for its anti-cancer, anti-inflammatory, and neuroprotective properties (PMID 30430260). 
 
Current Relevance 
 
Today, the principles of food as medicine are increasingly integrated with modern practices like functional and integrative 
medicine. TCM’s diet-based approach resonates with a growing interest in holistic and preventive health, leading to the 

resurgence of TCM-inspired diets, herbal teas, and tonics globally. 
 
In sum, the Chinese tradition of food as medicine reflects an enduring legacy where diet, health, and balance are intricately 
connected. The historical principles, now supported by research, continue to inform dietary practices that focus on long-term 
wellness and disease prevention. 

 


