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BODY METAPHORS AND BODY AS METAPHOR 
IN ANCIENT CHINA

ÅThe body (both in its entirety and its component body parts) as
socio -political metaphor as a well -established communicative
strategy in Western philosophy

ÅStill a relatively understudied area in Classical Chinese thought,
especially the attempt to synthesize similarities existing in òbio-
politicalólanguage across different kinds of texts and/or traditions

Åòbodilylanguageóas a pervasive rhetorical strategy in early
Chinese politico -philosophical discourse : ideal of an organic,
holistically integrated, (ethical, or at least organically functioning,
i.e. each component does its part) government



BODY METAPHORS AND BODY AS METAPHOR IN ANCIENT CHINA

ÅThe semantics of the body in premodern China

ÅEntanglement between self-body -mind

ÅDifferent types of òbodyóin premodern China

Åthe body as metaphor in politico -philosophical language in
ancient China : the medical (physical and physiological) body
and the socio -political body (the state and the government)

ÅRelevance and use of a similar òlanguageof the bodyóin
contemporary Chinese political discourse (?)



ANCIENT CHINA AND CLASSICAL CHINESE PHILOSOPHY
A BASIC PERIODIZATION 



ANCIENT CHINA AND CLASSICAL CHINESE PHILOSOPHY
A BASIC PERIODIZATION 

ÅZhou
ÅWestern  1122ð770 BC 

ÅEastern  770ð222 BC 

ÅSpring and Autumn 770ð476  BC

ÅWarring States 475ð221  BC



THE SPRING AND AUTUMN PERIOD (770ð476 BC)



THE WARRING STATES PERIOD (475ð221 BC)



THE WARRING STATES PERIOD (475ð221 BC)
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DISCOURSES ON THE BODY 
IN EARLY CHINESE PHILOSOPHY

The polysemy of the body

ÅThe medical  (physical  and  physiological)  body : medical  texts

ÅThe socio -political  body : philosophical  texts

ÅThe mystical,  Daoist  body : the  body  as landscape  and  country



BODILY LANGUAGE AND THE LANGUAGE OF THE BODY 
IN ANCIENT CHINA

ÅThe early  Chinese  intellectual  landscape  is characterized  by  a rich  
vocabulary  to describe  different  aspects,  dimensions,  modalities , 
and/or  functions  of the  body

ÅThe socio -political  body

ÅThe body  as the  self, the  òindividualó (private  dimension)

ÅThe body  in its ritualized  and/or  social  function  (public  dimension)

ÅThe medical/physical  body  

ÅThe body  as physical,  physiological  and  psycho -emotional  entity

ÅThe body  as òbehavioral mirroró



BODILY LANGUAGE AND THE LANGUAGE OF THE BODY 
IN ANCIENT CHINA

Åshen : oneõs (physical,  psychical,  and  emotional)  self, oneõs 
person,  the  self, persona,  body,  possibly  the  closest  term  to a òsense 
of selfó, personhood,  embodied  self

Ågong  : oneõs (physical,  psychical , and  emotional)  ritualized  self, 
oneõs person,  body,  the  torso  ð bowing  at  the  waist  out  of respect

Åxing  : form,  shape,  body  frame,  constitutive  and  intrinsic  attribute  
that  makes  something  be  what  it is (in  ontology,  form)

Åti :  the  physical  body,  flesh and  bones,  the  four  limbs  (also : zhi 
, extremities ), (in  ontology,  substance)

Årong  : outer  appearance,  demeanour , outward  behaviour,  
countenance,  facial  expression

Åse : outer  appearance,  countenance,  looks,  facial  expression



BODY METAPHORS AND THE BODY AS METAPHOR IN ANCIENT CHINA

ÅThe semantics  of the  body  in premodern  China

ÅEntanglement  between  self-body -mind

ÅDifferent  types  of òbodyó in premodern  China

Åthe  body  as metaphor  in politico -philosophical  language  in 
ancient  China : the  medical  (physical  and  physiological)  body  
and  the  socio -political  body

ÅRelevance  and  use of similar  òlanguage of the  bodyó in 
contemporary  Chinese  political  discourse  (?)



