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Comparison of Vital Energy Concepts 
Across Cultures 

 

The concept of vital energy is a common thread that weaves through various cultures 
around the world, each with its unique interpretations and practices. From the ancient 
traditions of Prana in India and Qi in China, to the Native American understanding of spirit 
and the Western notion of vitalism, these diverse perspectives on vital energy share a 
fundamental belief in an invisible life force that sustains and animates all living beings.  

Here are some examples from different cultures: 

 
• China: Qi (Chi) - In traditional Chinese medicine, Qi is the vital life force that flows 

through specific channels within the body called meridians. Balanced Qi is believed to 
be essential for health, and practices like acupuncture, Qigong, and Tai Chi are used to 
cultivate and balance this energy. 

• India: Prana - In Indian tradition, particularly within Ayurveda and yoga, Prana is 
considered the life force or vital energy that permeates the universe and is present in 
all living beings. Practices such as pranayama (breath control) aim to enhance and 
balance Prana in the body. 

• Japan: Ki - Similar to Qi, Ki in Japanese culture is the vital energy that flows through 
everything. Practices such as Reiki (a form of energy healing) and martial arts like 
Aikido emphasise the importance of cultivating and directing Ki. 

• Polynesia: Mana - In Polynesian culture, Mana is a powerful spiritual force that can 
reside in people, objects, and the environment. It is considered a vital force that 
resides within individuals, objects, and places, influencing social relationships, 
leadership, and wellbeing. Individuals with high Mana are respected and considered to 
have great influence and authority. 

• Ancient Hebrew: Ruach - The Hebrew word Ruach translates to "wind" or "spirit" and 
signifies the breath of life or the divine spirit that animates living beings. It represents 
both physical breath and a more abstract spiritual essence. 

• Ancient Greece: Pneuma - The Greek term Pneuma means "breath" or "spirit" and 
was used to describe the vital spirit or soul that animates the body. This concept 
influenced later medical and philosophical theories about the relationship between 
body and soul. 

• Ancient Egypt: Ka - The Ka is the ancient Egyptian concept of vital essence, also 
considered a spiritual double of the person, much like the concept of the ‘energy 
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body’. The Ka was considered to be essential for survival in the afterlife, and various 
rituals were performed to ensure its wellbeing. 

• Hawaiian Culture: Ha - In Hawaii, Ha refers to the breath of life, closely related to 
Mana. The traditional greeting Aloha incorporates Ha, signifying the sharing of life 
energy or breath between people. 

• Tibetan Buddhism: Lung (Wind) - In Tibetan medicine and spiritual practices, Lung (or 
Rlung) is the vital wind or energy that flows through the body. It is essential for life and 
health, and practices such as meditation and specific yogic exercises aim to balance 
and control this energy. 

• Native American Traditions: Orenda - Among the Iroquois and other Native American 
tribes, Orenda is a spiritual force inherent in people and nature. It is considered a form 
of personal power and can be influenced through ritual and interaction with the natural 
world. 

• African Traditions: Ashe - In Yoruba culture and other African spiritual traditions, 
Ashe (or Ase) is the divine force or life energy that permeates the universe. It is present 
in all living things and can be harnessed through rituals, prayers, and sacrifices to 
effect change and bring about desired outcomes. 

• Islamic Sufism: Baraka - In Sufism, an Islamic mystical tradition, Baraka is a form of 
spiritual blessing or divine presence that can flow through people, places, and objects. 
It is believed to bring prosperity, health, and spiritual insight, and is often sought 
through prayer and devotion. 

• Mesoamerican Traditions: Tonalli - Among the Aztecs and other Mesoamerican 
cultures, Tonalli is a vital energy linked to the sun and the head. It is considered 
essential for life and personality, and is influenced by celestial bodies and spiritual 
practices. 

• Mayan Tradition: Itz - Itz is the word among the Maya Indians for a sacred essence in 
humans, a floating life force connected to bodily fluids like blood, tears, breast milk, 
and semen. It also means flower nectar. The word is part of the name Itzamna, the 
deity who according to legend introduced cacao, and ascertains that the power itz 
flows from the world of the deities to that of the humans. Itzam means “one who works 
with itz” and was what the Maya called their shamans. 

