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Understanding Food 
With Chinese Medicine 

Theodore Scott



Preface 
In Chinese Medicine, there is a long tradition of writing about living in harmony with 
nature. 


Living in greater harmony with nature doesn’t have to be difficult. It can be as 
simple as knowing what to eat in summer to keep you cool, and what to eat in 
winter to keep you warm. Making easy adjustments to your diet to keep yourself 
more comfortable during different seasons is a way of living in harmony with nature.


I want you to know about this stuff to colour in your understanding of food. Say you 
were having a reaction to a particular food - if you didn’t understand how this food 
could cause this reaction, it would be harder for you to make the connection 
between the food and the reaction. The more you know, the more you are able to 
listen to your body and what it is telling you about what you eat. The more you 
know, the better you can avoid problems. 


Also, I just think it’s nice to understand more about things we do every day. 


Let’s get started!
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Clearing The Table 
Before we can set the table, 

we have to clear it. 



How To Sell A Diet 

We need to talk about the way the diet and supplement industry has corrupted the 
discourse around food. We need to talk about how and why it has become so 
difficult to get clear information on what food is best for you. 


You, as an individual, with your individual likes and dislikes. You, with your unique 
body, mind, soul, spirit, intellect and emotions. You, born in your particular culture, 
with your distinctive genetics. We are all of us truly unique and different from each 
other. Doesn’t it stand to reason that different foods will have different effects on 
each of us?

 

Yet it seems that every day, a new popular movement arises centred around the 
latest ultimate diet. “Clean Eating”, for instance (with that phrase’s judgemental 
implication that people who don’t follow this method are being “dirty”). What do 
most new, fashionable diets have in common? The (incorrect) idea that they are the 
One And True Correct Way To Eat.


There are many things that seem convincing when people promote the One And 
True Correct Way To Eat. 


	1.	 These diets usually appear to work amazingly well for the people who have 
written them. The authors are usually shining examples of health and 
handsomeness, which is naturally attributed to the power of the diet.


	2.	 These diets are often tested on many other people, friends or patients of the 
author, who then go on to report similar amazing results.


	3.	 Such diets often hinge on “scientific studies” that supposedly provide proof of 
their objective superiority.


	4.	 Other diets are based on a specific culture or a historical moment wherein 
humans are supposed to have mastered the art of eating for health.


	5.	 Still other diets are promoted based on their moral superiority, and the 
implication is that following such a diet will make you into a better (or more 
spiritual) human being. 
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The Problem With The Sell 
1. “It Worked For Me!” 

Of course the author finds his or her diet to be effective for them! Assuming they 
believe what they’ve written, which is not always a given, no diet book author would 
recommend something that made them tired or sick. However, extrapolating too 
much from this tiny sample is a mistake. (Note - anything underlined in this paper is 
a link). 


It is an ironically common human tendency to assume, on some level, that other 
people experience life the same way we do - think the way we do, feel the way we 
do, have the same values that we do. Certainly, we do have some commonality of 
experience between us as humans - but the differences between us as individuals 
are so huge that it’s often underestimated. Many of these differences are not easily 
observed via conventional methods, as they are internal and generally invisible. This 
can make it easy to think that the differences between individuals are smaller than 
they are.


2 & 3. “It Worked For My Patients!” & “I Can Prove It Works!” 

It is natural for an author to want a sample size larger than themselves, and some of 
them (particularly dieticians and doctors) are in a position to produce it via their 
patients. This is a good time to talk about confirmation bias, where people tend to 
look for and find data that supports their theories, and ignore or discount data that 
refutes it. There are many ways in which a person with a theory about food can 
skew their own research on it to appear favourable (sometimes it’s intentional, 
sometimes it’s not).


Someone who wants to spearhead a famous food movement can reap a lot of 
money and status from it. They can be powerfully motivated to make as strong an 
argument for their approach as they can - sometimes, stronger than their data can 
support.


