
THE PSYCHE AND EMOTIONS IN CHINESE MEDICINE

馬

萬

里



The Chinese term for what we translate as “emotion” is “qing” 情 which 
is composed of the radical for “heart” and another component that is 
partly phonetic and partly conveying the idea of “green of growing 
plants”. The word “emotion” itself is not a good term to indicate the 
Chinese view of the “emotional” causes of disease.  The word “emotion” 
derives from Latin and it refers to “e-movere”, i.e. to “move out”: it is 
used to indicate any feeling of the mind as distinct from the cognitive or 
volitional states of consciousness.  

THE EMOTIONS
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In this sense, the term “emotion” may refer to any feeling such as 
fear, joy, hope, surprise, desire, aversion, pleasure, pain, etc.: it is 
therefore not entirely suitable as a term denoting the emotions as 
intended in Chinese medicine.  

It is interesting to note that the word used to indicate a suffering of 
the mind originally was “passion” rather than “emotion”.  The 
word “passion” derives from the Latin verb “patire” which means 
“to suffer”.  The word “emotion” replaced “passion” only in the 
time between Descartes and Rousseau, i.e. between 1650 and 1750 
(as the former used the word “passion” and the latter the word 
“emotion”).  

1650 1750Passion Emotion



The word “passion” would convey the idea of mental suffering better 
than “emotion” also because it implies the idea of something that is 
“suffered”, something that we are subject to.  Indeed, feelings such as 
sadness, fear, anger become causes of disease when they take over our 
mind, when we no longer possess them but they “possess” us.  

Indeed the Chinese expression most Chinese books use to describe the 
“stimulation” or “excitation” produced by the emotions is ci ji 刺 激
where “ji” contains the radical for “water” and means to “swash, 
surge” as a wave does, i.e. it denotes the surge of emotions like a 
wave that carries us away. 

刺
Thorn, 
prick, 
irritate 

激
swash, 
surge



Emotions are mental stimuli which influence our affective life.  
Under normal circumstances, they are not a cause of disease.  
Hardly any human being can avoid being angry, sad, aggrieved, 
worried, or afraid at some time in his or her life but those states 
will not lead to any disharmony.  For example, the death of a 
relative provokes a very natural feeling of grief. 

The emotions become causes of disease only when they are 
either long-lasting, or very intense. It is only when we are in a 
particular emotional state for a long time (months or years) that 
they become a cause of disease.

In a few cases, emotions can become a cause of disease in a very 
short time if they are intense enough: shock is the best example 
of such a situation. 



1. Gu Yu Qi 2005 Chinese Medicine Psychology (Zhong Yi Xin Li Xue), China Medicine 
Science and Technology Publishing House, Beijing, p. 54.
2. Ibid., p. 54.
3. Ibid., p. 54.

One of the oldest mention of emotions is from Confucius’s 
“Book of Rites” (Li Ji) dating back to c. 500 BC. In this book, 
Confucius lists seven emotions: joy, anger, grief, fear, love, 
hatred and desire.1

According to “Chinese Medicine Psychology”, the Daoist Lao 
Zi lists seven emotions that differ from those listed by 
Confucius: these are joy, anger, worry, sadness, love, hatred, 
desire.2 Other texts mention six emotions: love, hatred, desire, 
anger, grief and joy.3

Interestingly, both these lists are close to the “7 Emotions” of 
Chinese medicine. 
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The emotions taken into consideration in Chinese medicine have 
varied over the years.  From a 5-Element perspective, the 
Yellow Emperor's Classic considered 5 emotions, each one 
affecting a specific Yin organ:

•Anger affecting the Liver
•Joy affecting the Heart
•Pensiveness affecting the Spleen
•Worry affecting the Lungs
•Fear affecting the Kidneys.



Chapter 5 of the Su Wen says: “The 5 Zang produce five kinds of Qi 
and these give rise to joy, anger, sadness, worry and fear. Excessive 
joy and anger injure Qi. Excessive cold and summer-heat damage 
the body. Sudden anger damages Yin and sudden joy impairs Yang.” 

Chapter 66 of the Ling Shu: “Excess joy and anger damage the 
Zang.”

Chapter 28 of the Ling Shu: “The Heart is the Ruler of the 5 
Zang and 6 Fu. Sadness, grief worry and anxiety [bei, ai, chou, 
you 悲 哀 愁 忧] will disturb the Heart. When this is 
disturbed, the 5 Zang and 6 Fu are shaken.”



However, these are not by any means the only emotions discussed in 
the Yellow Emperor's Classic.  In other passages sadness and shock are 
added, giving 7 emotions:

Anger affects the Liver  
Joy affects the Heart
Sadness affects the Lungs and Heart
Worry affects the Lungs and Spleen
Pensiveness affects the Spleen
Fear affects the Kidneys
Shock affects the Heart.



Chapter 8 of the Ling Shu: “Fear and pensiveness [chu, ti si 怵
惕 思] injure the Shen and this will lead to loss of Jing [sperm??]. 
Sadness and grief [bei, ai 悲 哀] agitate the Middle [Burner] and 
exhaust life. Joy disperse the Shen so that it cannot be housed. 
Worry and anxiety [chou, you 愁 忧] make Qi stagnate so that it 
cannot move. Anger causes mental confusion and loss of [self] 
control [bu zhi 不 治].1 Fear scatters the Shen which cannot be 
held in [literally “astringe”].” 

1. The modern Chinese translation translates bu zhi as “it is difficult to treat”, but zhi refers 
to “governing”, “controlling” or “managing” [oneself]. Typical Confucian equivalence 
between self-control and good governance. 



Chapter 8 of the Ling Shu:

“Fear and anxiety of the Heart injure the Shen which leads to loss of 
self-control.

Worry and anxiety of the Spleen injure Yi which leads to confusion 
[literally “chaos”, men luan 乱].

Sadness and grief of the Liver agitate the Middle [Burner] and 
injure the Hun which causes mania.

Joy of the Lungs injure the Po which causes mania.

Anger of the Kidneys injures Zhi which causes loss of memory of 
what one has just said. 



Chapter 39 of the Su Wen: “Anger leads to rebellious Qi
[ni 逆]. Sadness causes anxiety [ji 急]. Fear leads to loss 
of Jing which results in obstruction of the Upper Burner, 
when this is obstructed Qi cannot return [to it] and this 
causes distension of the Lower Burner, that is why it is said 
that Qi sinks.” 



Chen Wu Ze (1174) lists the seven 
emotions that are usually discussed in 
modern books, i.e. 
Joy
Anger
Pensiveness
Worry
Sadness
Fear
Shock. 

1. Zhang Jie Bin (also called Zhang Jing Yue) 1982 Classic of Categories (Lei Jing), People’s Health Publishing House, Beijing, p. 424. 
First published in 1624.

Zhang Jie Bin  mentions 8 emotions in 
his “Classic of Categories”1.   
Joy
Anger
Pensiveness
Worry
Sadness
Fright (kong 恐)
Fear (wei 畏)
Shock



ZANG EMOTION

A persistent emotional stimulus will affect an internal organ; 
vice versa, a disharmony of an internal organ will cause an 
emotional imbalance. (But the former is more common).

EMOTION

The Ling Shu in chapter 8 clearly illustrates the 
reciprocal relationship between the emotions and the 
Internal Organs. It says: “If Liver-Qi is deficient there is 
fear, if it is in excess there is anger … if Heart-Qi is 
deficient there is sadness, if it is in excess there is manic 
behaviour.”



Chapter 8 of the Ling Shu:

“When needling one should first of all concentrate one’s Shen. 
Blood, the blood vessels, the Ying Qi, Qi, the spirit (Jingshen) are 
stored in the 5 Yin Organs. When they are out of harmony due to the 
emotions, the Jing is lost, the Hun and Po are scattered, the Zhi and 
Yi are chaotic and the person lacks wisdom and reflection: why is 
that? Heaven bestows us Power [De], Earth bestows us Qi [literally 
‘Heaven within me is De, Earth within me is Qi’]. When Power 
flows and Qi is “thin”, there is life. 



When the two Jings [of mother and father] unite, the Shen comes into 
being. What follows the Shen in its coming and going is the Hun, what 
follows the Jing in its entering and exiting is the Po.  Cognizance of 
the world depends on the Heart; it houses memory that is called Yi 意;  
the storing [of data] of the Yi is called Zhi [Memory 志 ]; Memory 
generates pensiveness; pensiveness (si) 思 generates reflection (lu).   

Thus  the wise nourish life [yang sheng 养 生] by following [shun 顺]
the four seasons, adapting to cold and heat, moderating joy and anger, 
regulating Yin and Yang and thus will enjoy long life.



Therefore when needling one should observe the patient in order to know the 
condition of the Jing, Shen, Hun, Po, and whether they have been preserved or 
not. 

The Liver stores Blood and Blood houses the Hun: when Liver-Qi is deficient 
there is fear; when full, anger. 

The Spleen stores nourishment and this houses the Yi: when Spleen-Qi is 
deficient the four limbs are weak and there is an imbalance in the 5 Zang; 
when full, abdominal distension and menstrual and urinary problems.



The Heart stores the blood vessels and these house the Shen: 
when Heart-Qi is deficient, there is sadness; when full, incessant laughter.  

The Lungs store Qi and this houses the Po: when Lung-Qi is deficient, there is 
nasal obstruction; when full, breathlessness and a feeling of tightness of the 
chest.  

The Kidneys store the Jing and this houses Zhi: when Kidney-Qi is deficient 
there is collapse; when full, distension and the 5 Yin Organs are not at peace”.



Several aspects of the above chapter should be noted.

1) The sentence: “Heaven bestows us Power (De), Earth bestows us Qi; when Power 
flows and Qi is “thin”, there is life.” This sentence shows very clearly the Daoist
influence on Chinese medicine, i.e. the idea that “Heaven bestows Power”: the term 
used for “Power” [De 德 ] is a typical Daoist term indicating the qualities of the 
Dao in action. 

2) Note that at the very beginning it does not say the method of “treatment” (as 
everyone translates it) but the method of “needling” should be based on the Shen 
(of the practitioner). This is repeated further down when it says “therefore when 
needling”.

3) Notice how Shen, Yi and Zhi are closely interconnected with regard to memory (also 
bearing in mind its relevance to consciousness and self).

4) Note use of the word “shun” [顺] to indicate “following” the right course.  But “shun” 
means to conform, to yield to, to obey. (Confucian).

5) Note that it says that anger “causes loss of self-control”, the worse thing that could happen 
to a human being in Confucian view. 

6) Notice the odd mixture of physical and emotional symptoms.



凡 刺 之 法 先 必 本 于 神
Fan       ci  zhi fa     xian bi       ben          yu shen

Every time that one needles the method  first  must  be rooted  
in  Shen

“Every time one needles, one must first concentrate one’s 
Shen”
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Anger affects the Liver
Joy affects the Heart
Worry affects the Lungs and Spleen
Sadness affects the Lungs and Heart
Pensiveness affects the Spleen
Fear affects the Kidneys
Shock affects the Kidneys and Heart

EFFECTS OF EMOTIONS ON INTERNAL ORGANS



The effect of each emotion on a relevant organ should not be 
interpreted too restrictively.  There are passages from the Nei Jing 
which attribute the effect of emotions to organs other than the ones 
just mentioned.

Ling Shu Chapter 28

"Worry and pensiveness agitate the Heart".

Su Wen Chapter 39

" Sadness agitates the Heart...".

Chapter 8 of the Ling Shu says: “Excess joy of the Lungs 
injures the Po and this may cause manic behaviour.”



With regard to anger, chapter 23 of the Su Wen says: “When the Gall 
Bladder is diseased there is anger.”  Chapter 62 of the Su Wen says: 
“When Blood rushes upwards and Qi downwards, the Heart is harassed 
and may cause anger.” Chapter 8 of the Ling Shu says: “Anger affecting 
the Kidneys injures the Zhi.”

With regard to pensiveness, chapter 39 of the Su Wen “Pensiveness 
makes the Heart [Qi] accumulate causing the Shen to stagnate: the 
Zheng Qi settles and does not move and therefore Qi stagnates.”



With regard to worry, chapter 23 of the Su Wen says: “When Qi rushes 
upwards it affects the Liver causing worry.”  

Chapter 8 of the “Spiritual Axis” says: “Worry of the Spleen injures the 
Intellect.”

With regard to fear, chapter 4 of the Ling Shu says: “Worry and fear 
injure the Heart.” 

Chapter 62 of the Su Wen says: “When Blood [of the Liver] is deficient, 
there is fear.” 

Chapter 19 of the Su Wen says: “Fear makes Spleen-Qi stagnate.” 

Chapter 23 of the Su Wen says: “When Stomach-Qi rebels upwards there 
is vomiting and fear.”



The Lei Jing says: “The five emotions interact with each other in 
causing disease; for example, excess joy affects the Heart but it may 
also affect the Lungs and injure the Po.  Excess joy derives from the 
Heart but moves to the Lungs. Anger affects the Liver but also the 

Gall Bladder; Liver and Gall Bladder are interiorly-exteriorly related 
and when Liver-Qi is excessive it affects the Gall Bladder. [When 
there is anger] Blood rushes upwards and Qi downwards and this 

harasses the Heart. Sometimes anger affects the Kidneys and it injures 
the Zhi. Hence anger can affect the Liver, Gall Bladder, Heart and 
Kidneys. Pensiveness pertains to the Spleen but it also affects the 
Heart. The Heart is the Mother of the Spleen, when the Qi of the 

Mother does not move freely it affects the Child and therefore both 
Spleen and Heart are affected by pensiveness.  Worry pertains to the 

Lungs but it also affects the Heart. Worry makes Qi rise and can affect 
the Liver; the Liver becomes overactive and it invades the Spleen.  The 

Spleen is then affected by worry and this injures the Intellect [Yi].  
Hence worry affects the Lungs, Heart, Liver and Spleen.”

