
A short extract from our undergrad course on the subject of ‘spirit’

(We are not attempting to teach you anything new here, but just to give a flavour of format and standard of our e-lessons – all are printable, generally cover around 25 pages – this is one page - and they come with additional links and resources)

5.0 An introduction to 'spirit' in Chinese medicine

'The birth of things is called transformation, the limit of things is called mutation, the immeasurable of yin and yang is called shen [the spirit or spirits].'

(Neijing Suwen Chapter 66)

5.1 What do we mean when we refer to 'body, mind, spirit'?

It is often said that acupuncture is a body/mind/spirit medicine, and indeed there is much reference to this idea in the classical medical texts. In the broadest sense, 'body' and 'mind' can be more simply understood because 'body' refers to our physical structure, the vehicle for all of our activities, and 'mind' relates to the more insubstantial presentations of qi: our conscious thought processes and experience of our emotions for example, as we have just discussed.

'Spirit' is less tangible, and we will be looking at this more closely in the next section.

In Western medicine, we are used to the idea of 'mental illness', 'emotional illness' and 'somatic illness' (physical/bodily illness) being viewed as quite separate entities. You may have heard the term 'psychosomatic illness', which properly means a disease/disorder affecting both mind and body, but is often used in a somewhat disparaging way to describe (for example) bodily pain for which no known physical cause can be found, leaving a person with the feeling that their condition has been dismissed as 'all in their mind' and therefore of their own making, or less 'important'.
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The reductionist biomedical model (that every disease process can be reduced to a physiological deviation from normal) has been challenged more vigorously since the 1970's, with Engel's introduction of the biopsychosocial model. This model suggests that biological, psychological (entailing thoughts, emotions, and behaviours), and social (socio-economical, socio-

environmental, and cultural) factors, all play a significant role in human functioning in the context of disease or illness, and suggesting that health is best understood in terms of a combination of biological, psychological, and social factors rather than purely in biological terms.

We will review these ideas again in e-lessons to come, including your first Biomedicine lessons, but for now it's good to recognise the existence of these different models; the biomedical model arising from the philosophies that first informed the development of medicine, and the emerging biopsychosocial model emerging from the ongoing discipline of medical philosophy that we considered at the beginning of this lesson.

It is reasonable to say that whilst currently, the biomedical model can still be said to reign - perhaps partly due to the structure of secondary care (with 'specialists' in each area to look after the different bits of us!) - there is certainly more and more recognition of 'the whole person' in Western medicine too. Indeed, in the 1996 edition of the primary psychiatry diagnostic text, the DSM (Diagnostic and Statistic Manual of Mental Disorders) the introduction states:

'Although this volume is entitled the Diagnostic and Statistic Manual of Mental Disorders, the term mental disorder unfortunately implies a distinction between 'mental' and 'physical' disorders, that is a reductionist anachronism of mind/body dualism. A compelling literature documents that there is much 'physical' in mental disorders and much 'mental' in 'physical disorders'.

(DSM-IV 1996:xxi)

In Chinese medicine, as we have touched upon in our discussion of qi:

Psyche and soma (mind and body) are not conceived of as distinct entities, but are defined by their juxtaposition, constituting an indivisible and dynamic unit. In Chinese medicine, psyche and soma do not only interact sporadically, but coexist, each rendering the other's life possible, thanks to which (as acupuncturists) we find we do not need to choose between the material-physical-biological dimension and the spiritual-emotional-affective one.



The concept of qi causes our viewpoint to shift: that which is physical and that which is metaphysical are simply two expressions of the same thing. Emotions can give rise to somatic disorders as well as psychic illnesses; organic illnesses can, in turn, give rise to emotional alterations and psychic pathologies.

(Rossi 1997:24)
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So, as we suggested earlier, the concepts of Chinese medicine have to some extent influenced thinking in Western medicine. And in the same way, the reductionist biomedical model has also influenced Chinese medicine to an extent, as well as influencing how we learn and teach it! In presenting the material as we must, and encouraging you to categorise and classify, it is easy to forget that the MOST fundamental concept of Chinese medicine is that of integrated wholeness; that understanding one part can ONLY be done in the context of other parts.

Try to remember this during these early days of learning!


The integration of the body-mind can be illustrated quite simply in the indications for the acupuncture points that we use to direct the qi. For example, the acu-point Stomach 8 (St 8) - located at the outer and upper corners of the forehead - is called 'Head Tied' and can equally address the physical pain of headaches and the problem of one's thoughts going round and around in circles and not being properly 'digested'!

JR Worsley highlighted that any pain in the broader sense - physical, mental or emotional - is a distress signal saying:
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'Look, I can't cope. Please help me!'. Symptoms are just that and nothing more. They are not the disease itself. They are signs or signals from the body, mind, or spirit saying, 'I can no longer compensate for what is going wrong. I cannot regain proper balance.' (Worsley 1990:2)

And..

'If the body is sick, the mind worries and the spirit grieves; if the mind is sick, the body and spirit will suffer from its confusion; if

the spirit is sick, there will be no will to care for the body or mind.' (1990:185)
image1.jpeg




image2.jpeg




image3.jpeg




