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Essay Question:

Thinking and feeling cannot be disengaged from one another. How do traditional Chinese thinkers conceptualise the interplay between mind and body?

In traditional Chinese philosophy thinking and feeling often are presented as one. Thus texts from the Warring States period (475 – 221 BC), according to Edward Slingerland, often use the term ‘heart-mind’ (xin) to describe these interwoven abilities in people (Slingerland, 2003, p. xv). This essay will aim to exemplify and investigate how the term was employed by the later Warring state philosophers Mencius (371-289 BC) and Xunxi (3rd century BC). It will engage with how conceptions of the body were threaded into the notion of the heart-mind and how the thinking of these philosophers seem to develop the ideas of the earlier thinker  Confucius (551-479 BC). Confucius apparently never used the term xin (Slingerland, 2003, p. xv), or engaged with inner instances of personhood, but looked at people more from their outwardly observable action. Finally, the essay will contrast the ideas of these philosophers with those of the Daoist Zhuangzi (around 4th BC), who also lived in the Warring State period.

The word ‘heart-mind’, as a translation of  the Chinese word xin, already evokes a fluid concept which is not easily aligned with the function of a particular organ in the body, like the brain or the heart. It indicates a coming together of qualities which the Western translators of the term associated with ‘the heart’ in their culture – like feelings and maybe intuition - as well as of qualities in their culture being assigned to the mind - like the capacity for evaluation and reasoning. It therefore describes a fairly dynamic and complex field of aspects which in Chinese thinking appear to have been unified. Robert Eno, who preferred the translation of ‘heart’ instead of ‘heart-mind’, in his commentary to section 2A.2 (1) of Mencius’ text, remarks: 

‘The ‘heart’ (xin) is often treated as problematic, because it embraces cognitive functions that we sometimes assign to ‘mind’ in English, as well as affective responses we often assign to the ‘heart’. …Ancient Chinese did not distinguish heart and mind in this way, using a single term, xin, to denote the seat of all mental activity’ (Eno, 2016, p. 43).

He here emphasises the inseparableness of thinking and feeling in ancient Chinese text which are both inextricably linked and integrated in the term ‘xin’. In contrast, Western culture has been more informed by a split between feeling, associated with the body, and thinking, associated with the mind. Especially since Rene Descartes and the early 17th century, thinking often seems to have been placed at the centre of experiencing the self, whereas affective responses with the rise of science and empiricism became more regarded with suspicion and the term ‘heart’ almost appeared to be reduced to its physical function as an organ of the body.

However, similar to Western concepts of personhood the Chinese notion of the ‘heart-mind’ also allowed for an element of growth and self-cultivation. In Eno’s translation of Mencius for example we find that what seems to be desirable is to acquire an ‘unmoved heart’ (Eno, 2016, pp. 43, section 2A.2 (1)). 

‘Gongsun Chou asked “…would your heart be moved by this?” “No,” replied Mencius. ‘By the age of forty I had cultivated a heart that could not be moved.”

In this context Gongsun Chou is interested if Mencius would rejoice in the success of his advice to a king, but Mencius denies that and depicts his equanimity as positive and something to be aspired for. ‘Attaining an unmoved heart’ emphasises a process of development and of cultivation towards a state in which the qualities of the heart (or xin , the ‘heart-mind’ in translation of others) are undisturbed by anticipation. This idea is further expounded on in the following passage which presents Mencius as being appreciative of the warrior Mengshi She who is always fearless because he does not attach his fighting to an outcome, he regards ‘defeat as the same as victory’ (Eno, 2016, p. 44). Both examples show that the outstanding quality of an ‘unmoved heart’ is a disassociation from the outcome of the actions a person undertakes. Instead of an outcome, the goal rather is the process of self-cultivation itself. This in turn binds the task of the xin to a commitment to skilful action in the moment. In Confucius’ Analects one also sometimes finds a glimpse of a similar display of disengagement as for example in 12.4. when the Master declares in reply to the question what defines a gentleman: 

‘A gentleman is without grief and without fear’…‘His conscience is without reproach. Why should he grieve, why should he fear’ (Leys, 2014).

