


CHAPTER

The Great Code in the Making

The Book of Changes

he story of Chinese philosophy takes off with The Book of Changes.

This isa story of stories from ancient China, unfolding and showcasing
that our world is constantly changing. It is a story of words and symbols from
the sages, teaching us how to understand and align ourselves with changes.
It is a story told and retold by countless people, both ancient and modern,
from both at home and abroad. It is a philosophical story of Chinese wisdom,
decoding the world and showing how change transforms both us and the

world anew.

The Book of Changes is exalted as “the Great Code of China for
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deciphering the meaning of change in natural events or human affairs.”
It embodies the formative philosophical ideas of the unity of nature and
man, emphasizing how human actions and natural processes follow the
same principles of change. It is a philosophical kaleidoscope, offering new

perspectives with each turn.

Legend has it that the creation of this great philosophical code begins
with Fuxi, who, in a moment of divine inspiration, gazed upon the patterns
of nature and conceived “the eight trigrams.” These trigrams are the building

blocks of a profound system for understanding the world.

Centuries passed, and the wisdom of Fuxi found new life in the
hands of King Wen of Zhou, who was then imprisoned by a tyrannical
ruler. In his cell, King Wen pondered the trigrams, expanding them into
“the 64 hexagrams,” each a key to unlocking the mysteries of change and
circumstance. His son, the Duke of Zhou, continued this work, adding layers

of interpretation to his father’s insights.

As the ages turned, the great sage Confucius encountered this evolving
text. Recognizing its profound importance, he added his own commentaries, 7en

Wings, elevating the work to new heights of philosophical exploration.

Thus was born The Book of Changes, a living philosophical document
that grew with each passing era. It became a guide for the ancient people to
live good lives, for rulers to govern wisely, and for the world to operate in

harmony.

Fuxi: The eight graphic symbols

n the ancient land of China, where fertile plains were nourished by the
mighty Yellow River, the people, following the rhythms of nature, toiled
ceaselessly. As they did, they observed the world around them—the sun
rising anew each day, the cyclical dance of life from birth to death, the
perpetual shifts from night to day, and the grand procession of seasons from

summer to winter. Amidst this constant flux, they began to conceive the dual
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forces of yin and yang, recognizing their ceaseless transformation from one

into the other. Their hearts and minds yearned for understandingand solving

the mysteries of the cosmos.

Amidst their wonderings, a wise man named Fuxi, also called Taihao,

meaning “the great bright one,” appeared to decode these mysteries. While

teaching his people to tame animals

and catch fish with nets, Fuxi
“looked up into the sky to observe
celestial phenomena and looked

down on the land to observe
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geographical features and examine
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earth. He selected symbols from the

human body close by and from various objects far away, and then invented the eight

trigrams to explain the miraculous nature and distinguish the states of all things.”

One day, according to legend, Fuxi
saw a dragon-horse emerge from the Yellow
River with a map on its back. The map,
later known as hetu, inspired Fuxi. It was
formed by numbers one to ten. Based on
the symbols, Fuxi created the eight
trigrams. Each trigram consists of three
stacked lines, which could be either broken
or solid, representing the cosmic duality of
yin and yang. In his wisdom, Fuxi decoded
the cosmic codes of change and arranged
them into these eight trigrams, concluding
that the universe was composed of these

opposing forces.

Fuxi’s eight trigrams symbolize the

eight fundamental elements or factors of
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the universe. Each trigram corresponds to a direction, a natural element, and
amoral quality. Qian is heaven, kun is earth, zhen is thunder, xun is wind, kan
is water, /% is fire, gen is mountain, and dui is lake. It was told that Fuxi hung
the eight graphic symbols on trees for his people to consult; hence they were
called bagua. Thus, the eight trigrams emerged, giving the people of ancient

China a profound tool for navigating the ever-changing currents of life.

The trigrams offered a unique lens through which the interplay of yin
and yang could be understood, emphasizing the importance of balance and
harmony in both cosmic and human realms. They later evolved into The
Book of Changes, providing a comprehensive framework for understanding
the natural world and human behavior, and interpreting the complexities of
the universe. These symbols lay the groundwork for the rich development of

Chinese philosophical thought that would follow.

King Wen of Zhou: The 64 hexagrams and

judgments

ﬁ nother span of thousands of years passed, to the founding period of
the Zhou Dynasty, during which the second edition, or “layer,” of The
Book of Changes, was developed by King Wen of Zhou.

King Wen of Zhou is regarded as the founder of the Zhou Dynasty.
Before the Zhou Dynasty was established, King Wen was imprisoned in
Youli by the Shang ruler for suspected

¢ % T (A3 treason. During his imprisonment, he
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. night, life and death, and other

changes in human life and the natural
world. Through this contemplation, he believed that he had come to
understand the Dao (Way) of heaven and earth. During his seven years in
prison, he rearranged Fuxi’s eight trigrams by coupling them to form the 64

hexagrams, where 384 lines were included.
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In the 64 hexagrams, King Wen expanded on Fuxi’s theory on the
movements of the vital yin-yang forces of nature under the conditions of each
hexagram. To each hexagram, King Wen gave a name and a thematic text,
later called Tuan or the Hexagram Judgment, which presents a summary
of the hexagram’s chief attributes, the expected impact upon the person

involved, and related advice.

The 64 hexagrams and hexagram judgments formulated “the second
layer” of the work, which has since become an integral part of the book
and the basis of divination. It is said that his son, the Duke of Zhou, added

additional interpretative text, bringing the book closer to its current form.

