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PORTUGAL PRESENTATION 

 

 

It is a great pleasure to be invited to be part of this 

international Health and Wellbeing conference. Thank you for 

inviting me. 

 

 

China has a two and a half thousand year old tradition of 

cultivating health. Known as yangsheng – nourishment of life – 

it teaches us the best way to live to maintain health and 

wellbeing and to maximise our lifespan.  

 

It comes from Daoist, Confucian and Buddhist teachings, from 

Chinese medicine, from qigong (originally called daoyin) and 

from folk medicine. It offers guidance from before birth (how 

to maximise fertility), how to protect the foetus during 

pregnancy, how to raise children and how to live as a 

successful human being. 

 

The Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic (the Neijing Suwen), the 

earliest foundation book of Chinese medicine,  was written 

between 200 BCE and 200 CE. It is striking how far ahead of 

its time it was in understanding the causes of disease. Not 

gods or demons but ordinary human behaviour. 

 

On its opening page, the Yellow Emperor asks his adviser 

Qi Bo why, in ancient times, people lived to be over a hundred 
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years old and still remained strong, while now, at only fifty, 

they are already worn out. Qi Bo could have been speaking today 

when he replies that the people of old knew how to live 

properly. Their eating and drinking habits were moderate, they 

led a regular lifestyle and they modelled their behaviour on 

the interplay of yin and yang (i.e. they followed the natural 

order of things). By contrast, he says, people nowadays drink 

alcohol "as if it were water", indulge in unrestrained sex, and 

"have no clue as to what it means to hold on to satisfaction … 

they are all for gaining quick pleasures in their minds … The 

whole pattern of their lives, their rhythm of waking and 

sleeping is completely without moderation or regularity. Thus 

they can’t even make it to fifty without going into decline. 

 

Then in chapter Two, Qi Bo makes clear that prevention is the 

highest form of medicine. It says: 

"The sages did not treat those who were already ill but 

treated those who were not yet ill. Treating disease after it 

has arisen is like starting to dig a well when one is already 

thirsty, or only starting to cast weapons once the battle has 

begun. Would these also not be too late?" 

 

Some of the greatest doctors through Chinese history were 

advocates of yangsheng. For example the famous 3rd century 

doctor Hua Tuo developed the five animal qigong practice and Ge 

Hong, the 4th century alchemist, wrote “The body should always 

be exercised; food should always be minimal. Yet even in 

exercise do not go to extremes; in minimizing food do not go to 
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emaciation”. It was Ge Hong, by the way, who first suggested 

that Qing Hao (artemisia) could be used to treat malaria, which 

led to the 20th century Chinese discovery of artemisinin – one 

of the most powerful anti-malarial drugs.  

 

And Sun Simiao, so famous in medical history that he is known 

as the god of medicine, wrote in the 7th century, "Avoid 

anxiety and worrying, great anger, sorrow and grief, great fear  

and too many words. Avoid eagerly jumping at your desires and 

avoid holding on to hatred. All of these are harmful to 

longevity.” 

 

The four pillars of yangsheng are care of the mind and 

emotions, diet, exercise and rest, and sleep. Yangsheng also 

discusses sex life, care of pregnancy and babies, contact with 

nature and music, managing ageing and dying successfully. It 

makes up a complete guide from birth to death. 

 

The aims of yangsheng were first of all to help the body 

resist infectious diseases – the number one cause of death for 

most of human history. If we kept a quiet and contented mind, 

ate appropriately, cultivated the body and mind with practices 

such as breathing, qigong (daoyin) and meditation, then our 

immune system would be strengthened. At the same time we would 

be able to reduce the risk of developing chronic disease and 

increase our chances of leading a long and healthy life.  
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And if we cultivated moderation, contentment, gratitude, 

generosity, kindness, friendship and intimacy, 

then we would increased our mental wellbeing and slowly 

develop wisdom.  

 

When we look at the health of the global population today, we 

see how badly these lessons are still needed. Chronic non-

infectious diseases such as cancer, heart disease, diabetes, 

dementia and strokes and depression are steadily increasing 

all over the world, with the fastest rise in developing 

countries as they learn the lessons of poor eating habits, 

denatured food and lack of exercise from their more developed 

neighbours. It is predicted that the incidence of these 

chronic diseases will double within the next 20 to 30 years, 

and no health system – however well funded – can afford to 

treat and support such large numbers of patients. And of 

course once these diseases have arisen, it is very hard to 

cure them, so patients are likely to require medication for 

the rest of their lives.  

 

And while people are living longer in most parts of the world, 

the last years, even decades, of their lives are spent 

suffering from disability and chronic disease. 

 

It is simple and obvious that the future of medicine must lie 

in prevention. Deriving from careful observation of nature, 

without preconceived religious belief to obstruct 

understanding, and drawing on the core philosophies of 
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yinyang, the middle way and the concept of free flow, the 

yangsheng tradition offers the most complete understanding of 

health and disease that our human intelligence has yet come up 

with.   

 

However there are gaps in the traditional yangsheng teachings. 

While it is true that we each have a responsibility for our 

own individual health, we now understand how important social, 

economic and political factors are in health and disease. 

 

For example economic pressures, poverty and work stress are 

major causes of disease. Women who are poor, for example, are 

likely to give birth to children of lower birth weight and 

that can lead to impaired development and increased risk of 

lifelong mental and physical sickness. Overwork caused by 

economic or social pressures is also increasingly understood 

to be a major cause of ill health. 

 

As Sun Simiao reminded us, one of the profound teachings of 

Chinese medicine is how much our emotional state affects our 

mental and physical health. Acute or long-term anxiety, fear 

and fright, for example, can increase the risk of all the 

chronic diseases. We therefore need our governments to help 

build societies free from fear, political oppression and 

economic hardship and to promote equality, support for all 

citizens and individual freedom of expression. 
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And of course the greatest single threat to human health is an 

entirely modern one, unthought of by our ancestors, and that 

is climate change. Unchecked it is likely to cause untold 

suffering, sickness and death.  

 

One of the great lessons of yangsheng, especially due to the 

influence of Daoism, is that we are not separate from the 

natural world but an intimate part of it. When we injure 

nature, we injure ourselves.  

 

So ultimately yangsheng is not just about the health of 

individuals. It is inseparably concerned with healthy 

communities and a healthy planet. 

 

 

 

 