Chapter 216 of the “Classic of Categories” (Lei Jing, 1624) by Zhang Jing Yue



Although each emotion affects a particular organ selectively, the relationship 
between a given emotion and a particular organ should not be interpreted too 
rigidly.  Each emotion can and does affect more than one organ and often in a 
pattern that does not follow that of the Five Elements. Summary of chapter 216 
of the “Classic of Categories” (Lei Jing, 1624).

Thus, excess joy, anger, pensiveness, worry and fear affect the following 
organs:

Joy: Heart and Lungs
Anger: Liver, Gall Bladder, Heart and Kidneys
Pensiveness: Spleen and Heart
Worry: Lungs, Heart, Liver and Spleen
Fear: Kidneys, Heart, Liver, Spleen and Stomach.

Zhang Jie Bin (also called Zhang Jing Yue) 1982 Classic of Categories (Lei Jing 类经). People’s 
Health Publishing House, Beijing, first published in 1624, p. 424.



The effect of an emotion also depends on other circumstances, for example 
on whether the emotion is manifested or repressed.  For example, anger 
which is expressed affects the Liver (causing Liver-Yang rising), but anger 
which is repressed also affects the Heart.  

LIVER LIVER/HEART



If one gets angry at meal-times, the anger will affect the 
Stomach and this will be manifested with a Wiry quality on 
the right Middle position of the pulse.  

+ STOMACH



The effect of an emotion will also depend on the constitutional trait of 
a person.  For example, if a person has a tendency to a constitutional 
weakness of the Heart, fear will affect the Heart rather than the 
Kidneys.  

KIDNEYS

HEART

FEAR



Chapter 28 of the “Spiritual Axis” also says that all emotions affect the Heart: 
“The Heart is the Ruler of the 5 Zang and 6 Fu...sadness, shock and worry 
agitate the Heart, when the Heart is agitated the 5 Zang and 6 Fu are shaken.” 

Chinese writing clearly bears out the idea that all emotions affect the Heart since 
the characters for all seven emotions are based on the "heart" radical (except 
“joy”). 

The way that all emotions afflict the Heart also explains why a red tip of the 
tongue, indicating Heart-Heat, is so commonly seen even in emotional problems 
related to other organs.



ALL EMOTIONS AFFECT THE HEART

All emotions, besides affecting the relevant organ directly, affect the 
Heart indirectly because the Heart houses the Mind.  It alone, being 
responsible for consciousness and feeling, can recognize and feel the 
emotions.  

Fei Bo Xiong (1800-1879) put it very clearly when he said: "The seven 
emotions injure the 5 Yin organs selectively, but they all affect the Heart.  
Joy injures the Heart...Anger injures the Liver, the Liver cannot 
recognize anger but the Heart can, hence it affects both Liver and Heart.  
Worry injures the Lungs, the Lungs cannot recognize it but the Heart 
can, hence it affects both Lungs and Heart.  Pensiveness injures the 
Spleen, the Spleen cannot recognise it but the Heart can, hence it affects 
both Spleen and Heart."



Yu Chang in "Principles of Medical Practice" (1658) 

says: "Worry agitates the Heart and has repercussions

on the Lungs; pensiveness agitates the Heart and has 

repercussions on the Spleen; anger agitates the Heart 

and has repercussions on the Liver; fear agitates the 

Heart and has repercussions on the Kidneys. Therefore 

all the five emotions [including joy] affect the Heart".  
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• Anger makes Qi rise
• Joy slows Qi down
• Sadness dissolves Qi
• Worry knots Qi
• Pensiveness knots Qi
• Fear makes Qi descend
• Shock scatters Qi.

EMOTIONS AND THE BODY’S QI

The first effect of emotional stress is to affect the circulation of Qi. In 
each part of the body, Qi ascends or descends and enters or exits in the 
correct direction as appropriate. The correct ascending/descending and 
entering/exiting of Qi in the Qi Mechanism ensures the smooth flow of 
Qi.

i. Effect on Qi circulation

a) EFFECT ON THE BODY’S QI



Emotion QI
Rising
Descending
Knotting

Dissolving

Qi Stagnation

Su Wen Chapter 39

"Anger makes Qi rise, joy slows down Qi, sadness dissolves Qi, fear makes Qi 
descend...shock scatters Qi...pensiveness knots Qi...“.

Dr Chen Yan says: "Joy scatters, anger arouses, worry makes Qi unsmooth, 
pensiveness knots, sadness makes Qi tight, fear sinks, shock moves". However, 
the above are not the only terms used in the Nei Jing. 
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The effect of an emotion on Qi movement may deviate from the 
norm when combined with other factors.  For example, anger 
affects the Liver and makes Qi rise.  In some cases, if the person 
lifts heavy objects in the course of their job, anger may make Liver-
Qi infuse downwards to the pelvic cavity and cause problems there 
(urinary tract infections, vaginitis, etc.)

PELVIC CAVITY+

LIVER



EFFECTS OF EMOTIONS AS CAUSES OF DISEASE

The first effect of emotional stress on the body is to affect the proper 
circulation and direction of Qi.  Qi is non-substantial and the Mind with its 
mental and emotional energies is the most non-material type of Qi.  It is 
therefore natural that emotional stress affecting the Mind impairs the 
circulation of Qi and disrupts the Qi Mechanism first of all.  

Although each emotion has a particular effect on Qi, all emotions have a 
tendency to cause some stagnation of Qi after some time.  Even the 
emotions that deplete Qi such as sadness may have this effect because if 
Qi is deficient it cannot circulate properly and it therefore may tend to 
stagnate.  

Emotion QI
Rising
Descending
Knotting

Dissolving

Qi Stagnation
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Depletes Qi

SADNESS QI STAGNATIONQI DEFICIENCY

LUNG-QI STAGNATION AND QI DEFICIENCY

A feeling of lump in the throat, difficulty in swallowing, a 
feeling of oppression or distension of the chest, slight 
breathlessness, sighing, sadness, slight anxiety, depression, 
weak voice, weepy, tiredness, propensity to catching colds.

Tongue: very slightly Red on the sides in the chest areas. Rest 
of tongue Pale.

Pulse: very slightly Tight on the right-Front position but Weak 
in general. 



HEART-QI STAGNATION

Palpitations, a feeling of distension or oppression of the chest, 
depression, a slight feeling of lump in the throat, slight shortness of 
breath, sighing, poor appetite, chest and upper epigastric distension, 
dislike of lying down, weak and cold limbs, slightly purple lips, pale 
complexion.
Tongue: slightly Pale-Purple on the sides in the chest area.
Pulse: Empty but very slightly Overflowing on the Left-Front position. 

HE-5 Tongli, HE-7 Shenmen, P-6 Neiguan, Ren-15 Jiuwei, Ren-17 
Shanzhong, LU-7 Lieque, ST-40 Fenglong, L.I.-4 Hegu.

Prescription
Mu Xiang Liu Qi Yin Aucklandia Flowing Qi Decoction.
Ban Xia Hou Po Tang Pinellia-Magnolia Decoction. (Three Treasures 
Open the Heart)



LUNG-QI STAGNATION

A feeling of lump in the throat, difficulty in swallowing, a feeling of 
oppression or distension of the chest, slight breathlessness, sighing, sadness, 
slight anxiety, depression.
Tongue: slightly Red on the sides in the chest areas.
Pulse: very slightly Tight on the right-Front position. 

LU-7 Lieque, LU-3 Tianfu, ST-40 Fenglong, Ren-15 Jiuwei, P-6 Neiguan.

Prescription
Ban Xia Hou Po Tang Pinellia-Magnolia Decoction.



ANTI-LIVER-QI STAGNATION CRUSADE

• Qi stagnation affects other organs besides the Liver, e.g. Heart, Lungs, 
Stomach, Intestines

• Qi stagnation may derive from emotions other than anger, e.g. 
resentment, frustration, worry, sadness, grief, guilt, etc.

• Anger overemphasised in China due to Confucian influence 

• Qi stagnation over-diagnosed

• Qi stagnation is automatically considered to be the consequence of 
“stress”

• Xiao Yao San over-used



Qi stagnation may lead to Heat, and most of the emotions can, over 
a long period of time, give rise to Heat or Fire. There is a saying in 
Chinese Medicine: “The five emotions can turn into Fire”. 

This is because most of the emotions can cause stagnation of Qi and 
when Qi is compressed in this way over a period of time it creates 
Heat.

When Qi stagnates, it may also, in time, lead to Blood stasis, 
especially in women.  Blood stasis affects particularly the Heart, 
Liver and Uterus. 

QI STAGNATION
BLOOD STASIS

HEAT OR FIRE



BLOOD STASIS

When Qi stagnates, it may, in time, lead to Blood stasis, especially in 
women.  Blood stasis affects particularly the Heart, Liver and Uterus.

Anger and guilt are particularly prone to lead to Blood stasis after Qi 
stagnation.  However, other emotions such as sadness, grief and worry 
may also lead to Blood stasis in the chest after a period of Qi stagnation.  

In women in particular, Qi stagnation in the breasts from sadness and 
grief may lead to Blood stasis and to breast lumps. 



HEAT or FIRE

Qi stagnation may also lead to Heat, and most of the emotions can, 
over a long period of time, give rise to Heat or Fire. 

There is a saying in Chinese Medicine: “The five emotions can 
turn into Fire”. This is because most of the emotions can cause 
stagnation of Qi and when Qi is compressed in this way over a 
period of time it creates Heat.

QI STAGNATION HEAT FIRE



For this reason, when someone has suffered from emotional problems for a 
long time, there are often signs of Heat, which may be in the Liver, Heart, 
Lungs or Kidneys (in the case of this last organ, Empty-Heat). 

The tongue is red or dark red and dry, and usually has a red tip.  A red tip of 
the tongue is a very common sign in practice which is always a reliable 
indicator that the patient is subject to some emotional stress.

With time, Heat may turn into Fire which is more intense, more drying and 
affects the Mind more. Fire, in turn, harasses the Mind causing agitation and 
anxiety.



DAMPNESS or PHLEGM

Finally, the disruption of Qi in the Qi Mechanism caused by 
the emotions may, in time, also lead to the formation of 
Phlegm.  As the proper movement of Qi in the right direction 
in the Qi Mechanism is essential to transform, transport and 
excrete fluids, the disruption in the movement of Qi may 
result in the formation of Dampness or Phlegm. 

Phlegm, in turn, obstructs the Mind's orifices and becomes a 
further cause of emotional and mental disturbance. 



THE EMOTIONS
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FIVE POINTS TO REMEMBER:

1) Do not interpret relationship between an organ and an emotion too rigidly (e.g. 
sadness may affect the Liver)

2) Do not interpret relationship between an emotion and its effect on Qi too rigidly 
(e.g. fear may make Qi ascend)

3) All emotions affect the Heart

4) Other organs besides the Liver suffer from Qi stagnation from emotional stress 
(e.g. Heart and Lungs)

1) All emotions affect the Po and therefore the Lungs.



ANGER

The term “anger”should be interpreted broadly to include several other 
emotional states, such as resentment, repressed anger, feeling aggrieved, 
frustration, irritation, rage, indignation, animosity, or bitterness.

Anger makes Qi rise and many of the symptoms and signs will manifest 
in the head and neck, such as headaches, tinnitus, dizziness, red blotches 
on the front part of the neck, a red face, thirst, a bitter taste, and a Red 
tongue with red sides. 



Su Wen Chapter 39

“Anger makes Qi rise and causes vomiting of blood and diarrhoea”.

Ling Shu Chapter 8

“Anger causes mental confusion and loss of self-control.”

Su Wen Chapter 3

“Severe anger severs body and Qi, Blood stagnates in the upper part and the 
person may suffer a syncope.”



The effect of anger on the Liver depends on the person's reaction to the 
emotional stimulus.  If the anger is bottled up it will cause stagnation of 
Liver-Qi, whereas if it is expressed it will cause Liver-Yang rising or 
Liver-Fire blazing.  

If the person also suffers from some Kidney-Yin deficiency (perhaps 
from overwork), then he or she will develop Liver-Yang rising.  

If, on the other hand, the person has a tendency to Heat (perhaps from 
excessive consumption of hot foods), then he or she will tend to develop 
Liver-Fire blazing. 

Anger

Repressed Liver-Qi Stagnation

Manifested Liver-Yang Rising

+

+

KI-Yin Xu

Heat Liver-Fire

Liver-Yang Rising



ANGER

Repressed

Manifested

Kidney-Yin Xu or 
Liver-Blood Xu

Tendency to Heat

LIVER-QI STAGNATION

Heart-crack HEART-QI STAGNATION

LIVER-FIRE

LIVER-YANG RISING

LIVER-YANG RISING



Some individuals may carry anger inside them for years without ever 
manifesting it. In particular, long-standing depression may be due to 
repressed anger or resentment. Because the person is very depressed, 
he or she may look very subdued and pale, walk slowly and speak 
with a low voice, all signs which one would associate with a depletion 
of Qi and Blood deriving from sadness or grief. 

However, when anger rather than sadness is the cause of disease, the 
pulse will be Full and Wiry and the tongue will be Red with redder 
sides. This type of depression is most probably due to long-standing 
resentment. 

Wiry pulse, red tongue sides = anger



In some cases, anger disguises other emotions such as guilt. Some 
people may harbour guilt inside for many years and may be unable or 
unwilling to recognize it: they may then use anger as a mask for their 
guilt. 

Moreover, there are some families in which every member is 
perpetually angry. In these families, anger is used as a mask to hide 
other emotions such as guilt, fear, dislike of being controlled, 
weakness, or inferiority complex. 