• Indigenous Peoples of North America: Nilchi'i - In Navajo culture, Nilchi'i translates 
to "holy wind" and represents the spiritual breath or life force that animates all living 
things. It is considered a part of the interconnectedness of life and nature. 

• Hmong Tradition: Niam Nkauj Ntsuab - In Hmong spiritual practice, Niam Nkauj 
Ntsuab is a spirit associated with the vital energy that influences health and well-
being. Shamans interact with this spirit during healing rituals to restore balance and 
health. 
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• Balinese Tradition: Bayu - In Balinese culture, Bayu refers to the vital wind or life 
force. It is central to traditional healing practices and rituals designed to maintain 
harmony and balance in both the individual and the community. 

• Buddhism: Vayu - In certain Buddhist traditions, particularly in Tibetan Buddhism, 
Vayu or "wind" refers to the vital airs or energies that circulate within the body. These 
winds are essential for the functioning of the mind and body, and meditative practices 
aim to harmonize these energies. 

• Inuit Tradition: Sila or inua - Among the Inuit, Sila refers to the breath of life, weather, 
or the spirit that animates all living beings. It is a powerful force that governs the 
natural world and human existence. Similarly, the concept of “inua” represents the 
spiritual essence or non-perishable component within all beings, including animals, 
plants, and natural phenomena. 

• Ancient Roman Tradition: Numen - In Roman religion, Numen refers to a divine 
presence or spirit that inhabits objects, places, and living beings. It represents the vital 
force or will of the gods that can influence the world. 

• Mongolian Tradition: Sülde - In Mongolian shamanism, Sülde refers to the spirit or 
soul's life force and is often associated with the strength and vitality of warriors. It 
represents personal and communal power and spirit. 

• Thai Tradition: Lom - In Thai culture, Lom translates to vital energy or power that is 
believed to flow through the body in channels called Sen lines. It is a central concept in 
traditional Thai medicine and martial arts. 

• Igbo Tradition (Nigeria): Chi - In Igbo cosmology, Chi is a personal spiritual guardian 
or life force that every individual possesses. It is considered a divine spark that guides 
and influences a person's destiny and wellbeing. 

• Zulu Tradition: Umoya - In Zulu culture, Umoya refers to breath or spirit, representing 
the life force that sustains and animates a person. It is integral to traditional healing 
and spiritual practices. 

• Candomblé (Brazil): Axé - In Candomblé, an Afro-Brazilian religion, Axé is the vital 
energy that flows through the universe and sustains life. It is a fundamental concept in 
rituals and ceremonies, representing the power and blessings from the deities. 

• Siberian Tradition: Amr - Among the indigenous peoples of Siberia, the life force—
known as ‘Amr’—is crucial for mingling with spirits, with shamans using rhythmic 
drumming and trances as mediums for these spiritual journeys. 

• Ghanaian Tradition: Kra - In Akan culture of Ghana, Kra is the vital life force or 
essence that each person possesses. It is believed to determine one's destiny and 
character, influencing one's actions and relationships. 
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• Bantu Tradition: Moya - Among Bantu-speaking peoples of Africa, Moya is the vital 
breath or life force that animates all living things. It is closely associated with 
spirituality, vitality, and the interconnectedness of life. 

• Norse Culture: Ond – In Norse mythology, for example, there are references to “önd” 
or “ǫnd,” which translates to “breath” or “spirit.” This concept encompasses the vital 
force that animates living beings and connects them to the Divine. 

 

This comparison of vital energy concepts across cultures reveals both the universal nature 
of this idea and the rich tapestry of cultural expressions and practices that have evolved to 
harness and balance this vital force. Understanding these cultural differences and 
similarities not only broadens our appreciation of human spirituality and health practices 
but also offers valuable insights into how we can integrate these timeless principles into 
our modern lives for enhanced wellbeing and harmony. 
 


