SHEN, YI and ZHI

神

意

志

Le coeur a ses raisons que la Raison ne connait point
Pascal, Les Pensees
The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind a
faithful servant. We have created a society that honours the
servant and has forgotten the gift.
Albert Einstein
Where is fancy bred, in the heart or the head?
Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice
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1. NATURE OF THE MIND IN CHINESE MEDICINE
The Shen (mind) is one of the vital substances of the body. It is the most subtle
and non-material type of Qi. Most authors translate the word Shen as “spirit”; I
prefer to translate Shen of the Heart as “Mind” rather than as “Spirit”.
I translate as “Spirit” the complex of all five mental-spiritual aspects of a human
being, i.e.;

Shen (Mind)
SHEN

Hun (The Ethereal Soul)

YI

HUN

Zhi (The Will-Power)

ZHI

PO

Yi (The Intellect)

Po (The Corporeal Soul)

SHEN 神; TWO MEANINGS OF “SHEN”
1) Shen indicates the activity of thinking, consciousness, self, insight,
emotional life and memory, all of which depend on the Heart. I translate this
as "Mind".
2) Shen indicates the complex of all five mental-spiritual aspects of a human
being, i.e. the Shen itself, the Hun, the Po, the Yi and the Zhi. I translate
this as "Spirit".
These five are called Five Shen 五

神

or Five Zhi 五

志

SHEN
YI

HUN

ZHI

PO

= SPIRIT

Please note that I am not saying that “shen” cannot mean “spirit”, of course it
can. What I am saying is that, in the context of the Shen of the Heart, “Mind” is
a better translation of it.

MIND
SHEN

SHEN OF HEART
SPIRIT

Even when shên is used in the appendices as a noun, it does not refer to any
entity distinct from things which are shên. The shên of the divining stalks is
not a "psyche" within them, but, so to speak, their "psychicity".
We therefore cannot afford to use the standard English equivalent "spirit"
even when the word is used as a noun, since to do so would disguise the fact
that the Neo-Confucians treat it not as an entity like "principle", "ether",
"nature", "mind", but as a state like "integrity", "composure", "equilibrium".
In some of the following translations I shall be reduced to calling it
"psychicity", without wishing to recommend this abominable word as a
permanent addition to the English language or even as a regular equivalent
of shên.

A C Graham, Disputers of the Tao, Open Court, La Salle, 1991.

The Song school disagree as to whether shên is a substance or a function,
Ming-Tao taking the latter view. It is one of the awkward terms which fall
between the two, for which, as we have noticed in the cases of "equilibrium"
and "integrity",* the Neo-Confucians have no category. Kuo Yung (son of the
Ch'êng disciple Kuo Chung- hsiao), commenting on two passages in the
appendices, says:
"Therefore shên is without confines and the Changes are without body"
"There is no shên which is shên by itself. When it is in the Way, the Changes,
or the sage, it is the shên of the Way, the Changes or the sage. Shên lodges in
the Way, the Changes, the sage; but each of these has its own name and is not
called shên. This is why shên is without confines."
"The word shên refers to what is inscrutable in the innumerable things.

A C Graham, Disputers of the Tao, Open Court, La Salle, 1991.

Please note that “mind” is not the same as “consciousness” (see below). In
fact, many of our mental processes are unconscious (or rather, subconscious).
I do not mean here “unconscious” in a psychoanalytic sense but simply in the
sense that some processes and even feelings do not reach consciousness. The
Shen is definitely involved in consciousness but what about unconscious
processes and feelings?
I think the Shen is involved with unconscious processes too but in conjunction
with the Hun as far as thoughts and emotions are concerned and with the Po as
far as feelings are concerned.

Feelings

Thoughts, emotions

HUN

SHEN

PO

神
=示

SHEN. Mind, spirit, consciousness, vitality, expression, soul, energy, god, God,
psychic, numinous.
SHI: “Influx from heaven; auspicious or inauspicious signs by which the
will of Heaven is known to mankind.” Altar (for sacrifices). Spirit tablet.
“Numinous”
The two lines at the top are the old form of Shang 上 (superior, above, high,
hence “Heaven”)

The three vertical lines represent what is hanging from Heaven, i.e. the sun,
the moon and the stars, the mutations of which reveal to people
transcendent things.

申

Shen = to state, express, explain, to stretch, extend, the 9th Earthly
Branch

示
Originally, Shi could refer to both an altar (where sacrifices were made)
and to a spirit tablet. This goes back to the Shang dynasty (1570-1045
BC).
After ceremonies, the spirit of a dead ancestor would return to the spirit
tablet. Indeed, the character for “ancestor” (zong) depicts a roof over a
spirit tablet [宗].
“The great number of characters with the character “shi” as their
classifier, demonstrated the feelings of reverence and awe that the
ancient Chinese had for the world of the unknown, mysterious
experiences and the gods and spirits. Only with this reverence and awe
could they have produced so many characters related to the gods,
sacrificial ceremonies and methods of communicating with the spirits of
their dead ancestors.”

Ge Zhao Guang, An Intellectual History of China, Brill, Leiden, 1950, p. 106.