When this is the case, it is important to be aware of this situation as 
one needs to treat not the anger, but the underlying psychological and 
emotional condition.



In some cases anger can affect organs other than the Liver, especially the 
Stomach. This can be due to stagnant Liver-Qi invading the Stomach. Such 
a condition is more likely to occur if one gets angry at meal-times, which 
may happen if family meals become occasions for regular rows. It also 
happens when there is a pre-existing weakness of the Stomach, in which 
case the anger may affect only the Stomach without even affecting the 
Liver. 

If one regularly gets angry an hour or two after meals, then the anger will 
affect the Intestines rather than the Stomach. This happens, for example, 
when one goes straight back to a stressful and frustrating job after lunch. In 
this case, stagnant Liver-Qi invades the Intestines and causes abdominal 
pain, distension and alternation of constipation with diarrhoea. 

Anger Intestines
Stomach

Heart



DISGUISED ANGER OR FALSE ANGER

Depression (looks like but…)

Guilt (hidden guilt comes out as…)

Fear, dislike of 
being controlled, 
inferiority 
complex

Anger

Meal time

2 hours after meal

Qi stagnation in Stomach

Qi stagnation in Intestines (irritable 
bowel)

Anger

Anger

AngerAnger

Anger



In my opinion, anger is overemphasized as an emotional cause 
of disease in Chinese books. I feel that this is very much due to 
the Confucian influence on Chinese medicine. 

A very important aspect of Confucianism is the emphasis laid on 
social harmony which, according to them, begins with family 
harmony which, in turn is based on the rigid respect of family 
hierarchy.  

For example, the younger sister obeys the older brother, all the 
children obey the parents, the wife obeys the husband, etc. When 
every member of the family and society takes his or her proper 
place and role in the family and social hierarchy, then familial, 
social and political harmony reigns.  



FAMILY SOCIETY/STATE



It is easy to see that the emotion that most threatens the established order is 
anger because this emotion may lead people to rebel.  Given the Confucian 
influence on Chinese medicine, I believe it is for this reason that anger plays 
such a predominant role among the emotional causes of disease. 

Anger makes Qi “rebel”, i.e. go in the wrong direction and it is interesting 
to note that the Chinese character for “rebellious” Qi is ni 逆 which means 
“rebellious”, “contrary”, “to counter”, “to disobey”, “to defy”, “to go 
against”: it is easy to see the “social” nature of this pathological movement 
of Qi.  

Indeed, the opposite of ni is shun 顺 which, in Chinese medicine, denotes 
Qi going the right, proper way: again it is easy to see the social implication 
of this term which means “to conform”, “in the same direction as”, “to 
obey”, “to yield to”, “to act in submission to”. 



顺 Shun: to conform, in the same direction as, obey, yield to, 
act in submission to

CONFUCIAN INFLUENCE ON EMOTIONS IN CHINESE MEDICINE (Anger 
overemphasized)

逆 Ni: rebellious, contrary, counter, disobey, defy, go against



Demonstrators in Japan holding signs saying “angry” or “anger”



ANGER

Qi Stagnation

Qi Rising

Liver-Qi Stagnation

Heart-Qi Stagnation

Stomach-Qi Stagnation

Intestine-Qi Stagnation

Liver-Yang Rising

Liver-Fire



JOY  (OVERSTIMULATION)

A normal state of joy is obviously not in itself a cause of disease; on the 
contrary, it is a beneficial mental state which favours a smooth functioning 
of the internal organs and their mental faculties. 

Su Wen Chapter 39

“Joy makes the Shen peaceful and relaxed, it benefits the Ying and Wei Qi 
and it makes Qi relax and slow down”

Simple Questions Chapter 2

“ The Heart … controls joy, joy injures the Heart, fear counteracts joy”. 



What is meant by “joy” as a cause of disease is obviously not a state of healthy 
contentment but one of excessive excitement and stimulation which can injure the 
Heart. This happens to people who live in a state of continuous mental stimulation 
(however pleasurable) or excessive excitement.  Another meaning of “joy” is sudden 
joy.

Therefore, four meanings:

Excessive stimulation
Overexcitement
Excessive craving
Sudden joy

Excessive 
stimulation

Excessive 
craving

Sudden 
Joy

Overexcitement

JOY



EXCESSIVE STIMULATION or OVEREXCITEMENT

Excessive stimulation consists in excessive stimulation of our 
senses.  Modern life presents with many examples of 
overstimulation.  For example:

-Stimulation by alcohol

- Stimulation by recreational drugs

- For those who live in big cities, excessive stimulation from 
entertainment, shopping, multi-cultural cuisine

- In children, the overexcitement and overstimulation of video 
games, TV, videos, Playstation, etc.   



EXCESSIVE CRAVING

Excessive craving is considered as a cause of 
disease by the three main philosophies of China, i.e. 
Daoism, Buddhism and Confucianism.  What does 
craving mean in a modern context?  

I think it means the unbridled consumerism that is 
typical of modern, industrialized societies (both 
Western and Asian) that is also fuelled by 
advertising. More and more we are made to feel 
that we have to work harder and harder to obtain 
material goods. 



SUDDEN JOY

Joy may also be marked out as a cause of disease when it is sudden; 
this happens, for example, on hearing good news unexpectedly. In 
this situation, “joy” is akin to shock (although the former makes the 
heart larger and the latter smaller). 

JOY

Makes heart larger Slows down circulation

OVERFLOWING-
EMPTY PULSE



In these cases of sudden joy and excitement the Heart dilates and slows 
down and the pulse becomes Slow and slightly Overflowing but Empty. 
One can understand the effect of sudden joy further if one thinks of 
situations when a migraine attack is precipitated by the excitement of 
suddenly hearing good news. 

Another example of joy as a cause of disease is that of sudden laughter 
triggering a heart attack; this example also confirms the relationship 
existing between the Heart and laughter.

“Medical Collection from Four Families from Meng He” 

“Joy injures the Heart … [it causes] Yang Qi to float and the blood vessels to 
become too open and dilated …” 

One can also understand joy as a cause of disease by observing 
children: in fact, in children, joy and over-excitement often end in 
tears. 



Joy, in the broad sense indicated above, makes the Heart larger. This leads 
to excessive stimulation of the Heart, which, in time, may lead to Heart-
related symptoms and signs. These may deviate somewhat from the 
classical Heart patterns. 

The main manifestations would be palpitations, over-excitability, insomnia, 
restlessness, talking a lot and a red tip of the tongue. The pulse would 
typically be slow, slightly Overflowing but Empty on the left Front 
position.

JOY Slows down 
Qi

Heart-Qi 
Deficiency



SADNESS AND GRIEF 

Sadness includes the emotion of regret, as when someone regrets a certain 
action or decision in the past and the Mind is constantly turned towards 
that time. Sadness and grief affect the Lungs and Heart. 

Su Wen

“Sadness makes the Heart cramped and agitated; this pushes towards the 
lungs' lobes, the Upper Burner becomes obstructed, Ying and Wei Qi 
cannot circulate freely, Heat accumulates and dissolves Qi”

According to this passage then, sadness primarily affects the Heart and the 
Lungs suffer in consequence since they are both situated in the Upper 
Burner. Therefore; sadness affects the Lungs via the Heart. 



The Lungs govern Qi and sadness and grief deplete Qi. This is often 
manifested on the pulse as a Weak quality on both left and right Front 
positions (Heart and Lungs). In particular, the pulse on both Front 
positions is Short and has no wave, i.e. it does not flow smoothly 
towards the thumb. 

SADNESS LU-QI

Both cun positions Weak and Short

Weakens



Although sadness and grief deplete Qi and therefore lead to deficiency of 
Qi, they may also, after some time, lead to stagnation of Qi, because the 
deficient Lung- and Heart-Qi fail to circulate properly in the chest.

a weak voice

tiredness

pale complexion

slight breathlessness

weeping

a slight feeling of oppression in the chest

In women, deficiency of Lung-Qi from sadness or grief often leads to Blood 
deficiency and sometimes amenorrhoea.



Although sadness is not the Liver’s emotion, sadness can affect the Hun 
and therefore Liver-Blood. Sadness has a depleting effect on Qi and it 
therefore, in some cases, depletes Liver-Blood leading to mental 
confusion, depression, lack of a sense of direction in life and inability to 
plan one's life.

Dr Shen considers that grief which is un-expressed and borne without tears 
affects the Kidneys. When grief is held in without weeping, the fluids cannot 
come out (in the form of tears) and they upset the fluid metabolism within 
the Kidneys.  This only happens after many years.

Ling Shu Chapter 8

“When sadness affects the Liver it injures the Hun; this causes mental 
confusion … the Yin is damaged, the tendons contract and there is 
hypochondrial discomfort”.



I personally find that sadness and grief are very common and important 
causes of disease in Western patients, much more than anger.  I personally 
feel that anger as an emotional cause of disease is overemphasized in 
Chinese books. 

What are sadness and grief caused by in Western patients?  Apart from the 
obvious causes due to bereavement, very many Western patients of all ages 
suffer from sadness and grief deriving from the break-up of relationships or 
marriage.  In other words, sadness and grief are primarily about loss, 
whether it be the loss of a dear one from death or the loss of a partner 
through separation. 



McLean (who elaborated the theory of the triune brain) suggests that the 
origins of human language were most likely in infant-mother interaction, 
babbling based on vowel-consonant combinations beginning about 8 weeks 
after birth. He singles out the separation cry - a slowly changing tone with a 
prolonged vowel sound (aaah), a distressing cry linked with the most painful 
emotion, separation.

I believe that the grief deriving from separation is probably the most basic and 
primordial (and therefore most powerful) emotion that plays a huge role in the 
mental-emotional problems we see in practice.

Trimble M 2007 The Soul in the Brain, John Hopkins University, Baltimore, p. 189.



It is important to remember that Qi stagnation affects not only the 
Liver but, especially in emotional problems, also the Heart and 
Lungs.  Sadness, grief and worry are common causes of Qi 
stagnation affecting the Lungs and Heart.  

For example, in women, Lung-Qi stagnation affects the chest and 
breasts and, in the long run, it can give rise to breast lumps (benign 
or malignant).  In my experience, in Western women, this is a more 
common cause of breast lumps than Liver-Qi stagnation.

SADNESS/GRIEF
LUNG-QI 

STAGNATION



Dr Xia Shao Nong thinks that breast lumps and breast cancer are due to 
sadness and grief deriving from widowhood, breaking of relationships, 
divorce, death of one’s children, and bereavement at a young age from the 
death of one’s spouse.  

These events, especially if they occur suddenly, upset the Shen and lead to 
Qi stagnation and Qi depletion.  It is interesting to note that all the events 
mentioned by Dr Xia involve separation and loss. 

CLINICAL NOTE

The points I use for sadness and grief are LU-7 Lieque, Du-24 Shenting, Ren-
15 Jiuwei, HE-7 Shenmen, BL-13 Feishu, Du-12 Shenzhu.



Dissolves QiSADNESS

Heart-Qi 
Xu Qi stagnation

Lung-Qi Xu

Liver-Blood 
Xu



WORRY  

Of course, there are also people who, because of a pre-existing disharmony of 
the internal organs, are very prone to worry, even about very minor incidents 
in life. For example, many people appear to be very tense and worry a lot. On 
close interrogation about their work and family life, often nothing of note 
emerges. They simply worry excessively about trivial everyday activities and 
they tend to do everything in a hurry and be pressed for time. This may be 
due to a constitutional weakness of the Spleen, Heart, or Lungs or a 
combination of these.

Worry is one of the most common emotional causes of disease in our 
society. The extremely rapid and radical social changes that have occurred 
in Western societies in the past decades have created a climate of such 
insecurity in all spheres of life that only a handful of Daoist sages are 
immune to worry! 



Worry knots Qi, which means that it causes stagnation of Qi, and it 
affects both Lungs and Spleen: the Lungs because when one is 
worried breathing is shallow, and the Spleen because this organ is 
responsible for thinking and ideas. 

Chen Wu Ze (1174) says: “Worry injures the Lungs and makes Qi 
accumulate.”1

Chapter 8 of the Ling Shu confirms that worry knots Qi: “Worry causes 
obstruction of Qi so that Qi stagnates.”2

1. Cited in Chinese Medicine Psychology, p. 59.
2. Spiritual Axis, p. 24.

憂 首 心
Head Heart Walk slowly

Worry



Ling Shu Chapter 8

“Worry causes obstruction of Qi so that Qi stagnates.” 

“In the case of the Spleen, excessive worry injures the Yi.”

In a few cases, worry may also affect the Liver directly, in my 
experience causing either Liver-Qi stagnation or Liver-Yang rising.  
In both cases, when worry affects the Liver, it affects the shoulder 
muscles causing a pronounced stiffness and ache of the trapezius 
muscles. 

affects 
Liver

worry Liver-Qi stagnation

Liver-Yang rising



affects 
Lungs

worry

If worry affects the Lungs it will cause an uncomfortable 
feeling of the chest, slight breathlessness, tensing of the 
shoulders, sometimes a dry cough and a pale complexion.  

The right cun pulse position (of the Lungs) may feel 
slightly Tight or Wiry, indicating the knotting action of 
worry on Qi. 



If worry affects the Spleen it may cause poor appetite, a slight epigastric
discomfort, some abdominal pain and distension, tiredness and a pale 
complexion. 

The right guan 
position will feel 
slightly Tight but 
Weak. 

