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Important Note
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This book reports on the herbal medicine recommendations made in Traditional Thai Medicine (TTM) circles. Information has been compiled from many sources including historical Thai texts, contemporary research papers, personal instruction from TTM practitioners, Thai government sources, and traditional herbal lore. Many of the herbs in this collection are well known, but in most cases the therapeutic claims made in this book have not been evaluated by the Western professional herbalist community or Western food and drug governing bodies. We strongly emphasize that use of the herbs presented in this book, especially the non-culinary ones, be undertaken only by trained herbalists, with full knowledge of local laws and at your own risk.

Please understand that this text is not meant to replace formal training with a skillful instructor in the art and practice of traditional herbal medicine, nor should it replace consultation with a properly trained doctor when choosing a remedy for yourself or others. The inherent naturalness of herbs does not make them categorically “safe.” Even herbs that are benign to most people have the potential for allergic reaction in some, and all herbal medicine treatment should be taken with knowledge and awareness of the potential dangers. Extra care should be taken by anyone who is elderly, very young, pregnant, immunocompromised, or in a weakened state.

Traditionally, herbal medicine would be administered by a doctor who would remain in close contact with the patient, and who could make adjustments to the treatment as needed. Statements such as “This herb is good for you,” with the “you” being the generic population, are rare in TTM. The “you” in this sentence refers to a specific person with a specific Elemental imbalance. Many herbs may treat a condition; however, every herb is not right for every person. We implore you to use this book for informational purposes only, until you have adequate training and knowledge to evaluate your patients on an individual basis.


PREFACE

 

 

 

C. Pierce Salguero
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When I initially compiled the information that would become the first edition of this book in the late 1990s, I was in my early twenties, living in Chiang Mai and just beginning to study many different aspects of Thai healing. Information in English on Traditional Thai Medicine was hard to come by in those days, and I had the vision to write a series of books to make what I was learning—while I was learning it—available to a general public that had little awareness of Thai traditions. The notes I was taking on Thai herbal medicine became the first volume in a series with Findhorn Press, which went on to include books on massage and spiritual healing traditions as well. Now, returning to these books after over 15 years of academic study of Asian medical traditions, I see clearly the enthusiasm of youth and the excitement of discovery on every page, and I remember those times in Chiang Mai fondly.

There is a timeless myth in traditional medical circles that “true” or “authentic” knowledge is to be found only in the earliest, most original text, and that later versions are corrupt, debased, or untrustworthy. In scholarly circles, however, we know the opposite to be true. We know that our collective scholarship deepens from generation to generation, that individual scholars become better informed over a lifetime study, and that any edition of a book—but especially a first edition—is always a snapshot of a work in progress.

While the second edition of this book is as much a work in progress as the first, it has improved considerably upon the previous version—so much so that, in my opinion, it should be considered a completely new book. The first edition was compiled from bits and pieces of information I was taught on an ad hoc basis by a wide range of herbalists, massage therapists, market sellers, and neighbors, as well as things I read in the books I had access to, on websites, and in tourist magazines. The second edition is informed by much deeper formal study. It has corrected a number of errors, misperceptions, and mistranslations in the first, and has included many other improvements, large and small. Where the first edition had no awareness of Thai medical history, this one does. Where the first introduced a single Taste system, this one introduces five. Where the first drew upon parallels and examples from Chinese, Indian, and Western herbal medicine, this one is confident enough to allow Thai medicine to stand on its own terms. The second edition also includes Thai script, Thai language resources in the bibliography, and includes an English translation of a Traditional Thai Medicine text.

If, indeed, this edition marks a great leap forward in the quality of the information on Thai medicine available in English, and if it improves so substantially upon the first, this is due only in small part to my own deepening knowledge. The majority of the credit must be given to my collaborators, Nephyr and Tracy. While in the years since the 1990s, I have left behind my studies of Thai medicine in favor of becoming a scholar of medical history, Nephyr has been diligently studying herbal medicine with a wide range of Thai practitioners. She has also accumulated a great amount of experience teaching these traditions herself, and so she brings to this book both her practical experience with the herbs as well as her natural, laid-back way of explaining how to use them. Tracy, on the other hand, is a translator who initially became interested in learning the language after studying Thai massage. She has recently begun to turn her attention to the arcane and difficult language of historical medical texts and has now completed the first English translation of a Thai medical text since the 1970s. I think you will agree that the contributions both Nephyr and Tracy are making to the community of Thai massage and medicine practitioners through their writings and translations are something for which we should all be grateful.