With the contributions of King Wen, this book of divination evolved
into a book of wisdom. King Wen’s arrangement of the 64 hexagrams and
his insightful interpretations provided a structured framework that allowed
the hexagrams to be used to predict one’s future actions based on the correct
actions one should first take. It showed that when things were controlled at
their beginning, actions could be taken with foresight until consequences
manifested. It was at this time that a guidebook of divination turned into an
advisor on how to behave, govern, compete, find tranquility, and contemplate
the future—how harmony can be found between nature and man, and man

and man.

Confucius: Ten Wings

istory progressed into the Spring and Autumn Period, where a

H philosopher named Confucius, the great Chinese thinker, added

his intellectual “wings” to The Book of Changes, allowing it to “fly” into the
realm of profound philosophy.

Sima Qian wrote in his Records of the Historian that in his old age,

Confucius was fond of the hexagrams and devoted himself to a thorough

study of them. He spent so much time on the book that “the leather thongs

binding the wooden strips wore out three times.” Confucius recalled that he
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had continued to teach his disciples
the doctrines of the classics when
they were trapped between the State
of Chen and the State of Cai, much
like the days when King Wen was
imprisoned in Youli. And just like

King Wen, it was during the most challenging time in his life that Confucius

came to believe that he understood the Dao of heaven and earth.
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The  Analects  says  that
Confucius loved the book and
expressed his wish: “Grant me a few
more years so that I may study 7he
Book of Changes at the age of 50 and

I shall be free from major errors.” He

wrote his commentaries on the book, later known as Ten Wings, which is

considered the “third layer” of the text.

Ten Wings consists of 10 pieces of writing that deduce philosophical

insights from the hexagrams and judgments. They provide a framework for

interpreting the hexagrams not just as tools for divination, but as profound

symbols of the dynamic interplay between fate and free will, and between the

individual and the cosmos. They are profound and significant, transforming

The Book of Changes from a handbook of divination into a work of philosophy

and exercising an ever-increasing influence on its interpretation. With these

wings, The Book of Changes began to shed new light on many secrets hidden

in the often-puzzling modes of thought of the ancient thinkers. Many of

its ideas were further developed in later Confucian texts, such as The Great

Learning and The Doctrine of the Mean, two of the revered Four Books.

Confucius’ contributions added a new dimension to the classic,

emphasizing the importance of ethical conduct, self-cultivation, and the

harmony between human actions and cosmic principles. The philosophical

elements introduced by Confucius ensured that 7he Book of Changes would

endure as a timeless source of guidance and inspiration.
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Decoding: The wisdom
“C ompiled by three sages of the ancient dynasties,” The Book of Changes

stands as the pinnacle of

Confucian classics. It crystallizes ™
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universal phenomena

decodes the rhythms of change in

nature and human affairs.

As the foundational proclamation of Chinese philosophy, The Book of
Changes explores the interplay of yin and yang, as well as the relationship

between nature and humanity. It

. . =
posits that change is both

inevitable and beneficial, urging

us to “do away with the old and set

up the new.”

The book’s wisdom lies in understanding the cyclical nature of
change. It suggests that when things reach their extreme, they inevitably
transform, often in the opposite direction. Human insight, it implies, comes
from recognizing these turning points and facilitating smooth transitions.

It beckons us to glimpse the
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immutable beyond the ephemeral. PR
“.. when things reach their
extreme, change occurs. After

the change, they evolve smoothly,
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and thus they continue for a long

time.” Here lies the essence of
Dao, inviting us to align with the natural rhythms of beings in the world.
Harmony with these rhythms brings divine favor: “Heaven bestows help to

the human world and benefits all.”

The philosophy of change, asarticulated in this revered classic, permeates

every aspect of life, from personal conduct to governance. It emphasizes the
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importance of flexibility and acceptance, guiding humanity to find peace

amidst constant flux and to shape our destinies through adaptability.

The Book of Changes, in essence, empowers us to pursue our goals by
harmonizing with our environment. It portrays the universe as a self-

transforming system, urging us to

embrace ceaseless change. As the
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classic states, “The alternation of
yin and yang constitutes Dao.

Following Dao is virtuous, and it is

in human nature to work in

accordance with Dao.”

ﬁ s an all-encompassing classic, The Book of Changes has profoundly
influenced Chinese philosophy and culture for millennia. At its heart

lies a profound truth: Change is inevitable, simple, and constant.

Contfucius, who gave us Ten

Wings, captured this essence as he
stood by a river. He said, “It passes

_; on just like this, no ceasing day or

night!” This observation embodies
the eternal dance of the universe, where all things flow and transform
ceaselessly. The insight forms the bedrock of Chinese philosophical tradition,
where change is not to be feared but understood as the natural order of all
things, a dynamic equilibrium where yin and yang perpetually interact and

transform.

Beyond China, the analogy of the flowing river finds kindred
philosophies. In Greece, Heraclitus echoed, “Change alone is unchanging,”
and “You cannot step twice into the same river; for fresh waters are ever
tlowing in upon you.” These parallel revelations, emerging independently

across civilizations, suggest a profound universal truth about reality that
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transcends geography and culture.

Though ancient, the wisdom of The Book of Changes remains eternally
young, living on in our thoughts and actions. Its original texts preserve early
Chinese worldview, while its interpretive traditions reveal cultural evolution.
The book’s emphasis on foresight and adaptive action continues to inform
modern decision-making in fields from psychology to management. Its
wisdom continues to guide us, offering a timeless compass for navigating
human experience across generations. In an era of rapid change, the book’s
insights into transformation patterns remain relevant, helping us harmonize

with life’s constant flux while maintaining the core values of our civilizations.
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