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TCM has had a long life. We can question ourselves about its longevity. Is it because it 

has a dialectic thought as its foundation? 

TCM derived from experience and has been continually enriched and expanded through 

practice, but we can also consider it as a science with a coherent theoretical and 

systematic body having as a base the presentation of axioms. 

In fact, Chinese medical knowledge as a double foundation: it comes from its practice, 

as any other medical science that readjusts its effect through experience and 

experimentation; but derives also from the philosophical Chinese thought – mainly the 

Taoist cosmogonic theory and the binary yin/yang. 

Lao Tse wrote one of the most famous Chinese philosophical books “Tao Te King”, and 

in that book he says: 

 “The Tao is the fountain of life, and gives origin to two opposing and 

complementary principles called the yin and yang.” 

The inference made by this conjugation of theories is the fundamental basis of Chinese 

medicine. 

The first practitioners of Chinese medicine based themselves on the theory of bipolarity 

to classify their results. In fact, the 8 fundamental rules of diagnosis in chinese medicine 

are based exclusively on the bipolarity yin/yang: yin, cold, deficiency, internal and 

yang, heat, excess, external. The basis of this theoretical medical knowledge was 

registered in written form in the Yellow Emperor’s Book the “Nei Jing Su Wen.” 

Further analysis on its stable and coherent foundations shows that Chinese medicine is a 

science that develops on the basis of a extremely clear and complete axiomatization as 

only geometry can exhibit.  This kind of situation is the development aim of any 

science: being able to develop all operations within its own system with constant and 

clear reference to axioms and principles keeping all the time complete internal 

coherence. 

Chinese medical science does it and with an evident success. Its application to one third 

of humanity during more than 2000 years proves, besides that this medicine is mostly 

effective.  



 

 

In a very succinct form we can express the main axioms, were the dialectical style is 

already evident: 

1
st
 axiom  

 The tao is the fountain of life and the energy of the universe. 

2
nd

 axiom 

 in the beginning the tao was chaos but, as nothing is eternally unchangeable, 

there was the beginning of organization, where all things start to emerge and are 

formed by yin (matter) and yang (energy).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

  

3.1. TCM’s Dialectical Nature 

These two axioms showed us that the paradigm of TCM is of a dialectic nature in which 

exist a holistic vision and a dynamic relationship of opposition (contradiction), 

complementarity, interaction, reciprocal transformation and alternate growth and 

decline (change). Some specific examples of these features will now be presented.  

 

Principle of change 

“Nothing is eternally unchangeable” (Lao Tse) 

 

Chapter 44 of Ling Shu: “Germination in spring, growth in summer, harvest in autumn 

and storage in winter are the normal changes of the four seasons and man also 

corresponds with these changes”. 

Chapter 25 of Su Wen: “If man can adjust to the climatic changes of the four seasons, 

the heaven and earth become his parents”. 

Chapter 18 in Ling Shu states: “Without cessation in the body, nutrient qi circulates in 

the blood vessels and defense qi circulates outside the blood vessels. Nutrient-qi and 

defense-qi meet again after 50 times of separate circulations. Yin links up with yang 

without beginning and ending like a ring. Defense qi circulates 25 times along yin 

meridians at day, 25 times along yang meridians at night. Beginning from yang 

meridians and ending at yin meridians. This kind of endless circulation corresponds 

with the relative movement of the sun and moon.” 

Chapter 68 of Su Wen: “The generation of things is due to transformation and the 

extremity of things leads to changes. The interaction of transformation and change 

determines the success or failure of things ... and success or failure is latently 

determined by movement. The unceasing movement results in changes” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Principle of contradiction 

Yin and Yang as a pair of opposites 

 

Yin-yang date back quite far in Chinese philosophical history. As a philosophic 

conception, yin-yang is first mentioned in the Zhou Yi: “The combination of yin and 

yang is called the law”. 

In Yi Jing (I Ching), the principle of contradiction is clearly expressed. Yin and Yang 

are two symbols that form a variety of divinatory diagrams representing the different 

relationships and the overlap between yin and yang, which oppose each other but 

coexist in a single unity. I Ching draws this pairs of opposites from the complex natural 

and social world, maintaining that yin and yang make up dao (way), or Tao, in the 

universe.  

