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Abstract  The existence of the Dao 道(the Way), according to the Yizhuan 
易传 (the Commentary) 1, is something intangible. The connotation of the 
Dao is the law of change caused by the interaction between yin and yang. 
The main functions of the Dao are “to change” and “to generate”. The 
intangible refers to the law of change caused by the interaction between yin 
and yang, and the law is expressed by the divinatory symbolic system (卦爻
符号, the trigrams or hexagrams). It is through the unique permutation of 
yin and yang lines of a trigram or hexagram that the law of change is 
explained as a universal model uniting celestial, terrestrial and human laws. 
The symbolic system is used to express the universal nature of continual 
generation of life. 
 
Keywords  Chinese philosophy, Commentary of the Book of Change, yin 
and yang, metaphysical 
 

                                                                          
1 The Zhouyi 周易 （Book of Change）is made of two parts: the Yijing 易经（the main Text）, which is 
considered to have been written approximately before 1150 BC, and the Yizhuan 易传 (the Commentary), 
which was finished around 400 BC. The Commentary has 10 parts including Tuan Zhuan 彖传 (Treatise 
on Judgments 1 and 2 volumes), Xiang Zhuan 象传 (Treatise on Symbolisms 1 and 2 volumes), Wen Yan 
Zhuan 文言传 (Treatise on Remarks about Qian and Kun), Xici Shangxia Zhuan 系辞上、下传 
（Appended Statements 1 and 2 volumes）, Shuo Gua Zhuan 说卦传 (Treatise on Remarks about 
Hexagrams), Xu Gua Zhuan 序卦传 (Treatise on the Sequence of Hexagrams) and Za Gua Zhuan 杂卦

传 (Treatise on the Names of Hexagrams). Therefore, the Commentary is also named as Shi Yi 十翼 
(Ten Wings).— noted by translator 
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The original meaning of the Dao 道 (the Way) is “path” or “road.”  The 
Dao written in the ancient book, Zhouyi 周易 2 (the Book of Change), has 
this meaning. For example, the Dao has such a meaning in the text of the 
hexagram Fu 复 (Return), in the line comments of the line 1 of hexagram 
Xiaoxu 小畜 (Small Gaining), the line 2 of hexagram Lu 履 (the Treading) 
and the line 4 of hexagram Sui 随 (the Following). The extended meaning of 
the Dao is the law that all things and beings in the world must abide by. The 
Dao in the Commentary has extended meanings essentially, such as “the 
Dao of Qian”, “the Dao of Kun”, “the Dao of day and night”, “the Dao of 
superior man or the Dao of base person”, etc. Furthermore, the Commentary 
also has such statements as “the Dao is the law of yin and yang,” “the Dao is 
intangible,” etc. These statements imply a vast variety of philosophical 
explanations. To this point, I would like to express my own opinions as 
follows. 

I  The existence of the Dao  

According to historical literature, Laozi (the founder of Daoism) was the 
first philosopher in China to explain the Dao philosophically. He takes the 
Dao to be the origin of everything that exists between the earth and heaven. 
Furthermore, he explained the Dao as something invisible, like an 
extrasensory and timeless objective entity, different from common things. In 
his opinion, the connotation of the Dao is similar to that of metaphysics 
defined by traditional western philosophy. In China, the term “metaphysical” 
is habitually translated into Chinese as the term “xingershang” 形而上, 
which first appeared in the Appended Statements in the Book of Change. In 
fact, the “xingershang” in this book originally referred to the law of change 
caused by the interaction between yin and yang. Therefore, the 
“xingershang” was just used to define the existence of the Dao in the book. 

Volume 1 of the Appended Statements of the Book of Change has the 
following commentaries. 

 
May we not say the Qian 乾 (Heaven) and Kun 坤 (Earth) are the 
essence of the Yi 易 (change)? Hexagrams Qian and Kun are mixed and 
piled up, inside of which the system of the Yi is thereby constituted. If 
Qian and Kun were taken away, there would be no means of seeing that 
system; and if this system is not seen, this indicates that Qian and Kun 
almost cease to act. Hence, that which is intangible, we say, is the Dao, 
and that which is tangible, is a visible thing [here refers to trigrams and 
hexagrams]… 
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The “tangible” mentioned above represents the lines in a trigram or a 
hexagram.（A trigram has three lines, a hexagram has six lines.）The 
above-quoted passage can be explained as that, “The tangible is the 
permutation of yang and yin lines in Qian and Kun. The intangible is the law 
of change caused by the interaction between yin and yang expressed by Qian 
and Kun”. Mr. Zhu Bokun, a renowned professor of Beijing University, said 
in his book Zhubokun Lunzhu that “It is named as the Dao that the intangible 
law of change caused by the interaction between yin and yang; it is called the 
visible that the tangible divinatory symbolism of trigrams or hexagrams.” 
(Zhu 1998，p. 78) In volume 1 of the Appended Statements, it is written, “the 
Dao is the law of change caused by the interaction between yin and yang.” 
Therefore, what the ancient book … the Commentary … actually tells us is 
that the intangible law of change is expressed by the tangible permutations 
of the yin and yang lines in a hexagram (a symbolic system). However, the 
Book of Change does not definitely tell us anything about other relations 
between “the tangible” and “the intangible.” That is to say whether or not 
there is any other relations between the two, for instance, whether or not 
there is a relation like that between the fundamental and the incidental, or a 
relation like that between the preceding and the subsequent or a relation like 
that between the generator and the generated. 