I was very thankful that Nephyr and Tracy agreed to come on board to update and improve this book, and have enjoyed working with them greatly. Our process involved a lot of conversations back and forth between the three of us or in pairs, and I have a learned a lot myself from these exchanges. I have taken a backseat in the production of the second edition—acting more like an editor or project manager than an author—and consider this very much to be their book. Though I have, of course, read the book numerous times over the past few months, I have not yet tried many of the formulas and recipes Nephyr has recommended here, and I look forward to experimenting with them along with you, the reader. As we continue to learn together, my wish for us is that we may continue to approach Thai healing traditions with the spirit of enthusiasm and excitement of discovery that comes naturally to a new student. And that we continue to be open to growth and change, recognizing that wherever we are in our studies there is always the possibility of a lifetime of further learning.
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Dr. C. Pierce Salguero

Durham, North Carolina

September 9, 2013


PREFACE

 

 

 

Nephyr Jacobsen
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There is a room at The Naga Center, my little Thai massage and medicine school in Portland Oregon, that I love above most other rooms. It is dark and a bit hidden—a branch off the attic. It is where magic begins. The walls are lined with shelves, and the shelves are home to jar upon jar of dried herbs. And under one of the shelves, there sit gallons of concoctions, oils, and alcohols busy extracting the vital medicinal essence of the chopped and ground herbs that they are thick with. Some of these tinctures take as long as six months before they are ready for use, and I like to visit them as they quietly come into being.

There is something about plant medicine that takes me out of the business of my life and grounds me in the earthy solidity of roots and bark and leaves, bits of the gardens and forests that have been gathered together for the purpose of helping, of easing suffering, and of healing the hurts. It finds its way into my classes, into my healing arts practice, and into my kitchen, where I incorporate Thai medicine concepts into the dance of preparing food for family and friends.

I started out as a bodyworker, 20-plus years ago. The journey in massage therapy led to me to Thailand in the mid-1990s, where I began my study of Thai physical therapies, and soon I became a regular in the journey to the other side of the world. Now, as I write this preface, I am halfway through a two-year stay in Thailand, living in the mountains of the far north where the roots of traditional Thai medicine still flourish. A 15-minute walk through town takes me past four different market shops and stands selling medicinal herbs and formulas. The prevalence of nearby Hill Tribe villages and northern Thailand Lanna culture means that I regularly meet people who, upon learning that I am interested in traditional medicine, tell me “my mother knows herbs,” or “my aunt grows medicine herbs,” or “I know a man who gathers wild honey for the herbalists.” Life here is saturated with Thai herbal medicine.

The use of herbs crept into my Thai massage practice through Thai balms that ease aching muscles, hot herbal compresses that perform miracles on pain-filled bodies, and eventually liniments that assist in healing acute injuries. The efficacy of these products has changed dramatically and forever my relationship with bodywork, as I have seen healing results that were never possible through physical manipulation alone. And as the external application of herbs became integral to the Thai physical therapies I practice and teach, knowledge of the internal use of herbs through food and medicine grew. When illness visited my own circles, I began more and more to reach for a Thai herbal capsule, or to get out the mortar and pestle and start mixing and mashing. As my understanding of Thai Element theory grew, it changed my approach to cooking as well. I started to think about the season and the individual health state of those I cook for, looking at all food as internal medicine. As a result, my family has never been more healthy.

When Pierce Salguero, the first person to teach me about the history of Thai medicine, asked me to participate in the revision of A Thai Herbal, I was honored and thrilled at the chance to share with others the things I have been learning. I was also humbled, for I am, and will likely always be, a novice in the world of Thai herbal medicine. Working on this project has taken a great deal of research, and a great deal of help. It simply could not have been done without the guidance of Tevijjo Yogi. For his willingness to spend hours translating old texts, answering my endless questions, pouring over lists of herbs and tastes with me, I give thanks. To Erin Wright, who has been holding down the fort at The Naga Center while I tromp around Thailand writing books, I give thanks. To Sunhaporn Keeratiadisal (Jeab), my glorious Thai language teacher and friend (you didn’t even know how much your teaching was helping me sort out herb names), I give thanks. To Aaron and Django, my sweet husband and son, who have been abandoned for weeks at a time while I worked on this, I give thanks. To Pierce, for welcoming me into the unraveling and re-weaving of his book, I give thanks. And in Thai tradition, I give thanks to my parents, Mark, Gaby, and Star, for being my first teachers.