“Yin-yang is the fundamental law in the natural world and also is the origin of 

generation, development, change and decline. For example, the entire life process of the 

human body, i.e., generation, growth, robustness, aging and death is merely the result 

of the joint effects of the body’s yang-qi and yin-essence. So the unity of opposites 

between yin and yang is the general principle of movement and change in the material 

world”  

In a healthy human body the two yin and yang opposites do not coexist in a pacific form 

and with no relation over one another, on the contrary they insult and repel each other 

mutually (thesis-antithesis).  However their opposition creates a dynamic balance and 

gives rise to development and transformation (thesis-antithesis – synthesis). 

 

But the Yin exists for the Yang and the Yang exists for the yin. 

In chapter 5, Su Wen says: “The Yin is in the interior and sustains the Yang, the Yang is 

in the exterior, and is the Yin’s messenger.”  

Besides that, excess yin gives rise to yang and vice-versa; a very high temperature can 

turn into a low temperature. The changing of the 4 seasons is another example: when 

the summer heat reaches its maximum gives place to the freshness of autumn. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

  

Principle of relationship or Holistic vision 

The human body is a whole 

The human being is a microcosm within the macrocosm  

 

TCM is a systemic science. No part of an organism can be considered independently 

from the other parts. The parts are always dependent of the whole in any system. 

Mankind is systemic and multisystemic. 

The systemic perspective is functional by nature as it is veered not towards the 

description of the constituent parts of a system but to its functions and the respective 

interconnections that exist between the parts of that system. Phenomena are constantly 

explained in the interior of a theory. 

 

1st – The body itself is an organic whole 

TCM attaches great importance to the unity of the human body itself and its relationship 

with nature, and holds that the human body is an organic whole, with different parts that 

have mutual relations and influences. They are inseparable from each other and any 

change within a part is reflected by a corresponded by the adjustment of the other parts. 

These mutual relations and influences are centered around the five Zang-Fu and come 

into effect through the meridians. For example: The liver is internally-externally related 

with the gallbladder, dominates the tendons, opens into the eyes and manifests in the 

nails. 

Since the liver pertains to wood, the heart to fire and the lung to metal according to five 

elements, liver-wood can promote heart-fire physiologically and lung-metal can confine 

the liver-wood. 

2
nd

 – Both the body and the natural world (external environment) are an organic whole 

Man lives in nature.  

The conditions of the organism, whether in health or whether in disequilibrium, cannot 

be dissociated from the environment, the seasons, the phases of the daily cycle, the 

enveloping social conditions.These factors are taken obligatory into consideration in the 

clinic to understand the genesis of the perturbation, the significance of the rhythm of 



 

 

improvement of the symptoms, as well as the prevention planning. The almost totality 

of acute pathology of the Universe, for example, is thought in terms of the main 

disturbances of climate and the environment: heat, cold, humidity, dryness, wind and 

canicular.   

 If the body’s function is abnormal or its regulatory ability is impaired through a drastic 

climatic change the physiological adaptive function of the body will be hampered 

resulting in ailment. 

Chapter 66 in the Spirit Pivot states: “If the genuine-qi is strong in the face of such evil-

qi as wind, rain, cold and heat, the evil-qi can not invade the body” 

 

3.2. TCM is a hologramatic system 

The totality of the body, its systems and functions, is reflected and, in some way, 

represented in the parts that it is composed of. Among these some are very well known 

by the relevance that they have in clinical practice. In accordance with the known 

codified criteria it is possible to obtain information on the general state of the organism 

and its main components on the sole of the foot, the palm of the hand, the nose, 

cranium, and, mainly, the ear, the tongue and the radial pulse. 

 

3.3. TCM has a symbolic appearance’s paradigm. 

All this happens as if, in its genesis and formalization, the right part of the brain 

(intuitive and connective) performs a much more important role than that of its western 

correlation, whereby the left side seems to predominate, deductive, logical and linear.  

This way, patterns, connections, symbols and tokens, frequently structure the necessary 

operations to understand the theories and its practical application.   

