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Source texts of “Ishoku-Dogen”
- Ideas of Ishoku-Dogen Found in Classics -

Makoto Mayanagi (Professor in the College of Humanities of Ibaraki University)

Ishoku-Dogen and yakuzen

When introducing the Hong Kong take on the concept of Yakushoku-Dogen ZE-& [F]Jlii (yaoshi tongyuan in Chinese)
(“eat well, live well”) in the September 1972 issue of NHK’s Kya no Ryari (Today’s Cooking), the physician Arai Hirohisa
used a new term, Ishoku-Dogen [ [FIJ, which retained the same meaning as Yakushoku-Dogen but replaced the first
character 3£ (medicine or drug) with the character for [= (medicine or healing) to make it clear to his readers that the
concept was concerned with health rather than chemical drugs.! Ishoku-Dogen thus entered the Japanese language as a
neologism in 1972, and it is now even used in China. It gained wide currency possibly because in both countries ishoku
= (yishi in Chinese) is pronounced the same as the word for food and clothing, ishoku #<£ (yishi in Chinese), which
is used in the saying “sufficient food and clothing sustain the sense of honor and shame” found in the Chinese classic
Guanzi & (Writings of Master Guan). Another factor behind the coinage of this new term in Japan in 1972 was that
this was a time, late in Japan’s high-growth period, of worsening pollution and damage caused by chemicals.

In present-day China and Japan, the word yakuzen 3£ (yaoshang in Chinese) is also in established use to signify
cuisine that provides health benefits. The first instance of its use is Chinese court document Houhan Shu #% %2 (Book
of the Later Han) written in the 5th century, where it is simply used to mean a medical decoction. The first example of its
use in its present sense is in a recipe collection entitled FEJE & FE4E, which was published by 45#Ef# of Beijing
University of Chinese Medicine in 1982. Recipes incorporating the use of herbal medicines subsequently became
established in China as applications of the yakuzen and Yakushoku-Dogen concepts. In today’s Japan, the traditionally
recognized benefits of foods and spices are typically applied in cooking, and people tend to dislike adding purely herbal
medicines because of their unpalatability.

Classical references to the concept of Ishoku-Dogen

The first sign of the recognition of functional foods in China appears in the chapter Zanggi Fashi Lun “J& 505 R~
(discourse on how the gi in the depots follows the pattern of the seasons) of the Suwen & (Basic Questions), a basic
medical classic that appeared in 5 CE. This writes “Grains are the basis that sustain life. Fruits support the power of grains,
meats provide benefit, and vegetables enrich.” Perhaps one of the earliest indications of a clear recognition that food has a
role to play in treating illness appears in the chapter Shizhi Pian “£75%:” (healing with food) of Qianjin Fang T4 /5
(Formulas Worth a Thousand Pieces of Gold) (658), which stated, “The task of the physician is to locate the cause of a
disease and possibly cure it with food. Where an illness cannot be cured with food, drugs should be used.” In the chapter
Tiaoshi Pian“#f %> (food harmonization) of Taisu A% (Grand Basis) (675), it says, “Grains, meats, fruits, and
vegetables are called food when eaten to satisfy hunger, and medicine when used to treat disease.”

These texts indicate that food was expected to have medicinal effects and that illnesses should ideally first be treated
with food, and this provided the inspiration for the belief in the importance of eating a balanced diet to preserve one’s
health that later spread throughout the East Asian cultural sphere (i.e., in those cultures where Chinese characters were
used). That is why, facilitated also by socioeconomic trends at the end of the 20th century, the terms Yakushoku-Dogen,
Ishoku-Dogen, and yakuzen were coined both in China and Japan.

Dietary physicians and their influence

The Rites of Zhou JEI£L, a 1st century BCE Confucian classic that described an idealized form of systematic ancient
China, placed “dietary physicians” (&%) at the head of the four types of physician of the imperial court. According to
this text, the duties of the dietary physician were to maintain and promote the health of the monarch and to prevent food
poisoning by ensuring an appropriate dietary balance of seasons, ingredients, and combinations of food and drink. More
specifically, it placed an emphasis on the five tastes, stating: “Food should be harmonized with the seasons by making it
more sour in the spring, more bitter in the summer, more pungent in the autumn, and more salty in the winter, and should
be balanced through appropriate use of sweetness and thickness.” The five basic favors also as a rule governed the treatment
provided by the two types of physician listed after the dietary physician—the internist and the surgeon—and only
veterinary treatment was exempted from following the principles of the five tastes. The emphasis on the five tastes was
rooted in the philosophy of Wu Xing (the five-element theory of Chinese philosophy), which emerged from the 3rd century
BCE. This philosophy categorized all phenomena into a fivefold conceptual scheme, and derived from the fact that humans
have five fingers on each hand.
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The Shennong Bencao Jing # 2 AEL#E, the classic of Chinese herbal medicine that appeared in 5 CE, stated clearly
in its explanatory notes that “Herbs have five tastes: sour, salty, sweet, bitter, and pungent.” “Five tastes” are additionally
identified for all 365 drugs listed, and the text states as follows:

Crystallized honey is sweet in taste. It cures conditions of the upper abdomen and convulsions caused by alarm, and
stabilizes the internal organs. It promotes strength, vitality, and digestive functions, relieves pain, and detoxifies. It
cures various diseases and harmonizes various medications. Long-term use strengthens the will power, lightens the
body, boosts resistance to hunger, and prevents aging.

