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Yin  and Yang, and the Hot and the Cold 
 
Abstract  Yin and Yang are important concepts in ancient Chinese philosophy. 
Western scholars have become more familiar with these two concepts recently, 
but for a long time almost no one considered comparing them with their own 
tradition such as the ancient Greek philosophy, and especially with the ideas of 
the Hot and the Cold in Presocratic philosophy. In this paper, I make an attempt 
to do exactly that, and especially make a detailed comparison between the 
thoughts of two ancient thinkers: Laozi and Anaximander. I discuss the thought 
of Yin and Yang in Laozi—who was the earliest philosopher making use of the 
concepts Yin and Yang—to express his cosmological thought in ancient Chinese 
philosophy. Comparatively, I discuss the ideas of the Hot and the Cold in 
Anaximander, the earlier among Presocratic philosophers referring to the Hot and 
the Cold as fundamental concepts used to establish his cosmological system. 
Through this comparison, I indicate that the similarity between ancient Chinese 
and Western traditions is far more significant than what people are used to 
imagining. 
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1   

When one compares concepts or patterns of thought found in the Western and 
Chinese philosophical traditions, it is especially difficult to avoid influences of 
one’s local context. In the case of the concept of Yin-Yang 陰陽, both Western and 
Chinese scholars usually hold that it belongs only to the Chinese cultural 
tradition, and that it reflects a distinctly and uniquely Chinese perspective on 
both the universe as a whole and on everything in it. Joseph Needham, for 
example, while regarding Yin and Yang as the Two Forces in the universe, said: 
“Theoretically they lay, as it were, at a deeper level in Nature, and were the most 
ultimate principles of which the ancient Chinese could conceive” (Needham 
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1956, 232). This view has dominated work on Yin-Yang thought, being happily 
accepted by both Western and Chinese scholars. G. E. R. Lloyd—perhaps the 
most famous comparatist of Western and Chinese philosophy—deviates 
somewhat from this traditional presumption in his work entitled Adversaries and 
Authorities, Investigations into Ancient Greek and Chinese Science where he 
brilliantly suggests comparing Yin-Yang thought with the theory of opposites in 
early Greek philosophy. Still, Lloyd insists that Yin-Yang is a distinct and 
particular model of Chinese thought, and has not considered the possibility that 
there existed parallel concepts and patterns of thought in the ancient West (Lloyd 
1996, 118-40; Lloyd 1966, 35). This particularist view is so popular that even 
those Chinese scholars who are more familiar with their own cultural tradition 
than with that of the ancient West presuppose that the model of Yin-Yang thought 
has distinctively originated from, and was created by, the Chinese cultural mind, 
and belongs to the distinct pattern of Chinese speculation on the universe. For 
example, in her new book, Robin R. Wang explores the roles, applications, and 
meanings of the model of Yin-Yang in ancient Chinese thought, and insists that it 
is wholly foreign to Western thought (whether in assumptions, frameworks, or 
terms) and so that she decides to avoid imposing Western terminologies on the 
interpretations of Yin-Yang thought (Wang 2012, 17–18). 

It seems to me that it is because of the restrictions of local cultural contexts 
that scholars, whether Western or Chinese, have reproduced this traditional view 
concerning the concept of Yin-Yang. Once we successfully avoid the 
anachronistic mistakes usually committed in comparative studies of Chinese and 
Western philosophy, and make an attempt to compare ancient Chinese 
philosophy not with modern Western philosophy but with ancient Western 
philosophy, we shall find much more commonality than difference between them. 
Paying more attention to this commonality, moreover, aids our understanding of 
the ancient world and its ideas.1 

From this standpoint, when we survey the model of Yin-Yang its local 
particularity disappears—precisely because it is paralleled by Presocratic 
philosophy’s cosmological model of the Hot and the Cold. In the following, I 
shall first consider the concepts of the Hot and the Cold and their significances in 
Presocratic thought; then, I shall make the first attempt to establish an analogous 
relationship between the concepts of Yin and Yang in ancient Chinese cosmology, 
and between the concepts of the Hot and the Cold in Presocratic cosmology. On 
this basis, I shall more particularly discuss this issue by means of two cases: 
certain chapters from Laozi’s Daodejing 道德經

2  and certain ideas in the 

                                                               
1 For the methodology of comparative philosophy, see Lloyd (2004) and Lloyd (1996). 
2 The English version of Laozi’s Daodejing which I make use of is Arthur Waley’s, which is 
better known to Westerners. See Waley (1958). 
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fragments and testimonies of Anaximander. 

