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Abstract Ancient Chinese philosophers were inclined to preserve the doctrine 
of a unified body and mind rather than to engage in a discussion on the separation 
of the two. In addition, most traditional Chinese philosophers stressing in 
particular the function of mind. Based on the tradition of believing in the concept 
of qi, they traced the cause of their spiritual activities to the natural effect of the 
qi. The modalities display a phenomenological characteristic that looks at mental 
activities lightly, and examines language and action as a natural revelation of 
material force, qi.
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摘要 中国历史上的大多数哲学家倾向于朴素的身心合一论，较少有由理性分析

推到极处而产生身心分离为两个实体的学说；在身心二者中，更重视心的作用。

基于气本论的传统，大多数哲学家将精神活动归结为气的自然作用。这使它在整

体上呈现出对心理活动挖掘不深且将心理活动作为气的自然反映表现于语言和行

为的现象学特点。

关键词 身，心，身心合一，气

The relationship of the body and mind is one of the issues that have been 
perplexing human beings for a long time. Since ancient times, mankind has 
attempted to understand the body-mind relationship as well as the mechanism of 
their interactions. However, due to the complexity of the human body, especially 
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that of mental activities, little has been achieved in this regard. Although with the 
development of physiology and psychology, mankind has gained much clearer 
understanding of it than before, it is still not a completely developed resolution. 
The following is an analysis of several modalities of “body-mind” relationship in 
traditional Chinese philosophy, as compared with several influential theories on 
this topic in Western philosophy.

1 Some infl uential theories on body-mind relationships in 
Western philosophy

Historically, philosophical researches that separate the body from the mind to 
explore their mutual relationship often are met with overwhelming difficulties. In 
his Metaphysics, Taylor discussed in his work several doctrines of this separation, 
and generalized the theories of the relationship of body and mind into eight types: 
materialism, idealism, mind-body interactionism, epiphenomenalism, dual-aspect 
theory, mind-body parallelism, occasionalism, and the theory of pre-established 
harmony (Taylor 1984, p.  19). Materialism asserts that the self is just one’s body 
and no more than anything else, therefore it is not necessary to think over the 
relationship between the mind and the body, or how one interacts with another. 
If one insists on pursuing, then he would deny the prerequisite of materialism. 
Just on the contrary, idealism thinks that body is no more than an idea existing in 
the mind, that the only real existence is just mentality, and that all the other things 
in time and space are merely the representations of the mind. Mind-body 
interactionism argues that a human being is an entity who has both a mind and a 
body which to interact with and are derived from and influence each other, and 
that the mind-body relationship constitutes a human being. Epiphenomenalism 
figures that a “mind” alone does not function as a corporeal body does, that the 
non-material mind has no way to influence a body, and that a body, both real and 
material, can work on a mind and generate psychological phenomena such as 
consciousness, emotions and thoughts. The dual-aspect theory reckons that both 
a body and a mind are the two modes of a human being as an entity, which can 
work with each other, creating an “entity.” The mind-body parallelism denies that 
the body and the mind are the two modes of the same entity, but two separate 
entities on earth, which do not work with each other, and that the previous event 
in the mind is the cause of consequent actions and the previous event in the body 
results in potential events, and neither the body nor the mind can be a cause of the 
other. These two always parallel, but cannot be separated completely. The theory 
of pre-established harmony deems that such dependent relation between body 
and mind is prearranged by God who preordained that human beings will have 
a separate, but harmonious body and mind. Occasionalism assumes that what 
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occurs in a human mind is divine, and that God enables the mental life of a human 
being to conform to the requirements of the physical body.

Among the afore-mentioned theories, some contradict common sense because 
of their radical remarks (materialism and idealism, for example), and others 
undercut their theoretical characteristics due to their religious origins 
(occasionalism and the pre-established harmony theory). Leaving aside these 
four theories, this article will focus on the other four doctrines. As with these four 
theories, the crux rests in whether the body and the mind are two properties or 
elements of a single substance, or two different substances entirely. It is dualism 
that announces that the body and the mind are two things, the strength of which 
lies in that it has avoided some of the difficulties of monism, such as how the 
actions of a body lead to mental activities or how a certain mental state effects 
the changes in a body, and so forth. It is very difficult to answer these questions, 
and no satisfactory physiological explanations involving mental phenomena such 
as will, belief and aesthetic feelings are available. Seeking explanation of the 
corporeal body on the basis of “the body”, and mind on the basis of “the mind”, 
dualism has shied itself from these problems, which is examining how these two 
facets interact. However, dualism has its own problems too. Now that a human 
being is a living biological organism which has both a body and a mind 
accompanied with both psychological and physiological activities, and that the 
mutual impacts between body and mind have their real bases, it is impossible to 
imagine that a human being is only a deity who has a mere mind but no corporeal 
body as described in religions or myths, nor is it believable to assume it is a pure 
material thing without a soul as a piece of wood or stone. A human being is a 
combination of both a body and a mind, and the orientation cannot be explained 
as a simple overlapping of two things of different essences, or as a unification 
of activities, both integrated by a mysterious invisible controller. It is simply 
problematic to separate the body and mind and then explore their interactions. As 
Taylor observed, it is clear that once one differentiates his body and mind as two 
distinct things, any absurd theories would seem reasonable so long as they give 
some hint of possibility to solve such problems (Ibid., p.  17). Hence, the 
unification theory seems to be a position that both conforms to common sense 
and to the studies of mind-body relationships, and deftly construes and predicts 
human existences in reality and future development.

However, the unification of mind and body is still extremely ambiguous. 
For example, what is a corporeal body? Should a human body be regarded 
as a machine, parts of which are distinctly connected and operate regularly, 
or a biological organism controlled and induced by beliefs, emotions and 
consciousness? What is a mind? Researchers do not know where to begin studying 
the psychological activities of human beings, the types and levels of psychological 
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activities, the definition and division of a variety of mental phenomena, let alone 
how they arise and interact. In addition, what does the unification of the body and 
mind look like? Does one dominate the other? Or do the two completely integrate 
without any separation? Or do they just mechanically overlap? These questions 
indicate that there are still many issues to be solved even if one accepts the 
unification of the body and mind.

2 Spinoza’s doctrine of mind-body identity

Spinoza’s doctrine of mind-body identity corresponds to his theory of substance. 
Spinoza’s highest philosophical concept is substance and the so-called substance 
is nature. Nature is just the indefinite eternal universe itself, which is always 
moving by itself, within which all things exist and act. Spinoza also regarded his 
substance as God, regarding nature to be the highest philosophical principle, 
instead of attributing this highest principle to a personified divinity. One has to 
start with nature’s attributes and modes if he wants to understand nature. Modes 
are a part of substance, that is, particular things, which according to Spinoza, 
constitute the essence of substance. Substance contains an infinite number of 
attributes, but man can discover merely two of them, they represent the eternal 
essence of substance, that is, “thinking and extension”, and “mind and matter.” 
Spinoza began with Descartes’ dualism and attempted to overcome the weakness 
of the dualist theory by describing mind and matter as the attributes of substance 
or nature. Substance is a unity of the mind with matter; two aspects of one 
substance. The relationship between these two aspects can be illustrated by their 
difference in essence; therefore, neither of these two can determine the other. A 
matter is the cause of another matter and an idea leads to something of its own 
kind. They consist of different sequences of causes and results, which do not 
impact but perfectly conform to each other, that is to say, the sequences and 
connections of ideas, are identical with those of matters. As for the mutual 
influences between the mind and the matter commonly held, Spinoza regarded 
them as the impacts between different unions of the body and the mind. The body 
and the mind are always implicitly in union and function as two sides of the same 
substance, and there will never be mutual influences between the mind and the 
body. This, in effect, is a kind of mind-body parallelism that admits both the 
physical body and the mind, which are two attributes of one single substance.