Moreover, just as western writing proceeds by its linear and logical juxtaposition of the 

letters of the alphabet to produce a meaning; Chinese writing is in itself pictorial, 

symbolic and circular. Each one of its characters contains a vast quantity of information 

and different nuances of thought.  

 

 

4. Formal logic, mechanicism and reductionism 

Together with Judeo-Christian tradition, some aspects of Ancient Greece culture form 

the basis of Western civilization. Aristotle imposed himself as the winner of the 

Olympic philosophic championship that crossed greek history. In fact, he over crossed 



 

 

thinkers of movement and contradiction, like Heraclites and Epicurus, and his own 

vision of the world became an overwhelming heritage that paralysed western thought 

for more than 2500 years in the ice of the laws of identity, no contradiction and 

excluded middle.  

Identity means that if anything is true than it is true - A=A. 

Noncontradiction means that contradictory statements cannot both be true - A=not A is 

false. 

Excluded middle means that, in the words of Aristotle: “Between the two members of a 

contradiction there is no middle term”. That is, “of two contradictory judgements (A is 

B, A is not B) one must be true, the other false. 

The fact is that every thought, as clear and logic as may be, presents itself not as “A is 

A” but as “A is B”: “The tree is green, the ink is dark”. 

Besides that, if I say “A is A”, if this is not an absurd repetition of the same statement, 

there is an internal movement that must be considered. If I say “A isn’t not A”, inside 

this identity statement I can find difference, relation and contradiction – all dialectical 

principles. 

In the excluded middle truth presents itself as exclusion of error. This statement 

presupposes error and makes it a moment of the truth dynamics. 

If stating that A=A means that identity is not the difference, then we are saying that 

identity is different from difference, that is, identity is a difference itself. 

Hegel, in the nineteen century, argued that (concrete) truth can only be the unity of 

identity and difference and that the “excluded middle” puts the “middle” into question. 

According to him, “It is obvious, then, that the principle of identity and, still more, the 

principle of non contradiction, are of a synthetic nature … including the other of the 

identity and, also, the non-identity, the hidden contradiction”. 

 

Meanwhile, a few centuries before Hegel, Aristotle was still deeply involved with the 

evolution of western thought, as the deep structural basis of the modern scientific 

revolution, based on the inductive methodology of Francis Bacon, the Descartes 

philosophy of intellectual evidence and the Isaac Newton application of mathematics to 

explain reality. To understand reality we must find set of several atomic A that are A in 

a static and independent way. So, expressing the impact of the development of 

mechanics research since the 16
th

 century, material world became a profusion of 



 

 

separate objects joined in a gigantic machine, similar to those human beings started, at 

the time, to learn how to build.  

In these circumstances started the belief that complex phenomena could be understood 

by reducing them to their elementary components and researching the mechanisms of 

their interaction. 

This attitude, known as reductionism, was so deeply inculcated in western culture that 

has been identified with scientific method. 

The fact is that, during 20
th

 century, the exploring of atomic and sub-atomic world put 

scientists in contact with a strange and unexpected reality that destroyed the basis of 

their vision of the world, and forced them to think in an entirely new way.  

In atomic research, when a question was put to nature, the answer was always a 

paradox, the more intense the more scientists tried to clarify the situation. After a long 

time, they accepted that these paradoxes are an essential aspect of nature. 

Contrasting with the Cartesian mechanistic conception, the vision of the world of 

modern physics can be classified as organic, holistic, ecologic or systemic. 

Universe can no more be seen as a machine composed of an infinity of separate objects, 

but reveals itself as a indivisible whole, whose parts are essentially inter-related and can 

only be understood as parts of a cosmic process. 

Like in TCM, in atomic physics non local connexions and probability imply the ability 

to deal dialectically with the concept of causality. Individual events can always be 

inscribed in a significant field, but don’t always exhibit a clear linear cause. The 

mechanistic assumption that the parts determine the behaviour of the whole is 

contradicted by quanta mechanics: the whole determines the behaviour of the parts, as 

any TCM practitioner knows. 

The philosophical games that started under the beautiful sun of Greece still go on. Hegel 

is now joining TCM in the first position of the millenary race to understand reality.                       

 

 


