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Abstract

The outline and prospects of Sasang Constitutional Medicine

Byung-Hee Koh

College of Korean Medicine, Kyung Hee University

In modern western science, the humanities and social sciences are separated from the natural sciences. However, new 

interpretations should be explored based on holistic concepts and the principles of wholeness found in eastern nature. 

Examples of the latter from Korea include Lee Je Ma’s Sasang Constitutional Medicine(SCM). We aimed to examine the

features and problems associated with SCM, as well as approaches to these problems. 

Sasang constitutional medicine suggests that an individual’s constitution is determined congenitally, and the body and 

mind need to be considered simultaneously when treating disease. And SCM thinks that individuality is important in 

clinical practice even in social relationship. 

SCM needs to develop for objective diagnoses, and basic research needs to be conducted in parallel such as study of the 

Confucian classics and neo-confucianism. Expanding the scope of patient-centric academic exchange has been raised as 

an important issue to exchange with Western medicine and so on.

SCM can be the medicine that places humanity at the center, and its mentality could apply to preventive medicine and 

personalized medicine. So it has positive influence on construction of a healthy society and improvement of healthcare 

worldwide. 
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Ⅰ. Sasang Constitutional Medicine 
in the 21st Century

Interest in eastern medicine has recently grown, follow-

ing the realization that traditional Korean medicine can 

compensate for some of the shortcomings of medicine based 

on science and technology that is rooted entirely in western 

natural science. In modern western science, the humanities 

and social sciences are separated from the natural sciences. 

However, new interpretations should be explored through 

a convergent approach based on holistic concepts and the 

principles of wholeness found in eastern nature. Examples 

of the latter from Korea include Heo Jun’s Dongui Bogam 

and Lee Je Ma’s Sasang Constitutional Medicine1. The texts 

underlying these approaches break free of the abstract, con-

ceptual aspects of medicine that had been introduced from 

China until that time. They have been studied by numer-

ous scholars from various perspectives, enabling practical 

application in clinical medicine, including physiology, 

pathology, diagnosis, and treatment. In the future, it will 

be necessary to continue developing and innovating tradi-

tional Korean medicine as it adapts to the age of 

globalization. To this end, we aimed to examine the fea-

tures and problems associated with Sasang constitutional 

medicine, as well as approaches to these problems.

Ⅱ. Features of Sasang Constitutional 
Medicine2

1. Hereditary medicine (稟受醫學)

Pumsu (稟受) refers to the idea that an individual’s 

constitution is determined congenitally, wherein in-

dividuals inherit features from their parents and grand-

parents, including appearance, character, and even dis-

ease-related tendencies. In terms of established information 

relating to this idea, blood type is known to be passed 

down from parents to their children according to certain 

rules. Furthermore, children of individuals with high blood 

pressure or who experience stroke often have the similar 

conditions themselves. Moreover, children of individuals 

with poor digestion have a higher incidence of digestion 

problems, and a genetic influence has been demonstrated 

for color blindness, hemophilia, and mental health 

disorders. Based on such evidence, pumsu is considered 

to be fully worthy of consideration in medicine.

2. Psychosomatic (mind-body) medicine

(心身醫學)

Until now, medicine has mostly only considered treat-

ment of parts of the patient’s body that can be observed 

via our eyes and other sensory organs. However, there is 

increasing recognition that an individual consists of both 

a body and a mind, the existence of both of which are 

required to differentiate them from inanimate objects. 

Therefore, the body and mind need to be considered simul-

taneously when treating disease.

The mind is not a part of the physical body, but forms 

an equal part of our being. Thus, is also plays an important 

role in the development of disease, and is heavily involved 

in the formation of constitution. In western medicine too, 

similar theories have emerged at the beginning of the 20th 

Century, and have recently received a lot of attention. 

However, the fact that these ideas and the recognition 

of the equal importance and mutual influence of the body 

and mind only developed at the end of the 19th Century 

but were previously unimaginable in western medicine, 

reaffirms the remarkable sagacity (慧智) of Lee Je Ma.

3. Constitutional medicine (體質醫學)

Constitution is the idea that, in terms of treatment, 

individuals display different characteristics according to 

their physical constitution, and so these differences need 
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to be taken into account by applying different treatment 

approaches for different patients, even for the same disease. 

Essentially, this principle highlights the importance of 

individuality. Patient individuality and heterogeneity is 

a difficulty often experienced by many doctors in clinical 

practice.