Spinoza’s idea on the body and the mind was a prevalent theory in the Western 
intellectual world. It is a transformation of Descartes’ view on the mind-body 
relationship. As a matter of fact, what has been transformed is only Descartes’ 
absolute rational methodology, the basis of which is taking the mind and the 
matter to be two things of different essence, and taking the mind-matter 
relationship to be a scientific and cognitive. Here it involves no mysterious 
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identity, or superstition and blind acceptance of theological faiths. All has been 
drawn from exact causality and clear rational analysis through the methods of 
natural sciences. Thanks to this fashion, the spirit of rationality, which has 
evolved from Greek philosophy and from the scholasticism of the Middle Ages. 
This theory manifests the problem of body-mind interaction being a sort of 
“parallelism”. As with its influences on the theories about knowledge, the human 
intellect often works through such intellectual categories such as reason, 
experience, subject, object, mentality, perception, reasoning, validation, induction, 
deduction, and so on, when they look at the nature and origin of knowledge. At 
its extreme, it is to deny metaphysics altogether, to establish a philosophical 
methodology in a manner of positive sciences, or to set up experimental sciences 
through rational philosophies. Both scientific and philosophic methods induce 
each other, regulating and guiding the spirit of the modern West.

With regard to the mind-body relation, as described above, it will lead to 
disastrous consequences to separate the mind and the body as two absolutely 
different things in considering the manners in which they interact. Therefore, the 
crux lies in the ways in which the union of the body and the mind exists and 
behaves instead of the previous positivist ways to explore the respective nature of 
body and mind as well as the mechanism of their interactions. This article intends 
to regard mind and body as an identical phenomenon instead of assuming them 
as two separate substances or two distinct attributes of one single substance that 
remain forever parallel. What we can perceive are merely phenomena, and the 
causality and even further reasons behind the phenomena are quite beyond the 
reach of us. What we are researching are merely phenomena, the relationships 
between phenomena, and the classifications of phenomena. In other words, they 
are not psychiatrists who proscribe brain altering pills to patients. It is in a 
philosophical or a metaphysical manner that we research the contents of spiritual 
phenomena and the physical and mental characteristics of human beings they 
represent. We employ a variety of interposing measures such as symbolism, 
analogy and metaphor instead of rational analysis that separates the mind and the 
body. Here we refute any methods and results of any mysterious spiritualism, 
seeing all the mental phenomena as some natural attributes of a united substance 
both of the body and the mind, regardless whether the phenomena are caused by 
the mind, which affects the physical body, or the corporeal body, which exercises 
influences on the mind.

3 Several modalities of the body-mind relationship in Chinese 
philosophy history

Chinese tradition is characterized by its integrity and conformity at its very 
beginning, which stressed phenomena instead of structures, therefore the ancient 
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Chinese thoughts initially assumed both the mind and the body as a single unit 
and its functions mysteriously correspond with each other, in which the qi 气 (in 
the Chinese tradition, particularly in the history of philosophy, qi can refer to a 
supposed kind of invisible force which consists of the body or the world, a 
supposed vital force of the body and nature, or the air) is motivated by intentions 
that are integrated with the former. Ancient Chinese scholars were inclined to 
explore the mind and body phenomena from a single point of view instead of 
absolutely separating them as two distinct aspects. In this way, they refused the 
parallelism from the very beginning and did not take the mind and the body as 
two mutually impacting substances. This has enabled ancient Chinese thinking to 
easily break the constraints of sciences (Chinese-style sciences) and enter the 
field of aesthetics and ethics.

In China, Mozi 墨子 (The Work of Mozi) might be the earliest to clearly define 
the mind-body relationship. The Jing Shang 经上 Chapter of Mozi says, “To be 
alive means that a physical body is held together with sentience.” Without 
mentioning how the physical body and sentience interact, it simply realizes that 
the physical body and the intellectual sentience are indispensable factors to the 
life of a human being. The Jing Shuo 经说 explains this statement as that a human 
being will have his vitality when his physical body combines his intellectual 
sentience, and that a human mind is inseparable from his physical body. However, 
the issue of the interactions between the physical body and the mind was still 
beyond the vision of Mohists in its later development.

Guanzi 管子 contains four chapters which discuss the xin 心 (the heart and its 
supposed functions such as those of a physical heart and a brain) and the corporeal 
body in much more detailed. The Xin Shu Shang 心术上 explains the xin’s 
relations to the physical body, especially to the organs such as ears, eyes and so 
on. “Xin is positioned at the principal part; and the nine apertures respectively 
function as the sensory organs. With the xin corresponding to the Dao, all the 
nine apertures follow the laws. Once indulged in excessive desire, the eyes will 
see no colors, and the ears will hear no voices.” Here it does not seem to have 
separated the xin (mind) and the corporeal body as two distinct substances, but 
two elements of one single substance. These two elements interact, therefore so 
long as the activities of the xin conform to the measures, the organs of the physical 
body will be able to function well; otherwise they will be damaged due to over 
indulgence. Therefore, the Xin Shu chapters advocated the practice of “cleaning 
the palace and opening up the doors to eliminate personal desires. Refrain from 
talking too much, and then the mind will seem to exist. The confused mind seems 
to be in disorder, but staying in peace, it will see and control all things.” Here the 
expression “clean the palace” implies to get rid of excessive desires and leave 
the xin in an “empty” state; and “open the doors” suggests that sensitive organs 
function well and make the person perceive things correctly. This leads to fewer 
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personal desires and reticence, which means to get rid of the likings and dislikes 
motivated by desires so as to correctly understand matters and their relationships. 
Because of excessive desires, the xin falls in disorder, so the way to govern the 
xin rests in calming it down and eliminating desires. Then how to calm it down? 
And how far can it step forward? The Xin Shu Shang says, “What a human being 
rests in is his vital force. Without desires, it will work well. When working well, 
it will calm down. When it calms down, one will obtain vital force. With this 
vital force, he can be free from outside turmoil. Thanks to this freedom, he can 
develop his intelligence. And being intellectual, he will be able to enter a state of 
enlightenment. An honorable guest never stays in a dirty hostel; similarly, a xin 
full of mischievous things cannot gain enlightenment.” Here the interaction 
between the body and the mind is indeed suggested.