If worry affects the Stomach 
as well (which happens if one 
worries at meal times), the 
right Middle pulse may be 
Weak-Floating. 

worry
affects 
Spleen 



Finally, like all emotions, worry affects the Heart causing stagnation of 
Heart-Qi.  This will cause palpitations, a slight feeling of tightness of the 
chest and insomnia. 

worry
affects 
Heart 



WORRY Knots Qi

Lungs

Heart

Spleen

Lung-Qi Xu

Lung-Qi Stagnation

Heart-Qi Xu

Heart-Qi stagnation

Spleen-Qi Xu

Spleen-Qi 
Stagnation

Liver

Liver-Qi 
stagnation

Liver-Yang 
rising



Pensiveness is very similar to worry in its character and effect. It consists in 
brooding, constantly thinking about certain events or people (even though 
not worrying), nostalgic hankering after the past . In extreme cases, 
pensiveness leads to obsessive thoughts. 

PENSIVENESS SI 思

In a different sense, pensiveness also includes excessive mental work in the 
process of one's work or study. 

Pensiveness affects the Spleen and, like worry, it knots Qi.  

思 looks like it has “field” on the top but it is actually the brain.
慮 to cogitate, to ponder, anxious.



It will therefore cause similar symptoms as outlined above, i.e. poor appetite, 
a slight epigastric discomfort, some abdominal pain and distension, tiredness 
and a pale complexion. 

Su Wen Chapter 39

“Pensiveness makes the Heart [Qi] accumulate, and causes the Shen to 
converge: the Zheng Qi settles and does not move and therefore Qi stagnates.” 

The right Middle pulse position (Spleen) 
will feel slightly Tight but Weak. 

Chen Wu Ze (1174) says: “Pensiveness injures the Spleen, Qi stagnates and 
does not move properly, there is accumulation in the Middle Burner, food 
cannot be digested, there is abdominal distension and contraction of the limbs.
Pensiveness causes Qi stagnation.”4

4. Chinese Medicine Psychology, p. 60.



Some modern Chinese doctors think that “pensiveness” is an 
umbrella term that includes several different emotions.  

The modern book “Chinese Medicine Psychology” says that 
“pensiveness” includes pondering, sadness and resentment.  

The inclusion of “resentment” under the umbrella of pensiveness” is 
interesting as I would associate resentment more with anger. 
However, it does have elements of both anger and “pensiveness” 
(intended in the sense of brooding). 

The same doctor thinks that “pensiveness” replaced “sadness” in the 
list of emotions.  In fact, chapter 5 of the Su Wen lists the five 
emotions as joy, anger, sadness, worry and fear while later they 
became joy, anger, pensiveness, worry and fear.

Joy
Anger
Sadness
Worry
Fear

Joy
Anger
Pensiveness
Worry
Fear



PENSIVENESS Knots Qi

Spleen

Spleen-Qi Xu

Spleen-Qi stagnation

Lungs
Lung-Qi Xu

Lung-Qi stagnation

Heart
Heart-Qi Xu

Heart-Qi stagnation









FEAR

Fear includes both a chronic state of fear and anxiety and a sudden 
fright.  Fear depletes Kidney-Qi and it makes Qi descend.  The Su Wen 
in chapter 39 says: “Fear leads to loss of Jing which results in 
obstruction of the Upper Burner, when this is obstructed Qi cannot 
return [to it] and this causes distension of the Lower Burner, that is why 
it is said that Qi sinks.”

This statement from the Su Wen is interesting in that it says that fear 
blocks the Upper Burner (resulting in Qi of the Lower Burner to 
descend): this would imply that fear does not simply “make Qi descend” 
(as we usually say) but that it also causes some Qi stagnation in the 
Upper Burner.



Examples of Qi descending are nocturnal enuresis in children and 
incontinence of urine or diarrhoea in adults following a sudden 
fright.  Nocturnal enuresis is a common problem in children which 
is often caused by fear or a feeling of insecurity in the child due to 
some family situation occurring against a background of 
constitutional Kidney deficiency.   

Situations of chronic anxiety and fear will have different effects on 
Qi depending on the state of the Heart.



In adults, however, fear and chronic anxiety more often cause Qi 
to rise to the Upper Burner and head.  This rise of Qi may take the 
form of Heart-Heat or Heart Empty Heat if there is deficiency of 
Kidney-Yin, with a feeling of heat in the face, night sweating, 
palpitations and a dry mouth and throat.

There are other causes of fear, not related to the Kidneys. Liver-
Blood deficiency and a Gall-Bladder deficiency can also make the 
person fearful.

FRIGHT

FEAR



CLINICAL NOTE

Fear makes Qi descend by blocking the Upper Burner.  Treatment of fear, 
therefore, should not consist simply in lifting Qi, e.g. with Du-20 Baihui, but 
also in unblocking Qi in the Upper Burner with HE-5 Tongli and LU-7 Lieque. 

Fright does cause Qi to descend, but a chronic state of anxiety makes 
Qi rise. Some psychologists make a distinction between fear and 
anxiety which clarifies their different effect on Qi.  Öhman says: “Fear 
differs from anxiety primarily in having an identifiable eliciting 
stimulus. Anxiety is “pre-stimulus” whereas fear is ‘post-stimulus’.”1 

Epstein thinks that fear is related to coping behaviour, particularly 
escape and avoidance. However, when coping attempts fail, fear is 
turned into anxiety. Fear is therefore an avoidance motive; anxiety is 
unresolved fear or a state of undirected arousal following the 
perception of threat.2

1. Handbook of Emotions, p. 574.
2. Ibid., p. 574.



HEART

KIDNEYS

Heart Xu cannot 
descend to Kidneys

Yuan Qi Xu cannot 
root Qi and receive 
Heart-Qi

Fullness above

Deficiency below

YANG

YIN

Yang and Yin cannot communicate



The correlation between fear and the Kidneys in Chinese 
medicine is  mirrored in the Western view of our reaction to 
stress and fear. In fact, when we are subject to fear-causing 
situations, the adrenal glands (i.e. the “Kidneys” of Chinese 
medicine) secrete a steroid hormone. 

CLINICAL NOTE
The points I use for fright are KI-3 Taixi, KI-4 Dazhong, Du-20 
Baihui, HE-7 Shenmen.



FEAR

Qi rising

Qi descending

Heart

Kidneys



SHOCK

SHOCK Suspends Qi
Heart-Qi Xu

Heart-Qi stagnation

It is often reflected in the pulse with a so-called "Moving" 
quality [Dong 动], i.e. a pulse that is short, slippery, 
shaped like a bean, rapid and gives the impression of 
vibrating as it pulsates.

Mental shock “suspends” Qi and affects the Heart.  It 
causes a sudden depletion of Heart-Qi, makes the Heart 
smaller and may lead to palpitations, breathlessness and 
insomnia.  



Su Wen Chapter 39

“Shock affects the Heart depriving it of residence, the Shen has no shelter and 
cannot rest, so that Qi becomes chaotic.”

Shock also "closes" the Heart or makes the Heart smaller.  This can 
be observed in a bluish tinge on the forehead and a Heart pulse 
which is Tight and Fine.

Shock



LOVE

By “love” is meant here not the normal affection felt by human beings 
towards one another, such as, for example, the love of parents for their 
children and vice-versa, or the affection of a loving couple, but rather 
obsessive love for a particular person. 

Love also becomes a cause of disease when it is misdirected as happens, for 
example, when a person loves someone who persistently hurts them, whether 
physically or mentally. Obsessive jealousy would also fall under this broad 
category. 

“Love” in the sense outlined above affects the Heart and it quickens Qi. This 
will be felt on the left Front position (Heart) with an Overflowing quality, and 
the pulse will also be rapid. It may cause such symptoms and signs as 
palpitations, a red tip of the tongue, a red face, insomnia and mental 
restlessness.

LOVE Quickens Qi Heart-Fire



爱 SIMPLIFIED, MODERN CHARACTER

愛 OLD, TRADITIONAL CHARACTER

LOVE

REMOVED “XIN” (HEART)!   心 友 YOU = friendship





The inclusion of “love” among disease-causing emotions in the Chinese 
medicine is interesting as it may reflect a totally different attitude and view of 
love than the one we have in the West.  

Shaver, Wu and Schwartz interviewed young people in the USA, Italy and the 
People’s Republic of China about their emotional experiences. In all cultures, 
men and women identified the same emotions and they agreed completely 
except on one emotion, love. The US and Italian subjects equated love with 
happiness; both passionate and compassionate love were assumed to be 
intensely positive experiences. 

Chinese students, however, had a darker view of love.  In China, passionate 
love tended to be associated with such ideographs as “infatuation”, “unrequited 
love”, “nostalgia” and “sorrow-love”.1

1. Handbook of Emotions, p. 655.



CRAVING

Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism considered “craving” and 
“desire” as the root of mental-emotional suffering. 

In the context of Chinese medicine, “craving” indicates a state of 
constant craving which is never satisfied. This can include craving 
for material objects or social recognition.  

Although rooted in the ancient philosophies of China, it is interesting 
to note that “craving” as an emotional cause of disease is common in 
our Western consumerist societies where not only is there “craving” 
but where this is also artificially stimulated by advertising. 



For example, the Daoists shunned social relations and advocated 
“following the Dao”, “absence of desire” (wu yu) and “non-
action” (wu wei).  They felt that “desire” would stop one from 
following the Dao.  

Confucianists believed that the true “gentleman” [jun zi] is not 
stirred by emotions because these cloud his or her true nature.  

The Buddhists considered “desire” as the root of human 
suffering.  According to them, our very existence begins out of 
desire and craving when the mind in the Bardo state (the 
period after death and before the next reincarnation) is 
attracted by the warmth of a womb and it reincarnates.  Later 
on in life, desire causes our mind to try to grasp objects like a 
monkey sways from tree to tree.



In terms of patterns, craving stirs the Minister Fire which 
becomes pathological and flows upwards to the Pericardium.  
This agitates the Heart. 

It is for these reasons that Confucianism, Daoism and 
Buddhism put the emphasis on reducing craving to prevent 
the arousal of Minister-Fire which stirs the Mind. 

In people’s lives, not a day goes by that the Minister Fire is 
not stirred.



Craving affects the Heart and it scatters Qi. Craving also affects the 
Pericardium by stirring the Minister Fire. Minister Fire arises from the 
Kidneys and it affects the Pericardium and therefore the Mind.  

CRAVING

SHEN SHENP

Shen calm, contended

P

MINISTER FIRE



HEART

PERICARDIUM

Flares up

MINISTER 
FIRE

EMOTIONS

Stir

Pathological Minister Fire going to Pericardium



Craving will cause Heart-Fire or Heart Empty-Heat depending on the 
underlying condition of the person. 

CRAVING
Makes Minister Fire 
rise to Heart and 
Pericardium

Heart-Fire

Heart Empty Heat

If there is a tendency to Yin deficiency, which is 
common in people who tend to overwork, it will 
lead to Heart Empty-Heat. This will cause 
palpitations, a malar flush, a dry throat, insomnia 
and mental restlessness. 

If it causes Heart-Fire, there will be palpitations, a 
red face, thirst, insomnia, agitation, a slight “manic” 
behaviour.  



Zhang Yuan Kai, Meng He Si Jia Yi Ji Medical Collection of Four Families from 
Meng He, Jiangsu Science Publishing House, 1985, pp. 41-2. 

Excess Joy

Excess joy injures the Heart, makes the Heart “too open”, Yang floats towards 
the Exterior, the [Heart] channel is slack. Use Jian Ji Tang  建 极 汤. Tian Men 
Dong, Hu Po, Wu Wei Zi, Suan Zao Ren, Huang Qi, Ren Shen, Dang Gui, Bai
Shao, Dan Shen, Bai Zi Ren, Hong Zao, Sheng Jiang. 

Anger

Anger causes hypochondrial pain and Qi stagnation that gives rise to Fire, 
mental restlessness, agitation of the Yi, the joints are not nourished, insomnia. 
Use Chong He Tang. 冲 和 汤. Shan Zhu Yu, Suan Zao Ren, Dang Gui, Bai
Shao, Ren Shen, Fu Shen, Gan Cao, Sha Yuan 沙 苑, Bai Ji Li, Hong Zao, 
Chen Pi. 



Worry

Worry causes unhappiness, feeling hot and cold, Phlegm. 

Xuan Cao Wang You Tang (Day Lily Forget Worry Decoction) 萱 草
忘 忧 汤 Gui Zhi, Bai Shao, Gan Cao, Yu Jin, He Huan Hua, Chen Pi, 
Ban Xia, Zhe Bei Mu, Fu Shen, Bai Zi Ren. 

Pensiveness

Pensiveness causes mental restlessness, makes Yi chaotic, poor appetite, 
tiredness, weakness of the four limbs.

Use Yi Zhi Tang 一 志 汤.Ren Shen, Fu Shen, Bai Zhu, Gan Cao, 
Huang Qi, Yi Zhi Ren, Yuan Zhi, Bai Zi Ren, Chen Pi, Mu Xiang, Suan
Zao Ren, Sheng Jiang. 

Sadness

Sadness causes Qi to rebel, depression (stagnation), stagnation injures 
the Lungs, clear Qi cannot descend.

Use Jia Wei Shen Su Yin. 加 味 参 苏 饮. Ren Shen, Su Zi, Chen 
Xiang, Sang Bai Pi, Chen Pi, Ban Xia, Dan Shen, Bai Zi Ren, Yi Yi
Ren, Sheng Jiang. 



Fear

Fear makes Qi “disheartened”, the bones are not nourished, Shen is 
restless. 

Use Bu Gu Zhi Tang. Bu Gu Zhi, Yi Zhi Ren, Rou Cong Rong, Shu Di 
Huang, Dang Gui, Ren Shen, Fu Ling, Yuan Zhi, Bai Shao, Dan Shen, 
Niu Xi, Da Zao, Sheng Jiang. 

Shock

Shock makes Qi float, the True Yang is projected outwards, the True Yin 
cannot rest, palpitations. 

Use Da An Tang 大 安 汤.

Bai Shao, Wu Wei Zi, Mu Li, Long Zhi, Mu Gua, Suan Zao Ren, Sheng 
Di, Ren Shen, Fu Ling, Bai Zi Ren.





