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The I Ching, or Yi-Jing (易經), commonly known as The Book of Changes, is 
regarded as China’s earliest classic discussing the philosophy of science and the 
fundamental principles of mathematics. In it, the genesis of the universe and 
humanity’s relationship to its origins are succinctly described. Many fields of 
knowledge, including traditional Chinese medicine, can be traced back to this work. 
In the I Ching, Fu Shi (伏羲; 2852 B.C.) drew on his careful observation of the 
environment and the paths of the sun, moon, and stars to speculate on the formation 
of the cosmos, representing his ideas symbolically. 

At its core, the I Ching emphasizes the concepts and functions of Yang “▬” 
(from ↔) and Yin “ ” (from →←), and  as interaction and circulation 
of Yang and Yin, highlighting their dynamic interplay. Both Yin and Yang 
arise from the same source, Tai-Chi (or Tai Ji, supreme Ji), and together 
they represent the two opposing yet complementary forces that shape the 
universe. Mind and body, masculine and feminine, sun and moon, hot and 
cold, heaven and earth, positive and negative (as in electricity, or the 
electromagnetic field)—all are manifestations of Yin and Yang. The entire 
philosophy of Chinese medicine is grounded in these Yin-Yang theories, as 
well as in the Five Element Cycles, which themselves stem from King 
Wen’s (1099–1050 B.C.) structured arrangement of the eight trigrams (八
卦). 

The Five Elements Theory elaborates on how “checks and balances” arise 
from Yin-Yang Qi and illustrates how relationships among the five 
elements are either strengthened or diminished through processes of mutual 
influence and control. The I Ching significantly influenced notable 
European philosophers and scientists, particularly Leibniz and Hegel. 
Moreover, several fundamental theories in contemporary cosmology and 
subatomic particle physics echo the principles found in the I Ching, 
underscoring its enduring relevance to the natural sciences 
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Ontology, or the science of “Being” (sein in German, être in French, esse in 
Latin, and eon in Greek), was one of the ancient world’s fundamental 
concerns. Another point of interest was the origins of the cosmos 
(“scientific” cosmology). The significant differences in thought about the 
universe, as well as competing beliefs about “Being” (the state or quality of 
existence), have determined the divergent paths of development of science, 
particularly medicine, in the East and the West. 

Regarding the aforementioned concerns, there were numerous schools of 
thought in the West; some of the theories may superficially mimic Fu Shi’s 
Tai-Chi theory in the I Ching, but they disagree greatly on the actual nature 
and purpose of the material portrayed as the genesis of the cosmos. 

The fundamental difference between ancient Western (Egyptian Greek) and 
Eastern (Chinese Indian) philosophy, along with their different 
understandings of the origin cosmos, has led to the divergence of Eastern 
and Western civilizations, resulting in distinct cultures, modes of thinking 
process, ways of life, medical approaches to diagnosis and treatment, etc. 
Nonetheless, both can be complementary to each other, broadening 
knowledge of the human body and improving comprehension of how the 
body works. 

The Ionian School 
Ionia was an ancient Greek colony in Asia Minor where Eastern and 
Western civilization met, and where the cultural exchange between Europe 
and Asia took place. 

(1) Thales (624-546 B.C.) thought that water was the genesis of the 
universe and that it was the substance from which everything in nature 
was formed. He believed that water was the sole true and eternal 
substance. He called it "material cause," and he believed that the two 
fundamental elements of the world were the occurrence of natural 
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change and the persistence of certain permanent situations. While 
focusing on the material origin of the cosmos, he was unable to explain 
the momentum or dynamic background force that produced the 
universe, i.e., the “efficient cause.” 
 

(2) Anaximander (610–546 B.C.) was interested in substance and space. 
He believed that new planets were constantly being created as well as 
destroyed. He is credited with developing the philosophy of opposites 
(known as Dual Theory) in nature, such as day and night, summer, and 
winter, awakening and sleeping, life and death. He believed that the 
cosmos arose from such opposites (similar to the I Ching’s Yin and 
Yang, but in a completely different sense and aspect). 
 