The Xin Shu Xia 心术下 also talks about the relationship between a human 
being’s mental activities and his physical body. “Those who have no proper 
physical bodies will not obtain a clear mind, and those who suffer from the lack 
of vital force will fail to govern their minds. Proper physical bodies help to 
improve intelligence, and then all things are within the reach of the mind.” A 
sharp brain can even influence one’s physical constitution. “Those who behave 
properly and remain peaceful in their minds will develop strong physical bodies.” 
Therefore the cultivation of vital force can make physical bodies stronger, and 
at the same time bring sharpness to brains. It has also suggested the course in 
which the xin and physical body interact. “The mind contains several aspects. 
An intention comes ahead of words and leads to an idea of it. The idea brings 
about thinking, and based on the thinking, one can perceive. Generally too much 
knowledge can do harm to a physical heart.” Here, the classic does not specify 
which activities are physical and which ones are spiritual, simply taking them as 
different manifestations of physical and spiritual activities in a union. Therefore, 
the activities of the vital force are both concerned with epistemology and ethics. 
In the four chapters of Guanzi mentioned above, it is mainly epistemological, but 
it was also applicable to ethics. In the Nei Ye 内业 (Internal Development), this 
shift shows its trace very clearly.

Compared with the previous three chapters, the Nei Ye chapter is more focused 
on the role of vital force as a foundation. “The vital forces shape the lives of 
human beings hereby, produce objects below, and revolve the stars above. 
Flowing between heaven and the earth, they are known as spirits and deities; and 
contained within the xin, they help to cultivate great men.” The physical body 
constituted of the vital forces contains xin. “The xin embodies itself and develops 
by itself. It suffers from dysfunctions just because of worries, joys, angers, desires 
and interests. Without these harmful elements, the xin will benefit itself. Generally, 
the xin is fond of calm and peace. Not to be disturbed or irritated, it will stay in 
harmony and flourish.” The vital force is a basis for all the mental and physical 
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activities, therefore the cultivations of both the xin and the physical body find 
their ultimate basis in those of vital forces: the xin will become peaceful and the 
physical body will become strong if the vital force is kept in the physical body 
without being disturbed or harmed. In this way, one will “have no doubts in his 
mind and confront no mishaps in the world. His xin will be fully grown inside 
and his physical body will remain safe and healthy outside.” And he will reach a 
perfect state. All the four chapters in the Guanzi involve ethics as they talk about 
a human being as a whole unified in vital force, the interactions between a 
physical body and xin, and the inside pleasure and profound images gained after 
the xin calms down. The doctrine of vital force in the four chapters of the Guanzi 
has been characterized with the unity of knowledge, physical body, xin and 
moralities. Thanks to this kind of unity, the tendency to take the xin and the 
physical body as two distinct substances has greatly been attenuated; instead, 
an explanation has been made with regard to the different sides of one single 
object occurring within the same substance. This kind explanation represents a 
fundamentally different view in comparison with the theory that the xin and the 
physical body are both parallel and implicitly integrated.

The discussion of the xin and the physical body in the Zhuangzi 庄子 (The 
Work of Zhuangzi) is more phenomenological; it simply puts forward a variety 
of interactions between the xin and the physical body, without discussing the 
mechanism of the interactions. For example, the Qi Wu Lun 齐物论 describes a 
variety of psychological modes of human beings before its immediate exploration 
of the basis of the modes, but its conclusions are hard to understand clearly. 
“Without other object, there would be no self; without self, there would be no 
way to perceive things other objects. There seems to be logical, but it is not clear 
what makes it so. There seems to be something that functions, but it is just 
impossible to perceive exactly its characteristics. It suggests its existence through 
a variety of activities, it is unseen, however. It functions indeed, but it is invisible.” 
This is to assert the existence of a dominating xin by means of the activities of 
a physical body. However, the existence of the xin is merely reckoned through 
the activities of the physical body because it is not physical and has no visible 
forms itself. Then sequent questions follow: how is the xin related to the physical 
body? To which part of a physical body is the xin most closely related to since it 
contains so many organs? Does a relationship of domination exist between each 
part of the body? Can these relationships be reversed or changed? Zhuangzi 
asserted that the relationship of domination existed between the mind and the 
physical body. It does not matter to this relationship whether we are aware of it or 
not. As for human beings who are both natural and social existences, in Zhuangzi’s 
opinion, so long as they are conditioned to be human beings without being 
dispelled in the universe like air, they will correspond to the outside world, 
interacting with it constantly. Human beings are something whose xin can never 
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be at peace; therefore it is pathetic for them to live. Zhuangzi regarded the xin 
both as an object and a basis of the activities of a physical body. To him, the xin 
was an independent substance, which was influenced by the activities of the 
physical body, but was able to reject them and maintain its own state of wuwei 
无为 (to do nothing). Hence, Zhuangzi advocated his methods to govern the xin, 
such as “xin zhai” 心斋 and “zuo wang” 坐忘, “Stay as if attentive, and listen 
with your heart instead of your ears, and with the qi instead of your heart. Ears 
function merely to hear, and a heart functions merely to correspond. In contrast, 
the qi is empty and is to receive objects. The Dao is all but emptiness, and the 
emptiness suggests the xin zhai” (Zhuangzi·Renjian Shi). To “stay as if attentive” 
and “listen with your heart instead of your ears” implies closing the channels 
through which the xin experiences the outside world, leaving the original body of 
the intelligent xin. The xin under this condition can be reduced to pure qi. When 
the pure qi becomes mixed with the indiscriminative Dao, the goal of xin zhai 
will be reached. Therefore, as the state of xin zhai is realized, the xin as a 
substance will be dissolved and turn into pure qi identical with the physical body. 
At this time, it has really entered a state of oneness, and that is what zuo wang 
intends to achieve. “It is the so-called zuo wang to become identical with the 
great Dao in rejecting the functions of limbs and sense organs, discarding physical 
bodies, and eliminating intelligence.” (Zhuangzi·Dazongshi) The zuo wang 
suggests to feel no limbs, nor mental activities, and finally nor the whole physical 
body so as to mix with the indiscriminative universe when exercising such 
practices. Both xin zhai and zuo wang mean a feeling or a state that one who 
exercises such practices achieves. This kind of feeling is actually divided into 
two stages: before the highest stage is reached, the xin and physical body are two 
separate substances that interact. As the highest stage is entered, however, there 
would be one single substance left, which has dissolved the boundaries between 
the physical body and the xin, which are identical as qi and integrate with the 
indiscriminative qi of the universe. This idea in the Zhuangzi has exerted great 
influences upon the theories of the internal and external elixirs of the sequent 
Daoism.