To the readers of this herbal: This book alone will not make you an herbalist. Learning traditional healing arts takes time and requires a teacher. But if we can bring you a sampling, if we can offer you a peek through the door, if we can show a little bit about the beauty and complexity and the joy of Thai herbal medicine, then for that, I give thanks. By the time this is published, I expect I’ll be living once again in Portland, Oregon—once again finding comfort in my little herb room in the attic of The Naga Center. I’ll have brought back with me many more roots and seeds and dried leaves to fill the room with the smells and energies of Thailand. And I’ll happily gather with my students and friends to turn those herbs into balms and liniments and compresses, as together we make magic.
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Nephyr Jacobsen

Chiang Rai, Thailand

August 12, 2013


How to Use This Book
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There are many different ways that this book may be approached. If you are a trained herbal medicine practitioner, it will be a rough manual, an herbal reference compendium, perhaps an inspiration to try new things. If you are a Thai bodywork practitioner, then this book introduces you to practices that can support Thai bodywork, such as incorporating hot herbal compresses, heating balms, and liniments into a massage practice. If you are a novice herbalist, someone who likes the do-it-yourself approach to life, it will offer you simple formulas for household herbal products, treatments for mild conditions such as lice and the common cold, and the contents of a Thai herbal first-aid kit. For those with a love of the kitchen, it presents Thai cooking as a delicious way to maintain health, with an understanding of how what we eat affects our internal balance. And for those interested in history and culture, it provides a glimpse into ancient traditions still being practiced in one corner of the world.

Regardless of which sort of reader you are (and indeed you may be more than one), here are a few bits and pieces of guidance to help you to wade through:

•   Before you dive straight into the recipes or formulas, we encourage you to read about the Elements, as this will bring greater understanding of the system as a whole before you get into its specifics.

•   In this book, as is typical in discussions of herbal medicine, the word “herb” may apply to any substance ingested or absorbed into the body though skin, inhalation, eyes, or suppositories. This includes plants, animals, clay, stones, insects, and antlers.

•   Measurements, whether they are for culinary recipes, household products, compresses and balms, or teas and pills, are rarely exact. When it comes to culinary recipes we encourage you to play. Taste, add more of this; taste, add more of that. Herbal compresses also have lots of room for experimenting. With herbal medicines such as balms and internal formulas, you should stick more closely to the formula, but even here it is usually okay if you have slightly more or less of something than asked for. In fact, this is how one can use the recipes given here as a basis for customizing individualized treatments.

•   When making Thai medicinal formulas, it’s best to use earthenware containers and to mix the herbs in a clay bowl or pot. Glass or ceramic containers are also acceptable. Stainless steel is okay, too, although it is not preferable. Aluminum and plastics are considered toxic and should not be used for medicine or food.

•   Traditional Thai medicine is never neat and tidy, and often it is quite messy. In researching and writing this book, we have gathered information from a combination of historical texts, modern papers, and direct transmission from teachers—but regardless of the sources, we have stuck to presenting information as it was recorded and taught to us. Thus, the information for individual herbs presented in one part of the book sometimes strays outside of the codified lists that are presented elsewhere.

For example, “chum” is a Thai word used to describe a strong, musky, odiferous taste that is often considered unpleasant, such as associated with the resinous rhizome asafoetida or the fruit durian. (In the West, this word could describe truffle oil or certain extra-ripe cheeses.) This word, which appears from time to time in the compendium, is not to be found in the Taste chapters. Since we are passing knowledge along and not inventing it, we ask our readers to roll with these inconsistencies, as we ourselves have learned to do.

•   In the back of this book there is a translation of a traditional Thai medical text, the Wetchasueksa Phaetsatsangkhep, translated by Tracy Wells. The perceptive reader will likely spot some subtle differences between this translation and the information presented in the main text of this book. Most of these differences are simply matters of wording. While Tracy’s goal was to provide an accurate translation, our job in the rest of the book was to present the teachings in a way that could be best understood by a newcomer to Thai medicine. Some of the differences, on the other hand, are the result of the fact that different texts and teachers in Thailand do not always match up perfectly. Since none of the differences are dramatic and the basic teaching is consistent, we have left them as they are. 