This excerpt points to a clarity of thinking and feeling which is achieved by a process of commitment to never slipping behaviour, so the gentleman never gets into danger to burden his conscience and cause sadness or anxiety. Notably, here in Confucius, but also in the examples given above from Mencius, the means for cultivation lies in a form of physical action. Gongsun Shu, Mengshi She and Confucius’ gentleman work on an attitude through engagement with the world, through giving advice, fighting or living a gentlemanly life respectively. The ’heart-mind’ is rooted in the acting body.

Interestingly, Mencius expands his exploration of the xin’s relationship with the body in the discussion of qi which follows the one on the episode with the warrior Mengshi She. It adds another layer which seems to underline the aliveness of the heart-mind concept, a concept which is not to be explored in theoretical ponderings but is emerging through a body which contributes to personal cultivation and is in itself subject to energetic and organic processes. In the passage 2A. 2 (3) Mencius discusses the role of qi in attaining an unmoved heart. 

‘The will is the leader of the qi, and qi is something that fills the body. Wherever the will leads the qi follows. Thus there is a saying ‘Grasp your will and do not dissipate your qi’’ (Eno, 2016, p. 45).

From this passage it seems that a disposition for a certain activity is ascertained in a person, in its ‘heart-mind’, or ‘heart ‘as Eno uses it, and that the will substantialises this direction of thought and feeling into action with help of the qi. The efficiency of the xin’s propensity, however, is correlated with the power of qi. Eno explains in his commentary that qi can be seen as a kind of subtle substance which pervades the whole cosmos and bring things and people to life (Eno, 2016, p. 44). The literal translation of qi is ‘breath’ or ‘air’, symbolising a vital energy in the body which can be harnessed, channelled, directed but also be blocked (Qi, n.d., p. wikipedia). What therefore is depicted here is an interplay between xin and qi, ‘heart-mind’ and body, in the engagement with the outer world. The power of qi, which can be harnessed through the will (by avoiding dissipation) and which is itself part of the outer, organic world, determines the quality of acting and thereby fosters self-cultivation.

Moreover, not only does the qi helps the will, vice versa actions also help channeling the qi into the right direction. What Mencius calls a ‘flood-like qi’, which is ‘vast and firm’ needs to be nurtured by means of ‘straightforward action’…then it will fill ‘all between heaven and earth’ and be ‘a companion to righteousness and the Dao’ (Eno, 2016, pp. 46, passage 2A.2 (4)). In this passage Mencius uses analogies with powerful imagery from nature, like flood, heaven and earth to depict the profound forces at work, their organic arisings and also perhaps their nature of interdependence. Aligning one’s will with righteousness, pursuing a path of considerate action, according to Mencius will enrich the qi element which in turn will help a person with future actions, so that by and by an unmoved heart can be attained which will reinforce the self-enriching cycle between qi, xin and the will. Self-cultivation thus has a strong impact on the material, physical aspect of qi connected to the body. Similarly, however, the ‘heart-mind’s ability to grow is connected to its rootedness in the organic matter of the body. As bodies develop and take time to grow, so does the ‘heart-mind’ in its dependency on organic material. Thus Mencius ends this passage about the ‘flood- like’ qi with the story of the man from Song who lost all his harvest when he tried to hasten the growth of his plants by pulling at them. Personal growth towards a an ‘unmoved heart’ can not be rushed but must be allowed time for engaging with its environment. As the xin is established in organic nature it needs to submits to natural forces.