Mencius’ idea about the relationship between the xin and the physical body 
was fully expressed in his answer in the section on how to cultivate haoran zhi qi 
浩然之气 (grand Qi). In this section, Mencius wrote three sentences. The first is 
that “willpower dominates qi and qi fills a physical body; where the willpower 
attempts, the qi will reach; therefore, adhere to your willpower and do not let 
loose your qi.” The second is that “a consistent willpower can motivate qi, and 
vise versa; for example, those who fall down or dash stimulate their qi, and 
consequently irritate their xin.” The third sentence talks about the Grand Qi, 
saying that “as a kind of qi, it is extremely enormous and powerful; properly 
cultivated and not damaged, it will prevail throughout heaven and earth; this 
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qi has to be matched with righteousness and Dao; without the latter two, it 
will wither; it is accumulated righteousness that produces this qi, not that 
righteousness grabs it; where activities might cause unease in the xin, the qi 
will wither.” (Mengzi·Gongsun Chou) From the first sentence it can be seen that 
Mencius thought that willpower could influence the qi in a physical body. 
Willpower is a kind of mental activity, and the qi is a sort of substance. Mencius 
asserted that mental activities could lead to physiological changes, a certain kind 
of mental activity will correspond to a specific kind of physiological activity, 
hence one should maintain strong willpower to motivate the qi in the physical 
body and make it strong. The second sentence suggests Mencius thought that 
attentive willpower could cause the change of the qi in a physical body, and that 
the consistence of qi in a physical body could lead to some psychological changes. 
Here, the interactions between mental and physical activities are direct and 
immediate. The third sentence suggests that the accumulation of moral activities 
can produce a psychological feeling of loftiness, which will definitely make the 
qi in the physical body full and then cause associations that fill between the 
heaven and the earth. To “fill between the heaven and the earth” is a symbol of 
both the sublime and the state qi in a physical body. Actually, it is a result of the 
interactions of the physical body and the xin. The interactions of the physical 
body and the xin in the first two sentences are still realistic and experiential, 
but to a large extent the third one concerns symbolism and imageries that belong 
to moral feelings. The realistic experiences in the first two sentences establish 
a basis for the cultivation of the Grand Qi in the third sentence. Mencius’ 
identification of the physical body and the xin is much more strong and obvious 
in emphasizing morality. As he advocated maintaining ye qi 夜气 (the qi at night), 
he was also proposed to employ the purity of qi in the physical body so as 
to realize the state that “all things are available within the self.” Mencius’ 
identification of the physical body and the xin is more phenomenological. In his 
doctrine, the results caused by the interactions between the physical body and 
the xin are direct and immediate, from which no finer existence can be drawn 
as deeper sources. It is distinct from the xin zhai and zuo wang suggested by 
Zhuangzi. Zhuangzi intended to dissolve mental activities and even the xin itself 
and return to the qi which was thin and vague, and the feeling of morality was 
what Zhuangzi opposed. In contrast, Mencius wanted to intensify the xin as the 
subject to produce, feel and imagine the feelings of morality. What he went all 
out to protect is the xin, therefore he advocated to adhere to the willpower and not 
to let loose the qi. The accumulation of righteousness is the way to cultivate 
a sublime feeling, and only with such a sublime feeling can one become full 
of qi. Zhuangzi’s method is negative, while Mencius’ is positive. Their distinct 
tendencies in terms of the relationship between the physical body and the xin 
correspond to their different philosophical standpoints.
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Xunzi 荀子 held a different doctrine of the relationship between the xin and the 
physical body. The xin he talked about was largely an intellectual one. Xunzi’s 
doctrine about the relationship between the physical body and the xin are 
represented in the following statements: (1) mentality occurs only with the 
available of the physical body, and the xin is located at the center, which remains 
empty and governs the sensory organs; (2) the xin functions as knowledge; and 
(3) the xin remains empty, single and still. The first statement shows that the xin 
is the subject of intelligence and emotions, and that although the xin is one of the 
functions of the physical body, it can dominate the latter. The Tian Lun 天论 says 
that “once the natural function is defined, and once the natural goal is achieved, 
the physical body will be available and the intelligence will occur, consequently 
a variety of emotions are contained therein, which are known as natural things.” 
The natural function and natural goal suggest that all the things in the world come 
into being naturally, instead of being brought about by any factors outside of 
nature. Therefore it is with the genesis of the physical body and mind of a human 
being. Although they all come out of nature, the xin is the natural dominator, 
which stays in an empty state and dominates physical organs. Because it is the 
dominator of mentality and physical body, the xin is called the “natural king”; 
and as a “natural king”, it “gives orders instead of being ordered.” All its activities 
are on its own, therefore it “disciplines itself, directs itself, deprives itself, seeks 
itself, actualizes itself, and prohibits itself” (Xunzi·Jiebi). Here it is emphasized 
that the xin has willpower. The second says that the xin functions to know all 
things, but it learns by motivating sensory organs which perceive the things, 
which is called “to achieve knowledge.” In addition, Xunzi thought that different 
people would feel alike with respect to the same object although they have 
different organs, and the activities of different xin follow the same rules, such as 
concepts and reasoning, too. It is the prerequisite for people to communicate 
that“for those of the same type and emotion, their natural organs perceive things 
in the same way; therefore the analogy seems to be problematic but is actually 
reasonable, the very reason is that the involved items share the same concept to 
manifest things” (Xunzi·Zhengming). Xunzi’s argument for “xu yi er jing” 虚一而

静 (being acceptant, attentive and calm) involves the different ways in which the 
physical body and the xin interact. To remain “receptive” suggests that the xin is 
not stubbornly stuck in any impressions of things, to be “attentive” means to be 
able to reflect one single object among many at a particular time, and to be “calm” 
implies the prevention of distractions and strong feelings from disturbing the xin. 
Remaining “receptive, attentive and calm”, the xin will enter a state of “great 
enlightenment” in which one can properly think, reason and argue. In viewing 
Xunzi’s discussion of the xin and the physical body in general, one can see that 
he took the mind-body unity as a prerequisite, admitting that the xin functioned to 
dominate the physical body. In addition, the xin he talked about mainly functions 
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in the aspect of intellectual activities, and several pieces of his works such as the 
Zhengming and the Jiebi are focused on how to gain knowledge, mixed with 
lengthy discussion of concepts and reasoning. His explanation of the xin is full of 
the rationalist spirit, and we can hardly see mysterious descriptions and moral 
analogies there.