CHAPTER 1

Introduction to Traditional Thai Medicine
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History of Medicine in Thailand

Known as the Kingdom of Siam until 1939, and thereafter as the Kingdom of Thailand, for simplicity, in this book we refer to the region as “Thailand,” regardless of which era we are discussing. Although historical records of the practice of medicine in Thailand begin only in the Ayutthaya period (1351–1767), common belief says that traditional Thai medicine preserves knowledge that has been handed down orally for over two thousand years by lineages of teachers and students. The ancient history of Thai medicine remains beyond the ability of historians to reconstruct conclusively. However, it is likely that at least some of the herbal knowledge that is still practiced in Thailand today has indeed been in existence for millennia, given that people have inhabited Southeast Asia for an estimated 1–2 million years and that people have always reached out to the natural world to heal their ailments and improve their health.

Much speculation exists about the primary influencing factors in the historical development of Thai medicine, and we will discuss these below. However, it must be noted that, despite the influx of knowledge from multiple cultures, traditional medicine always develops in close relationship with the geographical region in which it is practiced. The reason for this is that climate, soil, water, flora, and fauna affect the nature of diseases and injuries existent in any given region, as well as the natural medicinal options available. Hence, regardless of the many cultural influences that have gone into the tradition, Thai medicine can be said to be a product of the geographical region currently known as Thailand.

Thailand is bordered to the west by Burma, which exposed the territory to many influences from the Mon culture; to the east by Cambodia, bringing Khmer influence; and to the north by Laos and China, allowing exchange of ideas with these groups as well. Mon and Khmer peoples inhabited the land that is now Thailand long before the arrival of the Tai/Dai peoples, the ethnic group that today makes up the majority population in Thailand. Influences from these neighboring peoples continue to be reflected in many aspects of Thai culture. They are the source of many of Thailand’s traditions of spirit-religion and folk belief, and, following the Indianization of Burma and Cambodia, the route by which Indian theories and beliefs entered Thailand as well. The modern nation of Thailand is also home to a wide range of people that have been given the umbrella term “Hill Tribes.” The Hill Tribes living in Thailand represent a variety of separate ethnic groups with ancestral homelands in Tibet, China, and all over Southeast Asia. The migrations of the Tai peoples into the area about AD 800−1000, primarily from southern China via northern Vietnam, marked the beginning of a change in the dominant ethnic demo-graphics. The Tais brought their own indigenous knowledge and beliefs into the mix of medical doctrines prevalent in the area.

Local legends attribute much of traditional Thai medicine to the ancient reusi (a Thai word derived from the Sanskrit ṛṣior rishi), who are revered ascetics and seers. Known to study the natural sciences, such as astronomy, mathematics, and medicine, the reusi are credited with introducing many traditional herbal formulas, as well as with creating a system of self-care known as reusi da ton. Reusi da ton includes meditation, self-massage, range-of-motion exercises for the joints, and yoga-like postures. It has aspects that are similar to Indian yoga, and is one of the ingredients in the genesis of Thai massage.

While the reusi are said to have contributed specific herbal lore, medical techniques, and bodywork, the primary figurehead in traditional Thai medicine is the Buddha. As Thailand is 95–98 percent Buddhist, a substantial portion of the population considers the Buddha to be the ultimate physician and Buddhism to be the ultimate source of healing. Another Buddhist figure that is important is Jīvaka Komārabacha (known colloquially as “Jīvaka,” “Shivago,” or “Mor Chewok” หมอชีวก). Jīvaka is a doctor whose story is recorded in the sacred Buddhist text called the Vinaya, which is written in the ancient Pāli language. In this text, he is said to have been the physician to the Buddha and the original order of monks, and he therefore holds a role of great prominence in Thailand. In the north of the country, he is commonly called the “Father Doctor” (pôrmŏr พ่อหมอ). Many Thais embellish the stories about Jīvaka from the Buddhist scripture, saying that he traveled to Thailand and directly contributed medical knowledge to the area’s healers. Today, medical practitioners in Thailand, from herbalists, dentists and midwives to biomedical surgeons, give homage to Doctor Jīvaka as a part of daily life. However, strictly speaking, there is no historical record of him traveling to Thailand, or even that he was a real person.