According to the Commentary, the Dao refers to the intangible law of 
change of yin and yang, and the tangible is the yin and yang lines in a 
hexagram. What the book actually elucidates is the 64 hexagrams and the 
law of change of yin and yang contained in them. Therefore, each part of the 
Commentary, such as Treatise on Judgments, Treatise on Symbolisms and 
Treatise on Remarks about Qian and Kun, is to elucidate the extended 
meaning expressed by the 64 hexagrams, and to demonstrate the intangible 
Dao by explaining the tangible hexagrams. For instance, Qian has six 
unbroken lines. This is visible and tangible. The saint designed the 
symbolisms (the hexagrams) to explain the meaning behind them. The 
meaning behind the symbolisms is the Dao. The saint explained the Dao 
through the text and by means of giving examples, according to the 
Commentary. We can see this from volume 1 of the Appended Statement 
“The saint designed the hexagrams and wrote the Text, aiming at 
explaining the truth of good or bad fortune.” The Text is to elucidate the 
meaning of the hexagrams (the symbolisms), that is to say, to explain the 
intangible Dao behind the symbolisms. The Commentary is to discuss 
further the intangible Dao, on the basis of the explanations made by the 
text. For instance, the Treatise on Symbolisms of the Commentary explains 
Qian as follows: 
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Vast indeed is Qian! The ultimate source, the source of all, and is 
commended by heaven! It causes the clouds to come forth, the rain to 
bestow its bounty and all objects to take their respective forms. Its great 
brilliance shines all the time. Its activities symbolized by the six 
component lines, like six dragons, each at its proper time. The saint, 
mounting them when the time is appropriate, is carried heavenwards as 
though six dragons were his steeds! It is the law of celestial change that 
establishes the nature of all things and all beings. Keeping the universal 
harmony in the world, everything in the world thus develops correctly. 
Heaven, on the base of which everything generates, brings peace to all 
nations of the world. 

 
The Commentary  (the Treatise on Symbolisms) explains the hexagram 

Kun as follows:  
 
Perfect indeed is Kun! The ultimate source, gently it obeys heaven, 
wherefrom all things and all beings receive their birth. This terrestrial 
power generously bears a vast plenitude of objects, its virtue permeates 
universally. It magnanimously contains and nourishes everything. 
Growth and development of all things and beings are thus without 
difficulty. Kun, like the mare, symbolizes those terrestrial powers, 
which wander unfettered throughout the earth. Gentle, dutiful, and 
favorable for rightfulness, Kun suggests that a superior man will lose his 
way when he tries to take first in doing something, and will return his 
right way when he behaves submissively. Traveling southwest, he will 
find friends and work together with them. Going northwest, he will lose 
friends, however ultimately achieve a happy outcome. Just in 
accordance with the largeness and generousness of the earth, the 
auspicious state is obtained by willingly obeying the right way. 

 
The above two passages from the Commentary are the explanations to the 

two hexagrams – Qian and Kun. It not only explains the lines of the two 
hexagrams but also elucidates the Dao behind them. It also explains, in 
terms of divination, the relation between the two hexagrams and the other 62 
adulterated hexagrams. The two hexagrams command and compose the other 
62 adulterated hexagrams, because all the yang lines in the 62 adulterated 
hexagrams represent the character of Qian, and all the yin lines in them 
symbolize the features of Kun. The above-quoted “all things and beings” 
refers to the 62 adulterated hexagrams except Qian and Kun. Qian, as an 
ultimate-source, is “the source of all”; and Kun as an ultimate-source is 
“wherefrom all things receive their birth.” Qian is “commended by heaven”; 
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and Kun “obeys heaven.” Therefore, all these indicate that the 62 adulterated 
hexagrams result from the Qian, (which is the source of all,) and the Kun, 
(which gives birth to all things).  

Furthermore, in terms of divination, the theoretical significance of the two 
above-quoted passages lies as follows. The essence of the Dao of heaven and 
earth (Qian and Kun) has been manifested through the six yang lines of Qian 
and six yin lines of Kun. The ultimate-source Qian (乾元) is an origin of all, 
and its being commanded by heaven is its most striking feature; the 
ultimate-source Kun (坤元), giving birth to all, is also an origin of all, and its 
obedience to heaven is its most remarkable characteristic. The former reveals 
the nature of yang (天道, celestial law); the latter tells the character of yin 
(地道, terrestrial law). The former is used for commanding and starting, the 
latter for conforming and shaping. This indicates that the origin of 
everything in the world is made of two different kinds of powers 
(ultimate-source Qian and Kun), and they are opposite in their nature and 
complement each other. Everything is decided by Qian, and shaped by Kun. 
For instance, all yang lines in the 62 adulterated hexagrams are the 
expressions of the nature of Qian, and the yin lines in them represent the 
character of Kun. Among all the 62 adulterated hexagrams, from the 
hexagram 3 Tun 屯  (Initial Difficultly) to hexagram 64 Weiji 未济 
(Incompleteness), no hexagram can be formed without combination and 
permutation of both yang lines (which come from Qian) and yin lines (which 
come from Kun). Therefore, there is no hexagram that does not contain the 
characters derived from Qian and Kun. It is written in the Xu Gua Zhuan of 
the Commentary “Heaven and earth came into being at first and then all 
things were generated. …Heaven and earth were created, after that all things 
appeared.” Qian and Kun represent Heaven and earth respectively; and the 
62 hexagrams stand for all things and beings. These ideas from the 
Commentary are of cosmic-genesis significance. 

Different parts of the Commentary, such as the Treatise on Judgments and 
the Treatise on Symbolisms, have enlightened in different ways the 
intangible Dao that lies behind the tangible hexagrams. For instance, it is 
written in the Treatise on Symbolisms that “like powerful and dynamic 
celestial movement, a superior man should make unremitting efforts to 
improve himself.” The “celestial movement” represents the symbolic 
hexagram Qian, which is composed of two trigram Qians. (It has an upper 
part a trigram Qian and a lower part, also a trigram Qian.) The hexagram 
Qian is used to indicate “celestial movement”, because “Qian is heaven” 
according to the Treatise on Remarks about Hexagrams. The truth that lies 
behind the hexagram is a powerful and dynamic exemplar, from which a 
superior man should learn. Hence, he should follow this example to “make 
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unremitting efforts to improve himself.” In another instance, it is also written 
in the Treatise on Symbolisms that “Like the dutiful terrestrial power, a 
superior man displays great lenience by embracing all things.” The 
“terrestrial power” represents the symbolic hexagram Kun, which is 
composed of two trigram Kuns. (It has an upper part trigram Kun and a 
lower part also a trigram Kun. The hexagram Kun is a sign of “terrestrial 
power”, because “Kun is earth” according to the Treatise on Remarks about 
Hexagrams. This is to signify an example of “following,” to which a 
superior man should imitate. Therefore, he should “behave himself to show 
great lenience by embracing all things.” 

