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From the perspective of the traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) core principle that "inborn essence
engenders acquired essence, and acquired essence nourishes inborn essence," this paper conducts a
conceptual theoretical analysis to elaborate the dialectical correspondence between primary capabilities
and secondary capabilities in Positive and Transcultural Psychotherapy(PPT, the full name of Positive
Psychotherapy founded by Peseschkian). Differentiating from general positive psychology, this research
tightly anchors Peseschkian’s original PPT theoretical system to build cross-cultural connections with TCM
doctrines. Primary capabilities are not only the innate foundation for the germination of secondary
capabilities, but also undertake the core function of regulating the balance of secondary capabilities
within the PPT theory. In turn, secondary capabilities can nourish and replenish insufficient primary
capabilities. This paper systematically supplements basic TCM theories for international readers, enriches
the cross-cultural theoretical system of PPT, and combines clinical psychotherapy practice to verify the
operability of integrating TCM core concepts, including “inborn and acquired essence” and “unity of form
and spirit,” into modern PPT intervention.

Positive Psychotherapy, transcultural psychotherapy, Traditional Chinese Medicine, inborn
and acquired essence, actual capabilities

psychological resources into two core categories:
primary capabilities and secondary capabilities
(Peseschkian, 2018). Distinct from the research
paradigm of positive psychology represented by
Seligman, PPT’s capability classification system

Nossrat Peseschkian, the founder of Positive
and  Transcultural  Psychotherapy  (PPT),
systematically classified human basic
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originates from cross-cultural clinical
psychotherapy practice, which takes the
developmental order of human relational and
rational functions as the core classification
standard.

Primary capabilities refer to love-oriented
psychological resources formed in the infant
stage through natural interaction between
infants and primary caregivers, closely bound to
individual emotional experience. During infancy,
these capabilities dominate the construction of
intimate attachment relationships, covering the
expression and acceptance of love, including
core dimensions such as trust, hope, and
patience. Secondary capabilities are rational
adaptive resources acquired through
observation, guidance, and imitation during
childhood development, serving as the
psychological toolset for individuals to adapt to
social norms and complete career development,
including politeness, orderliness, efficiency,
diligence, and thrift (Peseschkian, 1987).

This section briefly sorts out the TCM
doctrines adopted in this paper. The core carrier
of human life vitality in TCM is essence (jing),
which is divided into two mutually generating
and nourishing categories: inborn essence and
acquired essence.

Inborn essence: Innate vital material
inherited from parents, stored in the kidney,
determining the starting vitality of human life
and the congenital foundation of physical and
mental development; TCM holds that the kidney
governs will, and the sufficiency of kidney
essence directly shapes individuals’ expectations
and trust in the future.

Acquired essence: Also known as grain-water
essence, produced by the spleen and stomach’s
transportation and transformation function after
birth, responsible for daily replenishment of

visceral gi and blood, and continuous
supplementation of kidney-stored inborn
essence, forming the core logic of "acquired
essence nourishes inborn essence".

Five viscera storing spirits: A core TCM
psychosomatic theory, namely the heart governs
spirit, liver governs strategy, spleen governs
thought, lung governs vigor, and kidney governs
will; the balance of visceral functions realizes the
unity of form and spirit, which is the
fundamental standard of mental and physical
health in TCM.

Heart-kidney coordination (water-fire
balance): The heart belongs to fire, the kidney
belongs to water; sufficient kidney yin restrains
hyperactive heart fire, maintaining emotional
stability and psychological peace, while
congenital inborn essence deficiency will trigger
heart-kidney disharmony and induce emotional
disorders.

The formation timing, generation path,
carrier, and mental health mechanism of primary
capabilities and secondary capabilities in PPT are
obviously differentiated (see Table 1), yet they
maintain an inseparable dialectical interactive
relationship unique to PPT’s clinical framework.
Primary capabilities constitute the psychological
cornerstone  of human health and an
indispensable prerequisite for the maturation of
secondary capabilities; Secondary capabilities
are the necessary adaptive tools for individuals
to integrate into society after childhood. From
the PPT cross-cultural clinical perspective, well-
developed secondary capabilities in adulthood
can continuously feedback and nourish primary
capabilities, helping individuals obtain lasting
subjective well-being and maintain long-term
mental stability. This interactive logic between
two layers of PPT capabilities is highly isomorphic
with the acquired essence.

Formation Formation Primary medium Relationship with mental
time mode health (ppt theoretical
perspective)
Primary Infancy Naturally Parents, significant The congenital origin of
capabilities generated primary caregivers individual psychological
innate relational structure; The core emotional
resources foundation shaping stable
personality traits
Secondary Childhood postnatally Family, social and The acquired extended
capabilities learned rational cultural psychological functions for
adaptive environment, social social adaptation and career
resources interaction development
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In early infancy, all primary capabilities arise
spontaneously without targeted learning or
training, serving as the innate driving force for
individuals to build connections with others and
the external world, such as attachment trust
formed in infant-caregiver interactions and
innate empathy and hopeful expectation. These
innate emotional resources lay the groundwork
for all subsequent interpersonal and social
adaptation and shape complete, sound
personality development.