BODY METAPHORS AND THE BODY AS METAPHOR 
IN ANCIENT CHINA

ÅThe threefold  nature  and  function  of the  body  as:

Åas psycho -emotional  unity  of the  individual  (the  self, shen )

Åas physical  entity  (the  body,  ti )

Åas seat  of consciousness  (the  heart -mind,  xin  )
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ÅThe threefold  nature  and  function  of  the  body  as:

Åas psycho -emotional  unity  of the  individual  (the  self)

Åas seat  of consciousness  (the  heart -mind)

Åas physical  entity  (the  body)

ÅThe physical  body    (private  dimension  - the  individual)

ÅThe political  body   

ÅThe social  body
(public dimension -  the community)



BODY METAPHORS AND THE BODY AS METAPHOR 
IN ANCIENT CHINA

ÅThe body  as physical  entity  

ÅThe physical  body     (private  dimension  - the  individual)

ÅThe political  body   

ÅThe social  body

ÅThe body  as metaphor  and  body  metaphors : 

Official  titles and  government  roles  and  positions  to describe  the  body  
and  the  relationship  between  its organs  and  their  respective  functions  
(even  in medical  texts)

ÅBody  as a state : the  heart  (= ruler ) governs  the  body  (= country)  
and  its organs  (= his officers)

(public dimension - the community)



BODY METAPHORS AND THE BODY AS METAPHOR 
IN ANCIENT CHINA
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Body = Country

Organ = Officer Organ = Officer
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DISCOURSES ON THE BODY 
IN EARLY CHINESE PHILOSOPHY

The polysemy of the body and the body as 

(political) metaphor

ÅThe medical  (physical  and  physiological)  body : medical  texts

ÅThe socio -political  body : philosophical  texts

ÅThe mystical,  Daoist  body : the  body  as landscape  and  country



THE MEDICAL BODY



THE MEDICAL BODY

The physical  and  physiological  body

ÅThe internal  organs

ÅThe external  organs
ÅThe orifices

ÅThe limbs

ÅThe senses (= sensory  organs)



THE MEDICAL BODY

The physical  and  physiological  body  and  its political  
dimension

ÅOn a macro -level : 

Åthe  heart  governs  the  body  and  the  organs

Åthe  ruler  governs  the  state  and  the  ministers

ÅOn a micro -level : 

Åthe  heart  governs  the  other  sensory  organs

Åthe  ruler  governs  the  ministers



THE MEDICAL BODY
THE EXTERNAL AND INTERNAL BODY, BODY PARTS AND ORGANS 

ÅInternal  organs  (zangfu  ):
Åfive  zang  òsolidó organs  or  viscera  (associated  with  the cosmic  principle  of  

yin  ): heart  (xin  ); lungs  (fei  ); liver  (gan ); spleen  (pi  ); kidney  (shen  
), ruling  over :

Åfive  constituents , blood  vessels (mai  ); skin (pi  ); tendons  (jin ); muscles  (ji 
); bones  (gu  )

Åsix  fu ñhollowò organs  or  receptacles  (associated  with  the cosmic  principle  
of  yang  ): gallbladder  (dan ); stomach  (wei ); small  intestine  (xiaochang  

);  large  intestine  (dachang  ); urinary  bladder  (pangguang  ); and 
sanjiao  ҈ ñtriple burner  or  energizerò (three  visceral  cavities  housing  
internal  organs ).

Å(External  organs)

ÅFive sensory  organs  and  nine  orifices  (jiuqiao Ӝ ): two  eyes  (yan  ); two  ears  
(er ); nose  (bi  ); mouth  (kou  ); genitalia  (qianyin  ╠ ); urethra  (niaodao  

); and  anus  (gangmén  ).

ÅFour limbs  or extremities  (siti or sizhi / ) (can  also  be  a sense)



THE MEDICAL BODY

shen-nong.com



The òTwelve Officialsó of the Huangdi  Neijing  

(The Yellow Emperorõs Classic of Internal Medicine, ca. 3rd cent. BC)

(adapted  from  www .yinyang .com)