•  Pride •  Hatred
•  Shame •  Rejection (being rejected)
•  Guilt •  Frustration
•  Envy • Humiliation
•  Contempt •  Regret
•  Resentment •  Remorse
•  Angst •  Self-contempt
•  Despair •  Spite
•  Hopelessness •  Vanity
•  Self-hatred •  Self-love (narcissism)
•  Indignation

EMOTIONS THAT ARE MISSING IN CHINESE MEDICINE

Most important ones:
SHAME, GUILT, ENVY, ANGST, DESPAIR

SEVEN DEADLY SINS: ENVY, PRIDE, COVETOUSNESS, LUST, ANGER, 
GLUTTONY, SLOTH



Not all emotions have the same meaning.  Some emotions are more 
basic than others, playing an important evolutionary role.  Basic 
emotions are anger, joy, fear, sadness and disgust.  Apart from disgust, 
these are also the basic emotions of Chinese medicine.

Other emotions are considered to be “ethical” emotions and especially 
shame and guilt.  They are called so because they are not basic 
emotions related to our basic physiological needs but are socially 
determined. 

They are not the emotions that our ancient ancestors in caves would 
have had.  They are emotions closely related to fairly large societies 
with behaviour rules and to established religions and religious taboos.   



Guilt is a pervasive emotion in Western patients.  It is simply missing 
from Chinese medicine books and it could be argued that it simply 
does not exist in the Chinese psyche and soul.  

It could be argued that guilt is intrinsically related to the Christian or 
Judeo-Christian religions and especially the Christian religion with its 
concept of “original sin”. 有 罪 恶 感 You Zui E Gan = guilt feeling.

The concept of guilt is absent in Confucius writings and he did not 
even believe in punishment.

GUILT



Guilt is:

- Feeling of responsibility for negative circumstances that have befallen 

oneself or others. 

- Feeling of regret for real or imagined misdeeds, both past and present. 

- Sense of remorse for thoughts, feelings, or attitudes that were or are 

negative, uncomplimentary, or non-accepting concerning oneself or others. 

- Feeling of obligation for not pleasing, not helping, or not placating 

another. 

- Feeling of loss and shame for not having done or said something to 

someone who is no longer available (or for having done and said).

- Accepting responsibility for someone else's misfortune or problem 

because it bothers one to see that person suffer.



- I do not deserve to be happy. 
- I am responsible for my family's (spouse's) happiness. 
- There is only one ``right'' way to do things. 
- My children should never suffer in their childhood like I did in mine. 
- My children should have more material things than I did. 
- It is my fault if others in my life are not happy. 
- If my children fail in any way, it's my responsibility. 
- It is wrong to be concerned about myself. 
- People are constantly judging me, and their judgment is important to me. 
- It is wrong to accept the negative aspects of my life without believing that I am 
responsible for them myself. 
- I am responsible if negative events happen to the members of my family.
- I must not enjoy myself during a time when others expect me to be in 
mourning, grief, or loss. 
- You must never let down your guard; something you're doing could be evil or 
wrong. 
- I must always be responsible, conscientious, and giving to others. 
- No matter what I do, I am always wrong. 
- If you feel guilt, then you must be or have been wrong.
- ”I feel guilty if I have a rest in the afternoon”.

IRRATIONAL BELIEFS OR NEGATIVE SELF-SCRIPTS INVOLVED IN GUILT



A feeling of guilt may be due to the transgression of social or religious 
taboos or from having done something “wrong” which is later 
regretted.  However, a feeling of guilt may also be innate and not 
related to any specific action. This latter feeling is the most destructive 
one. 

Guilt forms the core of Judeo-Christian psychology and theology.  
Guilt formed also an important cornerstone of Freud's theories. 

Must distinguish the subjective sense of guilt from its objective 
counterparts.  For example, a person may be found guilty in a court of 
law, without feeling guilty; in a religious context, a person may deem 
himself to be guilty in front of God but still not feel guilty; someone 
may be guilty of doing something reprehensible, but still not feel
guilty. 



It is therefore the feeling of guilt that is all-important.  Guilt is self-
reproach for some actual misdeeds of an in-born feeling of guilt 
totally disconnected from any misdeeds.  

Guilt includes a sense of inadequacy and despair not found in 
shame.  Guilt does not require any particular offence, as in the 
doctrine of Original Sin.  In guilt a person is one's own judge and a 
more ruthless and less reasonable judge than any real judge.

Guilt is inner-directed and it object is the self.  Guilt is based on a 
moral criteria of having broken a law of morality.  The mythology of 
guilt is the doctrine of the Original Sin.  The authority providing the 
criteria is absolute and unquestionable. 

Guilt is a “dark” emotion with no redemption; it is a much “darker” 
emotion than shame. 





EFFECTS OF GUILT

Guilt can have different effects in different people.  First of all, it may 
lead to Qi stagnation: it affects any organ and especially the Lungs, 
Heart, Liver and Kidneys. Due to its “dark”, “stagnating” character, it 
causes Blood stasis easily and quickly. This Blood stasis may be in 
any part of the body and any organ but particularly in the Lungs, 
Heart, Spleen and Liver.

Under certain conditions, guilt may also cause sinking of Qi and 
affects the Kidneys causing some urinary problems or menstrual 
problems from sinking of Qi. 

The tongue has a red tip of the tongue, possibly purple tongue body.  
The pulse is Deep, Weak on the Kidney positions, possibly slightly 
Overflowing on the Heart position and Choppy, without wave.  Or 
also Firm. 



GUILT

Qi stagnation

Lungs

Heart

Liver

Kidneys

KidneysQi sinking

Blood Stasis



Romans 3
For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God 
Acts 13
Therefore, my brothers, I want you to know that through Jesus the forgiveness 
of sins is proclaimed to you. 

Ephesians 1
In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in 
accordance with the riches of God's grace that he lavished on us with all 
wisdom and understanding. 

Hebrews 10
Let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having 
our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our 
bodies washed with pure water. 

James 2
For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of 
breaking all of it. 

QUOTATIONS FROM THE BIBLE ON GUILT





Shame has Gui in character, heart on left, hence a 
demon in the Heart.
Kui 愧 Can Kui 慚 愧 (女鬼 ) Chi (恥) 

SHAME

Shame is a common emotion in Western patients.  It may be caused by a 
feeling of shame about one's behaviour but, more commonly, it is an in-
born feeling of shame due to one's upbringing.  It is a feeling of 
worthlessness, absence of a feeling of self-worth.  

It is, in a way, the opposite emotion to anger and pride.  Anger is outer-
directed (“I am angry at someone”) while shame is inner-directed.  It is 
self-accusation, a feeling that one has to hide is an important aspect of 
shame.  One feels judged all the time. 



According to Solomon, in a way, shame is an affirmation of 
one's autonomy, a confirmation that one will live by one's 
standards and accept responsibility. 

Although opposite to pride, shame is similarly conducive to 
self-esteem.  However, in larger doses, shame is 
overwhelming and it is self-demeaning, extremely defensive 
and impotent.  

In small doses, shame is conducive to self-esteem.  It is easy 
to feel good about oneself when one has no values, when one 
refuses to accept responsibility for one's actions, or when one 
happens not to have done anything wrong. 

The ability to admit and atone for one's mistakes is as 
essential to wisdom and personal dignity as the ability to love 
other people.



As a cause of disease, we consider the shame that is 
overwhelming, that is due to one's upbringing and that is not
related to one's actions or to have done anything wrong.  A 
person suffering from this shame will always feel as if they 
had done something wrong and will want to hide. 

Shame is inner-directed, the object of shame are one's own 
actions, it is dictated by moral criteria and has a negative 
evaluation.  One is responsible and blameworthy.  

As in anger, shame involves a courtroom mythology of law 
and judgement, accusation and punishment.  In shame, unlike 
anger, one casts oneself in the uncomfortable position of 
defendant rather than judge, but a defendant who has openly 
admitted to his crime and is willing to accept punishment for 
it. 



So, in a way, shame in Western patients is quite different to that of Chinese 

patients.

In Chinese patients, shame is totally related to one’s place in society and to 

having transgressed rules of society as defined by (mostly) Confucian 

standards within the six relationships.

In Western patients, shame is related more to one’s place in the family and 

one’s upbringing.  It has little do with contravening rules of society but more 

to do with one’s upbringing. Children who are continually criticized, severely 

punished, neglected, abandoned, or in other ways abused or mistreated get the 

message that they do not ‘fit’ in the world — that they are inadequate, inferior 

or unworthy and they later go on to suffer from shame.  



It is often said that Western societies are “guilt-based” and Eastern 
ones “shame-based”, so it is useful to explore the differences 
between shame and guilt. 

Shame is related more to one's place in society, what people think 
of us, the feeling that one has to hide because one has done 
something wrong, something that society frowns upon, something 
“dirty”. 

In other words, as long as we do not do anything that society 
disapproves of or, most importantly, we are not seen, not found out
to be doing something “wrong”, we do not feel shame.  By contrast, 
in such situations we would feel guilty even if nobody sees us 
doing something “wrong”.



It is certainly true that Eastern societies are shame-based probably 
due to the strong Confucian influence.  

As the Confucian ethics is all about social relationships, and about 
one's “place” in society and conforming to strict rules of conduct 
and social hierarchy, it is natural that shame ensues from 
contravening the established rules of society.  

Thus, people are worried about not being seen to be doing anything 
that society would frown upon.  

That is why, shame can sometimes produce extreme results as when 
Japanese businessmen commit suicide when they are disgraced 
socially. 



DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SHAME AND GUILT

What is paramount in shame, is how one appears to the other members of 
the community, not how one feels inside. 

Guilt, is a “darker” emotion, more inner-directed, an emotion from which 
there is no escape, the judgement is there, whether anyone sees us or not. 

The big difference between guilt and shame is that guilt has no 
redemption, it “eats” one inside for ever; shame has redemption and repair. 

With shame, we have a feeling of being seen doing something wrong (by 
implication, if we are not seen, we do not feel shame). 

With guilt, we hear an inner voice condemning us and we cannot escape it.



“In the case of shame, the criticism invokes an ideal which we have failed to 
live up to: in the case of guilt, the criticism invokes a set of injunctions which 
we have transgressed. In the case of shame, the criticism is based less, and, in 
the case of guilt, it is based more on identifiable harm or damage that we are 
supposed to have caused, though not necessarily intentionally. In the case of 
shame, the criticism can be met and turned only by an attempt on our part to 
change how we are. 

In the case of guilt, the criticism can be turned only by an attempt to 
compensate for what we have done. For this reason, shame will tend to 
generate the desire to change; guilt will tend to generate the desire to repair. 
What shame calls for is that others should forget what we have become; what 
guilt calls for is that others should forgive what we have done. Finally, in the 
case of shame, the criticism is experienced as being conveyed to us by a look: 
we feel the eyes of disapproval upon us.  In the case of guilt, the criticism is 
experienced as being conveyed in words: we hear the voice of disapproval.”1

Wollheim explores the differences between shame and guilt and says:

1. R Wollheim, On the Emotions, Yale University Press, 1999, pp. 155-6.



SHAME
• The criticism invokes an ideal which we 
have failed to live up to
• The criticism is based less on identifiable 
harm or damage that we are supposed to have 
caused, though not necessarily intentionally
• The criticism can be met and turned only by 
an attempt on our part to change how we are
• Shame will tend to generate the desire to 
change
• What shame calls for is that others should 
forget what we have become
• The criticism is experienced as being 
conveyed to us by a look: we feel the eyes of 
disapproval upon us

GUILT
• The criticism invokes a set of injunctions 
which we have transgressed
• The criticism is based more on identifiable 
harm or damage that we are supposed to have 
caused, though not necessarily intentionally
• The criticism can be turned only by an 
attempt to compensate for what we have done 
• Guilt will tend to generate the desire to 
repair
• What guilt calls for is that others should 
forgive what we have done
• The criticism is experienced as being 
conveyed in words: we hear the voice of 
disapproval



Guilt is law-oriented in that it signals a personal 
acknowledgement that one has committed a breach of established 
conduct. 

Shame, on the other hand, is ritual-oriented in that it describes a 
consciousness of how one is perceived by others. 

Guilt tends to be individual as a condition of one’s relationship to 
law; shame tends to be communal as a condition of one’s 
relationship to others. 

The term “guilt” (zui) occurs very infrequently in the Analects of 
Confucius. By contrast, shame (chi 恥) is mentioned in many 
passages. It is always used with reference to a lapse of 
responsibility, often accompanied by insult, estrangement and 
humiliation at the hands of others. 



Guilt is law-oriented in that it signals a personal 
acknowledgement that one has committed a 
breach of established conduct. 

Guilt tends to be individual as a condition of 
one’s relationship to law.

Shame is ritual-oriented in that it describes a 
consciousness of how one is perceived by others. 

Shame tends to be communal as a condition of 
one’s relationship to others.



Shame is very ingrained in Confucianist ethics.  It is even something that is 
considered a beneficial “tool” to keep people in line.  Consider this passage 
from the Analects of Confucius:

“The Master said: ‘Lead the people with administrative injunctions (政 ) and 
keep them orderly with penal law, and they will avoid punishments but will 
be without a sense of shame. Lead them with morality (de 德) and keep them 
orderly through observing ritual propriety (li 禮 ) and they will develop a 
sense of shame; and, moreover, will order themselves”.

In other words, laws and punishments may keep social order, but even better 
is to lead by example so that people will regulate themselves due to the sense 
of shame from not following the social order.



The word “guilt” (zui) occurs infrequently in the Analects (in contrast to 
shame “chi”) and when it does, it is mostly in a legal sense and it refers to 
“guilt” rather than a “feeling of guilt”. For example:

“Confucius said that Kong Ye Chang could be allowed to marry his 
daughter. Even though Kong Ye Chang had spent some time in jail, it was 
not because of any guilt (zui) on his part. Confucius gave his daughter to 
him as wife.”