2   

Before we hope to gain insight into Presocratic cosmological thought, and 
specifically the roles and significances of the Hot and the Cold within it, we need 
to first make an essential distinction between Presocratic and especially 
pre-Parmenidean cosmology on the one hand, and Platonic and Aristotelian, or 
post-Parmenidean cosmology, on the other. It would be an anachronism to 
understand the Milesian principles of the cosmos, such as Thales’ Water, 
Anaximander’s Apeiron (the Indefinite), and Anaximenes’ Air, in terms of the 
doctrine of the Four Elements that began with Empedocles. It would be an even 
worse anachronism to understand the Hot and the Cold, which are the central 
principles for explaining cosmic change in Presocratic philosophy, from the 
viewpoint of the Aristotelian categories of the non-substantial. Just as the 
Milesian principles of Water, Apeiron, and Air, or Heraclitus’ principle of Fire are 
merely generalizations and symbolizations of cosmic change, so too are the Hot 
and the Cold expressions and interpretations of the functioning principle of 
cosmic change; they are not an attempt to recapitulate the nature of cosmos from  
qualities alone.3 Because of the Aristotelian tradition’s powerful influence on 
Western philosophy, however, scholars rarely consider the issue in this way. 
Accordingly, the Milesian principles are regarded merely as the Aristotelian 
material principles of which all other things are composed. Given that this could 
not have transpired before Parmenides established the basics of ontology, before 
Empedocles established the Doctrine of the Four Roots, and before Aristotle 
analyzed substance qua matter and form, one should consciously avoid 
anachronistically understanding Milesian or Heraclitean cosmology in terms of 
those doctrines.4 Thus, when Water, Apeiron, Air, and Fire are understood on 
their own terms and not from the viewpoint of the elements, their implications 
for cosmic change will be illuminated. For example, Water, besides providing 
nutrition and moisture, is notably characterized by the flux of its form. We cannot 
reasonably surmise that Thales made use of this particular implication of water to 
grasp the principle of change and to interpret the world as a whole. We can, 

                                                               
3 Here, we must separate these pre-Parmenidean concepts from those texts which referred to 
the Hot and the Cold in the 5th century BC, such as Anaxagoras’ fragments 4 and 6, 
Empedocles’ fragment 21, the Hippocratic On the Nature of Man and On Fleshes, and 
Diogenes’ fragment 5. It is in these texts that we can more or less find that the Hot and the 
Cold have been understood as basic elements, or in another word, have been put into the 
framework of the Doctrine of Elements. 
4 W. A. Heidel pointed to this many years ago. See Heidel (1906, 337–38). 
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however, consider Anaximander’s choice of the more abstract concept 
Apeiron—which signifies the indefiniteness of the becoming of the cosmos—to 
develop Thales’ theory, and still more so Anaximenes’ choice of the more 
changeable body Air qua the principle of cosmos. From this we can deduce that 
the reason for their choices was their attention to change, and that their hope was 
to understand the universe through it rather than through Aristotelian reduction of 
everything to some material principle or cause.5 That is, Thales, Anaximander, 
and Anaximenes’ concepts describe and signify various changes of the cosmos, 
and not the reduction and simplification of everything in terms of an elemental 
and abstract cosmological principle. 

Clearly, when we consider the model of the Hot and the Cold with this 
understanding, we also can recognize that contrary to Aristotle’s mocking claims 
in Physics that these earlier thinkers could not distinguish substances from 
qualities, and hence had to identify everything only from qualities which lack 
independent existence,6 the opposed model of the Hot and the Cold involves the 
intrinsic mechanism of cosmic change. Making use of this model, these earlier 
thinkers attempted to explain how things happen to change, and how the process 
of change originates from the interaction between their inner factors. W. A. 
Heidel suggested this in 1906 when he said, “For with Anaximenes, and the early 
Greek thinkers generally, rarefying and warming, condensing and cooling, are 
synonymous. That the process was called ‘rarefaction and condensation’ rather 
than ‘warming and cooling’ shows what aspects of the phenomena most 
impressed these philosophers. With Aristotle the emphasis was clearly reversed” 
(Heidel 1906, 335, n.6). Thus, the model of the Hot and the Cold, which Heidel 
deemed relevant to how the cosmos happens to become and to change, had 
earlier been treated by Aristotle as simply one variety of qualitative change, 
namely, as only being concerned with the appearance of cosmic change rather 
than with its fundamental functioning principle. 