Good, credible data about even very simple interventions is not easy to attain. Let’s 
say you want to measure the effects of a single medication on a single symptom - 
so you do a trial.
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Every single person in the trial is unique and they will have different reactions to the 
medication. To compensate for this, you need to test this medication on a lot of 
people. You also need to test it over a long period of time, to see what happens 
across different time frames. You need to collect detailed information about your 
test subjects so that you can have some idea of the myriad variables that are 
affecting the outcome of the trial. 


The structure of the trial, the way you gather data, and the data itself require 
extensive professional analysis to ensure that the data produced is meaningful and 
that the correct conclusions are reached from it. 


This is only scratching the surface of the difficulties involved. This is expensive, 
complicated, full time work for a staff of several people.


All this is just to find out if a single substance  
affects a single symptom! 

Now think about any new, popular method of eating for health. Think about the 
huge variety of substances involved in a human diet, as opposed to the single 
substance we were talking about researching before. Think about how the same 
foods are produced in different ways and conditions in different places. Think about 
how diets are often promoted as generating multiple health effects, not just one. 
Think about how even applying a fraction of the rigour involved in clinical trials to 
your diet would turn your daily eating into a joyless full time job. Now apply this to a 
small sample size, probably monitored only very lightly (likely something as flimsy as 
untrained self-reporting) over a short period of time! This is only a handful of the 
difficulties involved in researching something as complicated as an entire diet. 


Now, finally, add a profit (and/or fame) motive for so many of the people claiming to 
have “scientifically proven” the superiority of their new diet.


Maybe Mr. New Best Diet is right and their way is better. But after reading the above 
- how sure are you that they are right? Your body is the bet Mr. Diet is asking you to 
place on his theory. Has he really done his homework? Enough to truly count? 
Because that homework is huge, expensive, time consuming and absurdly difficult.
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Let’s be generous for a minute and assume a diet celebrity did this 
homework properly - what then? Even if a particular diet has credible 
scientific research supporting it, that research will almost certainly indicate 
a less than 100% success rate. Even the most scientifically supported 
dietary habits are not universally applicable. At least one person will find 
even the most scientifically supported diet is actively harmful to their 
health. 

4. “It Worked There, So It Will Work Here!” 

Diets based on a particular moment in history, or a particular culture, ignore the fact 
that those eating habits developed over a long period of time to suit the people in 
that time period, or location. Additionally, over time, those people would have also 
adapted to the foods available to them - as have you. 


Just because a cluster of people from, say, Okinawa, show excellent health and 
longevity outcomes that correlate with a particular diet, doesn’t necessarily mean 
you can just apply the same diet to people from Poland, Brazil or Australia and 
expect the same health outcomes.


5. “It Is Morally/Spiritually Right.”


The apparent moral superiority of a diet does not guarantee that it will give you 
good physical health. 


If only you had the moral fibre to eat nothing but raw vegetables, surely you would 
be the healthiest person alive, right? If you were born with a body that is compatible 
with such a diet, sure! If your constitution is unsuitable for this kind of diet, though, 
you could eat nothing but perfect, fresh, raw, organic, home grown vegetables every 
day and become very sick from it. 


A person may believe that meat is murder, but their physical body may not be 
terribly interested in its owner’s worldview - it may be sick for want of the iron, 
protein and B12 that a steak could provide. Although those nutrients are also 
available in vegetables, not everyone can digest them properly in their vegetable 
form.
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The Most Important Thing 
If you take away nothing else from this paper, I would like you to take this. This is 
the most important thing I have to say on the topic of food and supplements.


It’s just not possible. It does not matter how many people feel good eating a 
particular food or supplement - there is at least one person (and often many more 
than just one) who it will make sick. And that person might be you.


That is the only truly universal law of food - that there is no universally good food, 
supplement, or way to eat.


There are so many things that people promote as being good for literally everyone. 
A small few examples you may have encountered:


Paleo 

Vegetarianism

Low fat diets

No sugar diets 

Magnesium pills (I don’t think I’m the only one who is completely tired of being 
advised to take magnesium). 