The importance of shame in Chinese society is also apparent from a study 
of the penal system and amnesties in ancient China: this shows clearly 
that litigation in ancient China functioned as much to find a defendant 
“shameful” as to find him “guilty”. 

Courts and prison system were not prepared to jail criminals for lengthy 
periods as punishment for wrongdoing. Amnesties and pardons were 
granted every 2-3 years. The courts acted harshly in cases of serious 
crimes but relied on shame entailed in the process of litigation to 
discipline the more minor offenders and restore their commitment to 
social responsibility.



Given the importance that Confucius places on rituals as a means to 
socio-political order, he seeks to cultivate a sense of shame in the 
people.  

It is significant that Confucius is concerned with shame (恥) rather than 
guilt (罪) in that theses two concepts parallel the ritual/law distinction.  
Guilt is law-oriented in that it signals a personal acknowledgment that 
one has committed a breach of established conduct.  

Shame is ritual-oriented in that it describes a consciousness of how one 
is perceived by others.  Guilt tends to be individual as a condition of 
one’s relationship to law; shame tends to be communal as a condition of 
one’s relationship to others.  

The word “guilt” occurs infrequently in the Analects, while by contrast 
the word “shame” occurs very frequently and it is used with reference to 
a lapse of responsibility, often accompanied by insult, estrangement, and 
humiliation at the hands of others.



SHAME
Dampness

Qi 
stagnation

Heart

Spleen

Kidneys

Qi sinking Spleen

Kidneys

EFFECTS OF SHAME

Shame is inner-directed and it therefore make Qi stagnate but also possibly 
sink.  Indeed, sinking of Qi is a very common result of shame; Dampness also 
frequently accompanies shame.  

When one feels shame, one feels “dirty” and “dirty” is characteristic of 
Dampness.  In my experience, shame often manifests with sinking of Qi and 
Dampness: for example, prolapses, very chronic and stubborn vaginal 
discharge, excessive menstrual bleeding from sinking of Spleen- and Kidney-
Qi, slight urinary incontinence.  Most of all Dampness.



Pulse on the whole

Choppy: in the context of mental-emotional problems, the Choppy 
pulse indicates sadness primarily (of course against a background 
of Blood deficiency). The Choppy pulse feels, weak, “jagged”, 
soft, empty, and without wave. 

DIAGNOSIS POINTERS IN MENTAL-EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS



Sad: the “Sad” pulse was described by Dr Shen, It is similar to the Choppy 
pulse in that it has no wave: however, it is not necessarily Choppy. The Sad 
pulse would appear before the pulse becomes Choppy. The normal pulse 
should flow smoothly like a wave from the Chi to the Cun position. The Sad 
pulse has no such wave and it flows reluctantly and “sadly”. It is also akin to 
the Short pulse as it does not fill the pulse position.  

The Sad pulse indicates sadness.  According to Dr Shen, one can judge the 
severity and duration of the sadness according to how many pulse positions 
have the Sad quality.  Generally, only the first or first and second positions 
show the Sad quality: if all three positions have this quality, it indicates that 
the sadness the patient is suffering from is severe and of long duration. 

Sad



Wiry: a pulse that is Wiry all over is a clear indication of 
stagnation (of Qi or Blood) and it is usually related to anger and 
other allied emotional states (frustration, resentment, hatred, guilt, 
etc.). The all-over Wiry pulse may also reflect Liver-Yang rising or 
Liver-Fire, also deriving from such emotions. However, Qi
stagnation may affect other organs besides the Liver, e.g. Lungs, 
Heart, Stomach, Spleen, Intestines.  

When it does, the pulse may be Wiry in a specific position, e.g. on 
the right Cun, left Cun, right Guan and both Chi positions 
respectively. Please bear in mind that a “Wiry” Lung pulse will 
never be as Wiry as a Wiry Liver pulse: it is relative. 



Wiry all over, both sides = Liver disharmony (Qi stagnation, 
Yang rising, Fire) from anger, frustration, resentment, guilt, 
worry.

HE-Qi stagnation from 
worry, sadness, grief, 
anger, guilt, fear

LU-Qi stagnation from 
worry, sadness, grief, guilt

SP-Qi stagnation from 
worry, pensiveness,  
shame

LEFT RIGHT RIGHT



PULSE
Heart pulse

The Heart pulse is of course very important in the diagnosis of mental-
emotional problems and its qualities and significance often differ from the 
traditional ones.

First of all, one should consider carefully:
• Depth (e.g. Overflowing)
• Size (e.g. Full, Big)
• Shape (e.g. “rounded”, Slippery)
• Length (e.g. Short or Long)
• Strength (e.g. Weak, Choppy, Full)



Heart pulse

Overflowing: this often indicates emotional problems of most 
kinds (sadness, grief, anger, angst, guilt, etc.). Please note that 
I use the word “Overflowing” in a different sense than the true 
Overflowing quality.  “Overflowing” here means that the 
Heart pulse is slightly more superficial (and relatively Full) in 
relation to other positions.

Rounded: this pulse feels rounder than normal but at the 
same time, rather short. It indicates stagnation of Qi in the 
Heart together with a deficiency of Heart-Qi. Therefore it is 
associated with emotions such as sadness and grief, 
especially when unexpressed.  



Choppy: this is a common Heart pulse that always indicates Heart-Blood 
deficiency from sadness, grief, worry. Very common in women. Usually also 
unexpressed emotions.

Empty: this pulse indicates Heart-Qi deficiency from sadness and grief.

Pericardium pulse on Heart position

Please note that, especially in emotional problems, the Pericardium channel 
is felt on the Heart pulse.  A Pericardium pathology is reflected especially in 
Full-types of Heart pulse and particularly when there are chest symptoms 
(oppression, stuffiness, tightness, discomfort, pain).



How to distinguish a Heart-Shen problem from a Western heart problem from the pulse

An actual heart problem is often indicated by an abnormal pulse quality in the peripheral 
pulse positions felt by rolling the finger proximally, distally, laterally and medially from 
the Heart position itself. 

These qualities are usually Slippery and/or Wiry.  These peripheral pulse positions are 
related to the heart valves, aorta and pulmonary vein. A Slippery or Wiry quality of such 
peripheral pulse positions may indicate aortic aneurysm, hypertension, arteriosclerosis, 
valve problems. 

However, in some cases, a congenital valve problem may be indicated by a Deep, Weak 
and Choppy Heart pulse, combined with a general weak and Choppy feel of the pulse. 

Heart

Mitral valve

Left 
atrium/ 
ventricle/ 
aorta/ P. 
artery

Diaphragm

Right 
atrium/ 
ventricle/ 
aorta

Tricuspid 
valveAorta

Pulmonary 
veins Pulmonary 

artery

Vena 
Cava



TONGUE DIAGNOSIS

Red Tip: a red tip of the tongue is a common and reliable indicator 
of mental-emotional problems. The tip of the tongue reflects the 
Heart (in the sense of Shen) and all emotions affect the Heart. 
Secondly, all emotions eventually cause some Qi stagnation: in 
time, stagnation gives rise to Heat and this makes the tip of the 
tongue red. The redder the tip, the more intense the emotional 
problems. In more severe cases there are red points and, in even 
more severe ones, the tip is also swollen. 

It is interesting to note that the tip specifically reflects the condition 
of the Heart in the sense of Shen as actual heart problems are 
reflected in the chest area.  For example, the tip is never purple and 
Blood stasis in the Heart reflects with a purple colour in the chest 
area. 



Redder tip on red tongue with 
coating = Heart Full Heat

Redder tip on red tongue without 
coating = Heart Empty Heat

RED TIP



Heart crack: the Heart crack indicates the tendency to mental-emotional 
problems, the deeper the crack, the stronger this tendency.  If the Heart 
crack is accompanied by a change in the tongue-body colour and a red tip, 
it then indicates actual mental-emotional problems. 

Therefore, mildest form: just a red tip.  Most severe form: red tongue, 
redder and swollen tip with red points with a deep Heart crack. 



SHEN DISTURBANCES

Normal colour, red tip Red body, red tip Red body, red tip with red 
points

Red body, with red, swollen tip 
with red points

Red body, red tip, Heart-
crack

Red body, red tip, Stomach-
Heart-crack with sticky-dry-

yellow coating inside it



Hammer shaped: this tongue shape also shows serious mental-
emotional problems. 

Stomach-Heart crack with sticky-dry-yellow coating: 

this is a deep crack that combines a wide Stomach crack in the 
centre with a long Heart crack. Inside the Stomach crack there 
is a sticky-dry-yellow coating indicating Phlegm-Heat in the 
Stomach and Heart.  

Phlegm obstructs the Mind’s orifices and causes mental 
confusion, excessive coming and going of the Hun, slight 
manic behaviour. Heat harasses the Mind and causes agitation, 
insomnia, anxiety,  There are other symptoms of Phlegm in the 
chest such as a feeling of oppression or tightness of the chest, 
slight breathlessness, sighing. 



Very swollen tongue, almost round, very sticky coating all over: 

I have seen this tongue only in serious cases of obstruction of the 
Mind causing obsessive behaviour and mental delusions.
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BL-47

BL-44

BL-42

Yishe Abode of Yi

Hunmen Door of Hun

Shentang Hall of Shen

Pohu Window of Po

Zhishi Room of Zhi

POINTS OF THE FIVE ZHI



OUTER BLADDER POINTS

• BL-52 Zhishi Room of Will-Power: strengthens will power, memory, drive, 
initiative, determination (Jing Xue Jie: nocturnal emissions with dreams)

• BL-49 Yishe Intellect’s Shelter: For Spleen’s pensiveness, brooding, obsessive 
thoughts

• BL-47 Hunmen Door of Hun: strengthens Hun’s planning, intuition, inspiration, 
ideas, life’s dreams, sense of direction, projects, vision (Jing Xue Jie: it stores the 5 
Zang but they can be seen from the outside, Hun goes in and out [through this 
point], lung diseases)

• BL-44 Shentang Hall of Shen: strengthens Shen, nourishes Heart, clear thinking, joy 
of life

• BL-42 Pohu Window of Po: strengthens Po, introspection, being comfortable with 
oneself, also sadness, grief, thoughts of death.



EFFECTS OF EMOTIONS (SAN YIN FANG 1174)

ANGER extends and “loosens” the Hun-Door (Hunmen BL-47). Pulse Wiry or Choppy.

FEAR makes Zhi-Room (Zhishi BL-52) not firm. Pulse Deep-Slow

WORRY makes Po-Window (Pohu BL-42) not shut. Pulse Overflowing, Short

PENSIVENESS makes the Yi-Shelter (Yishe BL-49) restless. Pulse Wiry or Weak

JOY melts the Shen-Hall (Shentang BL-44). Pulse Deep, Scattered



In the context of mental-emotional problems, the 
Minister Fire is frequently and easily “stirred” by 
emotional stress with the creation of Heat and an 
upward movement of Qi which goes up to disturb the 
Heart and Pericardium.  In emotional stress, Heat is 
frequently the result of Qi stagnation: however, it 
may also arise independently, without a preceding Qi
stagnation. 

To subdue the rising Minister Fire in emotional 
problems, one must use Heart and Pericardium points 
such as HE-5 Tongli and P-7 Daling.  In addition, 
tonifying the physiological Minister Fire with points 
such as Ren-4 Guanyuan will also help to bring the 
Minister Fire back into its place of “concealment” 
and therefore to calm the Mind. 

MINISTER 
FIRE

HEART

PERICARDIUM

Flares up

EMOTIONS

Stir

MINISTER FIRE IN EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS



When Heat is formed under the influence of emotional stress, the Minister 
Fire becomes pathological, it is “stirred” out of its residence in the Lower 
Burner and it flows upwards to the Heart and Pericardium.  Some Chinese 
books actually say that the physiological Minister Fire should be 
“concealed” in the Lower Dan Tian and it should not be seen.  When there 
is Heat, the Minister Fire is seen.

When the Minister Fire is stirred into a pathological state under the 
influence of emotional stress, three patterns of Heat may appear:

- Full Heat

- Empty Heat (from Yin deficiency)

- Yin Fire.



i. FULL HEAT
Full Heat as a result of emotional stress derives usually from long-term 
Qi stagnation: when Qi stagnates for some time, it may give rise to 
Heat. However, in emotional stress, Heat may also be formed 
independently: this may happen, for example, with anger, joy, love or 
craving.  

The main manifestation of Full Heat is the tongue: this is Red and with 
a yellow coating.  If the tongue body is Red and there is a coating with 
root, there is Full Heat (even if the coating is not yellow).



The other important manifestation is the pulse: in Full Heat, this is Full 
in general (which may include Wiry, Overflowing, Big or Firm).  It 
should also be Rapid, but it frequently is not.  

Other clinical manifestations include feeling of heat, thirst, dry mouth, 
insomnia, agitation, mental restlessness, red face. 

Full Heat of any organ may over-stimulate the coming and going of the 
Hun and it may therefore lead to “manic” behaviour, agitation, mental 
restlessness, insomnia, hyperactivity, and anxiety. 



ii. EMPTY HEAT

Empty Heat derives from Yin deficiency. It is important to note that, 
although Empty Heat derives from Yin deficiency eventually, Yin deficiency 
may occur for many years without Empty Heat. 

Empty Heat is seen in emotional stress when this is combined with overwork 
which leads to Yin deficiency and Empty Heat.  Thus, in such cases, the 
Empty Heat does derive from Yin deficiency but it is aggravated by the 
emotional stress which, in itself leads to Heat.  Most of all, the emotional 
stress causes the Empty Heat to rise more causing agitation, red face, thirst. 