However, the model of the Hot and the Cold indeed plays the basic role in 
Presocratic philosophy in explaining various changes of the cosmos as a whole. 
                                                               
5 Cf. Aristotle’s Metaphysics A 3, 983b8ff. 
6 Cf. Aristotle’s Physics A2, 185a21-31: “The most pertinent question with which to begin 
will be this: In what sense is it asserted that all things are one? For ‘is’ is used in many ways. 
Do they mean that all things are substance or quantities or qualities? And, further, are all things 
one substance—one man, one horse, or one soul—or quality and that one and the same—white 
or hot or something of the kind? These are all very different doctrines and all impossible to 
maintain. For if both substance and quantity and quality are, then, whether these exist 
independently of each other or not, what exists will be many. If on the other hand it is asserted 
that all things are quality or quantity, then, whether substance exists or not, an absurdity results, 
if indeed the impossible can properly be called absurd. For none of the others can exist 
independently except substance; for everything is predicated of substance as subject” (Barnes 
1984, 316). 
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Lloyd has noted this point in his article entitled “The Hot and the Cold, the Dry 
and the Wet in Greek Philosophy.” He firstly traces the uses of the Hot and the 
Cold (and the Dry and the Wet) in Anaxagoras, Empedocles, and the 
Hippocratics, and suggests that at least in 5th and 4th centuries BC the 
aforementioned pairs of opposites were applied in cosmology as definite 
concepts capable of explaining change, and as having direct or indirect affinities 
with the prevailing thoughts concerning elements at that time. Lloyd also traces 
them back to an earlier period, to Anaximander, arguing that even if we lack 
direct evidence that Anaximander used the Hot and the Cold as basic concepts 
for interpreting cosmic change, we still may be sure that the Hot and the Cold as 
a fundamental model concerning change was deployed in Anaximander’s 
writings. Lloyd thus concludes,  

 
If the evidence suggests that these substances were, e.g., fire and mist rather 
than the hot and the cold themselves, it nevertheless seems possible, and 
indeed quite probable, that Anaximander himself distinctly associated hot and 
cold and other pairs of opposites with the substances in question, just as 
Parmenides associated certain pairs of opposites (rare and dense, light and 
heavy) with Fire and Night in the Way of Seeming. (Lloyd 1964, 99) 

 
Finally, Lloyd particularly stresses that it is important for Anaximander not to 
name the opposed substances, but rather to establish the interactive relationship 
between them. He writes,  
 

We find, then, that while the first extant physical theory based on the hot and 
the cold, the dry and the wet as the four primary elements of other things 
appears in On the Nature of Man, the doctrine of the balanced interaction of 
opposed substances occurs in various forms in earlier theorists and goes right 
back to Anaximander himself. Furthermore, while we cannot be certain of the 
exact terms in which his cosmological theory was expressed, it is likely 
enough that he referred to some interaction between hot and cold substances, 
at least, if not between the hot and the cold as independent entities. (Lloyd 
1964, 101) 

3   

Likewise, the model of Yin and Yang is understood as basic to ancient Chinese 
philosophy’s explanation of cosmic change. In their original meanings, the terms 



NIE Minli 78

Yin and Yang are respectively connected with shade and sunshine: Yin denotes the 
absence of sunlight, and Yang its presence.7 Indeed, the two terms’ original 
characters, i.e., 侌 (Yin) and 昜 (Yang), make direct reference to the sun. 昜 
(Yang) is linked to the sun’s rising and blazing, and 侌 (Yin) to the sun’s being 
covered by cloud. Thus, in their original meanings the terms Yin and Yang are 
related to people’s mundane experience of the cold and the hot, of the cloudy and 
the sunny, and of the darkness and the light connected with natural weather; they 
are further related to the experience of the relevant spatial-geographical 
orientations, i.e., the shady side of a building in the Northern Hemisphere (the 
North), and the sunny side (the South). 