Aside from the legends of Jīvaka, many other Indian medical doctrines, stories, and lore arrived in Thailand in several waves throughout the first millennium AD. Thailand sits at the crossroads of an extensive trade network, and a constant flow of new information came into Thailand as Indian, Chinese, and Arab merchants plied their trade in the region. European explorers arrived as early as 1504. Thai medical traditions picked up something from each of these groups as they came through. With a length of 1,648 kilometers and a width of 780 kilometers, Thailand encompasses many different terrains, and different cultural groupings. At the bottom of the isthmus one finds Malay and Muslim people, while central Thailand has a strong Chinese population. In Northern Thailand, the “Lanna region” preserves many indigenous traditions of the Tai as well as Hill Tribe peoples.

As a result of this diverse mix of peoples and cultures, traditional Thai medicine varies significantly from practitioner to practitioner. Depending on heritage, training, and geographical location within Thailand, one person may incorporate more Chinese practices, another more Indian theory, and another more indigenous ideas. By about 1600, however, Thai temples and hospitals under royal patronage began codifying a system of medical theory and practice. What some scholars have called the “royal tradition” was based on the same ideas as the rural medical lore but became organized and systematized with an overlay of Ayurvedic and Western concepts. In 1836, King Rama III ordered an extensive renovation of the grounds of Wat Phra Chettuphon Wimon Mangklaram (commonly referred to as “Wat Pho” or “Wat Po”), which had been established as the royal temple in the new capital of Bangkok in the late 1700s. At that time, 60 inscribed stone tablets bearing Thai acupressure charts and 1,100 herbal recipes were placed in the walls of a temple to preserve medical knowledge for future generations. Over 80 statues depicting massage techniques and reusi da ton postures were erected throughout the grounds as well. These statues and stone tablets can still be seen by visitors to the temple today.

From 1895 to 1907, Wat Pho’s traditional medical school published several important herbal manuals to disseminate the information collected at the temple throughout Thailand. These represent the main sources of historical information about medical practice in Thailand and are often cited as the definitive word on traditional Thai medicine. But it is important to remember that the codification of medicine sponsored by kings and preserved at Wat Pho represents a relatively small sample of the vast scope of traditional medicine in Thailand. Tellingly, a small handful of older texts have been preserved from the Bangkok and Ayutthaya periods (one famous example is the medical manuscripts of King Narai), and these frequently have little to do with the medical systematization at Wat Pho. Traditional doctors throughout Thailand to this day still keep hand-written notes and manuscripts handed down through generations, but these are fiercely guarded and not likely to become publicly available any time soon. Thus, it is perhaps inevitable that the true history of medicine in Thailand will always be more diverse and complex than the existing written sources lead us to believe.

Traditional Medicine Today

Today, multiple systems of traditional medicine coexist in Thailand. Below, we have mentioned four major and widely recognized traditions:

•   TRADITIONAL THAI MEDICINE (TTM) (Pâet păen tai แพทย์แผนไทย)

The standardized system promoted by the Ministry of Public Health and taught in colleges all over Thailand. It is based on certain ancient texts, was first standardized during the reign of the Fifth King in the late 19th century, and has been modified as recently as the late 1990s. This system is primarily derived from royal traditions of medicine, with considerable Western influence.

•   TRADITIONAL MEDICINE OF THAILAND (Pâet păen boh-raan แพทย์แผนโบราณ)

Non-standardized practices that are based on ancient texts written in Thai and Khmer script from the 19th century and before. Methods vary from practitioner to practitioner, depending on which texts they follow. Mŏr păen boh-raan translates to “traditional doctor.”

•   LOCAL MEDICINE OR INDIGENOUS MEDICINE (Pâet péun bâan แพทย์พื้นบ้าน)

Local practices that vary from area to area and are based on local texts and teachings. Also known as “village medicine” (Mŏr péun bâan translates to “village doctor”).

•   LANNA MEDICINE (Pâet láan-naa แพทย์ล้านนา)

Peoples of northern Thailand consider themselves to be Lanna, culturally distinct from Thais in other parts of the country. Lanna medicine is based on northern texts written in the Lanna script, and is a particularly well preserved tradition of local medicine. Mŏr láan-naa translates to “Lanna doctor.” While in one sense, Lanna medicine is a specific local tradition of medicine, it is also an important source of knowledge for TTM. As Chiang Mai has emerged as an important center for health-related tourism in recent decades, Lanna medicine has been particularly influential in recent years, both among Western tourists and Thais themselves.

All of the above systems have mutually influenced one another, and they subsequently share many theories and practices. In practice, herbalists do not necessarily stick to only one category, but instead draw from multiple systems in their treatment of patients. While the compendium of herbs and formulas included in this book incorporates teachings from all four systems, the theoretical systems of Elements and Flavors introduced here are TTM.