As seen in the examples given so far, from Mencius and Confucius, these Chinese thinkers did not envisage a person’s growth in isolation. Placing the individual in a social and cultural context allows their becoming and the path of righteousness provides directionality. Being in relation allows self-emergence and self-cultivation through the constant interaction with others and the environment. Mencius assumes that people quite naturally have a disposition to virtue and want to act wisely, he likens this inclination to water always flowing down (Eno, 2016, pp. 122, passage 6A.2). This tendency to be virtuous seems to be connected to the ‘heart-mind’. So he believes that all people have a sense of commiseration, which he sees as the seed for humanity (ren), a sense of shame, which he sees as the seed for righteousness (yi), a sense for respect, which he sees as the seed for propriety (li) and the sense for right and wrong, which he sees as the seed for wisdom (Eno, 2016, p. 125). When one takes a closer look at these four attitudes which govern relationships along the path of righteousness, one will find that all of them chart a course of body-bound action which is informed by the faculties of both, thinking and feeling. For example one knows about someone’s misery and one feels their sorrow, therefore once decides on a path of action. One knows about the consequences of one’s deeds and feels regret and therefore might consider a change in future behaviour. One knows about the venerability of a person and one feels a sense of awe and therefore approaches that person with a certain manner. These cases illustrate that the four ‘seeds’, ren, yi, li and the sense for right and wrong, which Mencius identified as being natural to people, are at play on mental, emotional and physical levels when a person is ‘in relation’ with someone or something else. A philosophy which emphasises the relational aspect of personhood perhaps quite naturally must arrive in a dynamic concept of self in which thinking and feeling are one and become embodied in action. 

Siufu Tang in an exploration of Xunxi’s work points out that the slightly later philosopher of the Warring States period took a less favourable view of human nature than Mencius when he stated that ‘people are originally petty men by birth’ ( (Tang, 2012, p. 464) quoting the translation of (Lau, 1996) and (Knoblock, 1988-1994)). For Xunxi the development of the ‘heart-mind’ depended on a culturally evolved community. Contrarily to Mencius, who regarded the growth of a person guided by internal values as represented in the four seeds mentioned above, Xunxi pointed out the absolute necessity of the right teachers and the right environment. 

‘Xunxi thinks that if human beings are without teachers and without standards, their heart-mind will be no different than their mouth and stomach’ (Tang, 2012, p. 460).

It seems significant that Xunxi uses a comparison to bodily functions to evoke the nature of the heart-mind. One associates the mouth and the stomach with appetite and the senses. It appears as if Xunxi utters a warning that if the right environment is not provided for the heart-mind, it will be preoccupied with sense gratification. Tang explains that Xunxi saw the heart-mind as being vulnerable to be ‘attacked’, a petty man can be ‘distracted by external possessions’ and can become ‘a servant of things’ (Tang, 2012, p. 464). Tang thus summarises that a person on such a course fails to ‘achieve an understanding of himself and his life’ - instead of cultivating the self and acquiring ‘spiritual intelligence’ in the ‘heart-mind’ this person is disturbed by external things and squanders his resources (Tang, 2012, p. 464). 

The passage highlights Xunxi’s concern that the path of development might become sabotaged. The body is implied as fallible in that it seeks fulfilment of sensual desires, as in tasty food or acquisition of material possessions without discernment of what is good or bad for it. As people are acting through their body they are risking to get drawn into the ways of the body and might become overly attached to a materialistic lifestyle. By granting the ‘heart-mind’ ‘spiritual intelligence‘, however, Xunxi introduces an elevated aspect of personhood. The ‘heart-mind’ appears to bear the capacity for a higher calling, an increasing improvement towards awareness, intelligence and spiritual affiliation, whereas the body is untrustworthy and able to befuddle the ‘heart-mind’. Therefore, Tang argues, Xunxi underlined the necessity of a correcting communal life which upholds righteousness and structures life with rituals in order to ‘rectify and embellish people’s feelings and nature so as to straighten them out’ (Tang, 2012, p. 463). 

Contrarily, Mencius discussion of qi dwelled much more on positive aspects, as exemplified in the notion of the flood-like qi and its strong powers to support the will. Mencius’s qi could also be dissipated but the four seeds in themselves provided a strong directive for guiding a person on their path of self-improvement. Furthermore, in Mencius’s presentation of qi, body and heart-mind seem more tightly interwoven and more on an equal level, all being part of helping the person on its path of development. The only caveat he mentioned was the danger of being impatient and not allowing appropriate time for growth. Whereas from what is cited in Tang it appears as if Xunxi envisages the body as more split from the heart-mind and potentially working against its aspirations of advancement. Both authors, however, subscribed to the idea that there is personal growth, which they associated with the ‘heart-mind’ and which comes about through the interaction with the environment.

Mencius’s and Xunxi’s consensus on the interactive nature of people, shaping and refining themselves through their engagement with their surroundings, build on the ideas one finds in the philosophy of Confucius who died roughly one-hundred years before Mencius was born (who was slightly earlier than Xunxi). 