We can see that the terms Yin and Yang appear many times in the Shijing 詩經, 
used mainly in the sense of meteorological phenomena and spatial-geographical 
orientations. For instance, the Gufeng 穀風 from the chapter Beifeng 邶風 
features the following verses: 
 

The east wind gently blows, 
With cloudy skies and rain.8 (Legge 1876, 85) 

 
“Cloudy skies” in the last line is a translation of the Chinese word Yin, which 
exactly represents its meaning of meteorological phenomena. In another poem 
from the Shijing, Gongliu 公 劉  from the section Daya 大 雅 , the 
spatial-geographical orientations of Yin and Yang are used: 
 

He clomb the ridges, and, observing, found 
What tracts were in the light, what in the shade. (Legge 1876, 214) 

 
Here, “the light” is Yang, and “the shade” Yin. Legge’s translation clearly 
expresses their spatial-geographical references. Given that the Shijing is among 
the earliest sources of Chinese culture, most of its poems dating no later than the 
early The Spring and Autumn period (i.e., the 5th century BC), this is significant. 

In general, then, the terms Yin and Yang in their original meanings are 
associated with meteorological phenomena, and also with spatial-geographical 

                                                               
7 An ancient Chinese etymologist of the Han dynasty, Xu Shen 許慎 (58–147 CE), gave such 
interpretations in his famous etymological work, Shuowen Jiezi 說文解字. Western scholars 
generally follow his interpretation. For instance, Needham writes, “Originally meaning the 
“shady side” and the “sunny side” of hills or houses, the words suddenly appear as 
philosophical terms about the 4th century, Yin standing for dark, weak, female, night, moon 
and so on; and Yang standing for bright, strong, male, day, sun, etc.—from these categories an 
elaborate theory of Nature grew up” (Needham 1954, 153–54). 
8 For the English texts of the Shijing, I here use Legge’s translation, which is more known to 
Westerners. 
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orientations. Moreover, whether Yin and Yang denote the cloudiness and 
sunniness of weather or the shady or sunny side of a building, there is an 
intuitional relationship of interchange and interdependence between them: there 
can be a sunny side only if there is also a shady side, and vice versa; and sunny 
day inevitably is replaced by the cloudy day, and vice versa. When these 
common experiences are broadly applied to all natural phenomena, it is very 
reasonable to understand all sorts of changes in the cosmos in similar terms. Thus, 
in the Zuozhuan 左傳 for instance, the concepts of Yin and Yang are used to 
explain natural phenomena in a broader sense. In the 28th year of Duke Xiang’s 
reign (襄公 28 年), Zi Shen 梓慎 explained the extraordinary absence of ice in the 
late winter and early spring as “the Yin not being able to overcome the Yang” 
(Legge 2011, 540). In the 21st year of Duke Zhao’s reign, Zi Shen explains the 
eclipse taking place on June 520 BC by declaring that “[t]he Yang principle 
cannot overcome [the Yin]” (Legge 2011, 688). In such use, Yin and Yang have 
evidently already acquired their general and abstract meanings, covering both 
basic natural changes and the interactive and interdependent relationships 
implicit in these changes. 

If we accept the above observations on the use of the terms Yin and Yang in the 
ancient Chinese cultural tradition, it is easy to establish a parallel between Yin 
and Yang and the Western duality of the Hot and the Cold. First, since Yin refers 
to the shady side which is devoid of sunlight, it reasonably involves the 
implications of coldness, wetness, darkness, etc.; meanwhile, since Yang refers to 
the sunny side which is fully exposed to sunlight, it reasonably involves the 
implications of the hotness, dryness, the light, etc. Thus, we can rightly deduce 
from these—without causing rupture to traditional Chinese understanding—that 
Yin is equivalent of the Cold, and Yang of the Hot. 

