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Chinese Food-Medicine 
in strengthening lung function 
to protect against COVID-19 
By Dr Teh Lai Kuan 2 April 2020

COVID-19, the new coronavirus, first surfaced in central China in late 2019. Infections of COVID-19 (Figure 1) 
have now exceeded 930,000 cases worldwide. Malaysia has become the country with the highest 
cumulative number of confirmed COVID-19 infections in South East Asia. As of 31 March 2020, Malaysia had 
reported 2,766 confirmed cases consisting of 2,186 active cases and 43 deaths (data retrieved from: 
http://covid-19.livephotos.my). .

The first published postmortem results found SARS-like lesions on the lungs of an 85-year-old Wuhan 
Chinese, a COVID-19’s victim. This had highlighted that the virus was targeting on the lungs organ. The 
pathological features resulting from COVID-19 were found to resemble those seen in severe acute respiratory 
syndrome (SARS) and Middle Eastern respiratory syndrome (MERS), which are in the same family of 
coronavirus. In more detail, the postmortem report indicated the lungs of the victim showed pulmonary 
fibrosis, a lung disease with fibrotic tissue, in which the consolidation was less severe than SARS. However, 
the exudate reaction, fluids that filter into lesions, was found to be more obvious than SARS. 

Figure 1
(from https://www.scmp.com/news/china/society/article/3052957/first-coronavirus-autopsy-highlights-how-illness-targets-lungs)

The exudates found in the lungs were viscous fluids which block the function of alveoli, the airways as well as 
the bronchioles. This will gradually cause the lungs to lose their ventilation function, putting the patient into 
hypoxia state and eventually, the patient will die from respiratory failure. 

In traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), these viscous fluids are known as dampness-phlegm (痰湿). This is a 
condition of fluid stagnation which starts in the spleen and then goes to the lungs. If this is accumulated, the 
phlegm will thicken and become “pathological phlegm”, which will transform to heatiness and give rise to 
dry cough symptoms. As the condition progresses, the lung function will lose gradually. Thus, in this article, I 
would like to introduce a few herbs which can be used as Chinese food-medicine in order to relieve 
coughing and wheezing, as well as to improve the stagnation in the lungs.

Monk fruit (LuoHanGuo, 罗汉果；Siraitia grosvenorii) [Figure 2] tastes sweet and has meridian affinity for the 
large intestine and lung. It has tonic effect to replenish Qi and Blood. The main action of monk fruit, according 
to TCM, is to lubricate and cool the lungs in treating lung Yin Deficiency. Thus, monk fruits have been 
commonly prescribed by TCM to treat pneumonia as well as dry cough.



Figure 3 Tangerine peels

Figure 4 Loquat leaves

Tangerine peel (ChenPi, 陈皮；Citrus reticulata) [Figure 3] tastes bitter, pungent and has meridian affinity for 
the spleen and lung. Tangerine peel will help to dry the dampness and disperse the phlegm from the lungs. 
It is also known as a tonifying herb by reducing the stagnation. Thus, tangerine peels have been commonly 
used in chronic lung deficiency.

Loquat leaf (PiPaYe, 枇杷叶; Eriobotrya japonica) [Figure 4] tastes bitter and has meridian affinity for the 
stomach and lung. This is a common herb that is being used to relieve coughing and wheezing. The main 
actions of loquat leaves according to TCM, are to expel the hot phlegm in the lungs and redirect lung qi.

Turmeric tuber (YuJin, 郁金; Curcuma wenyujin) [Figure 5] tastes bitter and pungent and has meridian affinity 
for the heart, liver and lung. Turmeric tuber has been commonly used to invigorate the blood circulation. The 
main action of turmeric tuber according to TCM, is to enhance the movement blood, break the stagnation 
and regulate the stagnant Qi. However, this herb should not be used during pregnancy and has to be used 
with caution by those with Yin Deficiency from blood loss.

Figure 2 Monk fruits



Figure 5 Turmeric tubers
The abovementioned four herbs can be used together in making drinks by boiling them with water for 45 
minutes. This will help in replenishing the lung function and strengthening the lung ventilation. With better 
lung function, it will help in preventing the damages caused by infection. However, proper advice from 
Chinese medicine practitioner should be sought for proper prescription and usage on different conditions
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