The Huangdi Neijing 黄帝内经 (Inner Canon of Yellow Emperor) is distinctively 
characterized with its explanation of the relationship between the physical body 
and the xin. The Huangdi Neijing takes qi as the basic substance constituting all 
the things. According to its explanation, the physical body of a human being is a 
mixture of qi, and the different organs of the physical body have their own names 
due to their respective functions, hence it says that “the qi combines to develop 
the shapes and names that are designated according to changes” (Liu Jie 
Zangxiang Lun 六节脏象论). A human being’s spiritual functions come naturally 
out of this physical body, and he defines his mental activities on the basis of qi, 
“What comes along with the birth of a physical body is named jing 精 (substance), 
what is generated when two substances confront each other is named shen 神 
(mentality), what accompanies with shen is named hun 魂 (fetch), and what goes 
with jing is named po 魄 (vigor). Therefore, what reflects things is named xin, 
what is memorized by xin is named yi 意 (awareness), what is sustained in yi is 
named zhi 志 (attempts), to sustain a changing course due to these attempts is 
named si 思 (thinking), to prefigure on the basis of thinking is named lü 虑 
(anticipation), and to deal with matters on the basis of anticipation is named 
intelligence” (Ben Shen Lun). The detailed spiritual activities in the Huangdi 
Neijing are based on jing and qi, they are functions of the latter two, and these 
activities of the jing and qi respectively belong to different zang 脏 and fu 腑 
(viscera). According to the Xuanming Wu Qi Pian 宣明五气篇 in the Huangdi 
Neijing, “As for the functions of the five kinds of viscera (heart, lungs, kidney, 
livers, and spleen), the heart (xin) contains mentality, lungs contain vigor, spleens 
contain awareness, and kidneys contain attempts.” The five zang and six fu 
function differently in the physical body as a whole, “The heart is a principal 
organ, like a monarch, functioning to offer consciousness and intelligence; the 
lungs are like the prime ministers governing; the livers are like generals offering 
stratagems; the gallbladders are organs of justice, functioning to make judgments 
and decisions; the shanzhong 膻中 (a supposed organ in Chinese medicine, the 
source of qi, located between the nipples inside the breast) are like messengers, 
adjusting emotions, and the spleens and kidneys are organs in charge of nutrition” 
(Linglan Midian Lun 灵兰密典论 of Huangdi Neijing). That is to say, the heart 
not only functions to control intelligence on its own, but also is the dominator of 
all the other organs and their functions. In the Huangdi Neijing, mentality or mind 
is merely the natural functions of the activities of a physical body, and the physical 
functions of a corporeal body dominate and control mental activities. Regarding 
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the physical body and the mind, it stresses the former more. The mind and the 
physical body are identical, but the functions of the former dominate and take 
priority. A physical body is just like a vessel, and the inhales and exhales of qi are 
just like the filling and emptying of a vessel, “as the inhales and exhales cease, 
the mysterious organic activities will perish; and as ascending and descending 
functions end, the qi will face its immediate danger” (Liu Zheng Zhi Da Lun 六徵

旨大论 of Huangdi Neijing). The Huangdi Neijing also suggests the interactions 
between the xin and the physical body, thinking that the damages of the physical 
body will cause that of the xin, meanwhile the damages of the xin will be 
represented as the diseases of the physical body. For example, excessive thinking 
and anticipation will damage mentality, which will result in the sufferings of the 
muscles and skin. Therefore, the Huangdi Neijing brings forward its principle to 
cure diseases, which says that “as the qi coming from nature is pure and clear, the 
attempts and awareness will be governed well, and the positive qi will be 
strengthened if in compliance with it. Then nothing adverse can do harm” (Sheng 
Qi Tongtian Lun 生气通天论 of Huangdi Neijing). That means to treat the xin by 
curing the physical body and thus cure the physical body through the cure of the 
xin because the physical body and the xin interact. These principles established in 
the Huangdi Neijing highlighted the doctrine of Huang Lao in terms of cosmic 
ontology and the relationship between the physical body and the xin, exerting 
great influence upon the sequent philosophies and Chinese medicine.

The Huainanzi 淮南子 (Collected Works of Liu An and Others) in the early 
Han Dynasty also incisively asserts the relationship between the physical body 
and xin. The Huainan Zi accepts the tradition of the Huangdi Neijing that takes 
qi as the fundamental source, viewing the physical body, qi, and mentality as 
the formative elements of a human being. As it asserts, “the physical body is the 
carrier of life; the qi suggests the filling of the life, and the mentality implies the 
control of the life. Once a dysfunction occurs, the three will be injured. Therefore 
the saints suggest people make each of the three hold their own positions and 
observe their own occupations, without any mutual interference” (Yuan Dao Xun 
原道训 of Huainanzi). Therefore, the practices intend to make the three aspects 
perform their own activities without any mutual interference. Here are two 
prerequisites: first, regarding the sources of the three, i.e. physical body, qi, and 
mentality, all belong to three different systems, each of which has its own causal 
links. That is to say, a matter in terms of the physical body is the cause of another 
matter of the physical body, and so it is with qi and xin. Second, the three aspects 
of the physical body, the qi and the mentality can influence each other, but this 
kind of influence means interferences and damages to the three. The three 
function as such “aperture organs are some openings for jingshen 精神 (mentality), 
and qixue 气血 (physical qi) are the actors of five viscera. As the ears and eyes 
indulge in sounds and beauty, the viscera will remain unsteady; and the viscera 
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remain unsteady, the qixue will become unstable; as the qixue becomes unstable, 
the mentality will lose itself; as the jingshen loses itself, one will have no way to 
tell a forthcoming fortune or misfortune even if it is evident” (Jingshen Xun 精神

训 of Huainanzi). Here, the viscera, eyes, and ears belong to the physical body, 
the jingshen is at the level of mentality, and the qixue belongs to the category of 
qi. The relationship of the three is as the following: the jingshen resides inside a 
physical body, communicating with the outside world through the apertures such 
as the ears and eyes. The qi is the conductor for the material exchanges between 
parts of a physical body. Although qi is at the physical level, it directly influences 
jingshen and the physical body, and in addition, the way to cultivate it is quite 
different, therefore it can rank with the physical body and jingshen. Therefore, 
the Huainanzi suggests the integrity of a physical body, qi and jingshen, but it 
analyzes them as three, examining their functions, exploring the ways they 
interact, especially the function of qi. It greatly influenced some thinkers of the 
Han Dynasty who took qi as the basic substance for the frame of Five Elements 
of yin and yang, and who regarded qi as a positive material element instead of a 
mark of some basic material elements that constituted things. This idea expresses 
the general view of the relationship between the physical body and the xin in the 
Han Dynasty, which exerted direct influences upon sequent Huan, Wang and 
even the internal and external elixirs of the Daoism.