Donkey-hide gelatin is sweet in taste. It cures bleeding of the upper abdomen, extreme fatigue and chills as caused
by malaria, pain of the lower abdomen, joint pain in the limbs, and abnormal vaginal bleeding suffered by women,
and stabilizes the fetus. Taken for long periods, it lightens the body and increases vitality.

Also among the dietary medicines listed in this work are the following: spices and seasonings such as cinnamon sticks,
ginger, pepper, and honey; vegetables such as chrysanthemum flowers, lily bulbs, seaweed, lotus root, and Welsh onions;
fruits such as longan, jujube, oranges, grapes, plums, apricots, and peaches; grains such as Chinese yams, sesame seeds,
soybeans, and adzuki beans; and meats such as goose fat, bear fat, the meat of cows, horses, dogs, deer, and pigs, donkey-
hide gelatin, bee larvae, carp, tortoises, turtles, cuttlefish, crabs, oysters, and clams.

Chinese and Japanese works on medicinal herbs that developed out of this text provided similar lists of foods, including
even those that were almost solely foods. Each was described as having some kind of an effect.

Basic classical medicine texts such as the Suwen and 2nd century Lingshu 52 #X (The Efficacious Pivot for
Acupuncture) also contained numerous passages on the five tastes, and all appear to have been influenced by the dietary
physicians of the 1st century BCE or descended from earlier works that have not survived.? These are broadly divided into
the “adequate ” tastes and “prohibited” tastes for treating the internal organs and illnesses. On the subject of adequate
flavors tastes, the discourse on how the gi in the depots follows the pattern of the seasons in the Suwen explains as follows:

One should consume sweet taste for the liver. Non-glutinous rice, beef, and jujube are sweet. One should consume
sour taste for the heart. Adzuki beans, dog meat, plums, and Chinese chives are sour. One should eat bitter taste for
the lungs. Wheat, mutton, apricots, and scallions are bitter. One should consume salty taste for the pancreas. Soybeans,
pork, and chestnuts, are salty. One should consume pungent taste for the kidneys. Millet, chicken meat, peaches and
Welsh onions are pungent. Pungent taste disperses, sour taste contracts, sweet taste relaxes, bitter taste hardens, and
salty taste softens.

Judging from passages such as these, the five tastes were regarded as constituents that contributed foods and medicines
their effects and characters. They were thus almost equivalent to the present-day conception of nutrients. Regarding how
the five tastes related to the internal organs, the mind and body, and symptoms of diseases, sometimes different
commentaries used the same diagrams to depict the interactions of the Wu Xing, while at other times different diagrams
would be used in the same text.

For example, the chapter on the T4 (generation and completion of the five depots) in the Suwen explained,
“Lflg, RIREEM MG, SR, AIEREMER, LRy, AESmIE, el MREEnES, 28
H. HIEJm 1M 2% .” This explains the theory behind the prohibitions on foods due to the harmful effects of the five tastes,
and presents the relationships between the tastes and the organs in the form of a typical Wu Xing diagram of “generating”
interactions and “overcoming” interactions, as shown on the right-hand side of Figure 1. A very similar commentary is to
be found in the healing with food chapter of Qianjin Fang, which states, “ &%, RIIREENL M, ZARE, HIZH
MER, ZEE, QI 2, RIRRmNEZE, Z&H. AIERMEY%.” This diagram of Wu Xing
interactions, shown on the left of Figure 1, differs as the organs affected by bitter, pungent, and sour tastes have been
interchanged, and it is of an older type than what is  shown on the right. Dietary physicians who used foods having only
milder actions than drugs appear to have practiced preventive and curative medicine in accordance with this theory of
adequate and prohibited foods informed by a strong emphasis on this concept of the five tastes.

While the bulk of the prescriptions described in medical texts discovered from the 3rd century BCE were powders and
only some took the form of pills, the oldest works on medical prescriptions dating from the 3rd century, namely Shanghan
Lun {555€3s (Treatise on Cold Damage Disorders) and Jingui Yaolue 4:[H %% (Essential Prescriptions from the Golden
Cabinet) contained idiosyncratically large numbers of soup preparations. These soup preparations were based on
seasonings that were commonly used to make soups in the pre-Common Era, such as cinnamon, ginger, and jujube. Jingui
Yaolue also refers to the theory of adequate and prohibited foods. Thus the medically prescribed soup preparations
commonly used today clearly apply the soup-making principles of dietary medicine. As described above, the influence of
dietary medicine is strongly evident in all the classical Chinese medicine texts.