There are five primary branches of TTM, with further specialization possible within each branch. The five primary branches are as follows (with an explanation of the literal meaning of the Thai name):

•   INTERNAL/HERBAL MEDICINE (Pâet-sàat แพทยศาสตร์)

Pâet = medicine, doctor, drugs

Sàat = knowledge, study, science

This branch includes the methods of using plants, animals, and minerals as medicine for both internal and external application, the use of food as medicine, dietary counseling, and the administration of medicine.

•   EXTERNAL THERAPIES OR ORTHOPEDIC MEDICINE (Gaai-yá-pâap bam-bàt กายภาพบำบัด)

Gaai-yá-pâap = body

Bam-bàt = therapy

This branch includes Thai massage. However, it is inclusive of many more therapies, including bone-setting, cupping, scraping, blood letting, point therapy, sên เส้น (channel) therapy, and much more.

•   DIVINATION OR ORACULAR SCIENCES (Hŏh-raa-sàat โหราศาสตร์)

Hŏh-raa = an astrological chart

Sàat = knowledge, study, science

This branch primarily uses Vedic astrology in order to ascertain a patient’s Elemental constitution, disease predisposition, current illnesses, planetary influence, and remedial measures for afflictions caused by the planets. Palm reading, numerology, tarot, geomancy, and various other methods can also be employed in this branch of medicine.

•   SPIRIT MEDICINE (Săi-yá-sàat ไสยศาสตร์)

Săi-yá = magic

Sàat = knowledge, study, science

This branch of TTM involves demons, deities, and ghosts, and employs the use of invocations, mantras, amulets, and spiritual tattooing. A wide range of practices fall under this umbrella, which are often collectively referred to as “animism” or “shamanism.”

•   BUDDHISM (Pút-tá-sàat พุทธศาสตร์)

Pút-tá = the Thai pronunciation of the word Buddha

Sàat = knowledge, study, science

Buddhist wisdom, practices, and beliefs are central to virtually all forms of traditional medicine in Thailand, and can be seen even in the most secular institutions of TTM. Buddhism is thought of as a system to alleviate all suffering, but this branch of medicine might be thought of as traditional Thai psychology as it is used predominantly to promote mental health and treat mental disorders.

Note that while TTM is officially divided into these five branches, there is also one more, less frequently mentioned branch: midwifery (pà-dung kan ผดุงครรภ์). Most likely, this branch is often forgotten because it is highly specialized and only practiced by women.

Practitioners of TTM rarely practice all five branches, but rather specialize in one branch, or perhaps even one aspect of one branch. At the same time, they know enough about all of the other branches to augment their speciality and create a holistic practice. It is frequently said that Thai medicine is a system that cares for body (internal and external medicine branches), mind (Buddhism branch), and spirit (divinatory and spirit medicine branches), making for a complete system that treats the whole being. All of these branches of TTM are bound together by Thai Element theory and Buddhist perspectives (which, while it is its own branch, is integral to all branches). As Thai Element theory is the foundation for all TTM, it will be discussed more in depth later in this book.

Traditional Thai Medicine in the Future

For centuries, traditional medicine in Thailand has been an organically evolving system, which to a certain degree it remains today. However, governmental efforts to preserve and codify medical knowledge has had the effect of discouraging many of the local variations, and has introduced a stronger preference for Indian and Western concepts than previously existed. Today, one must put in extra effort to find practitioners outside of the government standardization regime who remain true to older Thai traditions. This standardization of Thai medicine is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it brings a certain level of consistency to the practice of medicine and helps in the preservation of knowledge; on the other, it means that knowledge not approved by the government is in danger of being lost.

Since the early 1900s, Western scientific medicine has been making its mark on TTM. Today, while Thailand has many state-of-the-art biomedical hospitals that cater to the medical tourism demands of a global patient clientele, most modern urban and rural Thais continue to utilize the arts of massage, herbal healing, and spiritual healing in addition to modern medical technology from the West. The government of Thailand, in fact, is one of the biggest supporters of this blend of traditional and modern healing. In rural areas that remain far from Western-style hospitals, government-operated herbal clinics dispense traditional remedies alongside biomedical drugs with the support and blessing of the World Health Organization and UNICEF. How these very different medical models interrelate and integrate is an ongoing challenge, and TTM practitioners argue that such attempts should begin with a holistic understanding of the human as not merely a physical entity but a complex interwoven system.

