Unit 5
Reading A

Traditional Chinese Medicine: An Introduction {FZE: i)

Background 5 5%
1 Traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) originated in ancient China and has evolved over
thousands of years. TCM encompasses many different practices, including acupuncture,
moxibustion (burning an herb above the skin to apply heat to acupuncture points), Chinese herbal
medicine, tuina (Chinese therapeutic massage), dietary therapy, and tai chi and qi gong (practices
that combine specific movements or postures, coordinated breathing, and mental focus). TCM is
rooted in the ancient philosophy of Taoism and dates back more than2, 500 years. Traditional
systems of medicine also exist in other East and South Asian countries, including Japan (where the
traditional herbal medicine is called Kampo) and Korea. Some of these systems have been
influenced by TCM and are similar to it in some ways, but each has developed distinctive features
of its own.
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Underlying Concepts FEAS 25

2 When thinking about ancient medical systems such as TCM, it is important to separate questions
about traditional theories and concepts of health and wellness from questions about whether
specific interventions might be helpful in the context of modern science-based medicine and
health promotion practices.
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3 The ancient beliefs on which TCM is based include the following:
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(1) The human body is a miniature version of the larger, surrounding universe.
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(2) Harmony between two opposing yet complementary forces, called yin and yang, supports
health, and disease results from an imbalance between these forces.
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(3) Five elements — fire, earth, wood, metal, and water—symbolically represent all phenomena,
including the stages of human life, and explain the functioning of the body and how it changes
during disease.
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(4) Qi, a vital energy that flows through the body, performs multiple functions in maintaining
health.
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4 Concepts such as these are of interest in understanding the history of TCM. However, some
research on TCM does not focus on these ideas. Instead, it examines specific TCM practices from
a scientific perspective, looking at their effects in the body and whether the practices are helpful in
symptom management.
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Treatment Techniques 7577 H AR

5 TCM practitioners use a variety of techniques in an effort to promote health and treat disease. In
the United States, the most commonly used approaches include Chinese herbal medicine,
acupuncture, and tai chi.
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6 Chinese herbal medicine. The Chinese Materia Medica (a pharmacological reference book used
by TCM practitioners)describes thousands of medicinal substances —primarily plants, but also
some minerals and animal products. Different parts of plants, such as the leaves, roots, stems,
flowers, and seeds, are used. In TCM, herbs are often combined in formulas and given as teas,
capsules, liquid extracts, granules, or powders.
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7 Acupuncture. Acupuncture is a family of procedures involving the stimulation of specific points
on the body using a variety of techniques. The acupuncture technique that has been most often
studied scientifically involves penetrating the skin with thin, solid, metal needles that are
manipulated by the hands or by electrical stimulation.
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8 Tai chi. Tai chi is a centuries-old mind and body practice. It involves gentle, dance-like body
movements with mental focus, breathing, and relaxation.
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The Status of TCM Research H = AJF 72 IR
9 In spite of the widespread use of TCM in China and its use in the West, rigorous scientific



evidence of its effectiveness is limited. TCM can be difficult for researchers to study because its
treatments are often complex and are based on ideas very different from those of modern Western
medicine.
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10 Most research studies on TCM have focused on specific techniques, primarily acupuncture and
Chinese herbal remedies, and there have been many systematic reviews of studies of TCM
approaches for various conditions.
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11 An assessment of the research found that 41 of 70 systematic reviews of the scientific evidence
(including 19 of 26 reviews on acupuncture for a variety of conditions and 22 of 42 reviews on
Chinese herbal medicine) were unable to reach conclusions about whether the technique worked
for the condition under investigation because there was not enough good-quality evidence. The
other 29systematic reviews (including 7 of 26 reviews on acupuncture and 20 of 42reviews on
Chinese herbal medicine) suggested possible benefits but could not reach definite conclusions
because of the small quantity or poor quality of the studies.
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12 In a 2012 analysis that combined data on individual participants in 29 studies of acupuncture
for pain, patients who received acupuncture for back or neck pain, osteoarthritis, or chronic
headache had better pain relief than those who did not receive acupuncture. However, in the same
analysis, when actual acupuncture was compared with simulated acupuncture (a sham procedure
that resembles acupuncture but in which the needles do not penetrate the skin or penetrate it only
slightly), the difference in pain relief between the two treatments was much smaller — so small
that it may not have been meaningful to patients.
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13 Tai chi has not been investigated as extensively as acupuncture or Chinese herbal medicine, but
recent studies suggest that practicing tai chi may help to improve balance and stability in people
with Parkinson’s disease; reduce pain from knee osteoarthritis and fibromyalgia; and promote
quality of life and mood in people with heart failure.
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