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A Note on AI and Primary Sources

This handout was developed with the help of AI tools. During the research process, the AI confidently
stated incorrect trigram structures — mixing up Fire and Water — multiple times before being
corrected with the actual book in hand. AI can generate plausible-sounding content that is simply
wrong.

Always verify against primary sources. The I Ching has survived three thousand years of transmission.
Your books, your teacher, and your own practice are more reliable than any algorithm.

1. What the I Ching Actually Is

Most people encounter the I Ching as a fortune-telling book — you throw coins, look up a hexagram,
and get a cryptic reading about your future. That is not what it is.

The I Ching (易經), or "Book of Changes," is one of the oldest surviving texts in Chinese civilization. Its
earliest layer, the Zhouyi (周易), dates to roughly 1000–800 BCE and was created as a
decision-support system for rulers, generals, and administrators during the early Zhou dynasty.

Its purpose was not to predict the future. It was designed to help leaders diagnose the current
configuration of forces in a situation and understand how those forces tend to evolve. Think of it as a
Bronze Age systems-analysis engine.

The reason the I Ching can be applied to so many disciplines — strategy, psychology, martial arts,
medicine, leadership — is precisely because it is an early complex-systems model. It does not
describe specific content. It describes how change behaves. And change behaves the same way
whether you are talking about weather, politics, combat, or the movements of the body.

This is why it maps so naturally onto T'ai Chi Ch'uan. T'ai Chi is itself a system of continuous change
— and the I Ching provides the theoretical vocabulary for understanding that change.



2. Which I Ching Are You Reading?

This matters more than most people realize. The text we call "the I Ching" is actually three distinct
layers, written centuries apart, and each layer carries the ideology of the people who wrote it.

The Original Zhouyi (ca. 1000–800 BCE)

The core text — the Zhouyi — was composed during the Bronze Age to assist the Zhou kings and court
in conducting affairs of state. It is terse and pragmatic. The original hexagram judgments deal with
military expeditions, captives, royal marriages, alliances, feudal lords, and sacrifices to ancestors and
local deities. There is no moral philosophy, no cosmology, and no discussion of self-cultivation. It is a
field manual for leaders making decisions under uncertainty.

For example, the word fu (孚) appears forty-two times in the Zhouyi. Its original meaning was "captive"
or "prisoner of war." Later interpreters reread it as "sincerity" or "inner truth" — a completely different
meaning that reflects their own philosophical agenda, not the original text.

The Ten Wings (ca. 5th–2nd century BCE)

Several centuries later, a collection of commentaries called the Ten Wings (十翼) was added to the
Zhouyi. These were traditionally attributed to Confucius, though scholars now believe they were
composed by later Confucian writers over a long period.

The Ten Wings transformed the text. They introduced moral philosophy, cosmological speculation, and
ethical guidance. The Confucian term junzi (君子) — the "superior person" or morally noble individual
— appears only 15 times in the original Zhouyi, but 87 times in the Ten Wings. This is not a small
shift. The commentators took a practical decision-support tool and turned it into a handbook for moral
self-cultivation.

By 136 BCE, Emperor Wu of Han canonized the combined text — Zhouyi plus Ten Wings — as one of
the Five Classics, renaming it the Yijing (I Ching). From that point forward, most readers encountered
the moral-philosophical overlay as if it were the original text.

The Daoist Layer

Daoist thinkers took the yin/yang mechanics of the I Ching and mapped them onto the body, breath,
energy cultivation, meditation, and eventually martial arts. This is where the T'ai Chi connection comes
from.

The Daoists were arguably closer to the original systems logic than the Confucians, because they kept
the focus on dynamic change and natural process rather than fixed moral rules. But they added their
own framework — the relationship between pre-heaven and post-heaven trigram arrangements,
internal alchemy, the circulation of ch'i, and the mapping of trigrams onto the body.

What This Means for T'ai Chi Practitioners

When you read a modern translation of the I Ching — especially the widely-used Wilhelm/Baynes
edition — you are reading all three layers at once, often without knowing which layer you are in. The
moralistic language ("the superior person should...") is Confucian commentary, not original text. The
internal-cultivation language is Daoist overlay.



The part that matters most for T'ai Chi is the underlying architecture: the binary logic, the trigram
behavioral modes, the hexagram state model, and the principle that meaning comes from the
configuration of forces, not from fixed rules. That architecture survived every ideological overlay
because it is structural, not philosophical. It describes how change works, regardless of what you
believe change is for.

3. Yin and Yang: Receiving and Manifesting

Yin and yang are not "good and bad," "female and male," or any of the oversimplified pairings that
float around in popular culture. In the original Zhouyi cosmology, they are two fundamental modes of
any system:

� Yin (陰) = Receiving — open, receptive, adaptive, yielding, taking in

� Yang (陽) = Manifesting — active, structuring, asserting, expressing, shaping

Every living system oscillates between these two modes. Your lungs receive air, then manifest breath.
In push hands, you receive your partner's force, then manifest your response.