Second, and more importantly, Yin and Yang and the Cold and the Hot play 
similar roles in their respective cosmological traditions. Concerning the roles of 
the Hot and the Cold and other opposites in explaining the natural changes within 
Presocratic philosophy, Burnet in his Early Greek Philosophy writes that, 

 
The Cycle of growth and decay is a far more striking phenomenon in Aegean 
lands than in the North, and takes still more clearly the form of a war of 
opposites, hot and cold, wet and dry. It is, accordingly, from that point of view 
the early cosmologists regard the world. The opposition of day and night, 
summer and winter, with their suggestive parallelism in sleep and waking, 
birth and death, are the outstanding features of the world as they saw it. The 
changes of the seasons are plainly brought about by the encroachment of one 
pair of opposites, the cold and the wet, on the other pair, the hot and the dry, 
which in their turn encroach on the other pair. (Burnet 1948, 8 ff.)  
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Similarly, as is well known, Yin and Yang were the basic concepts and models 
used to explain natural changes in ancient Chinese philosophy. The statement in 
the Yijing 易經 that “alternation between Yin and Yang is called the Way” can be 
regarded as the essential philosophical and cosmological expression of the model 
of cosmic change in terms of Yin and Yang. In the Yijing, Yang connotes light, 
heaven, the male, the father, and strength as well as heat; Yin connotes darkness, 
the earth, the female, the mother, and weakness as well as coldness. Moreover, 
because the two concepts extensively represent many different types of opposites 
in the Yijing, Yin and Yang have come to be exceptionally general concepts which 
can be universally used to signify the relationship of interdependence, 
interchange, opposition, and generation that exists between any pair of opposites. 

It should be noted that the above idea from the Yijing belongs to a later 
literature, which is universally agreed to date no earlier than the late Warring 
States period (c. 300 BC). As such, one might dispute the justification provided 
above for establishing a parallelism between Yin and Yang in Chinese philosophy 
and the Hot and the Cold in Presocratic philosophy. However, one can find a 
similar cosmological model to that offered in the Yijing in ancient Chinese texts 
contemporary to those of the Presocratics. By 500 BC at the latest, Yin and Yang 
qua basic opposed factors had been used to explain natural phenomena, even if 
they did not yet constitute a fundamental model like that laid out in the Yijing. 
For example, the Guo yu 國語—a work of earlier Chinese history said to have 
been written by the author of the Zuozhuan, Zuo Qiuming 左丘明, during the 
Chunqiu period—includes some philosophical ideas from the late Western Zhou 
period (c. 800 BC). In its section “Zhou Yu” 周語, there is a record of how 
people explained an earthquake that occurred in 780 BC:  
 

Bo Yangfu 伯陽父 said, “The Zhou dynasty will decay. The breaths (qi) of 
Heaven and Earth should not lose their order, for otherwise people will fall 
into a disordered state. The earthquake occurred because Yang was latent and 
unable to go forth, and unable to rise up being oppressed by Yin. Now there 
indeed occurred an earthquake among the three rivers. It occurred because 
Yang lost its place and was suppressed by Yin.” (My translation)  
 

In this passage, Yin and Yang are used not only to explain why the earthquake 
occurred (i.e., the loss of balance between the opposing Yin and Yang), but are 
also used to universally implicate the chaos of the political order. The sentence 
stating that the qi of Heaven and Earth should not lose their order suggests that 
the concepts of Yin and Yang are concerned with the intrinsic order of natural 
change, and that the balanced relationship between them represents this intrinsic 
order. If we relate this passage with the well-known Anaximander fragment 
concerning “the order of time,” we can find a surprising similarity between 
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ancient Chinese and Western thinking. 
Moreover, just as the Hot and the Cold were applied to pathology theories by 

the Hippocratics, so too were Yin and Yang applied in ancient Chinese medicine. 
For example, the Plain Conversation 素問 section of the Yellow Emperor’s Canon 
of Medicine 黃帝內經 states: “Predominance of Yin results in the disease of Yang 
while predominance of Yang leads to the disease of Yin. Predominance of Yang 
generates heat while predominance of Yin produces cold” (Li 2005, 61). We can 
compare this with two passages in Hippocratic works. One is in On the Places in 
Man, where the writer states that “pain is caused both by the cold and by the hot, 
and both by what is in excess and by what is in default” (ch. 42, L vi 334 1 ff.). 
The other is in On Affections, where the author states that “in men, all diseases 
are caused by bile and phlegm. Bile and phlegm give rise to diseases when they 
become too dry or too wet or too hot or too cold in the body” (ch. 5, L vi 208 7 
ff.) (Lloyd 1964, 94). When one considers this, one cannot but recognize that 
there is a great similarity between these passages, and that Yin and Yang and the 
Hot and the Cold play similar roles in explaining the fluctuation between 
healthiness and disease, which undoubtedly derives from their roles in explaining 
the broader process of the change of the cosmos. 