An additional factor currently affecting TTM is the relatively new interest in Thai massage coming from the West and Japan. Since the early 1980s, non-Thais have been traveling to Thailand in increasing numbers to learn this art form. The vast majority of these students speak little to no Thai and come for short amounts of time. The presence of these tourists has created an atmosphere in which hands-on techniques that are easily demonstrable without language fluency are prioritized, while the more complex concepts of traditional medical theory are deemphasized or omitted. Furthermore, as non-Thais return to their countries of origin, they write books and offer classes on Thai massage that tend to either offer no theory at all, or to overlay traditional Chinese medicine, Indian Ayurveda, or (most commonly) Indian hatha yoga theory on top of Thai techniques. The reason for this is that while there is a dearth of Western language information on Thai medicine theory, there is a plethora of information on Chinese and Indian medicine available. Eventually, Thai teachings that use Indian and Chinese theory circle back to Thailand as Western books get published there, and Westerners share with Thai people what they have learned. This cycle contributes to the loss of TTM concepts in educational settings in tourist areas across Thailand.

Thus, even as traditional medicine is experiencing a resurgence in Thailand, it is changing to meet the expectations of the government, the international medical community, and the local tourists. Today, traditional medicine in Thailand exists in many flavors: practitioners whose approach is based in ancient indigenous practices, practitioners who incorporate more Indian or Chinese ideas and techniques into a base of Thai medicine, a range of Hill Tribe healers, those who focus on the royal traditions, and those who employ the more recent standardized systems promoted by the government. Herbal medicine, in particular, reflects a wide variety of individual and local practices that depend on the region, climate, flora, local folklore, or particular village or family traditions. However, there also are many formulas for both internal and external herbal application that are commonly found throughout the land. In this book, we will remain focused on herbs, lore, and formulas that are commonly accepted as being truly “Thai”—whether from the official TTM system, the practices of the Lanna region, the royal traditions, or the teachings of our individual teachers—and will avoid wandering into Ayurvedic, Chinese, or Western practices.


CHAPTER 2

Thai Herbal Theory
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The Elements

Thai Element theory has its roots in the Pāli Buddhist tradition. Like many other forms of traditional medicine in Europe and Asia, this tradition holds that all things are made of the Great Elements, and that it is the relative balance between these that is responsible for the variance of the universe. From urban asphalt to jungle leaves—even the character and the nature of our thoughts—everything is believed to be influenced by these basic Elements.

TTM holds that the body, too, is made up of Earth, Water, Fire, and Wind. (Though Thai healers primarily work with these Four Elements, they recognize a total of six: the standard four, plus Space and Consciousness.) While the underlying foundational system of TTM is similar to other traditions (such as Greek, Indian, and Arabic medicine), each culture has understood and explained the Elements in different ways. No one medical system can be simply substituted for another, and the Elements in Thai medicine must be understood within the Thai context.

The Elements refer not to physical substances but to qualities. For example, substances that are solid, hard, stable, and heavy can be said to have the qualities of the Earth Element. Substances that are cold, moist, fluid, and/or soft can be said to have the qualities of the Water Element. Knowing and understanding the attributes of each Element is vital to working with any aspect of TTM, and this is especially true in the case of herbal medicine.
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According to the Four Element theory, the anatomy and physiology of the human body can be broken down into the following categories:

 








	Element
	Anatomy / Physiology
	Within The Body



	Earth
	
All that is solid, providing structure and containment


	
1.  Hair on the head

2.  Hair on the body

3.  Nails

4.  Teeth

5.  Skin

6.  Muscles

7.  Sên (“channels,” i.e., the tendons, ligaments, vessels, nerves)

8.  Bones

9.  Bone marrow

10.  Kidneys

11.  Heart

12.  Liver/pancreas (in some TTM texts, these are considered one system)

13.  Fascia (sometimes diaphragm, pleura)

14.  Spleen

15.  Lungs

16.  Large intestine

17.  Small intestine

18.  Stomach (including recently eaten food and chyle)

19.  Digested food and feces

20.  Brain and central nervous system





	Water
	All bodily fluids, providing viscosity and cohesion

	
1.  Bile

2.  Phlegm in the respiratory tract

3.  Pus and lymph

4.  Blood

5.  Sweat

6.  Fat

7.  Tears

8.  Oil

9.  Saliva

10.  Mucus in the nose and throat

11.  Synovial fluid

12.  Urine





	Fire
	
Warmth, digestion, breaking things down, motivation


	
1.  Fire that causes aging and decay of the body

2.  Fire that provides warmth to the body

3.  Fire that digests

4.  Fire that causes emotion and fever





	Wind
	
All movement, from physical movement to the movement of thoughts


	
The Wind Element is conventionally divided into six types of Winds, as is similar to the teachings found in Buddhist texts:

