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Almost all of what we hear 
about cancer comes from our 
usual western perspective. 
Things like how smoking 
can increase the likelihood of 
developing the condition and 
how eating vegetables can 

reduce the chances. However, if we look 
at cancer from a different view, we begin to see that 
what’s happening within us is also happening in the 
world around us.  

According to the American Cancer Society, for those 
of us now living in the U.S., one in two men and 
one in three women will be diagnosed with cancer. 
And one in four men and one in five women will die 
from the condition. With a population of about 310 
million, that’s 125 million cancer diagnoses and 72 
million deaths.

Along with these extraordinary rates of cancer, there 
are voluminous amounts of data that demonstrates 
clearly that the climate is destabilizing. For several 
decades, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change has been documenting the worldwide 
research that shows conclusively that the planet is 
warming from the gases we’re releasing. 
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More recently, data also indicates that the ability 
of the planet to maintain its coolant is also being 
affected. Climate research now demonstrates 
that the well documented warming is happening 
as the ability of forests and oceans to sequester 
greenhouse gases has been compromised. As we 
are losing the cooling effects of trees through 
deforestation, the oceans may have reached their 
saturation point in how much greenhouse gas 
they can absorb. In looking at the condition of the 
climate and the rates of cancer through the holistic 
lens of Chinese medicine, we can begin to see 
that rather than being two separate issues, they are 
similar issues happening at different scales.

For several thousand years, Eastern medicine has 
understood the world holistically. In the treatment 
room, all of our organs are connected and the 
physical, mental and emotional parts of our lives 
are interrelated. Similarly, it recognizes that we are 
part of the world around us and that what happens 
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within us is a reflection of what happens in 
nature. Looking at cancer and climate change 
from this larger vantage point, we can begin 
to see how both conditions have the same 
underlying cause.

Looking again at information provided by 
the American Cancer Society, all cancers 
start because abnormal cells grow out of 
control and can spread around the body. 
From my clinical experience treating people 
with a cancer diagnosis, the root cause of 
cancer fits well with the Chinese medicine 
diagnosis of Yin deficient heat.

Heat corresponds to over activity in organs 
and cells, which causes both the abnormal 
growth and the movement around the body. 
Yin is associated with water and fluids and 
is our internal coolant. When our internal 
heat increases, it can cook off our fluids, 
as would a pot of water left on a hot stove. 
Yin deficient heat means that our internal 
condition is inflamed both from the increased 
warmth and from the decrease of coolant.

Looking at the condition of the climate, Yin 
deficient heat is a very good description of 
what’s happening globally. The planet is 
warming—indicating heat. And the ability 
of the planet to keep things cool through the 
effects of oceans and forests is decreasing—
indicating Yin deficiency. Rather than being 
two issues, the overstimulation of our cells 
internally and the rapid warming of the 
planet externally are mirroring each other.

In our era of climate change, with 40 percent 
of Americans projected to be diagnosed 
with cancer, an essential question is: Where 
is this increasing heat and decreasing Yin 
coming from? The answer is in how we see 
the world and as a result, how we live our 
lives. Fundamental to Chinese medicine 
is the understanding of Yin and Yang. As 
mentioned, Yin is associated with coolant 
and it’s also about quiet, peace, doing and 
having less, the small and the old. The other 

side of the Yin/Yang circle is about heat, being loud 
and active, doing and having more, the boisterous 
(to avoid saying loud twice) and aggressive and the 
new—all of this is associated with Yang.

Just as the planet and our cells are overheating, we 
often value the new over the old, doing over non-
doing and more over less. And just as the cooling 
effects of forests and oceans are decreasing and 
our Yin decreases internally, we often value the 
loud over the quiet, the big over the small and the 
aggressive over the peaceful. The condition of the 
planet, the condition of our internal environment 
and our cultural assumptions all speak to the same 
condition—too much Yang and too little Yin.

An essential part of the deeper remedies to treat 
the incredible rates of cancer and our rapidly 
destabilizing climate is to revalue the Yin in all parts 
of our lives. The Yin of slowing down, doing less, 
wanting less and being quiet and peaceful internally. 
This contentment makes us less susceptible to 
buying more than we need, thereby reducing 
emissions. The cooling effect of Yin also reduces our 
heat internally, treating the root causes of conditions 
like cancer as well.
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