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THE FIVE PHASES OF TRANSITION: A GUIDE TO
BALANCE

The Five Phases describe different types of life-promoting energy
(Chi) and define relationships that balance each other. Each of the
Phases are named after a constituent existing in nature: Wood, Fire,
Earth, Metal, and Water. These phases, often called “elements” in
western translations, promote or create each other and control
each other resulting in balance. (See SIDE BAR.)

The theory underlying Five Phases of Transition is basic to Tradi-
tional Chinese Medicine and reflects the natural flow of life that
leads to health and longevity. The Five Phases is simply a guide
to following the patterns of transitioning from one climatic season
(in Chinese medicine, there are five seasons) to the next, and one
phase of life to the next, so that the body can thrive in its environ-
ment. If this is not followed, the equine body becomes imbalanced
and vulnerable to the invasion of external ‘pathogens’ such as the
harsh wind in autumn or extreme heat in summer.

THE FIVE PHASES AND THE HORSE

The Five Phases of Transition can appear complex, especially when
further defined by Yin-Yang Theory, the core of this ancient medi-
cine. Chinese medicine is made up of theories and it takes the west-
ern mind time to grasp both its intricacy and its simplicity. But,
most of us can intuitively understand the guidance Chinese medi-
cine theories offer following the laws of nature.

For instance, if a two-year-old gelding is acting lethargic, his limbs
feel cold to the touch, his eye seems dull, and gaze unfocused, we
would all know that this animal is not well. If a 38-year-old gelding
were to exhibit the very same indicators, we would attribute it to his
advanced age. The flow of energy in a young animal should be vi-
brant, while the aging animal is just that - aging. The two-year-old
is in the beginning of the Fire Phase or the summer of his life, while
the 38-year-old is in the Water Phase or the winter of his life. We all
know this through observation and at an intuitive level.

PROFILES OF THE FIVE PHASES

Each of the Five Phases is associated with a season, a phase in the
life cycle, specific internal organs, an emotion, a sense organ, an
activity level, and many other attributes.

1. Wood is associated with the following: season of spring, lifecycle
phase of birth, exuberant energy, sense organ of the eve, emotion of
anger since it is an effective protective mechanism, and the internal
organs of the Liver and Gallbladder since they control the replen-
ishment of Blood and the health of the tendons and ligaments of
the body. Wood prepares the way for Fire.

2. The warmth of summer promotes high energy and growth in
the Fire Phase. The filly dances with joy in the pasture building
her strength and expanding her knowledge of the ways of horses.
When the filly is not prancing and dancing in her first summer of
life, she is not balanced and thus not healthy. Nor will this filly have
the physical, emotional and energetic resources to be strong and
healthy in the coming Phase. As this animal moves into maturity
and the season of late-summer, she is entering the Earth Phase. The

<=— Wild horses know how to prepare for the seasonal transitions
in climate and resources to maintain their own energetic balance and
health. We can help our domestic horses prepare as well by following
the guidance of the 5 Phases of Transition.
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CYCLES CREATE
AND KEEP
NATURAL BALANCE

Creation Cycle

There is a Creation Cycle, or Sheng cycle, where each of
the phases promotes or creates the next. For instance,

it is the resources created in the Wood phase that
makes it possible for Fire fo exist since Wood fuels Fire.
During the activity of burning Wood, Fire creates ash,

a nutrient-rich resource for the creation of Earth. Each
“element” or phase of transition transforms to create the
next. It is a constant cyclic process that we can see in
the annual passage of the seasons or the passing from
birth to maturity to old age. Each Phase has its own
unique energetic characteristics and each Phase needs
the support of the one before it. Fire needs Wood to
exist, just the way a child needs its mother to provide the
resources to exist.

Control Cycle

If all life were creation and promotion, we would have
exponential growth of all living things. This would exhaust
the natural world as we know it. The ancient Chinese
saw that nature had built-in checks and balances so that
excessive abundance cannot occur. This is called the
Control Cycle, or Ko Cycle. The same constituents of
nature inter-relate in such a way as to control each other
so that there is a natural, predictable balance.

Water can tame the flames of Fire, thus balancing the
energy of Fire. The Metal ax can chop an excessive
growth of trees, thus Metal Controls Wood. The heat
of Fire can melt Metal, thus Fire Controls Metal. Each
Phase within the Five Phases of Transition requires a
force or energy that can manage and balance it.

The natural world has its patterns, rhythms, and cycles to
ensure that balance is maintained. The horse and human
are part of nature; neither of us can survive healthfully if
we ignore this fact of life. yv

associated internal organ systems are Heart, Small Intestine, Triple
Heater, and Pericardium; the tongue is the associated sense organ.

3. Earth energy is maturity, greater stability, and the time when
the horse has the ability to nourish himself physically and emotion-
ally. The sense organ is the mouth, and the internal organ systems
are Stomach and Spleen. In late summer, horses are ready to “in-
gather” since the full blades of grass are diminishing and the cooler
winds of autumn are not far away. Horses know to add bulk to their
bodies’ before grazing becomes scarce. The animal that does not
prepare himself for fall will be vulnerable to chill and invasion of
wind as the days pass.
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Five Phases of Transition Chart

The ancient Chinese recognized that the entire universe is subject to con-
stant change and transformation. Each of the Five Phases of Transition, also
called the “Five Elements”, represents and corresponds to distinct energetic
qualities, characteristics and properties. The Creation Cycle, or Sheng Cy-
cle, flows in a clockwise manner and the Control, Ko Cycle, looks like a five-
pointed star in the center of the diagram.

Creation Cycle: Wood creates Fire; Fire creates Earth; Earth creates Met-
al; Metal creates Water; and, Water creates Wood.

Control Cycle: Wood controls Earth; Earth controls Water; Water con-
trols Fire; Fire controls Metal; and, Metal controls Wood.

4. Metal is autumn, the time of life beyond maturity and before old
age. Picture the settled horse: a stable mount that lives by routine
and only requires moderate exercise. If this animal were to race
around the pasture at a feverish pitch expending his energy rapidly,
it would be clear that he is experiencing an imbalance that could
have dangerous consequences since he is not in harmony with the
natural Metal season and stage of life. The Lung and Large Intes-

tine internal organ systems, and the nose as sense organ, are as-
sociated with this phase,

5. Water is the cold of winter, old age, nearing death. The emo-
tion is fear, the sense organ is ears, and internal organ systems are
Kidney and Bladder. It is when nature is dormant, resting and re-
plenishing before the next cycle of life begins anew in spring time.
Horses need to follow the same pattern of resting and replenishing
their resources.

This is the beginning of the story of the traditional wisdom of the
Five Phases of Transition. A horse cycles through the seasonal cycle
every year, and needs to be balanced throughout the year and his
entire life... even throughont each day. The Five Phases is a realistic
model from which we can learn to balance our horse’s energy in
relation to the environment, and in Part 2 we will discuss how to
harmonize the horse’s life with the flow of the seasons, thus main-
taining balance. yy
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