Daoism is an indigenous religion in Chinese culture, highest form of which is 
its doctrine of the internal and external elixirs. In particular, the internal elixir 
takes a human body as a stove, and a human being’s jing 精 (the material basis 
of a corporeal body), qi and shen 神 (soul) as medicines. Without reference to 
genders or statuses, those who gain the essence of practices will become 
immortals. The double cultivation of xing 性 (nature) and ming 命 (life) is one of 
the practices of internal elixirs, which is based on the unique understanding of the 
relationship between the physical body and the xin. Early Daoist work mostly 
discussed the relationship between the soul, the physical body, and the qi, basic 
ideas of which basically follow the traditions of the Huangdi Neijing and the 
Huainanzi. The Wunengzi 无能子, a Daoist work of the Tang Dynasty, says that 
“the xing means shen and the ming means qi. Image is derived from the natural 
state, and stays in a state of emptiness” (Xi Huo 析惑 of Wunengzi). It means that 
the soul and the qi which constitutes physical bodies are identical in terms of xing 
and ming in an anterior sense, and can be divided into two different elements in a 
physical body that comes along in a natural course. Among all the schools 
advocating internal elixir of the new Daoism of the Song, Jin and Yuan dynasties, 
those who practiced Daoism paid special attention to the relationship between the 
soul and the corporeal body. For example, Wang Chongyang, the founder of the 
Quan Zhen School 全真教 (a Daoist school in northern China during the Middle 
Ages), said that “the xing means mentality and the ming means qi…Both xing 
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and ming are the root of practices” (Hong 1991, p.  2376). Bai Yuchan, a dignitary 
of a southern Daoist section, also said, “The xin is the dominator of qi, qi is the 
root of a physical body, and meanwhile, a physical body is the carrier of qi, and 
mentality is the embodiment of the physical body” (Shi 1977, p.  44410). In the 
theory of internal elixir, xing and ming can be differentiated as what are anterior 
and what are posterior. The anterior ming refers to the indiscriminative qi 
prevailing in the universe, which is equivalent to the Dao of Laozi. The anterior 
xing suggests the potential nature of human beings in the indiscriminative qi, 
equivalent to the xing of heavenly fatality or naturalness in the tradition of 
Confucianism. The posterior ming refers to the biological life determined by the 
qi that has evolved to constitute the physical body of an individual human being, 
while posterior xing implies the spiritual phenomena that an anterior basic soul 
has represented in a particular physical body. The anterior xing and ming is 
unified in the universe, and the posterior xing and ming is unified in the xin of 
particular human beings. For the matter of metaphysics, both xing and ming have 
their own different developmental courses from the anterior state to the posterior 
one, but there is a kind of natural compliance between the xing and the ming. In 
this sense, the xing is not an attribute of the ming, instead, they are two different 
entities derived from distinct sources. They interact after they evolve from the 
anterior to the posterior and become unified in a particular physical human body, 
but to the extent that both xing and ming have their own anterior forms, they are 
two distinct things. The existence of the anterior xing and ming is evident with a 
view to the posterior ones: “Therefore the mentality and the qi depend upon each 
other, and after the mentality and qi combine in a particular human body, the xing 
and ming in the particular physical body becomes evident; The xing and ming 
depend upon each other, and after the xing and ming combine in a particular 
corporeal body, the xing and ming in the particular physical body become evident. 
The xing and ming before the particular ones are the true xing and ming of the 
particular human being. The xing and ming of a particular being is just the xing 
and ming of the heaven and the earth, and also the xing and ming of the emptiness” 
(Xu 1990, p.  80). The anterior xing and ming are true xing and ming, and the 
posterior xing and ming are false ones. The practices of the internal elixir of 
Daoism just mean to turn the false xing and ming into some true ones by means 
of cultivation. The particular course is to “practice to turn jing into qi, turn qi into 
soul, and finally turn mentality into emptiness”. In other words, it is to, by means 
of practices of jing 静 (stillness) and ding 定 (concentration of mind), cultivate a 
physical body dominated by desires into on of qi, free of desires. It is a reverse 
way, that is, a way from the posterior to the anterior. As with the xing, this set of 
practices intend to cultivate the physical body dominated by desires and cognitive 
mind into the anterior xing, the xing of the original soul. And in the sense of 
cultivation of ming, it is to turn the physical body injured by desires and cognitive 
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soul into the vigorous original body that combines both soul and qi into one single 
entity. The cultivations both for xing and ming are actually practices “to return to 
the root and ming”, beginning with the physiological and psychological states of 
stillness and concentration. Therefore, the practices of internal elixir are to 
cultivate the soul and qi indeed: “No matter how lengthy the doctrines about 
the practices of elixirs may be, they can be concluded in two words of soul and 
qi. At the beginning, the soul and qi are separate, so one who practices cultivates 
his qi through his soul, and concentrates his soul with his qi. And finally, his soul 
and qi will turn themselves into the emptiness” (Hu 1992, p.  700). Reckoning 
that the posterior xing and ming can be separated as two distinct things, the 
doctrine about internal elixir may give priority to xing or ming in the double 
cultivations of xing and ming, but in reality, to the extent that both xing and ming 
are identical, these two are merely different aspects of a unified set of practices. It 
is a kind of practice of xing in the sense that it governs the active mind and desires 
to reach the state of stillness and concentration; and it is a kind of practice of 
ming to the extent that it intends to meditate and experience the physical body as 
a certain substance and fuse it with the original universal body. According to the 
theory of the double cultivations of internal elixir, the practice of xing can succeed 
only after it reach the stage of the practice of ming, and on the other had, the 
practice of ming can be actualized only as it is based on the practice of xing. For 
an individual life as a unity of a physical body and xin, however, the spirit and the 
physical body interact in every stage of practice and cannot be completely 
separated. Therefore the practice of xing and the practice of ming are both distinct 
and identical. That is what the Tianyuan Danfa 天元丹法 (The Practices of Elixir 
at the Heavenly Level) has generalized, “One should uphold disciplines, 
concentration, and wisdom to empty his xin, and then cultivate the basic 
substance, the qi, and the soul to preserve his physical body. As the physical body 
is healthy and vigorous, the ming will last long, and as the xin remains empty and 
clear, the xing as the origin will be consummated and enlightened. A consummated 
and enlightened xing does not come along or disappear, and an ever-lasting ming 
will not live or die. Thus, one can achieve the goal of indiscriminative 
consummation and wuwei, in which both xing and ming are fully preserved, and 
both the physical body and the soul enter a wonderful state. In spite of this, one 
cannot assert that xing and ming are two separate things, nor can one regard these 
two as a single one, regarding them as two distinct functions of one single 
substance” (Xu 1990, p.  48). As with the relationships between the physical body 
and the xin, the Daoist theory of internal elixir asserts that the anterior body and 
xin are identical and satisfactory, without any interactions; and that the physical 
body and xin have their own anterior sources, therefore one cannot take a physical 
body as the original body and the xin as its functions and attributes. The posterior 
physical body and xin are parallel and interact. The cultivation of the xing exerts 
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influence on the soul, and the cultivation of the ming has effects on a physical 
body; these two are parallel and interactive. The concentration of the mind and 
the centrality of the physical body interact, completing the course of practice 
together. Achieving the consummation, that is, becoming an immortal, one will 
return to the state that both the physical body and the xin are identical and perfect. 
Here the saying that the anterior physical body and the xin are identical is merely 
figurative, for in an anterior state, there is no discrimination between a physical 
body and a xin. In contrast, I have to point out that the relationship between the 
physical body and the xin are real and concrete.