For example, there may be two drugs, A and B, that 

can be used to treat the same disease. However, there may 

be some patients who recover when treated with A, but 

other patients who only see an effect from B and not from 

A. Furthermore, there may even be patients who can only 

be treated with drug C, rather than A or B. In such cases, 

one can consider whether the issue arises because of differ-

ences in the drugs’ mechanisms of action, or due to the 

individuality of the patients, or some combination of the 

two.

Lee Je Ma recognized that this situation arises due to 

differences in constitution. He further considered that, in 

addition to medication, people will likely have different 

needs and responses to nutrition resulting from their 

constitution. Furthermore, allergies, which are frequently 

discussed in western medicine, can also be considered re-

lated to constitutional factors.

4. Social medicine (社會醫學)5

Within our social lives, we find relating to some people 

relatively comfortable, while relating of others is very 

burdensome. If we were to approach other people with 

an understanding of constitutional characteristics, we 

might gain better insight into the other’s traits, which 

would render personal relationships more comfortable and, 

in the workplace, may also enable more efficient pursuit 

of business. Moreover, understanding the characteristics 

of a workplace or job would enable better choices by con-

sidering one’s own constitutional traits. From the per-

spective of management, accounting for the traits of em-

ployees in human resources could be very helpful. Given 

that personality type tests, such as the MBTI used in the 

west, we think it will be possible to develop methods 

suited to our sensibilities.

This is suggested in Dongui Suse Bowon’s Gwangje-seol 

(廣濟說), which contains the following statement: “the 

most common disease in this world is to covet and envy 

the wisdom and ability of others. The finest medicine for 

this disease is to love their wisdom and find pleasure in 

good deeds.”

Ⅲ. Challenges for Sasang 
constitutional medicine4

1. Objective diagnoses3

In modern SCM, efforts to provide objective care are 

highly valued, with the application in clinical practice 

of self-report questionnaires (QSCC; Questionnaire for 

Sasang Constitution Classification), body type tests, facial 

anthropometry, voice spectrography (聲紋), fingerprints 

(指紋), pulse diagnosis (脈診), and food or drug reaction 

surveys, rather than using subjective methods that depend 

on past experience. To develop objective diagnostic signs 

from those typically used in Korean medicine, research 

investigating neurometer tests, biofunctional diagnosis, 

and pulse diagnosis need to be developed in a more ob-

jective, practical direction in the future.

2. Research on the relationship between 

Eastern philosophy and medicine

Generally, traditional Korean medicine possesses traits 

of Taoist (道家) Huang Lao thought (黃老學), but study 

of SCM is inseparable from the study of the Confucian 

classics (經學) and neo-confuciansim. Thus, an under-

standing of the philosophical background is required, and 

even from a medical perspective there is some inherent 
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confusion of concepts. For this reason, basic research needs 

to be conducted in parallel, so that the concepts behind 

individual theories can be properly understood and practi-

cally applied.

3. Increased exchange with western medicine

General knowledge related to health and medicine is 

based on western biological science. For this reason, the 

concepts and theories in sasang constitutional medicine 

or traditional Korean medicine are very difficult to 

understand. Expanding the scope of patient-centric aca-

demic exchange has been raised as an important issue to 

overcome these limitations.

4. Generalization and familiarization

Medicine is clearly a specialist area, but it is closely 

related to daily life. In reality, many diseases are associated 

with a patient’s environment and dietary behavior. As such, 

there is a need to develop guidance for basic healthcare 

using approaches that anyone can apply to their daily life. 

Recently, there have been efforts to study the effects of 

sasang constitutional traits on chair development, interior 

design, healthy diets, play guidance for children, learning 

styles and career exploration for youths, and leadership 

and organizational operations within workplaces.

5. Increased exchange with basic sciences

Insofar as it is founded upon various basic sciences, 

traditional Korean medicine strongly demands a multi-

disciplinary approach. The development of traditional 

Korean medicine is important because, when accompanied 

by multidisciplinary research, it can promote creative ad-

vancements in not only medicine and pharmacology, but 

also in wide ranging areas such as biochemistry, bio-

engineering, food science, agricultural science, and even 

ethics and philosophy.

Ⅳ. Future prospects

1. Medicine that places humanity at the center

If the natural sciences can be said to promote the mecha-

nization of humans, traditional Korean medicine, espe-

cially SCM, recognizes humans as a being with duties and 

responsibilities to direct healthy development of societies. 