These (and all the other diets, foods and supplements that are so often touted as 
universally applicable) can help a lot of people, but all of these things are harmful for 
some people. They might only harm a small number of people, but it’s essential to 
know that this number is not zero. 


If you try a food, diet or supplement and feel better because of it, great! But if it 
makes you feel worse, don’t keep on with it just because it has a good reputation.


It really is reckless to give specific, prescriptive dietary advice without properly 
understanding the recipient’s situation - but it happens constantly. 


So, I have no intention of telling you the one right way to eat, because it is not within 
my power. Rather, I want to give you some different ways to think about food. But I 
can’t and won’t advise you specifically what to eat.
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Chinese Medical Dietetics 
Theory & Application



Basic Concepts 
Just as our bodies have physical and energetic components, food also has physical 
properties and energetic properties. Just as the energetic parts of us affect the 
physical parts, the energetic properties of food also affect our physical bodies. 
There are two major ways in which Chinese Medicine classifies the energetic 
properties of food, and they are taken directly from herbal medicine.


	1.	 Thermal nature - how does this food affect the balance of hot and cold energies 
in the body? We use this spectrum: Cold - Cool - Neutral - Warm - Hot.


2.	 Flavour - this is not how the food tastes, but what type of energetic dynamic 
does this food promote? How does it move and change energy in the body? For 
instance, the bitter flavour is cooling, drying and moves energy downward. The 
other flavours are sour, sweet, acrid and salty, and they all promote different 
types of energy movement and function.


These classifications do not oppose or supersede western biochemical 
understandings of food. Rather, they add another layer of nuance and practical 
understanding, by which we can more accurately customise our eating to our 
particular context.


Thermal nature is particularly important to understand. A significant number of 
energetic pathological processes relate to imbalances of heat and cold in the body. 
Therefore it stands to reason that the thermal effects of food and drink can 
aggravate or ameliorate ailments. I will be focusing mostly on thermal nature in this 
paper.


Cold Food & Drink 

What constitutes coldness when we talk about food and drink? 


1. Celsius Temperature.


When we ingest physically cold substances, they must be warmed by the heat in 
our bodies. If we are already struggling to generate bodily warmth (as may be the 
case in winter, or the way some people tend to just “run cold”) then the energy 
required just to bring that cold food to body temperature can be a significant drain 
on our resources. 
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Think about heating up some frozen food in the oven. You normally want to set it to 
at least 180 degrees, right? Now imagine an oven that you can’t heat up past 37 
degrees.  Who’d buy it? We’re just not that well designed for heating up cold 
substances. 


2. Energetic Thermal Nature. 


This type of coldness is inherent to the food, a separate quality to celsius 
temperature. Some foods, such as watermelon, lettuce, cucumber (not an 
exhaustive list), are inherently cooling to the body even when served at room 
temperature. I have included a short appendix at the end that outlines the thermal 
natures of common foods. If the qi of the stomach is weak, inherently cold and cool 
foods can be difficult to digest.


3. Preparation.


Yet another aspect of coldness relates to the way the food is prepared. For 
instance, the inherently cold nature of tomatoes can be warmed somewhat by 
cooking them (especially with other warming ingredients like onion and garlic). 
Although they will remain inherently cooling, the intensity of this effect they have on 
the body will be diminished.


4. Flavour.


There are flavours that food can have that also generate cooling effects. Foods with 
salty, bitter and sour flavour have cooling properties. Foods can be inherently 
warming and have these flavours, but it is less common, and their warming qualities 
are counterbalanced by their cooling flavours. The effects of flavour are a bit 
esoteric and at this level it’s not the most important thing. I’ve put a lengthier 
description of the flavours in the appendix if you are interested.
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The Stomach & Cold 
Let’s talk about the stomach for a minute.  Biochemically, food is broken down by 
enzymes and hydrochloric acid (this combination has the charming name of “gastric 
juice”). Energetically, this breakdown process is aided by an ample amount of warm 
energy or qi. Heat speeds metabolic processes up, and a good supply of warm 
stomach qi is essential for rapid and efficient digestion. 


