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The I-Ching Origins of Five Element Theory in Qigong Practice

The I-Ching is both a philosophical text on the natural and social sciences, and a tool for divination and exploration of the universal flow through symbols, numbers and concepts.  It is divided into two parts, the Yi Jing, or text, and the Yi Zuan, or Commentaries.  The text originated during the end of the Western Zhou Dynasty, and the commentaries, known as the Ten Wings, were written from the Spring and Autumn Period through the mid-Warring States Period.

The I-Ching contains the essence of the principles of yin and yang and the five elements (wu xing) of the pre-Qin period, which the Huang Di Nei Jing (The Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic) adopted as its foundational theories.  Moreover, the I-Ching contains quite a bit of medical information, including mention of fourteen diseases, eight medicinal herbs, physiology and psychology.  The Nei Jing and the Yi Zuan (Commentaries) were written at approximately the same time period, as it is believed that the Nei Jing  was compiled from the Warring States Period to the Han Dynasty. 

I-Ching Philosophy & Composition

The theoretical premise of the I-Ching is that yin and yang, opposites that together represent unity, balance, and harmony, are responsible for the presence, change, and evolution of everything in the universe.  They are the quintessential guiding and causational forces of existence.  The movement from activity to non-activity (yang to yin) or from non-activity to activity (yin to yang), is the seed or basis of all change and progression.  This is represented by the changing yao lines of the trigrams and hexagrams.  By adjusting the relationships of yin and yang, the goals of harmony, moderation, integrity, and balance become attainable.  

The yao, or lines of the trigrams and hexagrams, are believed to have possibly been derived from divination markings on turtle shells, representations of the milfoil or alpine yarrow stalks that were used for divination, or the representation of human reproductive organs.  “Yao” means sunlight or moonlight, and it is the symbol of the movement of the sun and moon.   A yin yao is composed of a broken line, (- -), and yang yao is composed of an unbroken line (---).

I-Ching theory is derived from the observation of natural phenomena; eight natural phenomena in particular: heaven, earth, thunder, wind, water, fire, mountains, and lakes.  Life and the universe can thus be explained by the forces and the changes caused by the qualities of these eight symbols, which are the eight trigrams that comprise the sixty four hexagrams of the I-Ching.  Each trigram represents a natural phenomenon along with the symbolic associations of that particular phenomenon.  For example, in the I-Ching we learn that the trigram Li, or fire, is associated with the south, the number nine, and the summer solstice.  The images and symbols contained in the I-Ching represent every material thing, philosophical idea, and natural law between heaven and earth.  They are holographic miniatures designed to simplify complex concepts to promote greater understanding and mastery of the laws of the universe. 

The I-Ching produced the theory of qi hua, or the flow of vital life-force energy, encompassing the activities of qi within the human body’s internal organs as well as in the natural world.  The qi hua, or energy activity, of the eight trigrams is as follows: thunder begins motion, wind scatters, fire dries and warms, lakes provide pleasure, water moistens and cools, mountains stabilize and conclude, heaven guides or rules, and earth stores.  The I-Ching states that Qian, heaven, is the original force or catalyst of the movement of everything in nature.   Kan, water, and Li, fire, are the origin of all life and the foundation of yin and yang.

The He Map & Luo Writing

The eight trigrams and the 64 hexagrams derived therefrom were extrapolated from two very important and mysterious graphs.  These are the He Map and the Luo Writing.  According to legend, the He Map appeared to Fu Xi on the back of a dragon horse from the Yellow River, and the Luo Writing appeared to Da Yu on the back of a tortoise from the Luo River.  The eight trigrams were based on these two diagrammatic pictures.  Both were considered lost but were actually preserved by Daoists and re-introduced to the world by Chen Bo in the Song Dynasty.

The diagrams, as well as all maps from ancient China, were designed with the emperor in mind.  The emperor’s throne was positioned with his back to the north and his face to the south.  The east would be to his left, and the west to his right.  Therefore, on the Luo Writing and He Map, the south is placed on the top of the diagrams, and the north on the bottom, as if for the convenience of the emperor.

Both the He Map and the Luo Writing of the I-Ching use a decimal system and are to this day considered to be mathematical models of the universe.  Each has yin and yang numbers.  In the He Map, the yang numbers are odd, beginning with 1 and ending with 9, and the yin numbers are even, beginning with 2 and ending with 8.  The He Map’s determination that even numbers are yin and odd numbers are yang continues to this day.  In both diagrams, the number 5 represents the middle and the earth element.  

The arrangements of the numbers in both diagrams correspond to the cycles of the sun and moon, which also represent the waxing and waning of yin and yang qi throughout the seasons. Moreover, all of the numbers represent a direction, as well as the temperature and degree of light within each season.  Thus, these maps began the categorization of reality and all natural phenomena occurring therein into five distinct groupings.  

In the Luo Writing, the number one is in the north, which is the position of ultimate yin, and thus corresponds to the winter solstice.  The number nine, which is in the south, is in the position of ultimate yang, and thus corresponds to the summer solstice.  The number three, in the east, represents the spring equinox, and the number seven, in the west, represents the autumnal equinox.  The digital arrangement of the Luo Writing is also called the “magic square.”  (See diagram).