From the TCM psychosomatic perspective,
primary capabilities correspond to the
psychological externalization of kidney-stored
inborn essence. Inborn essence is endowed by
parents before birth, determining the congenital
vitality threshold of all human physical and
mental activities, and the sufficiency of inborn
essence directly restricts the development level
of an infant's innate emotional capabilities.

The core attributes of PPT secondary
capabilities are postnatal learnability and
practical adaptability. These are instrumental
psychological resources cultivated through
family education, social interaction, and
repeated practice, and all secondary capabilities
grow on the premise of mature primary
capabilities. Representative dimensions include
emotional self-regulation, interpersonal
communication etiquette, standardized social
behavior, and self-discipline.

In TCM theory, secondary capabilities
correspond to the psychological reflection of
grain-water acquired essence transformed by
the spleen and stomach, the congenital
foundation of postnatal physical constitution.
Acquired essence generated by the spleen and
stomach can nourish all visceral organs and
continuously replenish the kidneys’ inborn
essence. As stated in The Yellow Emperor's Inner
Classic - Treatise on Heavenly Truth in Ancient
Times: "The kidneys govern water, receive and
store essence from the five viscera and six
bowels; only when the five viscera are flourishing
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can essence be discharged (Deadman et al.,,
2007). The generation and operation of all
acquired psychological adaptive capabilities rely
on the continuous supply of acquired essence qi
and blood.

TCM basic theory clearly puts forward that
"the kidney is the congenital root, storing inborn
essence" (Zheng, 2016). Inborn essence not only
determines the formation of individual life, but
also controls the strength of postnatal vitality
development. Taking PPT's primary capability of
hope as an example can fully illustrate the core
value of primary capabilities in PPT clinical
practice.

TCM psychosomatic theory records the
proposition "the kidneys govern Will." The
concept of will refers to individuals' positive
expectation and inner trust for the future, which
is the core connotation of the PPT's primary
capability of hope. When the inborn essence is
sufficient, and the kidney's function of storing
Will is unobstructed, individuals will naturally
maintain  positive hope in interpersonal
interactions and for the future. For example,
when toddlers accidentally fall, they will
instinctively seek help from nearby adults, which
is the external psychological manifestation of the
kidney's inborn essence nourishing will.

In contrast, premature infants generally suffer
from congenital inborn essence deficiency,
showing blunted sensory responses to the
external world and a lack of willingness to
actively explore (Zhang et al, 2019).
Psychologically, this means the primary
capability of hope is insufficiently nourished, and
such individuals are prone to life apathy and
learned helplessness in adulthood. From the PPT
clinical perspective, the lack of the primary
capability of hope will directly hinder the
development of multiple secondary capabilities,
including persistence and self-motivation.
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Inborn essence, the congenital vital
substance inherited from parents, continuously
nourishes the five viscera spirits after birth: the
heart governs spirit, the liver governs strategy,
the spleen governs thought, the lung governs
vigor, the kidney governs will (Wang Miqu, 2019).
Sufficient  kidney essence ensures the
coordinated balance and normal functioning of
all visceral functions after birth; in the PPT
theoretical system, this mechanism is reflected in
the regulatory balance between emotional
primary capabilities and rational secondary
capabilities.

Take the TCM proposition "heart governs the
spirit" as an example: its normal operation
corresponds to a stable emotional state and a
calm rational coping mode in PPT clinical
observation. The heart belongs to fire, the kidney
belongs to water; water-fire coordination (heart-
kidney harmony) leads to a peaceful spirit and a
balanced psychological state. If a pregnant
mother suffers from long-term anxiety during
gestation, kidney vyin will be excessively
consumed, resulting in insufficient fetal inborn
essence after delivery (Ross, 2026). The newborn
will form a pathological state of heart-kidney
disharmony and hyperactive heart fire,
manifested as innate insecurity, irritability,
frequent night crying, and difficulty in emotional
soothing. In the growth stage, this congenital
imbalance will restrain the development of
secondary capabilities such as compliance and
self-regulation, which PPT interprets as the loss
of primary capabilities’ balancing regulation over
secondary capabilities (Wang Weidong, 2017).

Kidney-stored inborn essence provides
warming and promoting power for the spleen
and stomach’s transportation and
transformation of grain-water acquired essence.
Only under the warming function of kidney yang
can the spleen and stomach normally digest and
absorb nutrients, generate qi and blood to
maintain physical activity, and nourish all visceral
organs.

In PPT theory, primary capabilities shape
individuals’ core personality and congenital
psychological  foundation, equivalent to
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congenital inborn endowment (Peseschkian,
2014). Take the primary capability of trust as a
typical case: stable and sufficient primary trust
capability makes individuals hold universal basic
trust in life and interpersonal relationships. Once
the primary capability of trust is deficient, this
corresponds to Erikson’s first psychosocial crisis,
basic trust versus mistrust (Erikson, 1950; Marcia
& Josselson, 2013). On this basis, multiple
secondary capabilities, including reliability,
persistence, and efficiency, will appear as
developmental defects.