(3) Anaximenes (588–524? B.C.) believed that “air” (pneuma) was the 
fundamental matter for the birth of the cosmos, not water, and that air 
was the origin of life, and that the respiratory phenomena determined 
the continuity of life. He went on to say that “our soul is air which 
sustains us, and air surrounds the whole universe.” He described the 
process of air as the process of all animals’ growth and development. 
Everything began with two fundamental air processes: condensation/ 
concentration (pyknosis) and dilution /thermodynamics (manosis). 

The Pythagoreans 

This school of thinking was developed by Pythagoras (580? –? B.C.), who 
believed that in the beginning, there was just air in the universe, from which 
the central fire (to meson pyr) was generated, and the sun, moon, and stars 
all emanated from this fire. This school of thought also held that all of nature 
was made up of fire, water, wind, earth, and ether (a luminescent material 
previously thought to fill all space). He also claimed that numbers represent 
the core of all things and the “material cause” of all things, and that odd and 
even numbers are diametrically opposed. His use of geometric diagrams to 
depict the formation of the universe was reminiscent of the Lo Book of the 
I Ching. This school also worshiped Apollo, the Sun God. He preached that 
the human soul is immortal and that after death it enters another live human 
or animal body (reincarnation). This concept, known as soul transmigration, 
appears in many early faiths. Many Hindu sects still hold this concept. He 
also believed in the divine character of the soul. However, the sinful soul 
became entangled with the human body. He was the first person in the West 
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to discuss the separation of soul and body, which emerged in the notion of 
body and mind in the Middle Ages in Europe. Pythagoras is well known for 
his famous Pythagorean Theorem that the square of the hypotenuse of a 
right-angled triangle is equal to the sum of the squares of the other two sides. 
 
Heraclitus 
 
Because fire is continually in motion, Heraclitus (535–475 B.C.) believed 
that “fire” was the primal stuff in the universe that formed everything. He 
insisted that everything shifts and changes. One can never step twice into 
the same river since it never stays the same. Everything in the universe was 
in motion. Nothing unchangeable or permanent can move from one instant 
to the next. His theory is like the Buddhist belief that everything in the 
universe is perpetually changing. He believed that strife is the fundamental 
state of the natural universe where everything is in constant motion and 
change, and that the unity of things is found in a delicate balance or tension 
of opposing forces. Cratylus, his later follower, said that if this thesis were 
taken, there would be no permanency remaining. Whereas Heraclitus 
emphasized change, Fu Shi in China emphasized “change and yet 
unchanged” (see further explanation). 

The Eleatic School 

(1) Xenophanes (580–480B.C.) Contrary to the prevalent anthropomorphic 
polytheism in ancient Greece, he advocated a monotheism that echoed 
the contemporary Indian philosopher Radhakrishnan’s contention that 
the ancient people mostly believed in polytheism based on their 
perception of gods, which may have been tainted by intuitive religious 
experience. However, they later became monotheistic, with only one 
creator in the entire universe, without a transcendental nature, 
reflecting pantheism. His concept was comparable to Aristotle’s 
concept of “The Prime Mover” and “All is One” (as the creator of the 
cosmos), which resembled Fu Shi’s Tai- Chi and ancient Indian 
thought to some extent. 
 

(2) Parmenides (544? –501? B.C.) He was the founder of ontology and a 
key figure in the development of pre-Socratic philosophy. His view, 
together with those of Plato and Aristotle, had a significant impact on 
traditional Western philosophy. Prior to Parmenides, philosophers 
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typically attempted to explain the origin and nature of the universe in 
terms of a single material substance, such as air or water, which could 
change to generate other things. Instead, Parmenides contended that 
there is just one everlasting, indivisible, spherical, stationary, and finite 
reality. It cannot change into something else, hence change and 
plurality (a reality made up of numerous substances) are illusions. 
 