4   

Before comparing Laozi and Anaximander’s works, some consideration of their 
relative temporal situation is warranted. Anaximander’s active period is relatively 
certain. According to the account of Appolodorus, he was 64 years old in the 
second year of the fifty-eighth Olympiad (547/6 BC) (Kirk 1982, 151). As for the 
dating of Laozi’s life, he was probably born around 571 BC, as legend has it that 
the young Confucius visited and listened to him when he was already an aged 
master (see Chen and Bai 2001, 10). Thus, we might reasonably regard 
Anaximander and Laozi to have been active in the roughly same period, that is 
the middle of the 6th century BC. 

As regards their works, it is well-known that only one sentence survives that 
can be confidently ascribed to Anaximander’s book. His other thoughts 
concerning astronomy, meteorology, and zoology are known by us mainly 
through the paraphrases of later doxographers. Anaximander’s situation is similar 
to Laozi’s. People usually ascribe the book Daodejing to Laozi, but 
probably—like Confucius’ The Analects—it was not written by Laozi himself, 
but rather compiled and edited by his disciples and followers. 

Anaximander’s thought, as reconstructed via later doxographers’ paraphrases, 
represents the basic style of Presocratic philosophy. That is to say, it is primarily 
a kind of physics: it is most of all an inquiry into and reflection upon natural 
phenomena, even though the only extant fragment of Anaximander’s writing 
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seems to contain an observation about the political order. As for the extant text of 
the Daodejing, most of its chapters primarily concern political philosophy, which 
seems to reflect the prematurity of political thinking in ancient Chinese 
philosophy. Nevertheless, there is general consideration of the principle of 
cosmic becoming in the Daodejing—in chapters 25, 39, 40, and 42, for instance. 

Throughout the entire text of the Daodejing, the terms Yin and Yang appear 
only once, in a discussion of cosmic becoming in chapter 42: 

 
Dao begets the One, 
The One begets the Two, 
The Two begets the Three, 
The Three begets everything. 
Everything bears Yin and hugs Yang, 
Both as opposed breaths struggle with each other 
so as to make a reconciliation. 
 

This is my translation. Arthur Waley’s translation is as follows: 
 
Tao gave birth to the One; the One gave birth successively to two things, three 
things, up to ten thousand. These ten thousand creatures cannot turn their 
backs to the shade without having the sun on their bellies, and it is on this 
blending of the breaths that their harmony depends. (Waley 1958, 195) 
 

Here, Waley gives the more literal translation of Yin and Yang as “the shade” and 
“the sun,” and offers additional explanation with his remark that “these ten 
thousand creatures cannot turn their backs to the shade without having the sun on 
their bellies.” He goes on to discuss their meanings and relationship in more 
detail, explaining that this “symbolizes the fact that they are themselves a 
mixture of light and dark, hard and soft, water and fire, etc” (Waley 1958, 195 
n.3). Regarding “the breaths” in the last sentence, Waley thinks that this refers to 
“the warm ‘breath’ of the sun and the cold ‘breath’ of the shade” (Waley 1958, 
195 n.2). All of these clearly relate Yin and Yang with “hot” and “cold,” and 
indicate a kind of interdependent and oppositional relationship between Yin and 
Yang which, as an intrinsic principle, permeates the process of universal 
becoming, and which, in fact, constitutes the basic principle of universal change. 

Despite this, ancient Chinese commentators saw Yin and Yang as not only the 
obvious material breath permeating everything, but also “the Two” which relate 
to one another, symbolizing that they, being the opposed factors or forces (i.e., 
“the Two”) within things, eventually cause the becoming of everything by virtue 
of their possible interaction. Therefore, in this chapter of the Daodejing, what Yin 
and Yang refer to is much more the Way of universal becoming and change. In 
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fact, most people think that Yin-Yang is just the Way (viz. Dao), namely, the Way 
of natural becoming of everything in the world. In this sense, the process of 
interaction and inter-transformation between Yin and Yang forms the basic law of 
nature, by which nature becomes and changes. It is in terms of this understanding 
that we can say that the Way is “the One,” but it therefore also contains “the 
Two,” Yin and Yang. It is “the Two” that causes the becoming of everything, 
which is “the Three,” namely, everything. 

