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Comparison Between Five—Element Theory in Huangdi Neijing and Four-Element Theory in

Avicenna’s Canon of Medicine

Ni Qi, Jia Chunhua, Lai Min
(School of Traditional Chinese Medicine, Beijing University of Chinese Medicine, Beijing 100029, China)

Abstract: This paper tries to compare five—element theory in Huangdi Neijing with four—element theory in Avicenna's
Canon of Medicine, and discusses the similarities and differences between Chinese traditional medicine and Western
traditional medicine. According to the results of the comparison, there are correspondences between these two theories in
terms of taxonomies, relevance of the same category and emphasis on balance, leading to resemblances in such
dimensions as the description of the human body’s constitution, explanation of the connection between internal and
external body environments, and emphasis on homeostasis. As for differences, five—element theory features analogical
thought, a more sophisticated system and better general applicability, while four—element theory owns reductionism
thought, a simpler system and a narrower scope of application. Five—element theory is circular, in a constant state of
change and tight-knit, while four—element theory is eternal, separate, mutually opposing and constraining. Due to all
these divergences, Chinese traditional medicine and Western traditional medicine become diverse in the process of
development.

Keywords: Huangdi Neijing, Avicenna ’s Canon of Medicine, Five—element theory, Four—element theory
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