In Empty Heat, the tongue is Red but either without a coating (totally or 
partially) or with a rootless coating. 



In Empty Heat, the pulse is Floating-Empty and Rapid.  Other clinical 
manifestations include, feeling of heat in the evening, dry mouth with 
desire to drink in small sips, malar flush, mental restlessness, insomnia.

Empty Heat of any organ may over-stimulate the coming and going of 
the Hun and it may therefore lead to “manic” behaviour, a vague 
mental restlessness, insomnia, fidgetiness, and anxiety.

The mental restlessness from Empty Heat manifests differently to that 
from Full Heat.  In Empty Heat, the patient has a vague feeling of 
anxiety and restlessness that also manifests more in the evening. 



iii. YIN FIRE

The concept of Yin Fire was introduced by Li Dong Yuan in his 
book “Discussion of Stomach and Spleen” (Pi Wei Lun, 1246).  

Dr Li says that, as a result of improper diet and overwork,  the 
Original Qi (Yuan Qi) becomes weak in the Lower Burner. This 
causes the patient to feel tired and often cold.  

When the patient is also subject to emotional stress, the Minister 
Fire is stirred, it becomes pathological and it leaves its place of 
“concealment” in the Lower Dan Tian.  



Moreover, as the Minister Fire and the Yuan Qi reside in the same 
place in the Lower Dan Tian,  the pathological Minister Fire displaces 
and weakens the Yuan Qi even more.  

Dr Li said that the pathological Minister Fire becomes a “thief” of the 
Yuan Qi. The arousal of the pathological Minister Fire upwards causes 
some Heat symptoms in the upper part of the body  such as a red face 
and mouth ulcers. 

This he called “Yin Fire”: Yin Fire is neither Full Heat nor Empty Heat 
but simply a different kind of Heat that derives from a deficiency of the 
Original Qi.  It follows that Yin Fire is not treated by clearing Heat or 
draining Fire but by tonifying the Original Qi and gently clearing Heat 
upwards. 



displaces

Minister Fire Yuan Qi

Xu of ST and SP: exhaustion, feeling 
cold, etc.
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YIN FIRE (Li Dong Yuan, “Pi Wei Lun”)



Minister Fire ascends
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Pale Tongue
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Treatment:
Bu Zhong Yi Qi Tang to tonify Qi and Yuan Qi.
Ren Shen tonifies Yuan Qi
Chai Hu

Sheng Ma

very lightly clear heat     
upwards, raise 
Spleen-Qi



YIN FIRE, MINISTER FIRE AND THE EMOTIONS

Yin Fire is pathologically related to the Middle Burner as well. When there is 
Spleen deficiency, Dampness if formed and this infuses down to the Lower 
Burner.  Here is “swamps” the Yuan Qi and the Minister Fire displacing the latter 
from the place (the Lower Burner) where it should be “concealed”.   

The Middle Burner has Dampness too, Spleen-Qi (and even Spleen-Yang) is 
deficient and fails to rise. For this reason, Bu Zhong Yi Qi Tang is used to raise 
Spleen-Qi; warm Spleen-Yang so that Dampness no longer infuses downwards to 
the Lower Burner.  When the Lower Burner is opened and unblocked from 
Dampness, the Minister Fire will return to its place of concealment in the Lower 
Burner, thus eliminating the symptoms of Yin Fire.

SP-QIMIDDLE BURNER

LOWER BURNER DAMPNESS Minister Fire

Fails to 
ascend

Dampness 
infuses 
down

Displaces Minister Fire 
from place of 
concealment
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sweating, tiredness, 
shortness of breath, 
pale tongue, Empty 
pulse

Feeling of heat, fever, 
dry mouth, restless 
limbs

YIN FIRE, MINISTER FIRE AND THE EMOTIONS

YIN
FIRE



Bu Zhong Yi Qi Tang eliminates Yin Fire by tonifying the Yuan Qi with Ren
Shen Radix Ginseng and by lightly clearing Heat upwards with Chai Hu Radix 
Bupleuri and Sheng Ma Rhizoma Cimicifugae. 

Any emotion can lead to Yin Fire as all emotions may stir the Minister Fire out 
of its residing place in the Lower Dan Tian. All emotions lead to Qi stagnation 
which, in turn, eventually leads to some Heat. The situation can be aggravated 
by the presence of Dampness in the Lower Burner (as it happens in shame).  
This accounts for symptoms of Heat in mental-emotional problems that may 
defy a classification into Full- or Empty-Heat: this happens when there are 
symptoms of Heat above (red face, thirst, feeling of heat in the face) and Cold 
below (cold feet, general cold feeling): such situation is due to Yin Fire. 

Emotional stress is more likely to lead to Yin Fire when it is combined with 
overwork and dietary irregularity.



TREATMENT OF YIN FIRE EMOTIONAL DISTURBANCE

1) Tonify the Yuan Qi: Ren-4.
2) Tonify and raise Spleen-Qi: Ren-12, Ren-6, ST-36.
3) Calm the Shen and make Heat descend: Du-24, Du-19, Ren-15, HE-5. 
4) Clear Heat upwards: P-8, P-7.
5) Regulate the Triple Burner: TB-6, TB-5.



The “Su Wen” in chapter 8 says: “The Pericardium is the ambassador 
and from it joy and happiness derive”.  Like the Heart, the Pericardium 
houses the Shen and it therefore influences our mental-emotional state 
deeply.  

For example, a deficiency of Blood will affect the Pericardium as well 
as the Heart, making the person depressed and slightly anxious.  

Heat in the Blood will agitate the Pericardium and make the person 
agitated and restless.  

Phlegm obstructing the Pericardium will also obstruct the Shen causing 
mental confusion. 

THE PERICARDIUM AND THE MIND-SPIRIT



The Pericardium function on the mental-
emotional plane is the psychic equivalent 
of the Pericardium’s moving of Qi and 
Blood of the Heart and Lungs in the chest: 
just as it does that on a physical level, on a 
mental-emotional level, the Pericardium is 
responsible for “movement” towards 
others, i.e. in relationships.  

Given that the Pericardium is related to the 
Liver within the Jue Yin channels, this 
“movement” is also related to the 
“movement” of the Hun from the person 
towards others in social, relationships and 
familial interactions.  

For this reason, on a mental-emotional 
level, the Pericardium is particularly 
responsible for a healthy interaction with 
other people in social, love and family 
relationships. 

P

Physical 
level, move 
Qi in chest

Mental level, move Hun in 
relationships

HUN
LIV

Jue Yin

P



Moreover, the “moving” nature of the Pericardium is also enhanced by 
its relationship with the Triple Burner as a channel (within the “Minister 
Fire” channels). 

As the Triple Burner is responsible for the free flow of Qi (together with 
the Liver), the Pericardium’s relationship with the Triple Burner accounts 
for its action in moving Qi and Blood and its mental-emotional function 
of “movement” towards others.

PERICARDIUM
Linked to

LIVER

As organ

TRIPLE 
BURNER

As a channel

Helps free flow of Liver-Qi

HEART

Jue Yin Shao Yang
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(Combine with Du-24)



THE PERICARDIUM AND THE MIND-SPIRIT

•  The Pericardium houses the Shen (with the Heart)

•  Blood deficiency of the Pericardium will cause depression and slight anxiety

•  Blood Heat of the Pericardium will cause anxiety, insomnia and agitation

•  Phlegm in the Pericardium will cause mental confusion and, in severe cases, mental
illness

•  The Pericardium affects emotional problems from relationship problems



RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PERICARDIUM AND MINISTER FIRE

The  “Ministerial Fire” is the Fire of the Gate of Life (Ming Men). This Fire is 
essential to the healthy functioning of the body.

Although many doctors such as Zhu Zhen Heng (1281–1358) identified 
“Ministerial Fire” with the Fire of the Ming Men (and therefore the Kidneys), 
others, such as Zhang Jie Bin (1563–1640), identified the “Ministerial Fire” 
with such internal organs as the Kidney, Liver, Triple Burner, Gall Bladder 
and Pericardium.  

In fact, the Minister Fire is said to go upwards to the Liver, Gall-Bladder and 
Pericardium (in so doing it is compared to the “Fire Dragon flying to the top 
of a high mountain”) and downwards to the Kidneys (in so doing it is 
compared to the “Fire Dragon immersing in the deep sea”). 



LIVER,  GALL-BLADDER,
PERICARDIUM

KIDNEYS

MINISTER FIRE

Fire Dragon flying to the top 
of high mountain

Fire Dragon immersing in the 
deep sea



Thus, purely from a 5-Element perspective, the Pericardium 
pertains to the Minister Fire (with the Triple Burner) compared 
to the Emperor Fire of the Heart, while from the perspective of 
the Internal Organs, the Minister Fire is the Fire of the Ming 
Men pertaining to the Kidneys.  

However, there is a connection between the two views as the 
Minister Fire does flow up to the Liver, Gall-Bladder and 
Pericardium.  

In pathology, this has an even greater relevance as the 
pathological Minister Fire (driven by emotional stress) flares 
upwards to harass the Pericardium causing mental restlessness, 
agitation, anxiety and insomnia.



PERICARDIUM AND MINISTER FIRE

• Pericardium pertains to Minister Fire with the Triple Burner (in terms of channels)  TB
• Pericardium pertains to Minister Fire with the Kidneys as Minister Fire originates there  

KI
• The Minister Fire flares upwards to Liver, Gall-Bladder and Pericardium and flows 

downwards to the Kidneys  
• Pericardium and Liver channels are related within the Jue Yin   LIV
• Pericardium is closely connected to Heart  HE
• Pathological Minister Fire flares upwards to harass the Pericardium.  
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Many Pericardium channel points have a deep influence on the mental 
state and are frequently used in mental-emotional problems. In 
particular, the Pericardium also influences a person’s relations with 
other people, and the points on its channel are often used to treat 
emotional problems caused by relationship difficulties (e.g. P-7 Daling).

CLINICAL NOTE

• P-6 Neiguan lifts mood and treats depression
• P-7 Daling calms the Shen and settles anxiety
• P-5 Jianshi resolves Phlegm from the Pericardium to treat mental 
confusion

It could be said that the protective function of the Pericardium in 
relation to the Heart mentioned above, is reflected primarily in the 
mental-emotional sphere where the “Minister Fire” of the Pericardium 
protects the “Emperor Fire” of the Heart. 



THE MENTAL-EMOTIONAL EFFECT OF P-6 NEIGUAN

P-6 Neiguan has a synergistic effect on acupuncture points 
prescriptions. The addition of P-6 to any prescription increases the 
therapeutic effect. 

Just as P-6 has this effect on a physical level, it has one on a mental-
emotional level, i.e. it can bolster the effect of a point combination for 
mental-emotional problems. 

This effect of P-6 is due to various factors.  Firstly, it affects the Shen, 
but how does its effect on the Shen differ from that of the Heart? The 
Heart is more Yin, it governs Blood which houses the Shen.  

The Pericardium is more Yang, it is the external covering of the Heart, 
it therefore controls movement of Qi on a mental-emotional level.  This 
effect on Qi is due also to its relationship with the Liver within the Jue
Yin. 



The moving effect of P-6 is due also to other factors. 

1) The first is its nature of Luo point of the Pericardium channel.  
As Luo point, it affects the Triple Burner: it can therefore move 
Qi of the Triple Burner in all three Burners and this also has a 
mental-emotional effect.  

2) Secondly, the Pericardium is the hinge of the Yin channels,  
and, being the Luo point, P-6 is the “hinge” of the Hinge: in its 
capacity as “hinge” it connects things.  On a mental-emotional 
level, that means that it regulates our capacity for relationships. 
Its function of “hinge” is also related to its being the opening 
point of the Yin Wei Mai which links all the Yin channels. 



THE TRIPLE BURNER IN MENTAL-EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS

The Triple Burner as the “hinge”

The Triple Burner belongs to the Shao 
Yang channels which are the “hinge” 
between the Tai Yang (opening onto the 
Exterior) and Yang Ming channels 
(opening onto the Interior).  

On a psychological level, being the 
“hinge” means that these channels are 
“mediators” in the sense that they can 
affect a person's capacity to relate to 
other people and the external world.  

The use of Triple Burner’s points is 
therefore important in emotional 
problems deriving from relationships.
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THE GALL-BLADDER AND THE EMOTIONS

CONTROLS DECISIVENESS

While the Liver is said to control the ability of planning one’s life, the Gall 
Bladder controls the capacity to make decisions. The two functions have to be 
harmonized so that we can plan and act accordingly.  Chapter 8 of the “Simple 
Questions” says: “ The Gall Bladder is like an impartial judge from whom 
decisiveness emanates”. 

Chapter 9 of the “Simple Questions” lists the functions of all the organs 
(omitting the Pericardium) and, at the end, it says: “All the 11 organs depend on 
the decision-making of the Gall Bladder”.  This is an interesting statement 
because it implies not only that the Gall Bladder controls our capacity to take 
decisions but also that all the other internal organs depend on the Gall Bladder's 
“decision making”: in other words, the Gall Bladder is the organ that 
“motivates” all others and Gall Bladder points can be used for this purpose, 
especially GB-40. 

Simple Questions, p.  58 and p. 69.



The Gall Bladder is responsible for decisiveness, for the capacity of taking decisions.

Besides controlling decision-making, the Gall Bladder is also said to give an 
individual courage and initiative. For this reason, in Chinese, there are several 
expressions such as “big gall bladder” meaning “courageous” and “small gall 
bladder” meaning “timid or fearful”.

This is an important function of the Gall Bladder on a psychological level. It controls 
the spirit of initiative and the courage to take decisions and make changes. Although 
the Kidneys control the “drive”, will power, enthusiasm and vitality, the Gall Bladder 
gives us the capacity to turn this drive and vitality into positive and decisive action. 
Thus a deficient Gall Bladder will cause indecision, timidity and the affected person 
will be easily discouraged at the slightest adversity.