In comparison with the Treatise on Judgments, the Treatise on 
Symbolisms lays much emphasis on the behaviors of the human being. The 
following examples, conscientiously elucidating how the intangible is 
expressed by the tangible, are cited from the Treatise on Judgment volume 1. 

 
To the hexagram Gu 蛊 (the Recovery) line 2, yang: 

“To correct mother’s mistake, but not to compel her...” (From the 
Text) 

“When correcting mother’s mistake, it should be appropriate to the 
occasion.” (From the Treatise on Symbolisms) 

To the hexagram Li 离 (the Adherence) line 2, yin: 
“It is auspicious to wear yellow clothes.” (From the Text) 
“It is auspicious to wear yellow clothes, because it is appropriate to 

the occasion.” (From the Treatise on Symbolisms) 
To the hexagram Xie 解 (the Release) line 2, yang:  

“Having captured many foxes, while hunting in field, and gained 
yellow arrows. It is auspicious to persist in the right.” (From the Text) 

“The yang line 2, persisting in the right, is auspicious, because it is 
appropriate to the occasion.” (From the Treatise on Symbolisms) 

To the hexagram Guai 夬 (the Resolution) line 2, yang: 
“Though disturbed by cries in the night, he who is armed knows no 

fears.” (From the Text) 
“Being armed and fearless is because it is appropriate to the 

occasion.” (From the Treatise on Symbolisms) 
To the hexagram Jiji 既济 (the Completion) line 2, yin: 

“The lady loses the blind from her chariot window. She should not go 
in search of it, for she will recover it in seven days.” (From the Text)  

“Her getting it back after seven days is because her behavior is 
appropriate to the occasion.” (From the Treatise on Symbolisms) 

 
The five examples above, having discussed various situations though, 
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have no connection with one another, but all of them express the truth (the 
Dao) that is being appropriate to the occasion. This is because  line 2 in 
each of the 5 hexagrams, symbolizing all of the situations above, is to 
express a truth of being appropriate. 

The Commentary has expressed the Dao in various ways and discussed it 
in various situations. However, in short, the 64 hexagrams or the total 384 
lines are all tangible expressions of the Dao, and the Dao is intangible in its 
existence. 

II  The basic connotation of the Dao 

The Dao is intangible in its existence; its expression is various. However, the 
basic connotative meaning of the Dao is definite. In other words, the 64 
hexagrams (the total 384 lines) express the Dao in various ways, but the Dao 
has its own intrinsic connotation. That is the law of change caused by the 
interaction between yin and yang.  

The Commentary’s various discussions on the Dao can be classified into 
three categories: the celestial Dao, the terrestrial Dao and the human Dao.  

 
The Book of Change is an all-inclusive book, extensively covering 

the celestial Dao, the human Dao, and the terrestrial Dao. Each 
hexagram has six lines, which are nothing but the triplets of the Dao: the 
celestial Dao (contained in the top 2 lines), the human Dao (expressed 
by the middle 2 lines), and the terrestrial Dao (lying in the bottom 2 
lines). (From volume 2 of the Appended Statements) 

 
The purpose of the ancient saint’s composing the Book of Change is 

to make it conform to the truth of all things and beings. Yin and yang are 
used to express the celestial Dao; Softness and Hardness are used to 
demonstrate the terrestrial Dao; and Humanity and Justice are used to 
enlighten human Dao. Each hexagram has six lines, with the bottom two 
lines indicating terrestrial Dao, the middle two human Dao and the top 
two celestial Dao. Yang lines (the hardness) and yin lines (the softness) 
are alternatively employed to form a hexagram. (From the Treatise on 
Remarks about hexagrams) 

 
The above two passages clearly portray the triplets of the Dao (or the 

triplet-Dao , 三才之道). The second passage especially points out the 
purpose of the saint’s composing the Book of Change, which is to conform 
to the truth of all things and beings. Mr. Zhu Bokun said that “This is a 
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philosophical answer to the question why each hexagram has six lines. Each 
of the triplet-Dao has its own definite meaning: it is yin and yang, or 
Softness and Hardness, or Humanity and Justice. All are based on the truth 
of all things and beings: the Dao, therefore, the three categories become an 
entirety. ” （Zhu，1998，p. 719） In the same page of the book, he continues 
as follows: 

 
“The Dao is just the law of change caused by the interaction between 

yin and yang. It is good to follow the Dao. Everything has its own 
nature by realizing it. This is the truth.” This quotation from the volume 
1 of the Appended Statements, in a sense of a hexagram, means that an 
unbroken line and a broken line stand for a yang line and a yin line 
respectively, and both compose a hexagram. This indicates that 
everything in the world has both yang and yin characters, which become 
the nature of everything. It is by following the Dao that the heaven has 
both coldness and warmness, the earth has both hardness and softness 
and the human being has both humanity and justice. Thus, the Dao is 
the law of change caused by the interaction between yin and yang. This 
is the fundamental truth of the universe. (Zhu，1998，p. 719) 

 
The viewpoint of Mr. Zhu is very clear and precise. Though the Dao is 

varied in its expression, its basic meaning is nothing but the law of change 
caused by the interaction between yang and yin. In a sense of divination, the 
yin or yang in the Commentary sometimes refers to a hexagram or a trigram. 
The following are cited from the Commentary.  
 