In the I Ching's notation:

� Yang line: ——— (a single unbroken line)

� Yin line: — — (a broken line, two segments with a gap in the center)

These two symbols are the entire alphabet. Everything else — trigrams, hexagrams, the full 64-state
system — is built from combinations of these two lines.

4. The Eight Trigrams: Fundamental Modes

A trigram is a stack of three lines, read from bottom to top. Each trigram represents a behavioral mode
— not a thing, but a way a system can operate. The three positions matter:

� Top line — expression, what manifests outward

� Middle line — interaction, the relational field

� Bottom line — root, foundation, internal condition

☰ Heaven (Qián) — Pure Manifesting
—— (yang)

—— (yang)

—— (yang)

Initiating, structuring, creative force. Pure outward expression. In the body: expansion, Peng energy,
structural inflation in all directions.



☷ Earth (Kūn) — Pure Receiving
– – (yin)

– – (yin)

– – (yin)

Supporting, absorbing, nurturing. Pure openness. In the body: Song — deep settling, release,
absorption. Not limpness, but the kind of softening that increases sensitivity.

☵ Water (Kǎn) — Yang Within Yin
– – (yin)

—— (yang)

– – (yin)

One yang line held between two yin lines. Depth, flow, adaptability. Water finds its way around
obstacles, always following the low path. In the body: yielding, listening, following force without
opposing it.

☲ Fire (Lí) — Yin Within Yang
—— (yang)

– – (yin)

—— (yang)

One yin line held between two yang lines. Clarity, illumination, awareness. In the body: Shen — the
brightness of attention, the clarity of intent (Yi).

☶ Mountain (Gèn) — Stillness
—— (yang)

– – (yin)

– – (yin)

Yang at the top only — firm at the boundary, soft inside. Stopping, stability, rootedness. In the body:
rooting, vertical integrity, the unshakeable axis.

☳ Thunder (Zhèn) — Sudden Activation
– – (yin)

– – (yin)

—— (yang)

Yang at the bottom only — activation rising from the root. Shock, sudden movement. In the body: Fa-jin
— the whole-body release of stored energy from the ground up.

☴ Wind/Wood (Xùn) — Gradual Penetration
—— (yang)

—— (yang)

– – (yin)

Yin at the bottom, yang above — gentle influence entering from below. Subtle, persistent. In the body:
spiraling force, continuous pressure that is impossible to resist.



☱ Lake (Duì) — Joyful Openness
– – (yin)

—— (yang)

—— (yang)

Yin at the top, yang below — openness with a solid foundation. In the body: the open chest, the
relaxed face, the quality of connection in push hands.

Note: Water and Fire are mirror images. Water has strength hidden inside softness. Fire has openness
hidden inside structure. This pairing is central to Daoist internal cultivation and to T'ai Chi theory.

5. From Trigrams to Hexagrams: System States

A hexagram is two trigrams stacked together — six lines total, still read bottom to top. The upper
trigram (lines 4–6) represents the external condition. The lower trigram (lines 1–3) represents the
internal condition. This gives 8 × 8 = 64 possible system states.

Each hexagram describes how a system is currently configured, the tension or harmony between
internal and external conditions, the direction the system tends to move, and the wise posture to
adopt.

A key insight: the number of yin and yang lines matters far less than where they appear and how the
two trigrams interact. For example, Hexagram 11 (T'ai / Peace) and Hexagram 12 (P'i / Stagnation)
both contain exactly three yin and three yang lines — but their dynamics are opposite:

� Hexagram 11 — Peace: Heaven below, Earth above. Yang rises, yin descends. They meet and
circulate. Harmony.

� Hexagram 12 — Stagnation: Earth below, Heaven above. Yin sinks, yang rises away. They
separate. Blockage.

Same count. Opposite configuration. Opposite result. The I Ching is a positional logic system —
meaning comes from structure, not quantity.

Transitions between states are where the real work of T'ai Chi lives. A hexagram is a snapshot — but
practice is continuous. The moment when yielding becomes issuing, when stillness becomes
movement, when listening becomes responding — these are the pivot points. In the I Ching's
language, these are places where yin is becoming yang or yang is becoming yin. In your body, you can
feel them: the instant your root shifts from receiving force to returning it, or the moment your structure
softens from holding to absorbing. Learning to recognize these transitions — and not rush them — is
the heart of the art.

6. "Stand Like a Great Mountain, Flow Like a Great River"

This classical T'ai Chi instruction is not poetry. It is a precise biomechanical directive, and the trigram
system reveals exactly why.

The Koan



This is not two separate instructions — "sometimes be mountain, sometimes be river." It is one
instruction: be both, simultaneously, all the time.

You must be rooted and flowing. Still and moving. Present and changing. Not alternating between them
— both at once. A student who only roots becomes a post: stiff, rigid, something solid for a partner to
push against. A student who only flows has no center: they collapse, scatter, have nothing to return to.
Neither alone is T'ai Chi.

The saying is a koan — a paradox that cannot be resolved intellectually. You can only find it in the
body.