Buddhism is a religion that cultivates xin, therefore Buddhist theories pay 
special attention to the relationship between the physical body and the xin. 
However, different Buddhist sects differ when they explain the concept of xin, so 
the Buddhist theories concerning the relationship between the physical bodies 
and the xin are very complicated. For example, according to early Buddhism, 
a human being is composed of five aggregates, i.e. form, feeling, perception, 
impulse and consciousness. Except the form which refers to the physical body of 
a human being, the other four aggregates are all within the range of mentality, 
respectively suggesting a human being’s feelings, imagination, will, and 
intelligence. A human being is simply a combination of these five aggregates, 
and therefore has no unchangeable self-nature. Therefore, it does not hold the 
idea that a physical body is a substance with a soul and spirit as its attributes and 
functions, nor does it advocates the thinking that a soul is immortal. The Twelve 
Links of Dependent Origination, a basic theory of early Buddhism, holds a 
different view. According this doctrine, “ignorance produces impulses, impulse 
produces consciousness, consciousness produces forms, and so forth”, that is, the 
vexations before the very beginning effect the actions of good and evil, the 
actions of good and evil cause the idea before impregnation, and the impregnation 
produces the physical body and mental capability of a fetus. A human being is 
a combination of his physical body and his xin after his birth, but the very reason 
of his birth is the good and evil karma in his previous life. This idea admits 
that there exist the mental activities in another world which generate the soul 
in transmigration. The subject of transmigration is an immortal soul. Chinese 
scholars questioned this doctrine after it was introduced into China; especially, 
after Buddhism prevailed in China, it caused a dispute on whether the soul is 
immortal or not. Those who thought that the soul was mortal argued that the xin 
had to depend on the physical body, that a soul would perish once the physical 
body did, and that there was no eternal immortal soul. In contrast, those who 
thought that the soul was immortal asserted that the soul was parallel to the 
physical body it rested in, that the soul was not an attribute or function of a 
physical body, and that a physical body had its beginning and end, but the soul 
had no beginning or end. Both sides took wood and fire to illustrate their own 
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doctrines. The doctrine that the soul is mortal argued that fire would vanish when 
wood burned out and the same is true for the soul and the body; the doctrine of 
the soul being immortal argued that fire could ignite other wood and the soul 
could continue in different physical bodies. Fan Zhen, an atheist from the 
Southern Dynasties, argued that the physical body was a substance and the soul 
was merely its function, thinking that the relation between these two was not the 
relation between two separate substances, but a substance and its function. The 
relation was like that of a blade and its sharpness. Therefore the soul was not 
immortal. The relation between the physical body and the xin held by the early 
Chinese Buddhism mostly referred to the relation between the physical form and 
the soul. With the prosperity and development of Buddhism in China, the focus 
of the exploration of the relation between the physical body and the xin transferred 
to the exploration of what kind of existent xin was, how the xin functioned and 
what end it would meet. At this time, the physical body as a carrier of and an 
object activated by xin had shifted to a secondary position. What people pursued 
was the xin; they declared that the xin and the physical body were unified, but the 
physical body was secondary, and the xin was in priority, which was completely 
self-contained and self-dominated and could activate and change the physical 
body. In this case, people are mainly concerned with the contents, the ways of 
functioning, and the consummated modes of the xin and the way in which it could 
achieve this consummation. For example, the Buddhist sutras talked about 
unconditioned Nirvana, which referred to such a state in which the three afflictions 
of greed, anger and ignorance came to an end and would not occur again. In such 
a state, no physical body exists anymore, but only the world of spirits is still 
there. In the so-called spiritual world, not only that all the physical bodies no 
longer exist, but also that even all the spiritual activities cease. The Buddhists 
who advocate nirvana think that the nature of nirvana is “eternality, pleasure, self 
and purity”, which transcend the worldly existences and non-existences. While 
the Middle Way sect thinks that nirvana is the reality of all things and the latter 
is the emptiness, and that nirvana is not separated from the world. Therefore, 
nirvana is not another substance separated from the world. The practices should 
be focused on the world, on the understanding that the reality of all things is 
merely the emptiness.

The Buddhist thinking of the relation between the physical body and the xin 
is also demonstrated through its understanding of the Buddha. Originally, the 
Buddha means both the understanding of the ultimate truth and the ability to 
enlighten all living beings; therefore Buddha has the three characteristics of 
self-enlightenment, enlightenment and consummated enlightenment. Usually, 
Buddhists think that the Buddha has three bodies. The first is “truth” which is 
omnipresent and seen in all things. The second is “reward” and “response” which 
depends upon “truth”. Among the three bodies, truth is the most essential, and 
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reward and response are merely forms displayed before the Buddha achieves his 
consummation or when he expediently teaches living beings. In the Awaking of 
Mahayana Faith 大乘起信论, the three bodies of the Buddha are the different 
forms that a Buddhist sees in his different stage of practices. For instance, the 
truth body is the truth itself, so ordinary human beings and those who have gained 
primary enlightenment can only see the response thanks to their discerning 
consciousness, and a Bodhisattva can see the reward, and only the Buddha who 
consummates in practices can witness the truth. In this case, the xin is the essence 
of the physical body, leaving the physical body in different forms, and the physical 
body is merely a tool to show the different stages of the xin. The physical body 
and the xin are both identical and distinct, and the reality of their similarities 
shows different functions and modes as those who practice and reach distinct 
stages. The order and degree of the physical body and the xin are both consistent 
with each other.

The relation between the physical body and the xin in Buddhism displays 
multiple aspects as the research of the xin deepens. In the most general sense, the 
xin can be seen from the aspect of knowledge and achievement. Epistemologically, 
the consciousness is taken as the priority function of the xin, as an example, 
the Consciousness-only School focuses on the central concept of the eighth 
consciousness, mainly analyzing the formative courses and conditions of the 
things produced by the eighth consciousness and other supplementary functions 
altogether, so as to see clearly the formative courses and formative elements 
and realize that the emptiness of all things is the final destiny. In the sense of 
achievement, the xin is merely a ground for all the living beings to cut off 
vexations and witness the Bodhi, a source for human beings to gain ultimate 
wisdom, and the highest goal for human beings to pursue. All the practices of 
human beings just intend to get rid of ignorance and vexations to gain this pure 
nature and identify themselves with the nature of the Buddha.

Dhyana is an important way to gain this identification. Compared with other 
Buddhist sects in China, the contributions of the Chan School does not lie in its 
research on how people develop their adherence to an outside world, nor in the 
exploration whether the outside world is true or false, but in its explanation on 
how to gain the ultimate truth through the practices of Dhyana. The Chan School 
stresses this world, the exceeding of oneself, is the actualization of eternality and 
absoluteness in a limited and relative reality. Its most vivid representative is the 
way of immediate enlightenment after Huineng 慧能 (the actual founder of the 
Chan School). The teaching of immediate enlightenment stresses the ignorance 
and enlightenment of the xin most. Generally, the xin in the epistemological sense 
and that in the sense of achievement are both directed at the nature of the xin, 
which is the only object it is concerned with. Buddhism does not advocate the 
ideas such as the yuhua 羽化 (to change and be able to fly like a feather), feisheng 
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飞升 (to fly and ascend to the heaven) or routi chengxian 肉体成仙 (to become an 
immortal as having a corporeal body) in Daoism; it regards the physical body 
as a passive attachment of the soul accommodating and preserving the soul. 
The stages of practices and the levels of achievements completely depend upon 
the degrees of enlightenment; and to gain enlightenment in the sense of spirit, 
one will have to constrain his physical body because the latter is the main source 
of greed, anger and ignorance of human beings. The cultivation of spirit will 
definitely bring the physical body to corresponding states. At the same time, the 
Chan School advocates the mutual improvement of the physical body and the xin 
in a Buddhist’s practice, for example, it thinks that the training of a certain pose 
in the Buddhist meditation means something to the achievement of stillness and 
concentration of the mind. Therefore, the Buddhist ideal and its actual effect are 
both spiritual and physical changes, with the former activating the latter. That is a 
special mode present in the unity of the mind and body.