Tai 泰 (the Without-Obstruction) is made of two parts: an inner (lower) 
trigram Qian and an outer (upper) Kun, the inner is yang and the outer 
yin. The inner is dynamic and the outer following … (from the Treatise 
on Symbolisms) (Qian is a trigram of yang, Kun is a trigram of 
yin.—noted by the translator) 
 
Pi 否 (the Obstruction) is made of two trigrams: an inner Kun and an 
outer Qian, the inner is yin and the outer yang, the inner is softness and 
outer hardness … (from the Treatise on Symbolisms)  
 
All things and beings in the world can be classified into two categories: 
one is yang and the other yin. Qian represents the category of yang and 
Kun the category of yin. Yang and yin jointly make the hard or the soft 
character to appear, to display the law of the creation of all. This is to 
express the moral character of God. (From volume 2 of the Appended 
Statements) 
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The three trigrams: Zhen震 (the Thunder), Kan坎 (the Abyssal) and Gen
艮 (the Desisting) are yang trigrams; the other three: Xun 巽 (the Wind), Li
离 (the Adherence) and Dui 兑 (the Joy) are yin trigrams. The following is 
cited from volume 2 of the Appended Statements. 

 
Yang trigrams have more yin lines and less yang lines; yin trigrams 

have more yang lines and less yin lines; Why? because one yang line is 
a principle part of a yang trigram; Two yang lines are a principle part of 
a yin trigram; This indicates that a yang trigram, having one monarch 
and two subjects, is the Dao of a superior man, and that a yin trigram, 
having two monarchs and one subject, is the Dao of a base person … 

 
The yin or yang can also refer to a line in a hexagram or a trigram. 

Therefore, a hexagram or a trigram has yin line (s) or yang line (s).  
 

“The concealed dragon cannot act.” This indicates that yang power is in 
lower place. (From the Treatise of Symbolisms about the line 1 (bottom 
line) of Qian) 
 
“Hoarfrost underfoot betokens the coming of the season of solid ice.” 
This indicates that something of yin character begins to assemble. (From 
the Treatise of Symbolisms about the line 1 (bottom line) of Kun) 
 
“The concealed dragon cannot act.” This indicates that yang power goes 
into hiding. Those that have yin characters have good virtue. They do 
not show off but use it to serve the monarch’s course. They dare not  
take credit for success. This is the truth that earth obeys heaven, a wife 
her husband and a subject his monarch. All having yin character can 
have good result only by obeying. (From the Treatise on Remarks about 
Qian and Kun) 

 
The yin and yang mentioned above represent yin lines and yang lines, 

respectively. In short, the concept of yin and yang can be used to indicate yin 
and yang lines or trigrams (hexagrams). It is to elucidate the good or bad 
fortune implied by hexagrams that yin and yang are used to explain the 
structure of a trigram or a hexagram. 

Using yin and yang to explain a hexagram (symbolism), from a 
philosophical point of view, is to imitate the law of change caused by the 
interaction between yin and yang of the universe. In other words, it is by 
using (or borrowing) the concept of yin and yang that the symbolisms of the 
divinatory hexagrams are expanded extensively in their significance and 
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have become an imitation of universal law. What was written in volume 1 of 
the Appended Statements is that “According to the nature of all things and 
beings, saints use graphic symbolisms to elucidate the hidden universal law. 
The symbolisms are xiang (象, image).” It is because the Book of Change is 
to imitate the universal law of yin and yang that volume 1 of the Appended 
Statement has the following words: 

 
It covers all changes and all laws of change without mistake; facilitates 
all things going along with their nature without omission; knowing 
everything including the law of change of day and night; … The Book of 
Change imitates the measure of heaven and earth; therefore, it covers all 
laws of the world. 

 
It is obvious that the Commentary downright describes the Book of 

Change as a perfect miracle. It is because the book has brought out the 
essential, universal law of yin and yang that it is regarded as a miraculous 
book. In this sense, the connotation of the Dao is the law of yin and yang, 
according to the Commentary. 

Laozi’s theory is different from the idea that takes the connotation of Dao 
to be the law of yin and yang. Laozi’s takes the Dao to be something that is 
to a considerable extent transcendental. However, the connotation of the Dao, 
in his theory, is uncertain. Laozi has made many comments on the Dao; 
among them, the following comparatively reflects the fundamental character 
of the Dao portrayed by him. 

 
That which we look at but cannot see is called colorless. That which we 
listen to but cannot hear is called rareness. That which we grope for but 
cannot get is called minuteness. These three cannot be closely examined. 
These three circumstances, which cannot be closely examined, are used 
to describe a chaotic unity. This chaotic unity is not dazzling when 
revealed, nor dark when unrevealed. It cannot be defined because it is 
infinite; It goes back to an intangible existence and its form is formless. 
It is an image of nonexistence and is indescribable indeed. (Chapter 14 
of Laozi) 
 
Dao is something indescribable. Though indescribable, it has image, 
character, and vitality. The vitality is real and marvelous. (Chapter 21 of 
Laozi) 

