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The Thought of Eternal Life and Hair-Related Methods for
Preserving Health in Traditional China

Fan Hsiao
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

Hair has long been regarded as a powerful symbol. in Chinese cultural traditions. In
traditional thinking, celestial beings and immortals not only live a long time and do not die,
but they also do not age and remain forever young. Pitch-black smooth hair is the most
obvious mark in this respect. In contrast, white hair is clearly a sign of increasing age and a
mark of impending death. Symbolizing changes in hair to mark either growing or old age
first appears in Chinese physiological knowledge systems. Hair during the various stages of
one's life exemplifies the physiological changes which are connected to the developments of
kidney gi or the vital energy of the body. When the kidney gi practices vigorously, pitch-
black and shiny hair is resulted. As the body gradually ages, one's hair gradually decreases,
falls out, and becomes white in color, dull and heavy. Illness, or extreme emotions such as
fear, depression, times of grief, or intense mental activity also result in significant changes
in the hair.

On discovering white hairs on their bodies, people were often horrified, shocked,
depressed, and would pluck out these hairs as a means of consolation, and often, at a
specified time, they would pull out white hairs to counteract the effects of aging and ensure
that the white hair never grew again. White hair was a sign of old age, and in response to
this, people developed a number of prescriptions, including different types of external
pastes, hair washing shampoos, internal medicine, and herbal wines. And also efforts were
made to treat both the fundamental and the secondary aspects of the aging process. In ideas
of immortality, serious consideration was given to regulating and vitalizing one's body and
mind, practicing gigong or promoting circulation of the gi while exercising, and taking
different types of tonic prescriptions including pastes, pellets, pills, and so forth, all in

active pursuit of seeking longevity.

Keywords: the thought of eternal life, hair, preserving health
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