The Trigram Arrangements & Five Element Theory

The trigrams that arose from the Luo Writing and the He Map were arranged in two particular patterns or cycles.  The circular trigram arrangement called the “later heaven trigrams” is attributed in legend to King Wen, and is represented in the Luo Writing.   King Wen’s arrangement was based on the “pre-heaven” trigram arrangement from Fu Xi, the legendary recipient of the He Map and the creator of the trigrams.  The He Map represents the pre-heaven or prenatal arrangement of matter, energy and spirit.  This is reflected by a circular arrangement of the trigrams with Qian, heaven on top and Kun, earth on bottom, indicating existence before creation.  The Luo Writing represents matter, energy and spirit after creation, birth or life.  This is reflected by a circular arrangement of the trigrams with Li, fire on top and Kan, water on bottom.    

As in the post-heaven arrangement of the trigrams from the Luo Writing, in qigong practice, the initial focus of training is on balancing or harmonizing the quintessential yin qi of the body, which is water, (the qi of the kidneys), with the quintessential yang qi of the body, which is fire, (the qi of the heart).  This harmonization affects the flow of the remaining three elements and yin organ correspondences in accordance with the creation and controlling cycles.  In other words, in the “heaven and earth” dichotomy in Daoist philosophy, the Luo Writing represents earth (our lives on earth), and the He Map represents heaven (creation).  Likewise, the He Map is associated with the creative cycle of the five elements, while the Luo Writing is associated with the controlling cycle. 

The Luo Writing provides the basis for the directions as they pertain to internal organs and five element theory within Chinese medicine and qigong practice.  The trigram Kan, in the north, represents water, which is cold, and is associated with the kidneys.  The trigram Li, in the south, represents fire, which is hot, and is associated with the heart.  The trigram Zhen, in the east, represents thunder, which is warm, and is associated with the liver.  The trigram Dui, in the west, represents a lake, which represents coolness and dryness, and is associated with the lungs.  The trigram Kun, in the middle, represents earth, which is damp, and is associated with the spleen.

The Five Elements in Qigong Practice: The He Map

Few people realize that the five element directions and organ correspondences, which play a significant role in qigong practice, have their origins in the I-Ching.  These directional correlations, as well as the whole of five element theory, were later incorporated into Chinese medicine in the Huang Di Nei Jing.  Sun Simiao, the famous Chinese medicine doctor (590-682 C.E.), in A Warning In Medicine, stated that “the guidance of medicine is implied everywhere in the I-Ching,” and believed that “medicine cannot be mastered before you have studied the I-Ching.”

In the He Map, the number 1 represents Kan, the element of water, and the origin of life.  This water is the root of our yin or internal moisture, and represents the kidneys and the north direction.  The yin of the kidneys supports the yin of the remaining yin organs (spleen, heart, liver and lungs).  Water, as number 1, is our first priority, and maintaining the yin of the kidneys is crucial for health preservation.  Therefore, to strengthen the kidneys and/or the body’s yin, one practices qigong facing the north direction.

The number 2 represents Li, the fire element.  The heart is the organ of fire and its direction is south.  This fire is not limited to the heart, however.  The liver, kidneys and mingmen (life-gate, or Du 4 point), all have their own fire.  The heart houses the mind and spirit, and many traditional Daoist qigong practices focus on quieting the fire to quiet and preserve the mind and spirit.  When fire is properly regulated, it will not burn up our water, or yin.  Facing south when practicing qigong will strengthen the heart and the healthy fires of the body.   

The number 3 represents Zhen, thunder, which corresponds to the wood element, the liver organ, and the east.  The nature of thunder is to put things in motion; it is the trigram of excitation.  Similarly, the liver is responsible for the smooth flow of qi throughout the body.  When the liver is depleted or stagnant, it will also affect the quantity and quality of blood, as well as the mood. Qigong should be practiced facing east to tonify the liver.  To move the liver qi, one should practice during a yang time, such as sunrise or noon.

The number 4 represents Dui, lake, the metal element, the lungs, and the west.  As a lake moistens the earth, the lungs are responsible for the dissemination of water and body fluids throughout the body.  Similarly, the lungs dislike dryness, which consumes lung yin and interferes with lung qi.  Breathing exercises strengthen the lungs and help quiet the nervous system and the mind.  One should practice qigong facing west to strengthen the lungs or to enhance breathing exercises.

Finally, in the He Map, the number 5 represents Kun, the earth element.  The spleen is the earth organ and its direction is the center.  The earth nourishes all life upon it, and the spleen is responsible for nourishing the body from the food we eat.  The spleen plays an important role as the center, or central organ.  As everything grows from the nourishment of the earth, humans grow from the nourishment provided by the spleen.  Eating quality foods in moderation, combined with qigong practice with a focus on the earth beneath us, will help strengthen the spleen and its digestive functions.  

Conclusion

There are many ways to practice qigong according to the I-Ching directions. For example, people with weak kidney yang should face the Li fire direction, which is south.  People with excess liver or heart yang should face north, which is the direction related to Kan, water and the cold temperature.  Likewise, if the lung yin is depleted and the lungs are dry, one should also face north to moisturize the lungs.  The I-Ching is open to interpretation, and has welcomed new interpretations throughout the centuries.  

While the Huang Di Nei Jing is considered the veritable “bible” of Chinese medicine theory, it is the I-Ching which provided much of its foundational philosophies.  Qigong, with its roots in Daoism and its goal of health preservation, is based on the same I-Ching theories as Chinese medicine.  Both divide everything within heaven and earth into five discrete categories which are used to help improve not just health, but all of life. 
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