 
About the “has” quoted above, there have been different opinions in the 

academic circles. For a long time, there has been a popular point of view that 
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takes the Dao to be a unity of being and nonbeing, because though it is 
something that cannot be seen, heard or touched, according to Laozi, yet it is 
something that has image and vitality. It is well known that Laozi used to 
describe the Dao as something without form, without name, without action, 
without desire, etc. However, it is disputable whether or not the Dao, in 
Laozi’ s opinion, is nonbeing. Mr. Liu Xiaogan said, “Laozi has used the 
adjective ‘nothing’ for over 100 times in his book, but never used the noun 
‘nonbeing’ to describe the Dao. Therefore, there is no definite philosophical 
concept of the ‘nonbeing.’”(Liu Xiaogan, 2002) We should pay attention to 
this viewpoint. Mr. Zhu Bokun said： “The term ‘there is’ (here it seems to 
be ‘there be’ — noted by the translator) cited from ancient Daoism is 
equivalent to ‘Dasein’ in German, meaning one’s existence, or one’s 
essence or nature. During the Wei-Jin Dynasties (225–420 AD), 
philosophers put forward such concepts or notions as ‘the existence of 
all’, ‘one’s existence cannot account for the other’s existence’, ‘Only 
those existing can help the existing’, etc. In classic Chinese philosophy, 
there is no such abstract concept as ‘being’ in terms of a common concept.” 
(Zhu 1998，p. 554) Indeed, if Laozi had an abstract concept about “there 
be …” in terms of a common meaning, philosophers in the Wei-Jin 
Dynasties would have been over sophisticated in philosophical thinking 
to have brought forth such concepts as “the existence of all,” “one’s 
existence cannot account for the other’s existence,” “Only those 
existing can help the existing,” etc. In fact, they had really brought 
forth such concepts. This indicates that “There be …” had not 
developed into an abstract concept of common meaning before the 
Wei-Jin dynasties. Therefore, we must say that we do not think that the 
Dao is a unity of being and nonbeing.  

Then, what is actually the Dao in Laozi’s opinion? Mr. Zhang Dainian (a 
renown professor at Beijing University) said ：“The concept of the Dao is 
derived from the celestial Dao, which is the law of heaven. However, the 
Dao is a more fundamental universal law compared to the celestial Dao; this 
universal law is objective reality without form and without image and 
different from common things. Laozi’s bringing forward the concept of Dao 
is to underline the importance of the universal law. He regards the universal 
law as the highest substance. He makes it a substance.”（Zhang，1987，p. 
24−5） Indeed, Laozi, as an official historian, has abstracted the concept of 
Dao from his understanding of the celestial Dao. Hence, he especially 
emphasized its natural-world-like feature when describing the Dao. For 
instance, he said in Laozi as follows: 

 
The human being follows the example of earth, Earth follows the 
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example of heaven, Heaven follows the example of the Dao, and the 
Dao follows the example of nature. 

 
In his opinion, heaven, earth, and man obey the law of Dao and the Dao 

conforms to the law of nature, hence, the intrinsic quality of the Dao is 
nature.  

It is highly possible that the Commentary, very much influenced by 
Daoism before the Qin Dynasty (221BC), took a further step to clarify the 
connotation of the Dao, by describing the essence of the Dao-that is the law 
of change caused by the interaction between yin and yang. Nevertheless, it 
should also be pointed out that the Confucian exposition of the Dao, besides 
pre-Qin Daoists’ exposition, is also an important part of the cultural 
resources of the Commentary’s understandings of the Dao. Confucius, like 
Laozi, paid great attention to the Dao. For instance, he said “The intellectual 
regard the Dao as their ideal. … If I knew the Dao in the morning, I should 
not regret to die in the evening…” (Cited from Lunyu 论语 (the Analects of 
Confucius) Confucius, unlike Laozi, did not make much explanation to the 
Dao itself. However, it is obvious that the Dao in Confucius mind was 
human Dao essentially. The following conversation is also from the Analects 
of Confucius. 

 
Confucius said, “Eh, Zeng Shen, my theory of the Dao has an essential 
point.” Zeng Shen said “Yes.” Other disciples asked Master Zeng Shen 
afterwards “What does our Master mean by this?” He said, “Our 
Master’s theory of the Dao is just loyalty and consideration.” 

 
This indicates that Confucius did not intend to force others to accept his 

own views on the Dao by saying “my theory of the Dao” here, i.e., he did 
not discuss the essence of the Dao in the light of a common meaning. 
However, his way of defining the Dao undoubtedly influenced the 
composition of the Commentary. 

It is evident that although the Commentary’s discussion of the triplet-Dao 
is rooted in divination, it is originated from both Daoist and Confucian 
understandings of the Dao too. It is by confirming that the connotation of the 
Dao is the law of change caused by the interaction between yin and yang that 
Daoist and Confucian understandings of the Dao are linked up and 
synthesized in the Commentary.  For example, it is written in the 
Commentary that “It is by following the Dao that heaven has both coldness 
and warmness, earth has both hardness and softness, and human being has 
both humanity and justice.” The triplet-Dao, in a united manner, refers to 
that “The Dao is the law of change caused by the interaction between yin 
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and yang” (Cited from the Commentary). Separately, it signifies that “yin 
and yang are used to express the celestial Dao, Softness and Hardness to 
manifest the terrestrial Dao, and Humanity and Justice to enlighten human 
Dao” (Cited from the Commentary). The essence of the Dao is the law of 
change caused by the interaction between yin and yang. “It is good to follow 
the Dao; everything has its own nature by realizing it.” It is to follow the 
Dao and to realize it that heaven has both yin and yang, earth has both 
hardness and softness, and human being has both humanity and justice.  

In short, in the light of divinatory, the tangible is the hexagrams; the 
intangible is the law of change caused by the interaction between yin and 
yang implied by the hexagrams. In the light of philosophy, the tangible is 
changes and actions of all things, and the intangible is the 
yin–yang-changing law behind all of the changes and actions. As a 
conclusion, the law of change caused by the interaction between yin and 
yang is the connotation of the Dao written in the Commentary. 

III  The main functions of the Dao 

The connotation of the Dao is the law of change caused by the interaction 
between yin and yang, and the main function of the Dao is “to change” and 
“to generate”. According to the Commentary, Qian and Kun (i.e., yang and 
yin) are the core of the Book of Change, and there are changes of the 64 
hexagrams just because there are changes caused by the interaction between 
Qian and Kun (i.e., yang and yin). If Qian and Kun ceased to act, there 
would be no change of the 64 hexagrams. Therefore, the concept of 
“change” is one of the key points in the Commentary. The following is cited 
from volume 2 of the Appended Statements. 