̆ Һӊ ̆ ₮ Ȃ ̆ ỹӊ ̆ ₮ Ȃ ̆ ӊ ̆ ₮ Ȃ ̆Ҭ ӊ ̆
₮ Ȃ Ҭ ̆ ᶏӊ ̆ ₮ Ȃ ӊ ̆ ₮ Ȃ Ṍ ӊ ̆ԓ ₮ Ȃ ̆

ỹ ӊ ̆ ₮ Ȃ ̆ ӊ ̆ ₮ Ȃ ̆ᵬ ӊ ̆ᴞ ₮ Ȃ҈ ̆ ӊ ̆
₮ Ȃ ̆ ӊ ̆ ̆ ╚ ₮ Ȃ₄ ԋ ̆Ҍ ӞȂ

The heart  is the  official  acting  as lord  and  ruler,  intellectual  clarity  stems from  it. 
The lungs  are  the  official  acting  as chancellor  and  preceptor , order  and  precepts  
stem  from  them . The liver  is the  official  acting  as general , planning  and  
consideration  stem  from  it. The gallbladder  is the  official  acting  as equalizer  and  
rectifier , resolutions  and  decisiveness  stem  from  it. The pericardium/ dan  zhong  
[cavity  or chest  hollow  between  the  breasts,  rules the  qi  and  its distribution  
among  the  organs]  is the  official  acting  as minister  and  envoy , joy  and  happiness  
stem  from  it. The spleen  is the  official  acting  as admonisher  and  critic/debater , 
awareness  and  thoughtfulness  stem  from  it. The stomach  is the  official  responsible  
of granaries  and  warehouses , the  five  flavors  stem  from  it. The large  intestine  is the  
official  in charge  of ways  of transport , changes  and  transmutations  stem  from  it. 
The small  intestine  is the  official  that  receives  and  redistributes  resources , the  
transformation  of things  stem  from  it. The kidneys  are  the  official  of  fortification , 
techniques  and  skills stem  from  it. The triple  burner/ sanjiao  is the  official  acting  as 
ditch  opener , water  channels  stem  from  it. The urinary  bladder  is the  official  in 
charge  of provinces  and  municipal  districts/municipalities , bodily  fluids  are  stored  
in it, when  the  qi  undergoes  a change  of physical  state  of  mater,  then  (urine)  can  
flow  from  it. In general,  these  twelve  officials  cannot  lose  track  of  one  another . 
(Huangdi  Neijing  ôSuwenõ ῂ · )



THE MEDICAL BODY

The physical  and  physiological  body  and  its political  
dimension

ÅOn a macro -level : 

Åthe  heart  governs  the  body  and  the  organs

Åthe  ruler  governs  the  state  and  the  ministers

ÅOn a micro -level : 

Åthe  heart  governs  the  other  sensory  organs

Åthe  ruler  governs  the  ministers



THE MEDICAL BODY
THE SENSES AND THE SENSORY ORGANS

Five senses Ɖ sensory  organs,  òfive offices  or officersó (wuguan  ԓ ) 

ÅCompeting  taxonomies  of the  senses across  texts  and  intellectual  

traditions,  the  most  commonly  acknowledged  ones  include :

ÅSight (mu  , eye)

ÅHearing  (er , ear)

ÅSmell (bi  , nose)

ÅHaptics  (cutaneous  + kinaesthetic  perception,  òmuscle memoryó)  
(ti , body ; xing  , form,  body ; tixing  , body ; siti , four  
limbs ; guti  , bones  and  body ; shouzu , hands  and  feet)

ÅHeart -mind  (xin  , heart,  heart -mind ) 



THE MEDICAL BODY
THE SENSES AND THE SENSORY ORGANS

Ҍ Ӟ̆ ӊ Ȃ Ҭ ץ̆
ԓ ̆ ӊ Ȃ

The ears, the  eyes , the  nose , the  mouth , and  the  body  
shape/(frame)  are  all  capable  of receiving/have  their  
receptive  capacity  (i.e. acquiring  sensory  information  from  
external  stimuli),  but  cannot  perceive  each  othersõ 
percepts , these  are  called  the  Heavenly  officers . The heart  
resides  in the  central  hollow  cavity  to  rule  over  the  five  
officers , this is called  the  Heavenly  ruler .

(Xunzi ôTianlunõ · )



DISCOURSES ON THE BODY 
IN EARLY CHINESE PHILOSOPHY

The polysemy of the body and the body as 

(political) metaphor

ÅThe medical  (physical  and  physiological)  body : medical  texts

ÅThe socio -political  body : philosophical  texts

ÅThe mystical  (Daoist)  body : the  body  as landscape



THE SOCIO-POLITICAL BODY
THE BODY AS POLITICAL METAPHOR



THE SOCIO-POLITICAL BODY
THE BODY AS POLITICAL METAPHOR

The physical body as socio -political body: bio -political language

ÅThe heart  is envisioned  as the  ruler , the  different  organs  as officials  
ruling  over  different  offices  and  in charge  of specific,  univocal  tasks

ÅHarmony  is ensured  through  a correct  functioning  of all  the  different  
organs/departments  ð of the  body,  as well  as of the  state

ÅDisorder  and  turmoil  (luan  ԁ) are  often  depicted  as a disease  
affecting  the  (social  and  political)  body  (illness metaphors)

ÅPervasive  discourse  across  different  textual  traditions : not  an  
exclusive  concern  of certain  trends  of thought,  or typology  of texts



THE SOCIO-POLITICAL BODY 
THE BODY AS POLITICAL METAPHOR

ѿ Ȃ

The country  and  the  ruler  constitute  one  single  body .

