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  SPECIAL THEME 

Introduction to the Special Theme on “Mind and 
Emotion in Comparative Perspective” 

The word “mind” can have negative connotations for philosophers informed by 
modern Western debates between Cartesians and anti-Cartesians about the 
philosophy of mind. Mind evokes for such ears the idea of a “ghost in the 
machine” separated from the body, the emotions and the world. A more 
historically and interculturally informed approach, in addition to contemporary 
scientific studies of consciousness, indicates that this is one limited perspective 
that inadequately grasps the complexity of the event of mindfulness itself. It is 
questionable why this way of modeling reality should continue to be privileged 
even if only negatively in the form of anti-Cartesianism. This counterposition 
construes the duality of mind and body/emotion/world to be the dominant 
paradigm to be overcome and thereby maintains its aura. 

The English word “mind” is etymologically linked to memory, as evident in 
expressions such as “come to mind,” “keep in mind,” and “remind.” Western 
philosophers such as Martin Heidegger have emphasized how mindfulness is 
linked with remembrance, which in this case has its own affective qualities. 
Whereas Indo-European words for mind are typically associated with memory 
and time, the Chinese word translated into English as “mind” has a more 
localized emotive and bodily-spatial character. Xin (心) literally refers to the 
heart and is better translated “heart-mind” to the extent that it is both cognitive 
and emotive. In classical Chinese philosophy, the semantic field of xin indicates 
the relational mutuality of emotion and reflection as well as the body with its 
environment. 

Diverse Chinese philosophical sources and traditions have emphasized this 
mutuality, or have adopted a hierarchy among the different elements of the 
heart-mind, without introducing a radical separation between them. Early 
Confucian philosophers, for example, recognized the priority of relational or 
socially-shaped natural emotional dispositions in practical life and their role in 
the self-cultivation of an emotionally-informed and -reforming reflection that 
could help navigate negative emotions in oneself and others.1 

Chinese and comparative perspectives on the relational and contextual 
                                                               
1 On the significance of negative emotions in early Confucian philosophy, see Eric S. Nelson, 
“Recognition and Resentment in the Confucian Analects,” Journal of Chinese Philosophy, 
2013, 41(2): 287−306; and Eric S. Nelson, “The Question of Resentment in Nietzsche and 
Confucian Ethics,” Taiwan Journal of East Asian Studies, 2013, 10(1): 17−51. 
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character of mind and emotion, on the heart-mind (xin), can indicate paths of 
reflection on our enactive, embodied, and affective becoming within the world. 
Each essay in this special theme addresses a dimension of mind-emotion in 
classical Chinese and recent European philosophy. 

The first contribution focuses on the recently discovered earliest sources of 
Chinese philosophy. The ongoing publication and translation of the excavated or 
recovered bamboo and silk manuscripts will continue to revolutionize our 
understanding of early Chinese thought and culture. Shirley Chan and Daniel Lee 
examine how the terms du (獨) and shendu (慎獨) need to be reinterpreted in the 
context of the recovered texts of “Wuxing Commentary” (五行說) and “Confucian 
Poetics” (孔子詩論). The authors reveal how du signifies the heart-mind’s ontic 
qualities within the context of cheng (誠), or the moral emotions of sincerity and 
devotion, and shendu refers to the process of its moral cultivation. 

 The second and third essays investigate issues of moral psychology in 
classical Confucian philosophy and political physiology in the political thinking 
of the early Han dynasty. Continuing the exploration of moral psychology in 
early Chinese thought, Bongrae Seok explores whether shame can be considered 
to be an active and positive emotion based on the perspectives of early Confucian 
philosophy and contemporary cultural psychology. He analyzes how shame can 
be interpreted as a form of moral excellence that promotes self-critical processes 
of moral reflection and development. Elisa Sabattini redirects our attention to the 
“political psychology” or political physiology of xin in the eclectic political 
argumentation of the period of the Western Han dynasty. She examines the 
analogical uses of “heart” (xin 心): just as the heart is the ruler of the body, the 
sovereign functions as the heart of the state. She analyzes the unifying function 
of xin in expressions such as “pitting one heart” (yixin 一心) against “two hearts” 
(erxin 二心; liangxin 兩心) that express accord and disloyalty. 

The fourth and fifth contributions consider the role and language of the 
heart-mind in the Neo-Confucianism of the Lu-Wang school (陸王學), or the 
“learning of the heart-mind” (心學). Zhao Dongming argues that the learning of 
the heart-mind advocated by Lu Xiangshan (陸象山) and Wang Yangming (王陽

明) operates as a discourse of the infinite. He depicts how this discourse attempts 
to performatively embody irreducible supreme ethical principles (tianli 天理) 
rather than offer an explanatory account of mental life or a moral psychology. 
Bao Yongling investigates Wang Yangming’s use of the heart-mind (xin) as the 
harmonizing root metaphor of his philosophy. She shows how root metaphors 
such as water and mirror, plant and light, cooperate as aspects of a dynamic and 
coherent theoretical and practical system of xin. This allows Wang to harmonize 
diverse forms of thought such as the three teachings of Confucianism, Buddhism, 
and Daoism. 

Drawing on twentieth-century European thought, the final two essays offer 
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perspectives on mind and emotion in the context of issues of responsiveness to 
the other and recognition of the other person. In the sixth chapter, Leah 
Kalmanson and Sarah Mattice discuss the cultivation of the heart-mind in the 
Guanzi (管子) in relation to the radical passivity and responsibility, the “de,” of 
Levinas. The Guanzi advocates the sage-prince’s self-regulation in order to 
realize a condition of responsive inner vacuity and passive stillness. The authors 
demonstrate how practices of self-cultivation enable the self to be responsive to 
the other. In an essay that has implications for the comparative study of ethical 
personhood and moral anthropology in European and Confucian thought, 
Annette Hilt reconstructs the idea of ethical personalism through an analysis of 
Max Scheler’s understanding of material value ethics, sympathy, and moral 
anthropology, and Paul Ricoeur’s interpretation of need, desire, and recognition 
as the affective sources of our values and ethical relations with the other person. 
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