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DOCTOR 

CLAUDIA WELCH, DOM 
 
An Eastern Medicine View of Lipedema 

There's two things in Eastern medicine that I think are really important in the 

conversation about lipedema. One is that if you're stressed for a second, cortisol rises. 

Adrenaline rises too. It goes down. Cortisol stays in the system for a day or two 

because it needs to be. We evolved to have that happen because if the lion jumps out 

of the woods and it's going to come towards us and eat us, then our adrenaline rises, 

our cortisol rises. The lion goes away, the adrenaline drops, but the cortisol needs to 

stay up for a day or two because the lion might be in the neighborhood. You need to 

stay vigilant. But there's no lion now. 

There’s just the phone rings, you have twelve emails, or you have a deadline, or a car 

pulls out in front of you. And what happens is over and over and over we have these 

(gasps) moments and every single time, cortisol rises, stays up for a day or two. So we 

get this constant irrigating influence in our body. Cortisol raises the heartbeat, raises 

this fight or flight response.  

When cortisol is high, it's allocating our nourishing resources, our chi in our blood, our 

prana in our blood, our life force, and our nourishing tissues. It's allocating those 

precious resources to the extremities, to the biceps so we can fight, to the quads so we 

can run away. Think about what that's doing: we're not running away and we're not 

fighting. So all this energy is just going to the extremities and stagnating over and over 

and over.  
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So what’s happening with lipedema is cortisol                        
is shunting these vital resources to the extremities, to         

the arms and to the legs. The arms get bigger, the legs get 
bigger, because substance is coalescing around functions, 

substance is coalescing around energy. The energy is 
stagnating here and substance is following it. That’s               

a fundamental rule in Chinese medicine.  
 

A couple things are happening. It's taking precious resources from the vital organs in 

the torso. It's taking energy from the digestive system, from the reproductive system, 

and robbing that and shunting it to the extremities, where it is then stagnating. It is not 

being put to good use, and then we can't digest well and then we can't reproduce well. 

So levels of infertility go up, digestive issues go up, and an energetic blueprint has now 

been made and reinforced over and over and over to shunt material and resources to 

the extremities.  

So what's happening with lipedema is cortisol is shunting these vital resources to the 

extremities, to the arms and to the legs. The arms get bigger, the legs get bigger, 

because substance is coalescing around functions, substance is coalescing around 

energy. The energy is stagnating here and substance is following it. That's a 

fundamental rule in Chinese medicine, is chi follows shen and shen follows chi. And a 

way to translate that is that the life-force, the energy in the body, follows what's 

happening with the spirit, and the shway – the blood, the tissue – will coalesce around 

that.  

 

Lymphatic Tissue in Ayurvedic Medicine  
There's a concept in Ayurvedic medicine that there's seven layers of tissue in the body. 

There's rasa, rakta, mamsa, meda, asthi, majja and shukra. So rasa is plasma and 

lymphatic tissue, and that's the first layer of tissue. And that nourishes the next layer of 

tissue, which is blood, and that nourishes muscle. Rasa, rakta, mamsa, meda – that  

 



	  
	  

The Lipedema Project http://LipedemaProject.org 

 

nourishes fat. Rasa, rakta, mamsa, meda, asthi – that nourishes bone tissue. And then 

you get the nervous tissue, including cerebrospinal fluid and the brain and so forth, and 

nerves. And then you get reproductive tissue for men and women.  

So we have these seven layers of tissue: rasa, rakta, mamsa, meda, asthi, majja, shukra. 

And each one of these tissues in the body needs to accept nutrients, and needs to have 

a way to transform those nutrients, those raw elements, into more biologically refined, 

usable elements that become those tissues. So we have food, we eat an apple. We are 

what we eat is more than a pithy little saying, it's true. But we take a bite of apple and 

it's not like you can say, "Oh the apple is right here." The apple has to go through a 

metabolic metamorphosis into tissue.  

So each one of these layers of tissues has one of what we call an agni, has a digestive 

fire. So that we'll take in the raw elements and turn them into more biologically useful 

refined substance. Each of them more successfully refined and more concentrated. So 

when that agni, when that fire, when that metabolic component of the tissue is low, it 

creates excess tissue. When it's high, it creates less tissue.  

 

I really do believe that the body can reorganize itself.            
It may take a long time. Worst case scenario: if it doesn’t 

cure it, it makes you feel an awful lot better and it makes you 
an awful lot healthier, and reorganizes the organism. So from 

my mind, thinking about curing something or making the 
label go away is not as important as saying we               

always have room for improvement.  
 

So if we look at this with lymphatic tissue, if the metabolic process is sluggish, it will 

end up creating excess lymphatic tissue. And this is with rasadatu, which is not exactly 

perfectly translated to lymphatic tissue. It's plasma, lymphatic tissue, it's all the cooling 

liquid component of the body, becomes excess. Then you have things like edema 

happen, and excess swelling, things like that. And then if we take medha dhatu, which is  
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the fat tissue, the adipose tissue, which is the other tissue we really want to look at in 

lipedema. If we look at that fat tissue and the agni that's supposed to transform that, if 

that agni's low, it will create excess medha dhatu, excess fat tissue, because of that low 

agni.  

So when that happens, how do we deal with that? How do we enkindle that agni again? 

How do enkindle that fire to transform these tissues? There's many ways you can 

aggravate this beautiful fire, this beautiful transformational ability of our digestive 

system to transform raw elements into biologically useful, refined elements.  

So what you want to do is you want to sit down and have an ongoing conversation and 

relationship with a careful practitioner who’s attentive about why this has happened for 

you. And then you address lifestyle, diet, and stress.  

I really do believe that the body can reorganize itself. It may take a long time. Worst 

case scenario: if it doesn't cure it, it makes you feel an awful lot better and it makes you 

an awful lot healthier, and reorganizes the organism. So from my mind, thinking about 

curing something or making the label go away is not as important as saying we always 

have room for improvement. Always, there's no question in my mind this can get 

better. 

 

About Claudi Welch, DOM  
Dr. Claudia Welch is a doctor of Oriental Medicine, acupuncturist, massage therapist, 

and Ayurvedic educator. She is the author of the book Balance Your Hormones, Balance 

Your Life: Achieving Optimal Health and Wellness Through Ayurveda, Chinese Medicine, 

and Western Science. Dr. Welch speaks on the topics of Oriental and Ayurvedic 

medicines and women’s health worldwide.   
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