(Gongyang  Zhuan  ôZhuang  Gang  si nianõ Ὲ ỹ· Ὲ )

̔ȉ ץ ̆ ץ ̕ ╚ ̆ ╚ Ȃ ӊ̆
ӊ̕ ӊ̆ ӊȂ ץ ῃ̆֞ץ ἃ̕ ץ ץ֞̆ ֙Ȃ

[ŀ ŀ]  Ȋ

The Master  said : òThe people  treat  their  ruler  as their  heart,  the  ruler  
treats  his people  as his own  body . If the  heart  is grave,  then  the  body  is 
at  ease ; if the  heart  is solemn,  then  countenance  is respectful . If the  
heart  is fond  of something,  a person  will  necessarily  find  solace  in it; if 
the  rulers is fond  of something,  the  people  will  necessarily  desire  it. The 
heart  becomes  wholesome  through  the  body,  and  so it is also  harmed  
through  the  body . A ruler  is preserved  thanks  to the  people,  and  so he  
also  perishes  by  the  hand  of the  people . (Liji ôZiyiõ · )



BODY METAPHORS AND BODY AS METAPHOR 
IN ANCIENT CHINA

Heart = Ruler

Body = Country

Organ = Officer Organ = Officer

Organ = Officer

Organ = Officer

Organ = Officer

Organ = Officer
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Organ = Officer
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THE SOCIO-POLITICAL BODY 
THE BODY AS POLITICAL METAPHOR

ӊ Ӟ̆ ӊ ӞȂ[ŀ ŀ]  Έ ̆ ӊ ӞȂ ԓ
̆ ӊ ӞȂ Ҍ ̆Έ Ҍ ̆ Ȃ Ҍ ̆ԓ Ҍ ̆ ԁȂ

The ruler  resides  in the  countryõs capital  just like  the  heart  resides  
in a personõs body . [é] The four  limbs  and  the  six orifices  are  the  
(physical)  body  of a person . The four  ministers  and  the  five  officials  
are  the  body  of the  country . If the  four  limbs  are  obstructed,  the  six 
orifices  do  not  reach  their  goal,  I call  this a major  failure . If the  four  
ministers  do  not  set things  straight  and  the  five  officials  do  not  
perform  their  duties,  I call  this disorder .

(Guanzi  ôJunchen  xiaõ · Ҋ)



THE SOCIO-POLITICAL BODY 
THE BODY AS POLITICAL METAPHOR

ӊ ̆ ӊᵝӞȂӜ ӊ ̆ ӊ№ӞȂ ̆ ӊ Ӟ̆
ӊԊ̆╚ ῒ№ Ȃ ̆ Ҍ ̆ Ҍ Ӟ̆

̔ȉ҉ ῒ ̆Ҋ ῒԊȊȂ ̆ ̆ └ ӞȂ

In the  body,  the  heart  occupies  the  position  of the  ruler . The functions  of 
the  nine  orifices  corresponds  to the  subdivision  of tasks of ministers/of  
the  (nine)  offices . Ears and  eyes  are  the  officers/sense  organs  of 
eyesight  and  hearing , if the  heart  does  not  get  involved  in the  act  of 
seeing  and  hearing,  then  the  offices/sense  organs  will  indeed  be  able  
to maintain  their  separate  functions . If the  heart  is filled  with  desires,  the  
eyes  will  not  be  able  to see things  passing  by,  the  ears  will  not  be  able  
to perceive  sounds  that  reach  them . Therefore  I say : òIf superiors  depart  
from  the  Way,  inferiors  will  neglect  their  assignments .ó Therefore  I say : 
òThe art  of the  heart  consists  in regulating  the  orifices  without  engaging  
in proactive  action .ó (Guanzi  ôXinshu shangõ · ҉)



DISCOURSES ON THE BODY 
IN EARLY CHINESE PHILOSOPHY

The polysemy of the body and the body as 

(political) metaphor

ÅThe medical  (physical  and  physiological)  body : medical  texts

ÅThe socio -political  body : philosophical  texts

ÅThe mystical  (Daoist)  body : landscape  and  country



throat, 

trachea

head

liver

heart

kidneys

dantian  
Ҹ

eyes