(3) Zeno (490–430 B.C.) Zeno attempted to demonstrate not only that the 
changing world had nothing to do with the Real, Permanent reality, but 
also that the concept of change itself was impossible. Zeno was not 
denying that we experience change in our daily lives by watching 
things grow, move, and change qualities. Rather, he asserted that any 
attempt to explain change or motion would result in inconsistencies, 
forcing acceptance of the Parmenidean theory that only the Permanent 
and Unchanging was genuine. Zeno, the founder of Stoic philosophy, 
stated that attempting to shape circumstances to our goals is futile. 

Qualitative Pluralism 

Empedocles (493–433 B.C.) clarified the differences between “being” and 
“genesis.” He asserted that the four elements of water, fire, wind, and earth 
are the primary components of “existence” (this mirrors India’s ancient 
five-element theory and I Ching’s five-element theory). He thought that the 
four elements combine (mixis) and separate (diallaxis) to cause birth and 
death, generation, and destruction. 

Quantitative Pluralism (also known as atomism) 

Leucippus is the founder of this school of thinking. His student Democritus 
(460–370 B.C.) improved his atomic hypothesis. The ultimate ingredient of 
the real world, according to Democritus, was an indivisible physical unit, 
the atom (or “that which cannot be divided”), and the void (empty space). 
Each atom possessed set features such as form, shape, and so on that 
remained constant indefinitely. As a result, the Democritean atoms 
possessed the unchangeable attribute that Parmenides believed must exist 
in the domain of Being. According to Aristotle’s analysis, any potential 
natural event must contain two basic ingredients. The first was that there 
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must be something that remains constant while still being vulnerable to 
modification. Aristotle’s and Democritus’ studies attempted to overcome 
the metaphysical issue of change and permanence. Each attempted to 
construct a method of accounting for two of the most fundamental features 
of the universe without being driven into conflicting or paradoxical 
positions. 

In general, ancient Western Philosophy emphasized the phenomenon of 
“change” and sought one element that they believed must be like all that 
existed. Such were early Western conceptions of the universe. In the East, 
the perspectives expressed in the I Ching are both quite diverse and difficult 
for Westerners to understand, owing to most Western researchers’ 
insufficient translation of the I Ching in toto. In fact, most translations only 
cover the second half of I Ching, while the first half, upon which the 
hexagrams and oracles are based, are mostly omitted. The first half of              
I Ching (Fu Shi’s part), which is entirely made up of symbols with no 
written text, is the most important and yet most difficult to understand and 
to expound, let alone to recapitulate. 

Qi and Atom: 
The differences in mindset, mental attitudes, thinking process, and 
methodology toward science, philosophy, and medicine between the West 
and the East are attributable to fundamental differences in their perspective 
about the relationship between man and the universe. In the West, the Greek 
philosopher Leucippus in 400 B.C. thought that all matter is made up of 
basic particles (atoms). His views, as well as those of other Western 
philosophers, provided a more tangible viewpoint that affected Western 
medicine toward organic and inorganic materials, as well as the visible 
tissues that comprise the physical structure of the body. Fu Shi theorized in 
the East that the fundamental and dynamic force and momentum in the 
world that generates everything visible and invisible is due to the circulation 
and interaction of both Yin and Yang Qi (氣), and both derived from Tai-
Chi (太極). 
 



I CHING
((The Book of ChangesThe Book of Changes)

and its Influence  and its Influence  
on Philosophy, on Philosophy, 

Science and Science and 
Chinese MedicineChinese Medicine

Dominic P. LuDominic P. Lu

I Ching (The Book of Changes) and its Influence  
on Philosophy, Science and Chinese Medicine
Dominic P. Lu   ISBN: 978-1-88-2345-58-8   Softbound – 174 pages

Available from Cognizant Communication
https://cognizantcommunication.com/publication/i-ching-the-book-of-changes/