Furthermore, it should be noted that the verbs “bear” and “hug” in the sentence 
“Everything bears Yin and hugs Yang” seem to imply a particular relation 
between “Yin” and “Yang” within the process of cosmic becoming. As we know, 
Waley translates “bear” as to turn one’s back to, and “hug” as to have something 
on one’s belly. Whether these translations are exact or not, they show that Yin and 
Yang stand in a special positional relationship between one another: Yang is 
enclosed by Yin. As such, Yin is outside everything, and Yang is inside everything. 
It is by virtue of this special positional relationship that Yin and Yang act upon 
one another and maintain a balance amidst their struggle. It is by this balance that 
life comes to be, and everything comes to change. Hence, in this short chapter 
Laozi expresses his basic idea concerning the changing and becoming of the 
cosmos using the concepts Yin and Yang. 

Let us now turn to Anaximander. First, as pointed out earlier, we should not 
describe his Apeiron as an element or as the originative stuff in terms of the 
Aristotelian interpretation, as it would be obviously unsuitable to interpret 
Anaximander’s Apeiron in terms of the concept of Aristotelian material cause. 
Thus, I suggest that we abandon this traditional understanding of Apeiron, and 
that we understand that Apeiron as a concept is not so much a reference to the 
originative stuff of the World but rather a description of what the World is like. In 
this way, just like Laozi’s Dao, Anaximander’s Apeiron, by its meaning of 
“indefinite,” expresses the indefiniteness of the World in itself. That is to say, the 
World is in a continuous and thus uncertain process of changing and becoming. 

Second, as regards the sole fragment ascribed to Anaximander’s original 
writings,9 and especially as regards “the necessity” in it and the principle of 
“penalty and retribution” which seems to explain “the necessity,” we may have 
sufficient grounds to understand it as the fundamental principle of the becoming 
of the cosmos. That is to say, anything, when it transgresses the limit of its own 
existence, will have to convert into its opposite. For example, hot becomes cold, 
dry becomes wet, and just becomes unjust. Hence, when we have combined the 
meaning of Apeiron, which signifies continuous change and indefiniteness, with 
the Way of change indicated in this fragment, we will probably be able to grasp 
                                                               
9 “According to necessity; for they pay penalty and retribution to each other for their injustice 
according to the assessment of Time” (see Kirk 1982, 106 ff., especially the discussion in p. 
118). 



NIE Minli 84

Anaximander’s idea of cosmic becoming as a whole, by which the cosmos exists 
in a process of eternal change, and change happens by the principle of interaction 
and inter-transformation between opposites. Thus, Anaximander’s theory has, I 
believe, provided a basic picture of pre-Parmenidean cosmogony, which can be 
compared with Laozi’s cosmogonical thought. 

This paper, however, is mainly concerned with those passages in Anaximander 
which involve the Hot and the Cold, and especially with the passages on the 
becoming of World, conveyed by Pseudo-Plutarch (DK 12 A 10), and on the 
genesis of animals, conveyed by Aetius (DK 12 A 1). In these two passages, the 
application of the model of Hot-Cold can be compared with that in the Daodejing 
of the model of Yin-Yang. 

The two passages concerning Anaximander’s thought are as follows: 
 
(1) He says that that which is productive from the eternal of hot and cold was 
separated off at the coming-to-be of this world, and that a kind of sphere of 
flame from this was formed round the air surrounding the earth, like bark 
round tree. When this was broken off and shut off in certain circles, the sun 
and the moon and stars were formed. (after K, R, & S) 
 
(2) Anaximander said that the first living creatures were born in moisture, 
enclosed in thorny barks; and that as their age increased they came forth on to 
the drier part and, when the bark had broken off, they lived a different kind of 
life for a short time. (after K, R, & S) 
 