 
The Book of Change cannot be far from our daily life. The truth 
contained in the book constantly changes at times. The Dao is 
changeable and not fixed, circulating and flowing amidst the six lines 
(of a hexagram). It is going up and down without fixed routine; The 
permutation of yin and yang (lines) is undergoing, and hardness and 
softness is transforming continuously. Therefore, the book cannot be 
used as a doctrine. It is flexible. 

 
The cause of change is Qian and kun, i.e., yin and yang. 
The concept of “change” in the Commentary firstly emphasizes the 

interaction between yin and yang, for instance: 
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When the interaction between hardness and softness first gives birth, 
which is not easy, action amidst danger predicts great development if it 
be firm and correct. As when the universe was first created amidst the 
fury of thunder and rain, everything was still primitive and obscure; this 
is a time for a ruler to establish principalities and not to rest in 
self-satisfaction. (From the Treatise on Judgments about the hexagram 
Tun). 

 
In the sequence of the 64 hexagrams, Tun is the third following Qian and 

Kun. The “hardness and softness” mentioned here indicate Qian and Kun, 
respectively, and refer to yang and yin. In the light of divination, the 
“interaction” mentioned here is a basic premise and condition, on which all 
the adulterated-hexagrams except Qian and Kun are created and exist. For 
instance, the following is from the Treatise on Remarks about Hexagrams).  

 
Qian is heaven, therefore, is called father. Kun is earth, so it is called 
mother. Zhen 震(the thunder), with only one yang line as its first 
(bottom) line, is the first son. Xun 巽(the Wind), with only one yin line 
as its first line, is the first daughter. It is because both of them are 
generated from the first pursuit between Qian and kun. Kan 坎(the 
Abyssal), with only one yang line as its second (next to the bottom) line, 
is the second son. Li 离(the Adherence), having only one yin line as its 
second line, is the second daughter. It is because both of them are 
produced from the second pursuit between Qian and Kun. Gen 艮(the 
Desisting), having only one yang line as its top line, is the youngest son. 
Dui 兑(the Joy), having only one yin line as its top line, is the youngest 
daughter. It is because both of them are generated from the third pursuit 
between Qian and Kun … 

 
Mr. Shang Bingkun said, “… Yang pursues yin and then they give birth to 

three sons; yin pursues yang and then they gain three daughters.” (Shang 
1980，p. 326) This is to discuss the generation of the eight trigrams though, 
but it is in fact to account for the fundamental principles for the 64 
hexagram’s formation and existence. In the light of universal law of the 
world, the “pursuit” is the basic premise of the generation and existence of 
all. We can see this from the following two passages from the Treatise on the 
Judgments. 

 
When heaven (lower trigram) and earth (upper trigram) communicate 
with each other, there is no hindrance to the growth of all. When the top 
and the bottom unite, they are of the same mind. The lower (inner) 
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trigram is yang and the upper (outer) trigram yin; the inner is hardness 
and the outer softness; noble man is inside and base man outside; the 
Dao of the noble man is developing and the Dao of the base man 
diminishing. (This is the explanation of the hexagram Tai.) 

 
When heaven (upper trigram) and earth (lower trigram) do not contact, 
there is hindrance to the growth of all. When the top and the bottom 
cannot be able to communicate, administration cannot be established. 
The lower (inner) is yin and the upper (outer) yang; the inner is softness 
and the outer hardness; noble man is outside and base man inside; the 
Dao of the base man is developing and the Dao of the noble man 
diminishing. (This is the explanation of the hexagram Pi.) 

 
The following is cited from the Treatise on the Symbolism. 
 

It is Pi that heaven and earth do not contact. According to this, the noble 
man is prudent and keeps away from danger. He will not pursue a 
position of a government official and not take pride in holding such a 
position.” (This is the explanation to the hexagram Pi.) 

 
From the above passages we can see that the Commentary attaches great 

significance to the communication between yin and yang, which functions in 
all developments and all changes. The hexagram Tai has a lower (inner) 
trigram Qian and an upper (outer) trigram Kun; this is the so-called inner 
yang and outer yin. Mr. Shu Cai pointed out that “When the celestial power 
goes downwards and the terrestrial power upwards, and yin and yang unite, 
there is no obstruction to the growth of all. Therefore, good fortune comes.” 
(Li Daoping 1994，p. 163) The hexagram pi has a lower (inner) trigram Kun 
and an upper (outer) trigram Qian; this is the so-called inner yin and outer 
yang. Mr. Song Zhong noted, “The celestial power goes upwards without 
going downwards and the terrestrial downwards without going upwards; the 
two separate. Therefore, there is hindrance to growth.” (Li Daoping 1994，p. 
174) It is obvious that very different consequences will be brought about 
depending on whether or not they communicate with each other. So the 
Commentary concludes that “If there were no communication between 
heaven and earth, all growth should stop.”-(Treatise of Judgments about 
Guimei) 

Since it is so, there must be mutual attraction between yin and yang, just 
as the following comments on the hexagram Xian 咸 (Mutual Attraction) 
from the Treatise of Judgments. 
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Xian, refwoman) and a lower hardness (a young man). They are joyful 
and keep moderate in mutual attraction. The man positions himself 
inferior to the woman. Hence, everything is going well, it is favorable 
for rightness, and there comes a good fortune in marrying a young girl. 
Heaven and earth attract each other, thereby giving birth to all. The 
saints move the heart of people, and consequently the world enjoys 
peace and harmony. By observing the mutual attraction and iners to 
mutual attraction, with an upper softness (a young fluence, and there can 
be seen the nature of everything. 