‘The Master said: Find out why a man acts, observe how he acts and examine where he finds peace. Is there anything he could still hide?’ (Leys, 2014, pp. 6, passage 2.10).

In this short exemplary passage Confucius argues that all one needs to know about a person can be discerned from the outside. The action of a person is the key to his or her persona. One understands a person by paying attention to the motivation for an activity, looking at the way it is performed and observing the satisfaction it gives to the agent. Through this people become transparent. Confucius seems to feel no need to describe an inner instance which might have a life of its own or directs the will. Edward Slingerland points out that the term xin was not used anywhere in Confucius’ Analects (Slingerland, 2003, p. xv). Instead nothing can be hidden just from the examination of the outside of the acting person. Action and agent can perhaps even regarded as one. Similarly, there does not seem to be much of a distinction between mind and body. Herbert Fingarette concluded ‘The metaphor of an inner psychic life, in all its ramifications, so familiar to us, simply isn’t present in the Analects’ (Fingarette, 1972, p. 45).

When action is the characteristic of a unitary notion of person, culture and environment provide the incentive, background and task for agency, and thus also become inseparable from the agent. In the Analects Confucius’ pupil Zigong chooses an analogy from natural life to clarify this relationship:

Ji Zicheng said:’ One is a gentleman simply by his nature. What is the use of culture?’ Zigong said ‘…Nature is culture, culture is nature. Without its hair the skin of a tiger or of a leopard is just the same as that of a dog or of a sheep.’ (Leys, 2014, pp. 34, passage 12.8).

Zigong’s answer to Zicheng’s question on the use of culture illuminates the profound shaping force Zigong ascribes to culture on the nature of a person. By analogy he explains that it is culture which defines a person. Like the hair of the skin of an animal makes it recognisable itself, culture gives a man (or woman) his (or her) defining feature. It is interesting to note that the animals he chooses for this comparison, tiger and leopard, are more exquisite, wild, fascinating and powerful creatures than the ordinary domestic animals of dog and sheep. It seems that only through culture people can become their admirable and formidable self. In the Confucian notion of personhood the acting person thus seems not only to coalesce with his or her action but also with the culture he or she is submerged in. This aspect seems to move Roger Ames to quote Herbert Fingarette with the summarising statement that 

‘Person is an abstraction, a set of complex attributes conceptually abstracted from the social reality. Social reality on the other hand is not an abstraction but is the concrete reality’ (Ames, 2011, p. 125).

Ames and Fingerette in their reading of Confucius therefore suggest a foregoing of the attempt of defining human nature within the person and instead embrace the tangible evidence of relationships lived out in a social community. In contrast to the before mentioned concepts which try to pinpoint an inner characteristic or continuum of human nature, which always must be abstract, Ames and Fingarette argue that for Confucius human nature has an observable concrete external element. This radical envisioning of a social reality rather than that of a person seems to shift the question of the interplay of mind and body into an area of negligible significance. It appears that in Confucian texts an understanding prevails which is not concerned with compartmentalising a person into various forces which work together to achieve a certain sort of behaviour. Instead the focus of the texts is very much on advising on what kind of behaviour a person should display. The cultivation of a person is inextricably bound to its performance in action and only evaluated from this outside point of view. Inner processes are not in themselves scrutinised. Body and mind are treated as one. 

Furthermore, Ames argues that in this holistic view on human nature meaning comes from a network of meaningful relationships which begin with the immediate surroundings and one’s family and from there, through the perpetuation of appropriate attention and behaviour, radiate out into the cosmos. This aspect of ‘radiating out’, of wide-reaching repercussions, binds the actions of a person to a greater goal, so that an individual becomes devoted to ‘achieve relational virtuosity’ (Ames, 2011, p. 91). Confucius gives manifold advice in the Analects when he again and again explains the quality of ren (goodness, humaneness) within various situations to his students. Ames here sees the religious aspect of Confucianism in which religiousness is characterised by the ‘symbiotic continuity between the natural and cultural context and the human experience’ (Ames, 2011, p. 92). Notably, and in contrast to the contemplations of the before-mentioned later ideas of Xunxi, religiousness is again only defined by actual outwardly perceivable behaviour and it is integrated into a web of relationships from which the person can not be separated, as she or he is part of a meaning-giving mutually upheld continuum. 