These two passages merit particular attention because they are considered to 

be very close to Anaximander’s original texts (Kirk 1982, 131, and also 112 n.1). 
Moreover, as Kahn has pointed out, the two apparently different processes 
described within them possess certain parallels (Kahn 1960, 110 ff., especially 
112 n.1). While the metaphor of “bark round tree” in particular shows the 
similarity between the two cases—and also serves as the key to ultimately 
attributing them both to Anaximander—it is the shared use of the model of 
Hot-Cold that exhibits the deeper connection between the two cases. In particular, 
the model’s invocation shows that what controls the becoming of everything, qua 
basic principle, is the internal interactional mechanism between the Hot and the 
Cold as opposed forces. It is through this interaction that the sun, moon, stars, 
and animals come to be. Hence, we can conclude that if the law of retribution 
and transformation between opposites is the general principle of cosmic 
becoming expressed by Anaximander in this fragment, then the more material or 
particular form of this principle is embodied in the interactional relationship 
between the Hot and the Cold. This is comparable to the opposed and yet unified 
relationship between Yin and Yang expressed in ancient Chinese philosophy and 
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in Laozi’s thoughts in particular. Just as the Dao, being the “One” in its material 
form, contains in itself the inter-transformation of the opposites, and further is 
reified as the “Two,” Yin and Yang, and hence produces the “Three,” i.e. 
everything, likewise does the Apeiron, which signifies the eternal change of 
World and also contains the opposed and unified principle, and which is further 
reified as two opposed factors, the Hot and the Cold, and which hence gives birth 
to everything. 

If we observe them more carefully, we will find there also exists a special 
positional relationship between the Hot and the Cold, similar to that between Yin 
and Yang. As we have pointed out, Chapter 42 of Daodejing’s statement that 
“Everything bears Yin and hugs Yang” indicates not only that everything must 
contain the two opposed factors, Yin and Yang, but also that Yin stands in a 
particular positional relationship with Yang—that is, Yin encloses Yang. Likewise, 
in Anaximander’s thinking there is a similar positional relationship between the 
Hot and the Cold within such common natural phenomena as wind, thunder, and 
lightning, and within animals. That is to say, the Cold qua moist air encloses the 
Hot qua flame, and it is through their interaction that everything in the world 
comes to be. Of course, it can be argued that the first description in the report of 
Pseudo-Plutarch, i.e., “a kind of sphere of flame from this was formed round the 
air surrounding the earth,” seems to provide a different positional relationship 
between the Hot and the Cold, i.e., that the sphere of flame is enclosing the air. 
But given that most natural phenomena and creatures have been explained by the 
Cold enclosing the Hot, the analogy to Laozi’s Yin and Yang is still possible and 
reasonable. 

In any event, the analogy between Laozi and Anaximander’s ideas shows us 
that the ancient West and China probably shared a common idea concerning 
cosmic change, whether construed in terms of the Hot and the Cold or of Yin and 
Yang. In view of this, change is extremely important, and substantial beings are 
only regarded as the results of change, always existing in a continuous process of 
changing and becoming. Unfortunately, since Parmenides, a view based on the 
idea of eternal un-change has dominated Western thought. Hence, the search for 
what is eternal and certain, and the exclusion of what is changing and uncertain, 
has become a permanent impetus of Western philosophy. Since the worldview of 
Empedocles’ doctrine of the elements and the system of the Aristotelian theory of 
substance has been established, Western thought no longer understands ancient 
accounts about the interactional mechanism of opposites within the change of the 
cosmos. Instead, it understands and constructs the world mainly from the 
viewpoint of substantial beings. 

However, the Chinese have continued to grasp the world as a whole through 
the interaction of opposites. Yin and Yang in the beginning were two particular 
aspects of natural phenomena, like the Hot and the Cold, but they came to be 
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general concepts concerning all opposed aspects of natural phenomena and even 
of social phenomena. Obviously, this absolutely cannot be compared with the 
situation of the Hot and the Cold in Presocratic thinking. Throughout the history 
of Presocratic thought, the Hot and the Cold remained two particular aspects of 
opposed natural phenomena, in contrast with others such as the dry and the wet. 
What is most notable is that even this cosmological model came to lose its 
perceived efficacy in interpreting natural phenomena and yielded its dominant 
place in physics to a new model, that is, the metaphysics inaugurated by 
Parmenides and developed by Plato and Aristotle. In view of this huge difference 
between the developmental trajectories of ancient Western and Chinese 
philosophies, it seems very important to make full use of the ancient Chinese 
philosophical literature concerning the interactional mechanism of the opposites 
when seeking to understand Presocratic thinking, which has remained unclear 
and uncertain due to the fragmentary nature of its texts. 
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