When the stomach and digestive system is cooled too much by cold food and 
drink, its efficiency diminishes. Our ability to digest food is reduced. 


Let’s look at an example - a commonly consumed “superfood” like spirulina. 


From a nutritional perspective it looks like magic. It’s full of vitamins, minerals and 
protein. On paper, it seems like it has nearly everything a body needs. 


So what’s the problem? Its inherent thermal nature is cold, and it’s very nutritionally 
dense - so it takes a lot of warm energy to break down. And how is it usually 
consumed? Add milk (physically cold from the fridge) and fruit (almost always 
inherently cool or cold) and ice - it’s a smoothie! Now picture someone drinking it 
first thing in the morning (the time of the day when the stomach is supplied with the 
most warm qi for this liquid nitrogen smoothie to destroy) before they go for their 
Canberra winter -5 degree jog. 


This is a recipe for chilling the body.

 

But write the above another way - “Have a nutritious spirulina smoothie before your 
early morning run!” and you have a very common piece of advice. I’ll bet you’ve 
heard it, or something like it, many times.

 

Yes, spirulina and other raw superfoods are very nutritious. However, if we lack the 
digestive power to break them down and absorb them, then at best the food’s 
nutritional value (and the stack of cash you spent at the health food store) is wasted. 
At worst, the energy drain and coldness generated by the failed attempt to digest 
them can further diminish our digestive power and even make us sick. 


One way to think of the energy of the stomach is like a campfire. If the fire is blazing 
hot and strong, you can put big, heavy logs on it and they will burn well. However, if 
the fire is small, those same big logs will snuff it right out. But if you feed that small 
fire small twigs, and then gradually larger branches, you can build it up to a nice 
blaze. 
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If your digestive power is weak, maximising nutrition is not a priority - maximising 
digestibility is. As you continue to eat food you can easily digest, the stomach will 
warm up and your digestive power will increase. When your stomach is strong, you 
can eat things that are more nutritious and difficult to break down.


To extend the analogy a bit further - a good strong fire can easily burn a certain 
amount of green or wet fuel. However, adding nothing but wet wood and green 
leaves will put eventually the fire out - and so it is with cold food and drink.


Raw Food 
This brings us directly to the raw food movement. A raw food diet is commonly held 
out as nutritionally superior, because uncooked foods contain the most vitamins, 
minerals and enzymes. The nutritional argument for a raw food diet is this - cooking 
breaks down nutrients, therefore food is always more beneficial if eaten raw. 


On the surface, this seems logical, and the first half of that argument is true. 
Cooking does reduce the amounts of certain nutrients in foods. The second and 
most important half, the popular conclusion that raw food advocates draw from this 
premise, is incorrect.  Raw food is not always better for you in practice. We started 
using fire on our food 400,000 years ago for a reason.


 Cooking your vegetables does reduce the nutrients 
contained within. However, unless you massively overcook 
them, there is still more than enough nutrition contained in 
those vegetables for your needs. More importantly, though - 
the remaining nutrients are now vastly more bioavailable, 
contained within a now easily digestible substrate.  

Raw foods are full of nutrition that many people’s bodies will have trouble 
accessing. Cooked food has a bit less nutrition, but you can absorb that slightly 
smaller portion much more efficiently. In practical terms, for many people, cooked 
vegetables are much more nutritious and healthful than raw vegetables. For many 
people, cooked vegetables are also just more appealing and easier to eat.


On paper, a raw food diet makes sense. But in practice, it can collide badly with the 
realities of human digestion.
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I’m not saying you should never eat raw foods - but I do recommend you eat more 
cooked food than raw. 


I do want to acknowledge that there are people for whom a raw food diet is a good 
fit. Some people have very strong digestive systems, with a natural abundance of 
heat in the stomach. These people can benefit from (or at least cope with) the very 
cooling, high-difficulty digestive workload that a raw food diet imposes. If that’s you, 
then more power to you.


