
The Way of Self-Cultivation 
A Two-Focus Series 

 
 Self-cultivation is an East Asian idea that has much in common with 
psychotherapy. It can be said that the purpose both of East Asian “Ways” (see endnote 
1), such as the Way of Tai Chi or the Way of Zen, and of Western psychotherapy is to 
cultivate or train the self or some aspect of the self. Self-cultivation in Japanese and 
Chinese is expressed in the characters 修行 (shyu-gyo), which mean cultivating or 
training the self (see endnote 2).  

The ways of doing this self-cultivation are very different – The Way of Tai Chi is 
through body forms in the practice of cultivating chi (vital energy) and the Way of Zen is 
through Zen meditation while the way of Western psychotherapy varies according to the 
style, including talk, behavioral, relational, experiential, somatic, analytical, art, 
individuals, families, and groups.   

A basic purpose of Western psychotherapy is to train a person so that they make 
fundamental changes in their behavior and self. An example is a person with an anger 
problem. In psychotherapy the person trains their mind so that their anger is no longer a 
problem. The East Asian ways of self-cultivation also have as part of their purpose 
mental training. Applying the East Asian ways of mental training can be very helpful for 
psychotherapeutic mental training.  

This is a series with two focuses. Focus One is about aspects of East Asian self-
cultivation. Focus Two is about various applications of East Asian self-cultivation to 
Western psychotherapy. Each focus will be further discussed in separate blog posts, 
posted at various times.  
 

Endnotes 
 
1) For a good introduction to Japanese self-cultivation, you can read parts of books by 
by Yasuo YUASA: (1) (1987). The body: Toward an Eastern mind-body theory. Albany, 
New York: State University of New York Press, pp. 85-98: (2) “What is Cultivation?” 
(1993). The body, self-cultivation, and ki-energy. Albany: State University of New York 
Press, pp. 7-36: “Introduction,” “The Eastern Tradition of Self-cultivation and Western 
Mind-body Dualism,” & “Meditation in Stillness and in Motion.”   
2) Yuasa (1993, p. 10) writes that “shyugyo is difficult to translate.” According to 
Kenkyusha’s New Japanese-English Dictionary (1974, p. 1615), the first character, 
“shyu,” 修, means to cultivate or repair. The second character, “gyo,” 行, means to do or 
act. “Shyugyo,” 修行, has various meanings depending on how it is used. Kenkyusha’s 
New Japanese-English Dictionary (1974, p. 1615) writes that shyugyo means to study, 
to train oneself, or to practice asceticism. Yuasa (1993, p. 10) writes that shyugyo 
“carries sense of strengthening mind (spirit) and enhancing personality as a human 



being by training the body.” Yuasa (1993, p. 10) asserts that “behind the English words 
asceticism and austerity is a spirit-flesh dualism in which spirit is to be saved by 
torturing the flesh, the principle of sin.” However, in the Eastern tradition the mind and 
body are viewed as inseparable. Yuasa (1993, p. 10) writes that “training the body is 
given a positive meaning and value as a technical means to enhancing the spirit and 
personality. This is the difference in the view of a human being between the Eastern 
and Western traditions.”    
 
 