If Mencius and Xenxi build on Confucian thoughts by contemplating the more abstract inner life of a human being, the Daoist philosopher Zhuangzi engaged with Confucian ideas in a different way. Also living in the Warring State period of China for him the integration of the person into the environment and into nature appears more important than in the thinking of the aforementioned philosophers. The boundaries between man and surroundings in Daoist thought are far less clear. Interconnectedness is extended to a level of consciousness and both mind and body appear changeable, unstable, malleable and profoundly immersed in nature. This for example comes to the fore in the episode of Zhuang Zhous’ dream of being a butterfly. 

‘Once Zhuang Zhou dreamed he was a butterfly, a butterfly flitting and fluttering around, happy with himself and doing as he pleased. He didn’t know that he was Zhuang Zhou. Suddenly he woke up, and there he was, solid and unmissable Zhuang Zhou. But he didn’t know if he were Zhuang Zhou who had dreamed he was a butterfly or a butterfly dreaming he was Zhuang Zhou.’ (Watson, 2013, p. 18).

The extract exemplifies the perception of constant transformation from one thing into another on the level of consciousness of Zhuang Zhou who does not know when he is awake or dreaming. Being is depicted as hard to grasp. Using the image of a butterfly, which is a short-lived, fragile but often beautiful insect, Zhuangzi portrays Zhuang Zhou’s alter ego as inhabiting  a delicate existence which is in constant movement, ‘flitting and fluttering’ about, drifting through life. Remarkably the dreamer’s vision refers to sensory knowledge of how it is to be a butterfly, not only in the depiction of movement but also in ‘knowing’ the butterfly’s feelings, being ‘happy with himself.’ The passage thus evokes not only the Daoist’s idea of a person’s closeness to nature but also the fluency of the understanding of the self, in which mind and body are instable. Consciousness seems to hold a potential for many forms of experience.

From this perspective an understanding arises which seeks self-cultivation more in the form of learning to accept what already is. When everything is in constant flux the emphasis appears to be more on finding a mode of living which allows peaceful integration. This philosophical point of view does not emphasise perfecting action in relationship with others, as proposed in Confucius Analacts, but advocates ‘no-action’, wuwei, a stillness of being which allows the harmonious reflection of the surroundings in the person. 

‘ Among level things, water at rest is the most perfect, and therefore it can serve as a standard. It guards what is inside and shows no movement outside. Virtue is the establishment of perfect harmony’ (Watson, 2013, p. 39).

Zhuangzi’s person ideally dissolves into its environment, it becomes part of and is in complete unity with it. The body then takes on almost a translucent quality, as in the comparison with water above, it reflects others, its boundaries become blurred, it does not make its presence felt. Zhuangzi elaborates, ‘If virtue is preeminent, the body will be forgotten’ (Watson, 2013, p. 40). Furthermore, in the above excerpt no internal agency or seat of will is revealed. What happens inside a person is of no consequences as long as outer disturbance is avoided. Interestingly the passage mentions that ‘what is inside’ is guarded.   One would therefore deduct that there is something inside, however, a mind-body dualism, or a tension between them can not be detected. This ability to become nearly invisible but at the same time emanate harmony and rightness is in Daoist philosophy most reflected in the ideal ruler who has cultivated these skills to perfection.

To conclude, Confucian notions of people being mainly conceived holistically as externally observable agents were developed on later in the Warring States period. Whereas for Confucius mind-body divisions seem to have been irrelevant, Mencius and Xunxi distinguished an inner faculty, the ‘heart-mind’ which combined thinking and feeling. This later view involved an interest in the interdependence between the heart-mind and the body, as shown in Mencius’s treatment of the force of qi and in Xunxi’s concern with the nature of bodily desires. However, the co-dependency of human nature and culture was a profound topic for all three philosophers. The integration into a wider context, nevertheless, was treated towards a completely different end in the thinking of the philosopher Zhuangzi who promoted a becoming part of nature which favoured harmony with the surroundings to a degree in which body and mind ideally reached a level of invisible absorption. 
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