Clinically, children with developmental
retardation show not only physical
developmental lag in bone, muscle, movement,
and language, but also psychological symptoms
such as insufficient inner security, suspicious
tendency, weak attachment to caregivers, and
irritable  mood. After entering collective
environments, they further exhibit social
withdrawal, poor interpersonal skills,
hyperactivity, a lack of learning initiative, and
attention deficits. From the TCM-PPT integrated
perspective, these symptoms are external
manifestations of insufficient secondary
capabilities controlled by the spleen governing
thought and liver governing strategy.

After birth, individuals absorb grain-water
essence from the external environment through
the spleen and stomach, transform it into gi and
blood to nourish the whole body, and supply
continuous energy for all life activities. As the
acquired extension of primary capabilities in PPT,
secondary capabilities provide adaptive
psychological energy that enables individuals to
integrate into society and sustain mental health
throughout the growth cycle.

Take the secondary capability of diligence as
an example: its embryonic form in infancy is
innate environmental curiosity and exploratory
behaviors through tactile and gustatory
perception. However, simple infant sensory
experience cannot cope with complex social
reality. With physical and mental growth,
secondary capabilities, including learning ability,
persistence, and diligence, are gradually
cultivated, helping individuals master
professional knowledge and social skills to
complete social adaptation, which is the core
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value of secondary capabilities in PPT clinical
intervention.

The qi and blood refined by the spleen and
stomach’s transportation and transformation not
only nourish the five viscera, but also
continuously replenish the kidney-stored inborn
essence, forming the core TCM logic of "acquired
essence nourishes inborn essence".
Correspondingly, the mature secondary
capabilities cultivated postnatally can
consolidate and reinforce deficient primary
capabilities in PPT theory.

Secondary capabilities, such as
communication and social interaction, support
individuals in building stable, harmonious
interpersonal relationships. When interpersonal
conflicts and misunderstandings occur, mature
communication skills (secondary capability) can
resolve contradictions and repair intimate
attachment bonds; repeated positive
interpersonal feedback continuously strengthens
primary capabilities of trust and love.

From TCM clinical practice, patients with
long-term  spleen-stomach weakness and
insufficient qi and blood generation often
present pale complexion, flat emotional
expression, lack of life interest, and social
isolation, forming an emotional void without
positive interpersonal feedback to nourish
primary capabilities. This  psychosomatic
symptom corresponds to the TCM pathological
logic that insufficient acquired essence cannot
replenish depleted inborn essence.

The interactive relationship between primary
capabilities and secondary capabilities in Positive
and Transcultural Psychotherapy (PPT) forms a
complete isomorphic correspondence with the
core TCM doctrine of mutual generation and
nourishment between inborn essence and
acquired essence. At present, adolescent clinical
visitors receiving PPT intervention in China
mostly present surface problems concentrated
on secondary capabilities, including learning
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adaptation, stress tolerance, and emotional
regulation. PPT therapists should trace back to
the underlying deficiency in matching primary
capabilities behind acquired adaptive disorders,
and adopt TCM psychosomatic theory as a cross-
cultural auxiliary interpretive framework rather
than relying solely on general positive
psychology theories (Seligman &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).

For visitors with insufficient primary
capabilities, PPT clinical intervention can adopt
an intervention logic equivalent to TCM'’s
"acquired essence nourishes inborn essence"
and compensate for congenital defects in
primary capabilities through the systematic
cultivation of secondary capabilities. For
example, for visitors with affective disorders and
severe primary capability deficiency, therapists
can intervene by shaping regular daily routines
and tidy living environments (training secondary
capabilities such as orderliness and self-
discipline) to support the recovery of primary
capabilities such as trust and inner security.

The mapping between abstract PPT
psychological capabilities and concrete TCM
visceral psychosomatic functions provides a
complete theoretical basis for integrated mind-
body psychotherapy intervention suitable for
cross-cultural contexts. For visitors with severe
congenital primary capability  deficiency,
therapists can combine TCM intervention
methods of nourishing kidney yin and warming
kidney yang with PPT relational intervention to
reconstruct inner security and trust. For visitors
with developmental obstacles of secondary
capabilities, clinical intervention can strengthen
rational executive functions through
standardized behavioral training, matched with
TCM  spleen-invigorating and  qi-tonifying
therapies to provide psychosomatic integrated
support at the energy level.

This research realizes the innovative
application of TCM core concepts, including
"unity of form and spirit" and "mind-body
integration" in Positive and Transcultural
Psychotherapy. It promotes equal cross-cultural
academic dialogue between indigenous Chinese
psychosomatic psychology and global PPT clinical
theory. This integrated theoretical model not
only deepens the connotative interpretation of
PPT’s dual-capability system but also expands
the development space for localized mind-body-
integrated psychotherapy intervention systems
with Chinese cultural characteristics.
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