 But if you suspect that’s not you, don’t make the mistake of thinking “if others can 
do it, so can I!” Everyone is different, and you may not enjoy the circumstances that 
allow others to live that raw food life. That is not a failing, that is just life on earth as 
a human.
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Hot Food & Drink 
The situation with hot food and drink is different to that of cold food and drink.  Let’s 
look at some of the properties of hot foods:


1. Physical temperature.


As long as it is not so hot that it is uncomfortable to eat, warm or hot food is much 
easier to digest. The body does not need to expend extra energy to bring the food 
to 37 degrees, which leaves more energy available for metabolic processes. The 
food’s heat can warm the rest of the body if required, and any surplus heat will 
simply leave the body. Foods that are physically neither hot or cold are also easier 
to digest than foods that are cold.


2. Inherent thermal nature.


Certain foods have an energetic nature that is inherently warm or hot. For instance, 
onions, parsnips and cabbages all have a warm nature, and will improve the body’s 
ability to generate heat.


3. Cooking. 


Cooking will increase the inherent warm nature of a warm food, and reduce the 
cooling nature of cool and cold foods. Different cooking methods will have different 
effects - for instance, steaming imparts less warming nature than frying.


4. Acrid flavour.


This relates to the energetic movement promoted by certain foods. Foods with acrid 
flavour promote the rapid circulation and outward discharge of heat and energy. 
Foods like garlic, onion, chili and ginger have acridity. Cooling foods may have acrid 
flavour, but this is considered a yang flavour and is mostly found in inherently warm 
and hot foods. 


Of these aspects of heat and warmth, acrid flavour deserves special attention. 
Eating acrid foods can cause the body to feel warm quickly, sometimes to the point 
of sweating. If you have ever eaten a spicy curry and suddenly your scalp felt damp 
and your face felt flushed, you have experienced the acrid flavour’s effects.
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As the acrid flavour has powerful effects on the body, it stands to reason that it can 
cause problems if used without care. Because of its powerful heating effects, too 
much acrid food can damage yin energies in the body, causing a variety of heat-
related symptoms. For instance, many people find that they get headaches after 
eating food that is too spicy for them - the heat generated by the acrid flavour 
lodges in the head and causes pain. 


People who struggle to generate body heat must be careful when attempting to 
warm themselves with acrid food. Excessive acridity can cause significant outward 
radiation of body heat, which will, once the initial warmth fades, leave a person 
feeling colder than before. Again, major signs of such excess radiation of heat are 
sweating and flushing.


While there are many foods with acrid flavour (garlic, onion, cinnamon) the most 
important acrid food to be mindful of is chili. As far as I can tell, it is the only food 
commonly eaten in the west that has acrid flavour of sufficient intensity to cause 
real problems. 


All alcoholic drinks, but particularly spirits, have significant acrid flavour and can 
cause similar problems in excess. The increased outward radiation of body heat is 
why alcohol is a poor tool for warming the body in cold climates - ultimately, it will 
leave the body’s core temperature lower than before. 


This is not to say that the acrid flavour is inherently bad for us - it isn’t. We need our 
food to provide us with all of the flavours in order to be healthy. The acrid flavour is 
important for how it improves circulation. However, like anything, the acrid flavour 
can be harmful in excess, and what is considered excessive varies from person to 
person, depending on their state of health at any given time.
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Weather & Seasons 
There are many things about human civilisation that we now take for granted, that 
are really very new. One such thing is our ability to transport both food and 
ourselves long distances quickly - we can go from a sunny place to a frozen place 
in a matter of hours. Another new thing is our ability to control our environment 
locally, using heating and air conditioning. Due to this new, unprecedented control, I 
believe we have collectively forgotten much about how we used to adapt to our 
environment. 


One thing we used to understand was how to eat seasonally.


