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Abstract 

Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) has been practiced in China for over 5,000 years. For being a 

thorough and completed health care system, TCM is based on the conceptions of “holism” and 

“individualization” that are aimed for reaching the “harmony” between human and nature, as well 

as within the human body. The difference between TCM and conventional medicine is “Western 

Medicine (WM) saves life and Chinese Medicine resolves problems”, by comparing to WM, this 

article has discussed the way to achieve “harmony” in TCM.  
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Introduction 

Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) has been practiced for thousands of years in China and Asia, 

and has been widely developed in overseas since two centuries ago. It has benefited people by 

implementing TCM philosophies into their mind, repairing impairments for their diseases and 

injuries, helping reproduction, breaking circles of harmful life style and establishing healthy way of 

living then prolonging people’s life. The core philosophies of TCM are “holism” and 

“individualization” that promote people to reach “HARMONY” for the final destination. Owing to 

the “holism” in TCM, the range of “harmony” here is infinite thus covering all the natural, healthy 

and ideal conditions and relationships that can be found in the universe such as sky and earth, 

nature and human, yin and yang, men and women, energy and blood, excessiveness and 

insufficiency and so on. While “individualization” is a much more specified but not narrowed term 

for TCM diagnosis and treatments.  

Definitions 

In TCM, “holism” means the human body is an organic whole itself and is also a live element in the 

organic universe. Organs and tissues that formed the body are closely correlated to each other in 

structure, physiology and pathology. To be detailed, “Zang” organs of the heart, liver, spleen, lung 

and kidney controlling the main functions of circulation, mental activities, digestion, breath and 



enuresis are located deep inside and centered in the body, and are connected to “Fu” viscera, 

extremities, orifices, skin and hair through the channel system. Meanwhile, different parts of the 

body are working together in both physiology and pathology to keep the body functioning and 

reflecting symptoms, repairing problems for each other. Another meaning of “holism” in TCM is 

when human lives in the nature and consumes all natural resources of sunlight, air and water, the 

nature simultaneously delivers influences onto human then brings on certain physiological or 

pathological responses.  

 

While the “individualization” is structured on differentiations of patients’ symptoms and 

constitutions at certain stage of their life. Because of the uniqueness upon each individual, the 

diagnosis and treatment protocols are made for the exact person individually. Every TCM 

therapeutic plan is tailored for the particular patient at particular time, is not for anyone else and 

not suitable for any other time. This strategy of making appropriate diagnosis and followed by 

proper treatments has emphasized the cruciality of “individualization” in TCM. 

 

Common understanding to the “harmony” from medical point of view is a healthy body and mind 

for one person, however in TCM the definition of “harmony” is not absolute and having no strict 

boundary between “harmony” and “disharmony”. This is because the physical and mental 

condition are always changing along with all the aspects involved. In other words, there is always 

disharmony in a healthy person and harmony in an unhealthy person, due to the internal 

environments keeping adapting to the external nature. So to keep the maximal condition of living, 

“attaining harmony” is the vital motivation for the human race to push them going forward.  

Achievement to Harmony 

TCM is like the art of Chinese calligraphy that is unique for both the calligraphist and the characters 

being written. There are no identical calligraphies in the world because it is handmade and not 

mass produced in factories, therefore it has no standards to follow and is always changing along 

with the calligraphist’s qi, his response to nature, way of understanding to the characters and their 

meanings. The unique nature of Chinese calligraphy has determined the way of doing it is an 

inexpressible inspiration.  

 



While TCM treatments, no matter what the format is- herbal medicine or acupuncture are never 

identical in patients either, and never being the same at different times even just for the same 

patient. Due to the holism and harmony among the sky, earth and human, human body’s condition 

is always changing along with the nature. In other words, no body condition stays the same forever 

thereafter the TCM treatment needs to be constantly adjusted accordingly.  

 

As a contrast, Western Medicine (WM) is like a deliberately printed book- synthesized, consistent 

and solid. No matter how many times the book is republished, such as the Bible, it will all keep the 

same just like the first version. Everything in WM is specified to micro level, the way of diagnosing 

diseases and evaluating treatments are accurate to numbers of cells, grams and milliliters etc., WM 

practitioners are using same criteria to determine patients’ recoveries as well. Everything in WM 

must fit in the existing framework, thus anything out of the frame needs to be researched and 

explored to get a proper conclusion and ways to resolve.  

 

This is because WM is based on summaries of previous experiences hence the knowledge and 

treatment for diseases must refer to previous cases. Consequently, there is no cure for anything 

out of the range before it is researched or revealed. For instance, the first case of Thallotoxicosis 

was reported in Chinese medical history 30 years ago and prior to that, nobody knew what the 

disease was and the patient was only rescued after replies coming from overseas practitioners. 

Regrettably even though the patient’s life was saved however due to the delay of treatment it still 

left her severe neurologic sequels.  

 

Furthermore, all western medical doctors, as long as they are trained within the system, they all 

have same opinions to diseases and treatments. So from WM point of view, people are simply 

considered either healthy or unhealthy. Oppositely, in TCM, nobody is perfectly healthy because 

the body is connecting to the nature, and the changes of yin and yang reflects to human body may 

come into conflict with the body or benefit the body, depending on the person’s own constitution. 

The only perfect condition without changes in TCM, is death. 

 

In summary, the difference between TCM and WM at first glance is a live science and a concrete 



framework. A Chinese saying that summarizes the difference of “WM saving life while TCM 

resolving the problem” has described the way or angle for TCM and WM to look at diseases. WM 

is much more specified, higher in concentration and quicker to react on patients thus save their 

lives. But it mostly suppresses the problem rather than tracking down pathogenic causes, resolving 

the problem and preventing its happening. This significant flaw has determined patients relying on 

medications almost all their life long.  

 

The phenomenon of WM focusing on relieving symptoms has made TCM outstanding because of 

the concept of “prevention”. A phrase from the TCM classic Huang Di Nei Jing 2,000 years ago has 

stated “the medical guru only prevents diseases to happen instead of treating the disease after it 

is happened” (Unknown, 2,000 BC). A typical example comes from the treatment of Fei Yong (lobar 

pneumonia), on top of clearing the lung heat and eliminating phlegm at the acute stage, TCM also 

cares about the original reason and then to stop the patient being attacked by the same or similar 

diseases again at the relieving stage. Common protocols may include avoiding exposures in cold 

weather, strengthening the defensive Qi, keeping the body away from heat and dampness thus 

maintaining harmony among the sky, earth and human body, as well as within the body.  

 

Unfortunately the modern life style and modern medicine have both gone off the ancient maxims 

and caused more and more new diseases such as HIV and Avian influenza. Due to the limited 

knowledge and experiences previously, patients have no cure in WM and have to seek help from 

TCM as a last resort. It has required practitioners of the new era keeping their mind close to basic 

concepts of “holism” and “individualization” in TCM, and always reviewing the theories throughout 

clinical practice, as well as remaining focuses on prevention diseases to achieve the “harmony” for 

people in both physiological and psychological health.  


