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Abstract

The famous Yijing, the most important metaphysical writing of ancient
China, has been studied for centuries by both traditional Chinese
metaphysicians of the past and modern Chinese and Western scholars.
There have appeared many discussions around the word yi % in philological
studies. However, despite the Yijing being the representative of the
symbolical metaphysics of the ancient Chinese, scho{oars either have not
been concerned about the meanings of this word from a symbolistic point of
view or have briefly and indifferently passed by it. Understanding the word
yiis a key without which the treasure house of the Yijing will not be opened.
Examining various dimensions of the character yi from a symbolistic
viewpoint based on the traditional method of word-symbol-meaning (yan
xiang yi), this paper explores the prime symbolical meaning of the Chinese
character and discusses the relationship of the derived meanings with its
symbolical aspects.
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Extended Abstract

In the popular reading of the famous ancient Chinese book, Yijing 5 4%, as a
result of over-simplification, the only well-known aspect of the book is its
most inferior application, a divinatory one. The simplification imposed on
the book is also extended to its title. The words jing and yi are commonly
rendered as “book” and “change,” thus “the book of changes.” However,
neither jing 42 is any kind of book, nor yi % is any kind of change. Even the
pluralized yi cannot be considered as any kind of plurality. In this paper, it
is elucidated that not only the simplified rendering of the title, book of
changes, does not represent the real content of the Yijing but also such
understanding can be subject to many deviations. Our main concern is
revealing the meanings of the character yi in a symbolistic way from a
metaphysical point of view. To this end, although a philological study is to
some extent necessary, it is far from being sufficient. Particularly, when we
deal with the two types of Chinese ideographs (“symbolical characters” as
the terms zhishi 3 ¥ and huiyi & & suggest), among the traditional six
types of Chinese characters, understanding symbols (xiang %) functions as
a bridge between the west of words (yan &) and the east of meanings (yi &
), in the light of the method formulated by the great sages of the “school of
mysteries” (xuanxue % £) during the Wei-Jin period.

The common attitude of modern philology in regard to the etymology of the
ancient Chinese characters, is to see in them the most common meanings
eliminated from what they call abstract ideas, since ancient man for them is
an immature child who recently has achieved a small amount of
civilizational “progress.” Quite contrary to it, the traditional view of the
Chinese regards ancient man as possessing a higher intellect and
unparallele§ intuitional genius increasingly lost in later generations as man
became more and more inclined to his rationality. For them, the simplicity
of the ancient Chinese is not caused by inability in consideration of
complicated matters, but by a supra-rational view that seeks for perfection
in simplicity. Based on this view, the character yi is a simple depiction with
profound meaning.

In this paper, symbolical etymology of yi is pursued along seven different
theories. (1) & as % (chameleon): this view is raised for the first time at the
end of the first century CE by Xu Shen, the author of Shuowen Jiezi. It could
be justified if the bronze inscriptions of yi were the oldest known forms of
the character, as it probably was so at that time. However, with the
discovery of the oracle-bone inscriptions it is not defensible. (2) 5 as H+HA

(sun +moon): This one is also mentioned in the Shuowen citing from a certain
Book of Mysteries which commentators identify as the Weft Texts (weishu 4 &
). This view although can be justified in the manner of pozi (# F; breaking
characters) as an esoteric way of interpreting characters, it is unwarranted
from a paleographical point of view, because the particle F in yi originally
does not depict the sun and the other particle (77 developed from 7 ) clearly
is not the moon. (3) % as H (or A )+ Z (rays): Takashima Ken-ichi surveying
the oldest extant forms of the character yi in the oracle-bone inscriptions,
regards yi as the rays issuing from a half-visible sun or moon. A “half-visible
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sun” seems quite far-fetched for the particle which can simply represent the
moon with a similar kind of historical development of the character A
(moon). However, he does not offer an acceptable explanation to relate this
image to the meanings of the character. (4) % as 1L (vessel) + Z (water):
searching for the concept of “change,” Takashima hesitated with his own
view. Therefore, he raised another theory which gained some fame in this
debate, i.e. pouring water from a vessel. However, it remains unexplained
why this I is not depicted with the usual forms of the character in oracle-
bone inscriptions. Moreover, usage of Z as water is quite rare in those
inscriptions. (5) % as % (bestowing): this view is in accord with some
etymological studies of the sound of the character yi, but it is not clear how
the concept of “giving, bestowing” is related to that of “change.” (6) % as H
+ &, (cosmic breath): Cheng Zhongying considered yi from a philosophical
point of view and found the omnipresent vital force of gi in this character as
well, so that it may denote “free changes of gi.” It is also implausible to find
a complicated character like that of gi in a simple particle of yi (Z) which
has nothing to do with its known associated concepts in the oracle-bone
inscriptions. (7) % as A + Z: the oldest forms of this character depict
radiation of solar rays from the moon. We think this simplest and the most
natural way of looking at yi is most congenial with its associated meanings,
if only we do not neglect the intermediation of its symbolical aspects.
According to this symbolism, the main associated meanings of the character
must be formed around the conception of “manifestation.”

Examining the symbolism of “Radiation of solar rays from the moon” this
paper shows how the many common associated meanings of yi as well as the
three traditional ones (“transformation,” “simplicity,” and “changeless-
ness”) are connected to its five symbolical aspects: (1) radiation in night; (2)
radiation from top to bottom; (3) night vision; (4) the source of radiation; (5)
the moon as the treasury of solar rays. Derived from the first two aspects,
“manifestation” is the concept from which those of “bestowing, change,
exchange, extension, etc.” are derived in turn. Similarly, derived from the
last two aspects, “manifester” is the concept from which that of
“changelessness” is derived in turn. Finally, derived from the third aspect,
“simplicity” is the concept from which that of “easiness” is derived in turn.
On the basis of these considerations, “the Classic of Manifestations” is
suggested as a translation for the title, yijing, the translation which is in
complete agreement with the ontology provided in the book.
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