 
Xian has a lower trigram named Gen 艮 (the Desisting) an upper trigram 

Dui兑 (the Joy), according to the Treatise on the Remarks about Hexagrams, 
Dui is a young woman and Gen a young man. Therefore, “the man positions 
himself inferior to the woman.” This situation is the same as that of the 
hexagram Tai (with an upper trigram Kun and a lower Qian) indicating the 
communication between heaven (Qian) and earth (Kun). Mutual attraction is 
to be on intimate terms with each other, according to Mr. Zhen Xuan. This 
refers to the idea that yin and yang are close to each other, mutually attract 
and interact with each other. The Commentary (Treatise on Judgments) said, 
“By observing the mutual attraction and influence, change and movement of 
everything can be seen.” The mutual attraction and the interaction between 
yin and yang reflect the nature and essence of everything in the world, 
according to the Commentary. That is, the change of everything is caused by 
the interaction between yin and yang,  

If it is on the contrary, yin and yang cannot have mutual attraction, 
communication or interaction, there comes a situation like Ge 革 (the 
Revolution), indicating the discrepancy in the minds of the two. 

 
In the hexagram Ge, water and fire extinguish each other, behaving like 
two women who live together but whose wills conflict –such is the 
reason of revolution …Heaven and earth undergo revolution, and the 
four seasons come into being. The revolutions of King Shang Tang and 
King Zhou Wu were in accordance with the will of heaven and in 
response to the wishes of people. The timing of revolution is of infinite 
importance …” (Treatise on Judgments about Ge.) 

 
Ge has a lower trigram named Li离 (the Adherence) and an upper trigram 

Dui 兑  (the Joy).  According to the Treatise on the Remarks about 
Hexagrams, Li is the second daughter and Dui the youngest. So the 
Commentary mentions “two women who live together…”.  According to 
the book, when two things with the same character (for instance, two 
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females are same in sex,) be placed together, they cannot communicate with 
each other, nor attract each other, and their wills conflict and diverge. This 
situation must result in revolution.  

It is thus obvious that the Commentary has two kinds of changes, one of 
which is caused by the mutual communication and attraction between yin 
and yang, and the other is resulted from the divergence between them. The 
former is normal change, and going with it will be just like the situation of 
Tai described in the Commentary, “…that the Dao of heaven and earth acts 
normally; everything develops in compliance with the nature of its own; and 
people are guided this way.” The latter is unnormal change caused by the 
discrepancy between yin and yang. To facilitate this kind of change is to 
comply with the will of heaven and the wishes of the people, and is to 
remove obstructions. Without obstruction, hence, lasting harmony comes. 
The key point of all changes actually is the interaction between yin and yang 
(or softness and hardness). The Commentary summarizes this as that all 
changes result from the interaction between softness (yin) and hardness 
(yang). The following two passages come from the Appended Statements 
volumes 1 and 2, respectively. 

 
…All changes have been expressed by celestial images and terrestrial 
configurations. Softness and hardness are blending and communicating 
with each other, and the eight trigrams interacting. Thunders are 
stimulating, and rains coming with wind watering, the sun and the moon 
are running, winter and summer alternating; the Dao of Qian is fulfilling 
the creation of the male and Kun fulfilling the female. … 
 
…A listing of the eight trigrams is to symbolize everything. Any two of 
the eight trigrams piled up is to form the 64 hexagrams, in each of them 
contains six lines. Yang line(s) and / or yin line(s) are changing their 
position(s); different lines at varied positions have diverse meanings, 
which is explained by the Text to illuminate the auspicious or the ill 
omen. And the behaviors of human beings are also contained in the 
Text. 

 
Though the above-mentioned passages are to discuss divination, the truth 

behind them is also evident.  It is that all changes are caused by the 
interaction between yin and yang. This is as also expressed in the following 
commentary from volume 1 of the Appended Statements. 

 
May we not say the Qian (heaven) and Kun (earth) are the essence of 
the Yi 易(change)? Hexagrams Qian and Kun are mixed and piled up, 
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inside of which the system of the Yi is thereby constituted. If Qian and 
Kun were taken away, there would be no means of seeing that system; 
and if that system is not seen, this indicates that Qian and Kun almost 
cease to act.  

 
The Commentary especially uses the term “marvel” to describe change, as 

we see in the following two passages cited respectively from the Appended 
Statements volume 1 and the Treatise on Remarks about Hexagrams. 

 
It is named a marvel that the unpredictable change is caused by yin and 
yang.  
 
It is the marvel that makes everything in the world a wonder. Nothing 
more powerful than thunder in stimulating everything. Nothing more 
influential than wind in bending all. Nothing more scorching than fire in 
desiccating. Compared to a lake, nothing more capable of making 
everything joyful. Nothing more wet than water in moistening 
everything. Nothing more powerful than Gen 艮(desisting) in stopping 
everything. Therefore, water be in touch with fire. Thunder be not 
against wind. Moreover, mountain and lake communicate with each 
other. Then, all changes occur. Everything comes into being. 

 
The above quoted passages most powerfully express the ideas of change 

in the Book of Change. Mr. Han Kangbo noted that “The marvel is the 
extremity of change, making everything a wonder. It is intangible. Hence, 
the unpredictable is change of yin and yang.” (Kong Yingda, 1999, p. 272) 
Mr. Kong Yingda said: “The marvel is indefinable. The visible is the 
changes of everything; the intangible is the marvel.” (Kong Yingda, 1999, p. 
272) Mr. Zhu Bokun said: “The formation of 64 hexagrams by piling up two 
trigrams symbolizes that everything is generated through the different 
functions of wind, thunder, water, fire, mountain and lake. The phrase ‘to 
make everything a wonder’ is to explain that the generation of everything is 
marvelous. The use of the word ‘marvel’ is to describe the marvelously 
unpredictable functions of wind, thunder, water, fire, mountain and lake, 
being able to change and to generate. This is an explanation of ‘It is the 
marvel that makes everything in the world a wonder.’ The term ‘marvel’ 
here does not refer to an entity, but represents a character capable of 
generating everything.” (Zhu 1998，p. 95) The analysis of Mr. Zhu is 
incisive indeed. Especially, his defining the “marvel” as the character 
capable of generating everything is most powerful in expressing the idea of 
change contained in the Commentary. It can be seen, from the above 
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discussion, that the concept of change is always closely related with the 
notion “to generate,” as expressed in the following three quotations from the 
Treatise on Symbolisms, the Appended Statements volume 2 and the 
Treatise on Sequence of Hexagrams respectively. 

