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THE CLASSIC OF 

CHANGES 

OR YIJING 易經 



What is the Classic 

of Changes?

An ancient work 

written by several 

different Chinese 

authors in the period 

from c. 800 BCE to 

c. 200 BCE.



Like the Bible/Torah, 

the Qu’ran, the 

Bagavad Gita and the 

Lotus Sutra, the Yijing 

has long been a 

“sacred scripture” in 

China

Four ancient culture 

heroes created the 

document, without 

divine assistance or 

inspiration.



FOR OPENERS: THREE 

KEY CONCEPTS

Yin and yang 陰陽

Taiji 太極 (The Supreme 

Ultimate)

Tian 天 (“Heaven”)



Yin and Yang: Creation, 

phases of change and 

categories 



The Yijing is based on eight three-lined 

symbols called trigrams



The trigrams and 

hexagrams of the 

Yijing reveal 

patterns of cosmic 

change (“fate”)

A UNIVERSAL ASSUMPTION IN 

CHINA FOR WELL OVER TWO 

THOUSAND YEARS:



By “knowing 

fate,” one could 

devise a moral 

strategy for 

coping with 

difficulties and 

dealing with 

doubt 



Each trigram has a 

basic symbolic 

meaning



And many other meanings as well. Here 

are just a few:



Thus: Qian = 

Heaven, activity, 

creativity, 

hardness, firmness, 

the father, ordering, 

controlling, 

functioning like the 

head, ruling, and 

waging war.

Qian 乾



When 

doubled, the 

eight 

trigrams 

produced 

sixty-four 

six-lined 

symbols 

called 

hexagrams





Each of the 64 hexagrams 

had a name that explained 

its basic meaning

Qian 乾 (assertive, 

creative) 

Kun 坤 (receptive, 

responsive) 



Tai 泰 (peace, greatness, 

prosperity)

Pi 否 (obstruction, 

stagnation, retrogression) 

Gu 蠱 (poison, 

corruption, decay) 



A few other examples of hexagram 

symbolism

Kun 困 (distress, difficulty)

Ge 革 (changing, abolishing the old)  

Jiaren 家人 (home and family)  

Lü 旅 (a traveler or wanderer)  

Song 訟 (litigation, dispute, conflict) 

Dun 遯 (to hide, retreat, flee) 

Tongren 同人 (fellowship, union)

Meng 蒙 (immaturity, inexperience) 



The lines of the hexagrams also had 

symbolic significance, which was 

explained by written “line statements”

These statements, generally no longer than 

a sentence or two, described the evolution 

of the situation symbolized by the 

hexagram, beginning with the bottom line 

and proceeding in order to the top.  



First line 

statement

Second line 

statement

Third line 

statement

Tai 泰 (peace, 

prosperity)



The first three line statements:

1. When ribbon grass is pulled up, it pulls up 

other plants of the same kind. [Collective] 

undertakings will bring good fortune.

2. By putting up with the uncultured, fording the 

river with resolution, not neglecting those who 

are far away, and not [overly] favoring friends, 

one can manage to walk the middle path 

[achieve the Mean].



3. There is no flat area not followed by a 

slope; there is no departing without returning. 

One who is correct in the face of difficulty is 

without blame. One should not grieve [over a 

changing situation], but instead appreciate 

one’s blessings. 

Basically the message of these and subsequent 

lines is to seek allies, be careful, and remain 

upright in the face of change and adversity.  



Three basic things to 

consider in 

consulting a 

hexagram:

1. Nature of the 

situation

2. One’s position in it

3. Best time(s) and 

ways to act (or not act)



The complexity 

of interpretation

(a book with 

nine sets of 

variables)



“Chart of the Unity of the Three Powers” (1722)



The need for 

commentaries



Over time, 

thousands of 

commentaries 

were written to 

explain how to 

interpret the 

trigrams and 

hexagrams



An example:

Zhu Xi’s (1130–

1200) commentary 

appears in small 

characters to the 

left of the larger 

characters in the 

middle of the page



A partial translation of Zhu Xi’s commentary

“Because the Sages ‘clarified the Way of 

Heaven,’ they understood that spiritually 

inspired divination was possible. And 

because they ‘examined the people’s 

circumstances,’ they understood that the 

future could be revealed to them. They 

therefore created milfoil divination to 

instruct people, on how . . . to make their 

minds spiritually clear.



The use of fifty milfoil stalks for selecting a 

hexagram is explained in an excellent video at 

https://www.reed.edu/yijing-casting/

(you may want to write this URL down).





Another method: 

coin divination



Sun 損 Be sincere and 

there will be good 

fortune and no blame. 

Persevere. 

Dazhuang 大壯 It is 

fitting to practice 

perseverance. 

We know that 

perseverance was 

required, but what was 

the situation?



DIVERSITY OF 

INTERPETATIONS

As the great scholar 

Huang Zongxi (1610–95) 

once noted, “The nine 

traditions of philosophy 

and the hundred schools 

of thought have all drawn 

upon [the Yijing] to 

promote their own 

theories.”



Thus, Confucians 

found Confucian 

meanings in the 

Changes, Daoists 

found Daoist meanings 

in it, and Buddhists 

found Buddhist 

meanings in it



The Buddhist scholar 

named Ouyi Zhixu 

(1599–1655) wrote a 

book titled A Chan 

[Zen] Interpretation 

of the Zhou Changes, 

designed “to 

introduce Chan 

Buddhism into 

Confucianism in 

order to entice 

Confucians to know 

Chan.”