When I talk about eating seasonally, I’m not just talking about eating produce that is 
in season where you live (although that is also a good idea, and connected to what 
follows). I am talking about eating in a way that helps your body manage the 
particular physiological stresses that every different season generates. In Canberra 
(and if you are reading this, odds are you live in Canberra) we have a quite distinct 
Spring, Summer, Winter and Autumn, which maps pretty closely to the traditional 
Chinese medical model.  
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In Chinese Medicine, there is considered to be a strong connection between our 
health and our environment.  Where we live, with its particular weather and its 
seasonality, can have a dramatic influence on our health. Each season has its own 
unique climactic character which produces specific changes in our health. 


We can use what we know about the thermal nature of foods to help us adapt to the 
seasons. 


In winter there is less ambient heat and yang energy around for us to absorb. It is 
the hardest time for us to keep warm, so it is a good idea for us to eat primarily 
warm, cooked foods, as well as more foods with intrinsically warming thermal 
nature. 


As the weather warms in spring, it is ok to start reintroducing uncooked and cooling 
foods. Be a little cautious with this at the beginning - the start of a Canberra spring 
is often called “sprinter” for good reason. If it’s technically spring but still freezing, 
you’re better off sticking with your warming winter diet until the thaw. 


In summer, an increased proportion of raw fruits, vegetables, salads, juices etc. can 
be useful for helping us manage the heat. I do recommend that you still keep eating 
cooked food during summer, though.


Finally, in autumn, we once again increase our consumption of cooked and warming 
food, and cut down on the raw, cooling foods. 


Check the appendix for a list of common foods and their thermal natures, which you 
can use to apply these seasonal eating principles.


If we eat too much food that is not in harmony with the season, we can increase our 
risk of illness. For instance, eating nothing but cold and raw food in winter can leave 
us feeling chilled, lethargic, and with compromised immunity -  we can be more 
susceptible to cold-related symptoms. 


If we don’t eat any cooling food in summer, it can be difficult for us to manage our 
internal heat levels, causing different symptoms. Eating seasonally is a way for us to 
adapt to our situation and keep healthy.
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Remember that these are very general principles. Your body is unique, and has 
unique needs. For instance, some people naturally generate a lot of internal heat 
year-round, and may benefit from a high proportion of uncooked foods even in 
winter. People who struggle to generate heat may still find salads upset their 
digestion even in the peak of summer. 


As you adapt yourself to the season, so too must you adapt any dietary principles 
to yourself. If a theory, dietary method, supplement or food doesn’t work for you, 
discard it.


Thank You 
Thanks again for signing up for my mailing list, and for taking the time to read this 
far. On the off chance you are reading this and aren’t on the mailing list, please 
consider signing up here: theodorescottacupuncture.com


If you want to know more about the Chinese Medicine approach to diet, I am more 
than happy to answer questions in clinic, during a treatment session. I can give you 
more targeted advice about eating for your situation (although, the session won’t be 
all about food and I don’t write full meal plans). 


This link will take you to my online booking page. 


Alternately, you can call my reception team at 1300 00 2012 during business hours.


Appendix 1: Notes On Common Foods
Food Thermal 

Nature
Flavours Notes

Apple Cool Sweet, Sour

Avocado Cool Sweet Good source of fat.

Banana Cold Sweet Good for constipation, but will tend to aggravate 
diarrhoea (if it's the kind where you feel tired after 
passing stool).  

Broccoli Cool Acrid, Bitter An acquired taste for many, but overcooking it really 
makes it taste awful. Stay close to the saucepan.

Cabbage Warm Sweet, Acrid

Carrot Neutral Sweet

Celery Cool Sweet, Bitter Becomes mildly toxic when old and wilted - make sure 
it’s fresh and crisp.

Corn Neutral Sweet

Food
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Eggplant Cool Sweet Nightshade. Some people are sensitive to this family of 
plants, but they don’t all have an obvious family 
resemblance.

Garlic Hot Acrid Refrigeration reduces flavour.