Adequate and prohibited foods and works on food therapies and food herbals

The logic of adequate and prohibited foods and knowledge of recipes for food therapies were preserved in various
Chinese culinary classics of the 4th to 7th centuries. Although all have been scattered and lost, it is possible to discern their
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outlines from references made to them in works that do survive. The work that cites them the most is Japan’s Ishinpo %=
i[xJ7 (984), which describes not only adequate  foods but also food combinations to be avoided. Heading the section on

meats in Ishinpo are milk, raku & (lao in Chinese) (similar to yogurt) and so %k (su in Chinese) (similar to cottage
cheese). Raku and so are described as follows:

Raku. According to Xinxiu Bencao FHEAEL, the taste is sweet and sour, it cools the body, and is free from poison.
It cures fevers, thirst, burning sensations in the chest, and systemic dermatitis. According to Yangsheng Yaoji #&4
Z4E  one must not eat raku when one has an upset stomach, because it causes indigestion.

So. According to Xinxiu Bencao, so slightly cools the body. It strengthens the internal organs, improves bowel
movements, and cures stomatitis. According to an annotation by Tao Hongjing, raku is made from milk, so from raku,
and daigo from so. Daigo [a cheese-like dairy product] is yellowish white in color. According to Yangsheng Yaoji, so
is sweet in taste. According to Taoist pupils, always consuming milk, raku, so, and bone marrow builds physical
strength, improves judgment, and moistens the skin. Sudden consumption of so causes bloating and diarrhea, but
these symptoms gradually disappear.

These works on food therapies became scattered and lost from in the 10th century onwards, but their outlines can be
discerned in Qianjin Fang (658). Shiliao Bencao %A # (Materia Dietetica) was compiled early in the 8th century
based on Qianjin Fang, and thus was born the genre of works on the uses of medicinal herbs in food. Shiliao Bencao now
held by the British Library (MS No. Stein 76) and discovered in Dunhuang is the oldest extant Chinese food herbal text,
and it describes benefits, recommended sources, uses, prohibitions, and so on regarding honey and sugar as follows:

Honey cools the body. It cures swelling and burning sensations in the upper abdomen and dryness of the mouth.
Honey originating from Persia is of superior quality, and a little poured into the eye soothes inflammation and
improves vision. Next best is Sichuan honey, and there is also now honey from Soochow but it is not as good as
Persian honey. Sugar cools the body. Its effects are the same as honey. However, overeating causes heart pain, growth
in parasitic worms and weight loss, and tooth decay, and so must not be eaten in large quantities. It must not be eaten
with crucian carp, because it can cause irritability. It must also not be eaten with bamboo shoots, as this causes knotting
in the stomach.

Many food herbal texts were subsequently compiled in China and Japan, and also in Korea and Vietnam. These
emulated the preceding literature while incorporating the experience gained in later years, and they gradually became more
copious in content. Japan’s Honcha Shokukagami A &8 (A Mirror of Food in Our Country), which appeared in 1692
and even included an entry on natto (fermented soybeans), is a typical example of works in this genre. As can be seen from
the entry on natto shown in Figure 2, the text first describes the derivation of its name and how it is made and eaten, before
proceeding to explain, “It is sweet and salty, slightly warms the body, and is nontoxic. It eases hot flushes, promotes
digestion, and detoxifies.” Similar descriptions are provided for miso (on the right) and tofu (on the left).

In Japan, food prohibitions for individual diseases and conditions and prohibitions on certain combinations of foods
became established following the appearance of Ishinpo.* During the Edo period (1603-1868), large volumes of colored
woodblock prints were published whenever there occurred outbreaks of diseases such as measles, smallpox, and cholera,
and these depicted and explained which foods to avoid and which to eat.

Hashika Kinmotsu Aramashi #tiZ25 =5t (Taboo for Measles Patients), for example, provided explanations and
caricatures of foods to avoid during measles epidemics (shown on the right in Figure 3). These included sake, burdock,
Welsh onion, eggplant, and cucumber. Ways of preventing measles and points to note after contracting the disease are also
explained, and on the left-hand side can be seen the explanations and illustrations of foods that are on the whole good to
eat, including daikon, Chinese yams, and carrots. It is an illustration of simple folk measures against measles specifically,
and in a broader sense was an educational work that also provided information on adequate and prohibited foods.

Although they did not contain illustrations of this kind, many works also appeared in China, Korea, and Vietnam that
described when individual foods should and should not be eaten in order to avoid and cure various illnesses. This thought
was preserved down to the modern period in the East Asian cultural sphere, and provided the traditional conceptual tools
that led to the contemporary concept of Ishoku-Dogen.

Conclusion

Under the influence of dietary medicine from the 1st century BCE, the effects of foods were hypothesized in China
from the time of the medical classics, and stress was placed on the need to ingest the five tastes according to season,
physical condition, and illness, and the need to eat or avoid certain foods and food combinations. The relationships between
foods and the mind and body were also described in terms of the interactions of the five tastes with the body. The impact
these had on food culture and the view of the mind and body in China was enormous. Other parts of the East Asian cultural
sphere, including Japan, were similarly affected, and it is against this cultural backdrop that the concept of Ishoku-Dogen
established itself.
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