What the Trigrams Reveal

The trigram system helps us understand why this is so hard and why the saying is structured the way it
is.

☶ Mountain — firm at the boundary, soft inside — describes one behavioral mode: rootedness,
vertical integrity, the quality of being unshakeable. As an isolated trigram, it is an abstraction. No real
moment in practice is ever just Mountain.

"River" is not a single trigram at all. It is a dynamic process requiring multiple modes working together:

� ☵ Water — the yielding, adaptive quality, going around obstacles, never opposing directly

� ☳ Thunder — sudden surges, the explosive moment when yielding becomes power

� ☴ Wind — continuous, gradual force, the river carving the valley over time

A river is Water animated by Thunder or Wind, constrained by Mountain, shaped by Earth. It is a
system, not a symbol.

This tells us something important: Mountain alone is incomplete. River alone is incomplete. The saying
demands both because real practice is never a single mode — it is always multiple modes interacting.
This is exactly what the hexagram structure models: two trigrams, always in relationship, always
influencing each other.

Why It Cannot Be Written Down

The student who tries to figure out the paradox intellectually gets stuck. The student who practices
long enough starts to feel it — the root that doesn't grab, the movement that doesn't leave center, the
stillness that is alive. In a martial exchange, change is constant. You must be in the flow, present,
moving — and simultaneously still and rooted. This is not a concept. It is an experience. The I Ching
gives us a vocabulary for pointing toward it. The body is where you find it.

7. The T'ai Chi Body as a Trigram System

A skilled T'ai Chi body is not "soft" or "hard." It is a dynamic system that switches modes — or runs
multiple modes at once — without breaking structure.



Trigram T'ai Chi Function Internal Cue

☰ Heaven Peng 掤 — expansion, buoyancy Body expands in all directions without stiffness

☷ Earth Song 鬆 — settling, absorbing Everything drops, softens, receives

☵ Water Tīng 聽 — listening, yielding Pressure enters, you dissolve around it

☲ Fire Yi 意 / Shen 神 — clarity,
awareness

Mind illuminates the body and the situation

☶ Mountain Gēn 根 — root, vertical integrity Weight drops, joints release, spine stacks

☳ Thunder Fā jìn 發勁 — explosive issuing Whole body fires at once without tension

☴ Wind Cháng jìn 長勁 — long power,
spiraling

Force spreads like roots or wind

☱ Lake Connection — openness, ease Chest opens, breath softens, face relaxes

In push hands, you are constantly cycling through these modes: partner pushes → you become Water
(yield). You need to root → Mountain (still). You find an opening → Thunder (issue). You maintain
pressure → Wind (spiral). This is why T'ai Chi feels paradoxical from the outside — soft but strong,
still but moving, empty but full. You are running multiple trigrams simultaneously.

If we compress the system to its four essentials: (1) Mountain — structure, boundary, root; (2) Water
+ motion — flow, yielding, adaptability; (3) Heaven — Peng, expansion, buoyancy; (4) Earth — Song,
absorption, settling. Everything else is a functional refinement of these four.

8. Internal Connections: The I Ching and Self-Knowledge

The I Ching was not originally designed as a psychological model. But because the psyche is a
complex adaptive system — with patterns of tension, balance, change, and response — the mapping
is natural.

Every person has parts that manifest (assert, protect, structure, control) and parts that receive (feel,
absorb, open, soften). When these are in balance, we feel centered. When one dominates, we feel
stuck, rigid, reactive, or overwhelmed. The same yin/yang logic applies:

� Too much yang (manifesting without receiving) → rigidity, over-control, inability to listen

� Too much yin (receiving without manifesting) → collapse, passivity, inability to act

� Dynamic balance → responsiveness, presence, adaptability

In T'ai Chi, this shows up directly in the body: a student who is too yang braces against force and gets
uprooted; a student who is too yin collapses under pressure; a student in balance yields and returns.
The trigrams describe modes you enter psychologically as well as physically. This is why the old
masters did not separate internal cultivation from martial practice. They are the same system.

9. For Further Study



Primary texts:

� I Ching — the Wilhelm/Baynes translation (the standard English reference, but be aware it
includes the Confucian Ten Wings commentary blended into the text)

� The Original I Ching — Margaret Pearson (a cleaner, less mystified translation)

� Cheng Tzu's Thirteen Treatises on T'ai Chi Ch'uan — Cheng Man-ch'ing, trans. Benjamin Lo &
Martin Inn

A practical exercise:

During standing practice or form work, experiment with the four essential modes: (1) Mountain — feel
the root, the stillness, the boundary; (2) Water — feel the yielding, the flow, the willingness to change;
(3) Heaven — feel the expansion, the Peng, the buoyancy; (4) Earth — feel the settling, the Song, the
absorption. Then try running two at once. Then three. This is the internal engine of T'ai Chi.

Prepared for students of T'ai Chi Ch'uan in the Cheng Man-ch'ing lineage.
The I Ching is not magic. It is a map of how change works — and T'ai Chi is the practice of embodying that change.