1.  Wind that moves from the top of the head to the feet/abdomen, depending on text (Descending Wind)

2.  Wind that moves from the feet to the head/or from the abdomen to the head (Ascending Wind)

3.  Wind that is within the digestive tract

4.  Wind that is within the abdomen but outside the digestive tract

5.  Wind that circulates to all parts of the body

6.  Wind that is inhaled and exhaled

Another common way of dividing up the Wind Element is to distinguish between Subtle Winds and Gross Winds. Subtle Winds include the movement of thoughts, emotions, ideas, impulses, urges, memories, habits, sense of self, and dreams. Gross Winds include all physical body movements, such as circulation, respiration, nervous impulses, peristalsis, running, writing, talking, lactation, urination, and osmosis.






The constant interaction of the Four Elements gives rise to the processes of the human body, and is the impetus behind physical life. It is therefore of vital importance to do one’s best to keep the Four Elements balanced. The Elements can become unbalanced due to a variety of reasons. Environmental factors can affect the body, for instance, when hot weather causes excitement of the Fire Element and weakening of the Water Element, or cold weather causes the Water Element to become amplified while weakening the Fire Element. Food can also affect the balance, as for instance when indulgence in spicy foods and alcohol causes excitement of the Fire Element, or indulgence in sweet and heavy foods causes excitement of the Water Element.

Elements can exist in various states, including:

•   BALANCED (sà-má-dun สมดุล): A normal Element that is functioning in a manner that is healthy and balanced.

•   EXCITED (gam rêrp กำเริบ): An excited Element is functioning at a more intense level than is healthy. Other terms that convey this state include “amplified,” “intensified,” and “agitated.”

•   WEAKENED (yòn หย่อน): A weakened Element is functioning with less vitality than is healthy. Another term that conveys this state is “depleted.”

•   DISTORTED(pí-gaan พิการ): A distorted Element is out of balance, or unstable, but not always clearly excited or weakened. It may fluctuate between the two.

•   BROKEN (dtaèk แตก): A broken Element is a very serious condition, possibly but not necessarily fatal, that requires professional medical attention.

•   DISAPPEARED (hăai bpai หายไป): Once any one Element is gone, the body is dying. We require all Elements to live.

While it is common for people to discuss the state of Elements in terms of “excessive” and “deficient,” the quantity of the Element does not change within us; it is more apt to say that the vibrancy or the potency of the Element is prone to fluctuation. For this reason, we prefer to use terms such as “excited” and “weakened,” or “amplified” and “subdued.”

During the normal course of life, the balance of intensity of each Element fluctuates with age, season, environment, and diet. These fluctuations are natural and do not require moderation unless they sway too far from a healthy state, or occur outside of the expected parameters created by natural changes. It is important to take these factors into consideration before embarking on Elemental diagnosis. (For example, a slight increase in Wind excitement during the rainy season, when it is an expected fluctuation, is less likely to indicate a problem than an increase in Wind excitement during the hot season.)

Causes of Change in Elemental Balance

According to Four Element theory, there are three causes of a shift in the state of Elemental balance: natural, unnatural, and karmic. (The Earth Element, being the most stable, is often omitted in the following factors).

 







	1. The Thirteen Natural Causes of Elemental Imbalance



	Elemental Fluctuations
	
Ongoing internal fluctuations of the Elements are natural. But, the relationship between the internal Elements is also affected by external factors, such as:

Wind: Agitates the Wind Element within us.

Heat: Agitates the Fire Element within us.

Dampness: Agitates the Water Element within us.

Cold: Can agitate Wind and Water within us.

Dryness: Agitates Wind within us.





	Season
	
Hot Season: Causes a natural excitement of the Fire Element.

Rainy Season: Causes excitement of the Wind Element. (This point frequently causes confusion, as people associate rain with Water. However, in TTM, rain is associated with Wind because rainstorms involve lots of motion of wind and water, and motion is the quality of the Wind Element.)

Cold Season: Causes excitement of the Water Element.
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