The Daoist cleric 

Liu Yiming (1724–

1831) argued in 

Elucidating the 

Truth of the Zhou 

Changes that Daoist 

ideas of mental and 

alchemical 

refinement were 

perfectly compatible 

with Confucian 

notions of moral 

self-cultivation. 



But most Yijing 

commentaries were 

“Confucian.” The 

dominant figure was Zhu 

Xi (1130–1200), whose 

interpretations of the 

work were considered 

“orthodox” by the 

Chinese state for six 

hundred years, from the 

fourteenth century into 

the early twentieth. 



What does a 

text like the 

Changes tell 

us about 

traditional 

China?

THE CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE OF 

THE YIJING



Confucius (c. 551–

479 BCE.):

“[The Yijing] is 

broad and great, 

complete in every 

way.”

Some opinions on 

the Changes



Cheng Yi (1033–

1107 CE): [The 

Changes] 

“conjoins 

everything [in the 

universe], from the 

darkness and 

brightness of 

Heaven and Earth 

to the minuteness 

of insects, grasses, 

and trees.”



Wang Fuzhi (1619–1692):

“[The Yijing] is the 

showcase for sagely 

achievement. Spirit 

operates within it . . . the 

great utility of 

humaneness and right 

behavior issues forth from 

it; the calculation of order 

and disorder, good and 

bad fortune, life and death 

is in accordance with it.”



It sheds light on:

–– Language

–– Philosophy

–– Religion

–– Arts and crafts

–– Literature

–– Social customs

–– Science 

–– Medicine



Preference for yinyang-style 

contrasts in writing

Heaven is honorable, 

Earth is lowly; thus Qian 

and Kun are fixed. With the 

display of the  lowly and 

high, the honored and 

humble are positioned. 

Activity and stillness are 

constant, determining the 

firm and yielding lines.



Key concepts:

––yin and yang 

––Taiji 太極 

(The Supreme 

Ultimate)

–– Xiang 象 

(Heavenly 

images)

––Xing 形 

(Earthly forms)



Another 

depiction 

of the same 

process



All major religions 

in China used the 

symbolism of the 

Yijing––even 

counter-cultural 

religious societies 

like the Eight 

Trigram rebels of 

the early 19th 

century and the 

Taiping rebels later 

in the century.









Virtually all major Chinese systems of divination, 

including fengshui or geomancy, were based on 

symbols derived from or directly related to the 

Yijing. 



Yijing-based inscriptions in the Forbidden City















“Discussing the Changes with Mengxiang” (left) and 

“Studying the Changes amidst the Pines” (right)



“Confucius Teaching the Yijing”



Yijing symbolism in literary and musical 

criticism. The hexagram Bi (#22), for example, 

stood for beauty, grace and simplicity of form. 

Thus, Yuan Mei (1716–1797), justifies his 

preoccupation with landscape gardens by 

reference to “the grace [Bi] of hills and 

gardens.”



Excerpt from a poem by Gao 

Panlong (1561–1626)  

Seeing the Changes, it is necessary to 

employ the Changes; 

The early sages emphasized nothing but 

centrality and commonality [the Mean].

When firmness and yielding are manifest, 

availing of the incipient moment [of 

change] brings good fortune. 

When centrality and correctness are lost, 

action results in misfortune. 



Trigram and hexagram 

symbolism was central 

to explaining nearly 

everything about 

traditional Chinese 

science and medicine.   

Here, hexagrams are 

correlated with the 

body, the seasons and 

the cardinal directions



Some 

examples of 

the Yijing’s 

influence in 

modern 

Chinese life





Decorations and divining sticks in a 

contemporary Taiwan temple 

dedicated to Fuxi, the ancient 

Chinese culture hero credited with 

inventing the trigrams











THE TRAVELS OF THE YIJING IN 

EAST ASIA

The key common 

denominator: The 

classical Chinese 

language, which could 

be read by any literate 

person in Japan, Korea 

and Vietnam 

Like Latin in the 

premodern West



THE YIJING  易經 (EKIKYO) IN JAPAN





Uragami Gyokudo 

(1745–1820), “Reading 

the Classic of Changes 

in the Cloudy 

Mountains” (dimensions: 

about 6 feet tall)



“Domestication” of the 

Changes

Jiun Sonja (1718-1804), 

The [Chinese authors of 

the Changes] copied our 

ancient divination . . . in 

formulating the text and 

style of the Ekikyo. The 

whole book is completely 

borrowed from us [the 

Japanese].” 



THE YIJING 易經 (YOKKYONG) IN KOREA



Original Yijing illustrations by Chang Hyon-

gwang (1554-1637)



Korean representations of the yinyang symbol



THE YIJING 易經 (DỊCH KINH) IN VIETNAM



The classical Chinese text with Nôm annotations 

above; Nôm verses corresponding to it below

Đặng Thái 

Bàng’s Zhou 

Changes in 

National 

Pronunciation 

(1815). 



A great many creative 

people in the West  

have been influenced 

by the Yijing, including 

I.M. Pei, John Cage, 

Merce Cunningham, 

Philip Dick, Allen 

Ginsberg, Octavio Paz, 

Jorge Luis Borges, and 

Bob Dylan

THE YIJING IN THE WEST



The problem of 

translating Chinese 

works into Western 

languages











An immodest proposal