Lixue 理学 (a Neo-Confucianism school of the Song and Ming Dynasties which 
advocated the Principles) adopted the spiritual resources of Buddhism and 
Daoism, especially their ways of cultivation, so that it enriched and developed 
traditional Confucianism in a new theoretical direction. The Neo-Confucianism 
is world-orientated, advocating the achievement of ideal personalities in 
individuals’ life. It has a complete set of metaphysics full of ethics as a way to 
achieve the ideal personality. Lixue is moderate in the sense that it does not debase 
a physical body or particularly cultivate it; it develops its metaphysics through a 
simple view of the unification of the body and the xin. Among the lixue thinkers 
of the Song and Ming dynasties, Zhu Xi is the most influential, whose doctrine 
on the physical body and the xin is most typical among the lixue theories. He took 
li 理 (principles) and qi as the basic elements to constitute all things. In his theory, 
the qi represents the physical aspect of things, and li is the basis on which the 
physical aspects are as they are and is the rules indicated by the latter. Human 
beings are a product of the fine qi of the Five Elements and are the most spiritual 
among all things. Therefore, human beings undertake the proper and fluent qi, 
and ordinary objects come out of the partial and obstructive. Those who obtain 
the proper and fluent qi gain the proper li, and who receive the fluent qi hold 
partial li. As with the likeness and unlikeness of human beings and things, Zhu Xi 
observed as such, “For all things coming along from the same source, they all 
follow the same principles but consist of different qi; and for all things in different 
forms, their qi is relatively close but their principles are quite different” (Zhu 
1986, p.  57). The differences between individual human beings are also due to 
the deviation of qi that they undertake. Zhu Xi’s doctrine on the nature of the xin 
corresponds to his theory of li and qi. As with his doctrine about the nature of the 
xin, Zhu Xi’s well-known statement is that “the xin dominates its nature and 
emotions”. The xin is at the level of qi which is physical, but the nature of the xin 
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is anterior; the xin contains the xing, and the xing is just the principle; and the 
xing is a ground for emotions, and the emotions are displayed through the xin. 
Where it is benevolent, the xing will show itself as the emotion of sympathy; and 
where it is righteousness, the xing will show itself as the feelings of shame and 
dislike. The seven kinds of emotions coming along inside the xin are the functions 
of qi in the xing of physical substances. Zhu Xi argued that the si duan 四端 (four 
ends) were the functions of si de 四德 (four virtues), highlighting the decisive 
role of moralities in the xing of human beings. The relationship between the xing 
and emotions that he repeatedly discussed were those between the xing of the 
four virtues and the emotions of the four ends, and the seven kinds of emotions 
take a significant position in his theoretic system only next to the four ends. In 
addition, Zhu Xi brought forward the concepts of the “xin of a human being” and 
the “xin of Dao”, which merely meant the xin’s discriminations of the tian li 天理 
(heavenly principles) and ren yu 人欲 (human desires). Both the “xin of a human 
being” and the “xin of Dao” belong to the physical categories. In Zhu Xi’s system, 
both the physical body and the xin belong to physical categories, and the xing 
was a metaphysical concept. The main idea of Zhu Xi’s practices is to “show 
respect and establish the foundation, and to explore the principles and achieve 
knowledge”. To show respects means to cultivate things by means of moralities; 
and to explore the principles means to develop things through knowledge. Zhu Xi 
explained a human being’s physical body and temperature with the qi, and 
explained the nature and principles of human beings on the basis of the divine 
ordainment. With the unification of physical bodies and xin in his mind, he laid 
more stress on the nature and principles, and on the activation of the nature and 
principles through epistemic activities. This shows that Zhu Xi paid more 
attention to the spiritual and mental activities. Different from Zhu Xi in theoretic 
focuses and cultivating manners, the Xinxue (Learning of mind, a Neo-
Confucianism school of the Song and Ming dynasties) initiated by Lu Jiuyuan 
and Wang Yangming exceeded Zhu Xi in emphasizing mentality and mind.

The doctrines of the Cheng Brothers, Zhu Xi, Lu Jiuyuan and Wang Yangming 
were opposed by Yan Yuan and Dai Zhen of the early Qing Dynasty. Yan Yuan 
advocated to “see principles in particular things”, trying to rectify Zhu Xi’s 
doctrine of merely staying at the level of “seeing principles”. To “see principles 
in particular things” is to oppose Zhu Xi’s suggestion to “exert one’s all strength 
on books”, replacing it with the six virtues, six activities, and six skills in the 
Book of Rites, and the six fu 府 and three matters in the Book of History. Yan 
Yuan thought that the Chinese scholarship since the very ancient times had been 
suffered from the four traditions of text researches, senseless talks, unpractical 
Buddhist doctrines and hypocrites, which were in lack of practices. Therefore, 
he advocated “practices”, trying to rectify the Cheng Brothers and Zhu Xi’s 
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“achieving of knowledge” through practices, and to rectify their discrimination 
of objects by “doing practical things in person.” He often remarked that it was 
Zhu Xi who led all the people in the country to waste their times on useless books, 
consume their energy, be weak, ill and useless for over one thousand years. 
He tried to rectify this situation through practical businesses, at the same time 
advocate military practices and physical trainings to change the situation of 
“gentlemen shaming themselves out of talking with military men, and people will 
feel shocked at the sight that an educated man carries a bow; and that the elder 
will scold the younger as untalented once the latter take the exercises of equitation 
and archery or equip themselves with military costumes or weapons.” His purpose 
was to rectify the tradition of the Ming Dynasty in which the scholarship had 
been emphasized and the military practices were belittled.

After Yan Yuan, Dai Zhen argued that “a physical body comes before the xin 
and its awareness” so as to promote his idea that “the principles find their roots in 
desires”, opposing the Cheng Brothers and Zhu Xi’s separation of the “xing of 
metaphysical principles” and the “xing of physical qi”. The contents of the xing 
Dai Zhen talked about were just the physical body and the mind, thinking that 
“as for a human being, his life comes first, then his emotions, and last his 
consciousness. These three are the natural representations of a physical body 
and mind” (Dai 1961, p.  40). Regarding the relationship between principles and 
desires, he thought that the principles exist within the desires, and that the 
principles are merely the appropriateness of emotions. That shows that both Yan 
Yuan and Dai Zhen paid more attention to the natural lives, taking the physical 
body as the basis of xin, and the xin as the functions of the physical body.

4 Conclusion

On the basis of the above analysis, we can say that most philosophers in ancient  
China upheld the simple doctrines that unify the physical body with the mind 
(xin), and they seldom engage in an excessive logical discussion on the separation 
of the body and the mind as two substances. They also focus on the interactions 
of the body and the mind, assuming that the body and the mind are unified, and 
stressing in particular the function of mind. In addition, most traditional Chinese 
philosophers believe in the doctrine of the fundamental material force, qi; 
therefore they would trace the cause of their spiritual activities to the natural 
effect of the qi, and would accord moral and artistic values for their own 
self-cultivation. The modalities display a phenomenological characteristic that 
looks at mental activities lightly, and examines language and action as a natural 
revelation of material force, qi. These characteristics have exerted profound 
influences upon the philosophy, psychology, literature and arts in China.
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