Courage to 
take 
decisions, 
resoluteness

Enthusiasm, 
drive, will 
power 

GB

KI



The Gall Bladder provides the courage for the Shen, governed by the Heart, 
to carry out decisions. This reflects the Mother-Child relationship existing 
between Gall Bladder and Heart according to the 5 Elements. In cases of 
weak Mind from Heart deficiency, it is often necessary to tonify the Gall-
Bladder to support the Heart.  

As a further confirmation of the relationship between the Gall Bladder and 
the Heart, the Gall Bladder Divergent channel flows through the heart. On the 
other hand, the Shen provides the clarity and most of all, the integration and 
control necessary to somehow “moderate” the decisiveness of the Gall 
Bladder: without the control and integration of the Shen, the decisiveness of 
the Gall Bladder may turn into recklessness. 

GB

HE
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not, impulsiveness)
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Moreover, the Gall Bladder influences the mental-emotional life in yet another 
way.  As described above, Gall Bladder-Qi helps the ascending of Liver-Qi
(relationship between Liver and Lungs).  On a physical level, Gall Bladder-Qi
helps the ascending and free flow of Liver-Qi in relation to the Stomach and 
Spleen. 

The ascending of Gall Bladder-Qi has a psychological implication in that it 
stimulates the ascending and free flow of Liver Qi on a mental level.  As we 
have seen, the Hun which is housed in the Liver gives “movement” to the Shen
of the Heart providing it with inspiration, planning, ideas, initiative, creativity.  

This “movement” of the Hun depends on the ascending of Liver-Qi which, in 
turn, relies on Gall Bladder-Qi.  If this “movement” of the Hun is lacking, the 
person will tend to be depressed: in this case, Liver-Qi is not ascending enough 
and Gall Bladder-Qi is weak.  If this movement is excessive, the person may be 
slightly manic. 

To stimulate the movement of the Hun from the Gall Bladder, I use GB-40.
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As for the mental-emotional-spiritual aspect of the Shen (Heart), Hun (Liver), Zhi
(Kidneys), Gall-Bladder and Small Intestine, we can build a picture of how these 
organs are involved and coordinated in decision-making.  

• The capacity of planning our life, to have “dreams” and plans that is conferred by the 
Hun of the Liver
• The drive and will-power to want to make something of our lives that is conferred by 
the Zhi of the Kidneys
• The capacity to discriminate between issues, to analyse issues with clarity, to 
distinguish what is relevant and what is not that is conferred to us by the Small 
Intestine
• The capacity to take a decision with resoluteness once all issues have been analysed, 
the courage to act that is conferred by the Gall Bladder
• The integration and direction provided by the Shen of the Heart.

GALL-BLADDER
HEART

SMALL-INTESTINE

Decision-
making

Decisiveness

Mental clarity-
integration Discrimination and critical 

appraisal



DECISION-
MAKING

HEART

LIVER SMALL 
INTESTINE

GALL-BLADDERKIDNEYS

Mental clarity 
and integration

Discrimination, 
critical appraisal

Decisiveness

Planning

Drive, will-power



Ren-8 Shenque神
阙 Palace of Shen

KI-16 Huangshu 
肓 俞Hunshe (Abode 

of Hun) 魂 舍
(one cun lateral 
to KI-16)

Ren-10
Ren-9

KI-16KI-16
Ren-7

Ren-4

HEAVEN 天

EARTH 地

PERSON 人

Ren-8 = Palace of Shen

Ren-8

Ren-10

Ren-9

Ren-7
Ren-4

KI-13

.



THE EMOTIONS IN

CONFUCIANISM

DAOISM

BUDDHISM 



EMOTIONS IN DAOISM

In Daoist philosophy, emotions sway us from the Dao, they are 
disturbing forces that distract us from following the Dao. They are 
against human nature itself. 

According to Zhuang Zi, the sage has no emotions. He has a high 
understanding of the nature of things, and so is not affected by their 
changes and transformations. He “disperses emotions with reason”.  By 
the use of reason, man is not affected (and does not suffer) by his 
emotions. 



When Chuang Zi’s wife died, a friend was surprised to find him 
sitting on a rock and singing.  Chuang Zi said:

“After she just died, I could not help being affected.  Soon, however, I 
examined the matter from the beginning. At the very beginning, she 
was not living, having no form, no substance. But then somehow there 
was her form, her substance, her life. Now, by a further change, she 
has died. The whole process is like the sequence of the four seasons. 
While she is thus lying in the great mansion of the universe, for me to 
go on weeping and wailing, it would be to proclaim myself ignorant of 
the natural laws.  Therefore I stop.”  

A commentator says: “When ignorant, he felt sorry; when he 
understood, he was no longer affected.  This teaches man to disperse 
emotions with reason.”  Emotions can therefore be counteracted with 
reason and understanding. 



The History of the 3 Kingdoms records a conversation between He 
Yan (died 249) and Wang Pi (226-249). He Yan maintained that the 
sage has neither sorrow nor happiness, neither pleasure nor anger. 
Wang Pi held a different opinion.  

He said: “That in which the sage is superior to ordinary people is 
the spirit. What the sage has in common with ordinary people are 
the emotions. The sage has a superior spirit and is in harmony with 
the universe. But the sage has ordinary emotions and cannot 
respond to things without joy or sorrow. He responds to things and 
emotions but he is not ensnared by them. It is wrong to say that 
because the sage is not ensnared he has no emotions.”



EMOTIONS IN BUDDHISM

The three emotions at the centre of the wheel of life are: Greed (rooster), Hatred 
(snake) and Ignorance (pig).    

Buddhist view of emotions is very much that of psychic forces that sway our true 
Nature, our true Mind. 

Central to Buddhism is Anatta (together with Dukka and Anikka).  Anatta means 
non-existence of the self (like a river that is constantly changing). What we think 
is the self, is in fact, a current of feelings, sensations, perceptions, emotions and 
thoughts (the Five Skandhas). Therefore emotions are simply disturbing forces 
that cloud the true self.

GREED HATRED IGNORANCE
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CONFUCIANISM

The Confucian ideal is a person who cultivates Li 礼 [禮] (rites), Yi义 [義]
(righteousness) and  ren 仁 (humanity, benevolence, compassion). 
Righteousness is the “oughtness” of a situation; it is a categorical imperative.

Confucius emphasized righteousness or Yi. Every one in society has to do 
certain things for their own sake, because they are morally right; if however, he 
does them only out of duty or for non-moral considerations, then even though 
he does what he ought to do, his action is no longer a righteous one. 





Ren indicates “benevolence”, “kindness”, “compassion”, “human-
heartedness”.  The formal essence of duties is Yi but the material essence of 
these duties is Ren, “loving others”. The father acts according to the way a 
father should act out of love.  

Confucius said “Ren consist in loving others”.  The practice of Ren leads to the 
carrying out of one’s responsibilities and duties in society, in which is 
comprised the quality of Yi.  Filial piety and fraternal love were aspects of Ren
and the cornerstone of the social structure. 

Ming 命 means “destiny” of “fate” but to Confucius it meant the Will of 
Heaven.  For the external success of our activity, the cooperation of the forces 
of Ming is always needed.  But this cooperation is wholly beyond our control.  
Hence the best thing for us to do is simply to try to carry out what we know 
we ought to carry out.  To act in this way is to “know Ming”.



ZHONG 忠 indicates the state of mind when one is completely honest with 
oneself. It is composed of the radical for “heart” and “centre”. With one’s heart 
in the centre, one is true to oneself. 

SHU 恕 indicates the state of mind when one is in complete understanding and 
empathy with the outside world and other people.  It has the meaning “as one’s 
heart”, i.e. “do unto others as your heart prompts you.  A passage from the 
“Doctrine of the Mean” (Zhong Yong), however, gives away the social 
meaning of this statement: 

“Zhong and Shu are not far from the Dao. What you do not like done to 
yourself, do not do to others…Serve your father as you would require your son 
to serve you…serve your ruler as you would require your subordinate to serve 
you…serve your elder brother as you would require your younger brother to 
serve you…set the example in behaving to your friends as you would require 
them to behave to you”.  

This statement clearly shows that the Confucian concept of “altruism” is very 
different than the compassion advocated by the Buddhists or Christians. 



忠 zhong = loyalty

忠 誠 zhong cheng = loyalty



How much personal conduct and social order are intertwined is obvious from 
this passage from Confucius:
Ancient kings first regulated the government of the State
To do that, first they put order in their family
To do that, first they regulated their own person
To do that, first they controlled their emotions
To do that, first they controlled their desires
To do that, first they sharpened their knowledge
To do that, first they penetrated the nature of things.
Having penetrated the nature of things, their knowledge was sharpened;
Having done that, their desires were controlled
Having done that, they controlled their emotions
Having done that, they regulated their person
Having done that they put order in their family
Having done that, the State was governed well
The Empire therefore enjoyed peace (Tai Ping)
Therefore from the Emperor down to the humblest commoner, everyone must 
regulate their behaviour.

State

Society

Family

Individual

State
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Fingarette says of Confucius’s philosophy:

I must emphasize that my point is not that Confucius words are intended to 
exclude reference to the inner psyche. He could have done this if he had 
such a basic metaphor in mind, had seen its plausibility, but on reflection, 
had decided to reject it. But this is not what I am arguing here. My thesis is 
that the entire notion never entered his head. 

The metaphor of an inner psychic life, in all its ramifications so familiar to 
us, simply is not present in the Analects, not even as a rejected possibility. 
Hence when I say that in the above passages using Yu [the opposite of 
Ren, anxiety, worry, unhappy] there is no reference to the inner, subjective 
states, I do not mean that these passages clearly and explicitly exclude 
such elaboration, but that they make no use of it and do not require it for 
intelligibility or validity.

(Marks J and Ames R “Emotions in Asian Thought”, State University of NY Press, 1995, p. 
171).



“DICK AND JANE”, AMERICAN PRIMER FROM 1930S TO 1960S
“See Dick run. See Dick play. See Dick run and play”

CHINESE PRIMER SAME TIMES:
(Shows a little boy sitting on shoulders of older boy).
“Big brother takes care of little brother. Big brother loves little brother. Little brother 
loves big brother”



In Confucianism the idea of morality as the basis of society dominates. 
Obeisance and protective care are demanded from every individual in 
accordance with the 6 relationships:

Within the family: 
- father – son
- husband – wife
- elder brother – younger brother

Outside the family:
- ruler – subject
- teacher – student
- friend – friend

These fundamental relationships determine everybody’s life and therefore 
deserve to be respected by everybody alike. They imply mutual dependency: 
father, husband, elder brother, ruler, teacher and friend are obliged to support 
their subordinates with care and benevolence. In return son, wife, younger 
brother, subject, student, and friend have to demonstrate obedience to their 
superiors.



WESTERN CONCEPT OF SELF

CHINESE CONCEPT OF SELF



WESTERN CONCEPT OF SELF



CHINESE CONCEPT OF SELF



SELVES IN CHINA

SELVES IN THE WEST





Every 
member of 
the family 
has a specific 
name.  You 
are in the 
shaded box. 
Example, the 
elder brother 
is called ge-
ge, the 
younger 
brother di-di, 
elder sister 
jie-jie, 
younger 
sister mei-
mei.



Damasio defines 6 basic emotions (or universal emotions). These are: 
happiness, sadness, fear, anger, surprise and disgust.1 As we can see from 
this list, it obviously includes emotions that are not causes of disease (e.g. 
surprise or disgust). Hence the term “passion” might seem more appropriate.  
Chinese medicine considers only the emotions that become causes of 
disease. 

We know that emotions played an important evolutionary role in our 
development and, besides becoming causes of disease under certain 
circumstances, they can also perform positive roles. For example, 
sadness can strengthen social bonds; anger allows us to mobilize and 
sustain energy at high levels; shame ensures social order and stability; 
fear motivates escape from dangerous situations, etc.2

1. Damasio A 1999 The Feeling of What Happens - Body and Emotions in the Making of Consciousness, Harcourt Inc., 
San Diego, p. 50.

2. Lewis M and Haviland-Jones J M (editors) 2004 Handbook of Emotions, Guildford Press, New York, pp. 258-260.

WESTERN VIEW OF EMOTIONS



The Chinese view of emotions as psychic factors that influence Qi and 
therefore body and mind simultaneously, is brilliant.  The realization that 
“anger makes Qi rise” and “sadness dissolves Qi” is profound.  

Moreover, the selective effect of each emotion on the body’s physiology has 
been proven (at least partially) by some modern researchers.  In other words, it 
has been proven that each emotion affects internal organs selectively (see 
Levenson).

However, the Chinese view of emotions has some important limitations when 
applied to Western patients.

Firstly, emotions are more than just “causes of disease”: they are an essential 
and important way in which our Mind works.  Emotions and cognition are not 
separate entities and neither are they opposite, i.e. emotions do not ‘cloud” the 
Mind.

Secondly, the Chinese view of the emotions’ effect on Qi somewhat reflects a 
Confucian view of emotions as factors that cloud our human nature.  By 
attributing an effect on Qi for each emotion, Confucians, somehow 
“externalized” emotions from the Self: “anger makes Qi rise, this is an 
objective fact that is independent of the Self”  



Thirdly and probably most importantly, emotions in Chinese medicine (and 
culture) are objective derangements of Qi in an essentially social self.  They 
are to be ”avoided” in favour of “reason”.  Metaphor of the murky pond.

In Western psychology, emotions stem from the wounded individual self and 
its narrative. They are causes of disease but they are also necessary part of our 
self, they are what defines us as human beings. With regard to the pond, it 
might be said that there can be no true psychological healing without going 
through the mud. 
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