It cannot be ignored that the predominance of considering 

the body in purely physical terms in western natural scien-

ces, and where this meets economic principles, manifests 

as extreme selfishness. SCM is meaningful as a healthy 

model for future medicine because it encourages respon-

sible self-care based on a robust social consciousness, 

through the pursuit of harmony between humans and na-

ture, society and individuals, and body and mind.

2. Preventive medicine – reflecting national 

health insurance policy

In Dongui Suse Bowon’s Gwangje-seol, Lee Je Ma pre-

sented the wisdom of living healthily, according to one’s 

constitution, from birth until death. To maintain good 

health, it is important for all individuals to receive pre-

ventive medical care throughout their lifetime. Depending 

on the individual, this may include maternity and child 

healthcare, infant healthcare, healthcare at school, com-

munity healthcare, adult disease care, and elderly 

healthcare. The importance of different stages of healthcare 

is universally recognized and reflected in national health-

care policies, with a large investment of financial, physical, 

and human resources.

If the mentality of SCM were actively applied to pre-

ventive medicine, it could provide actual improvements 
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in national healthcare. SCM is not limited to theory, but 

possesses concrete and practical treatment techniques. 

Therefore, if the SCM mentality were applied to all areas 

of national healthcare, it could establish a robust model 

of future medicine.

3. Personalized medicine6

With the recent publication and discussion of the re-

sults of the Genome Project, there have been attempts 

to develop treatments based on individual characteristics. 

Lee Je Ma, in Korea, had already elucidated the importance 

of personalized medicine when caring for patients in clin-

ical practice 100 years earlier. Just as a tailor-made suit 

can resolve the discomfort from an off-the-rack suit that 

feels somehow not right for the body, constitution-based 

treatment is expected to provide a higher quality of life, 

by exploring methods of care and recuperation that are 

suited to the individual’s environment while taking into 

account their unique constitutional traits. Several aspects 

might be incorporated in personalized medicine, includ-

ing:

• Personalized diet - establishment of a constitution- 

based diet culture 7)

• Personalized treatment - constitution-based treatment

• Personalized care - constitution-based treatment envi-

ronment, disease management, and health examina-

tions

4. Construction of a healthy society 5

Placing others before oneself and pursuing public bene-

fit over personal profit plays a key role in constructing 

a society in which the most ethical people are the 

healthiest. Caution regarding alcohol, sex, money, and 

power (酒色財勸), developing a sturdy conscience and 

genuine character (存心養性), and an attitude of seeking 

wisdom and enjoying good deeds (好賢樂善) produce 

a bright future and healthy society. In addition to the 

construction of a new medical paradigm, this will play 

a leading role in improving quality of life and society 

as a whole.

5. Establishment of growth programs based on 

the principle of ji-in-jeong-gi (知人正己) 

(understanding people and examining oneself’)

At the heart of a healthy society, is the harmonious 

association, in pursuit of mutual understanding, of the 

four constitutions with their different perceptions, abil-

ities, character, working methods, personal relationship 

style, and aptitudes. On this basis, it is important to estab-

lish a culture in which individuals acquire and practice 

healthy love, which produces mutual harmony based on 

an understanding of the constitution, and the strengths 

and weakness of oneself and others.

Here, Sasang constitutional medicine holds the key. 

Combined with efforts in other fields to construct a healthy 

society, the mentality of Sasang constitutional medicine 

could provide a shortcut to making a society of individuals 

with good health who will lead a long life.

6. Contributing to the improvement of healthcare 

worldwide

Lee Je Ma pronounced the need to cultivate a medical 

mentality that could contribute to improving healthcare 

worldwide, based on the principles of dongui (東醫, the 

originality of traditional Korean medicine), suse (壽世, 

living one’s full lifespan), and bowon (保元, preserving 

one’s original vigor).
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7. Fostering traditional Korean bioindustry in 

the 21st Century

The 21st Century presents the opportunity for modern 

medical diagnosis and treatment techniques, through the 

development of genomic information linking eastern and 

western medicine, to drive the new medical bioengineering 

industry. In addition, there is potential to create links 

between research, treatment, and medical and pharmaceut-

ical industries via a convergent technical approach involv-

ing western diseases, sasang constitutional pathologies, and 

genetic diagnosis. In so doing, SCM needs to grow into 

a global medicine worthy of leading in the 21st Century, 

generating a global market and contributing to worldwide 

improvements in healthcare.
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