 
Hardness (yang) and softness (yin) first communicate with each other; 
followed by the birth that is not easy... 
 
Celestial and terrestrial powers blending, generously causing all birth 
and transformation, yang (male) and yin (female)’s communicating, then, 
everything is generated... There was heaven (Qian) and earth (Kun) in 
the beginning. Then, everything was created, filling up between heaven 
and earth. So it was followed up by Tun 屯 (the Initial difficulty). Tun 
means filling, marking the beginning of the growth of everything.”  

 
It can be inferred, from the above quoted passages, that “to generate” and 

“to change” are connected. The first communication between hardness and 
softness gives birth to Tun. Tun results from the interaction between yin 
(softness) and yang (hardness), and of course, it is a product of the 
interaction between them. Hence, the above-quoted “birth” contains the 
meanings of both “change” and “generation.” In this light, we can safely say 
that “to change” is “to generate” and that “to generate” equals “to change,” 
(as “birth” is the change in the existing form of something.) It is made as 
clear as a universal truth that all birth is caused by communication between 
yin and yang, by the passage “Celestial and terrestrial powers blending, 
generously causing all birth and transformation, Yang (male) and yin 
(female)’s communicating, then, everything is created.” 

It is based on a theoretic foundation of cosmos-genesis that the 
Commentary uses “generation” to explain “change”, and employs “change” 
to analyze “generation.” “Generation” is originally contained in yin and yang, 
as it is written in the Commentary (Treatise on Judgments volume 1) “Vast 
indeed is Qian! The ultimate source, the source of all, and is commended by 
heaven! …Perfect indeed is Kun! The ultimate source, gently it obeys 
heaven, wherefrom all things and all beings receive their birth.” The intrinsic 
nature of yin and yang is to generate. Therefore, the distinguishing feature of 
Qian is like what is written in the Commentary: “it curls up when motionless, 
and is straight when in motion. Therefore, it is generating ceaselessly.”  
The characteristic nature of Kun is just like that, “It is closed down when 
motionless, and open up when in motion. Hence, it is generating 
unselfishly …” (volume 1 of the Appended Statements of the Book of 
Change) Since the nature of yin and yang is to generate, the Commentary 
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(Appended Statements volume 2) points out: 
 

Both Qian and Kun are the door of change. (All things in the world are 
classified into two categories: one is yang and the other yin.) Qian refers 
to the category of yang and Kun to the category of yin. Yang and yin 
jointly make the hard or the soft character to appear, to display the law 
of the creation of all. This is to express the moral character of God.  

 
The origin of all changes and generation is explained indeed by the quotation 
“Yang and yin jointly make the hard or the soft character to appear …” 

 
The mutual explanation between “change” and “generation” sufficiently 

demonstrates the value of “time”. The Commentary has explained the 
hexagram Yi 益 (the Increase) like this: 

 
Heaven bestows its gifts and earth brings forth its fruits; Increase is 
occurring everywhere. Each gainful activity must be undertaken at the 
proper time. (from the Treatise on Judgments) 

 
The Appended Statements volume 2 has following explanation: 
 

The moon rises when the sun goes down. The sun comes when the 
moon goes away. Brightness is generated by the alternate appearance of 
the sun and the moon. 
 
To retreat is to yield. To proceed is to extend. Profit is generated, by 
mutual influence between yielding and extending. 

 
The above passages imply a special understanding of “the course of life.” 

Both “generation” and “well-timed change” jointly make up the universal 
mode of life in the Commentary. This is as expressed in the following 
quotation from The Appended Statements Volume 1. 

 
Extremely abundant is a great cause. Daily renewal is a sublime virtue. 
Continual generation of new life is Change.  

 
“Daily renewal” is “change,” and “change” is “continual generation of 

new life.” These are the main functions of the Dao in the Commentary. 
The function of the Dao is explained in the Commentary through the 

continual generation of life in combination with the law of change caused by 
the interaction between yin and yang. This is one of the brilliant observations 
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in the Commentary, and it is also an intrinsic foundation that the Dao of life 
is closely interconnected with the law of change caused by yin and yang. 
This is as said in the following quotation from The Appended Statements 
Volume 1.  

 
The Dao is just the law of the change caused by the interaction between 
yin and yang. It is good to follow the Dao. Everything has its own 
nature by realizing it. This is the truth. 

 
The nature can be explained as the nature of life or things. The “Dao” 

here refers to the universal law and stands for the nature of the universe. By 
“to follow” and “realizing,” the nature of the universe is transformed into the 
nature of life. This transformation has expressed the inherent consistency of 
all universal lives. 

In short, we can draw the following conclusion from the above 
discussions. The existence of the Dao, according to the Commentary, is 
something intangible. The connotation of the Dao is the law of change 
caused by the interaction between yin and yang. The main functions of the 
Dao are “to change” and “to generate.” The intangible refers to the law of 
change caused by the interaction between yin and yang, and the law is 
expressed by the divinatory symbolism system 卦爻符号 (the trigrams or 
hexagrams). It is through the unique permutation of the yin and yang lines of 
a trigram or hexagram that the law of change is explained as a model of the 
universe that units celestial, terrestrial and human laws. The symbolism 
system is used to express the universal nature of the continual generation of 
life. 
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