Lemon Cool Sour Very acidic - be careful if you have excessive stomach 
acid or ulcers. Can damage tooth enamel if consumed 
in excess.

Lettuce Cool Sweet, Bitter You can cook it, but it will turn to mush if you’re not 
quick.

Mushroom Cool Sweet Always cook them - raw mushrooms are slightly toxic. 
Peeling not necessary. NEVER forage for wild 
mushrooms around Canberra, more than one person 
has died doing this. Some poisonous mushrooms look 
almost exactly like their edible cousins. Don’t risk it, 
just buy them from a grocer.

Oats Warm Sweet, Bitter

Onion Warm Acrid Use a very sharp knife to minimise crushing - this will 
reduce the amount of eye-irritating chemicals released 
when cut.

Orange Cool Sweet, Sour While less acidic than lemons, still difficult for some to 
digest.

Parsnip Warm Sweet Don’t touch the shoots or leaves with bare skin as they 
are toxic. Definitely don’t eat the shoots or leaves 
because the poison does not break down with cooking.

Pawpaw Neutral Sweet, Bitter

Peanuts Warm Sweet Many people are sensitive to peanuts. One to keep an 
eye on. Can be referred to as groundnut oil, which is 
sometimes used in restaurants (most waiters are used 
to being asked about it these days).

Pear Cool Sweet, Sour

Pineapple Neutral Sweet, Sour Very acidic - not recommended if you have excessive 
stomach acid or ulcers.

Potato Neutral Sweet Nightshade. No need to peel these - the skin adds 
flavour and nutrition. Throw out the green ones. 
Thoroughly cut out eyes and sprouts.

Pumpkin Cool Sweet, Bitter Peeling is not necessary unless you are mashing it.

Quinoa Warm Sweet, Sour High in protein - good for vegetarians.

Rice Neutral Sweet Brown rice is more nutritious than white - but there are 
some recipes where white just tastes better.

Spinach Cool Sweet Known for having a lot of iron and calcium, but oxalate 
prevents human absorption of most of both.

Strawberry Cool Sweet, Sour

Thermal 
Nature

Flavours NotesFood
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Appendix 2: The Five Flavours 

Sweet Potato Cool Sweet Not a nightshade.

Tomato Cold Sweet, Sour Nightshade. Refrigeration reduces their flavour.

Watermelon Cold Sweet Be careful eating it just out of the fridge - it is already 
inherently very cold.

Wheat Cool Sweet, Salty Another food that many people are sensitive to. Found 
in many processed foods, more than most people 
would reasonably expect. Requires careful label-
reading to fully avoid.

Thermal 
Nature

Flavours NotesFood
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Flavour Effects Notes

Overall This is a bit more technical than the rest of the info in this booklet - for the 
energetics nerds in the audience :-) Usage of the term “flavour” in Chinese 
Medicine does not correlate strongly with its vernacular usage. Many 
technically sweet and non-bitter herbs are still intensely bitter on the tongue. 
Rather, “flavour” is used to describe a secondary set of energetic dynamics 
that are often in opposition or contrast with the primary energetic dynamics 
associated with the five phases.

Sweet Increases production of qi, blood 
and fluids. Tonifies the spleen, then 
all other organs via the spleen.

In most foods to some extent.

Sour Astringent - has a mild contractile 
quality. Tonifies the liver.

Acidic foods tend to possess the sour 
flavour.

Bitter Firming, cooling, descending. Qi of the heart meridian has the property 
of bitterness, to control yang qi 
production of the heart organ.

Acrid Warming, increases yang qi 
production and circulation.

Can cause sweating. Depending on the 
type of pathogen and its progression, 
inducing sweating using acrid flavour 
can cure or aggravate an external 
pathogen condition.

Salty Moves fluids - softens and loosens 
things that are swollen with water. 
Promotes urination.

Cut a tomato in half, then sprinkle salt 
on it. The fluid leaching effect is very 
similar to how the salty flavour works in 
the body.
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