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INTRODUCTION

History Repeats Itsel f has attracted attention because it disregards the traditional
view of the Book of Changes as a book of divination, and instead has opened it to new
interpretations. The aim of this book is to marry the thoughts of the modern reader and
that of the three thousand year old Book of Changes.

In the Northern Song Dynasty (960 —1127CE) in China there was a scholar called
Gongchen Wang. © According to the Song Shi®, Wang was discussing with the Emperor
Renzong @which books were the most important and said that it was the Six Classics. ®
So what are the Six Classics? They are namely: the Book of Changes, the Classic of
Poetry , the Classic of History, the Classic of Music, the Record of Rites, and the
Spring and Autumn Annals. These six works have been widely acknowledged as the
most important Chinese works before the establishment of the first feudal dynasty——
the Qin (221 — 206 BCE). The Book of Changes is recognised as the first of the Six
Classics and the most important. It can be said that the Book of Changes is the fountain
of the Chinese civilisation. On a global scale, since the Chinese civilisation is the oldest
written civilisation and the most varied in existence, therefore the importance of the Book
of Changes cannot be overstated.

Although so important, few have read the Book of Changes in its entirety, Chinese
as well as foreigners. Even fewer are those who have read it and understood it.
According to the Jin Shu®, in the Western Jin Dynasty (265—316 CE) it was extremely

rare to find someone who understood the Book of Changes. Because the text is so

Wang was the zhuangyuan, the scholar who had come top in the imperial examinations.
(K B Y(The History of Northern Song Dynasty (960—1127 CE))
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concise, it is vulnerable to all sorts of interpretation. When they reach an impasse in the
interpretation, instead of acknowledging their own error, some have claimed that the text
itself is wrong. However, the stele forest in Xi’an contains transcriptions of the Book o f
Changes from the Tang Dynasty (618 —907 CE). The carvings are thankfully clear and
unalterable, otherwise the Book of Changes would have been, by now, completely
unrecognisable.

The origins of the Book of Changes was written by Chang Ji (about 10th century
BCE). @ Thereafter the major contributor was Confucius (550—477 BCE), in Shi Yi @,
his interpretation of the Book of Changes. Because Confucius lived close in time to Chang
Ji and because of his intelligence, his understanding of the Book o f Changes was the most
profound and accurate, and his writing the most elegant. Reading his interpretation, the
Book of Changes becomes much more fathomable.

Confucius only began to read the Book of Changes in his old age. He fell in love
with it immediately, apparently reading it to the extent that he wore down the leather
straps attaching the bamboo strips on which the book was written three times. This
anecdote is found in the Shi Ji®(91 BCE) and is a unique record of the effect the Book o f
Changes had on man. In Sui Shu@ it is written that when Qin Shi Huang ordered books
to be burnt, the Book of Changes was exempt. These sayings tell us that by reading the
Book o f Changes we can anticipate the benefits and problems before we do anything, so
that we can avoid errors. This is the use of the Book o f Changes in modern living, and it
is also the reason why Gongchen Wang recommended this book to the Emperor.

The ancient Chinese used divination to forecast the future; over time pure
superstition gave way to the use of past experience to forecast the future, and this forms
the basis of ancient Chinese philosophy. This shift in thinking occurred three thousand
years ago, and the Book of Changes is the literary manifestation of this change. Like the
decline of the log rule after the advent of the calculator; reason began to replace
divination in the analysis of the world. Instead of calling the Book o f Changes a book of
divination, it is more accurate to think of it as a work of ancient philosophy.

Chinese ancient philosophy is vastly different from Western philosophy. Western
philosophy tried to use ideas to explain the world, and resulted in two world-views:
idealism and materialism. The problem of this approach was that before one managed to
explain the world according to one’s theory completely, one became tangled in one’s own

world-view. In Chinese philosophy there is an example of this: Long Gongsun was a

Chang Ji (# £ ) was a king during the Western Zhou Dynasty (1066—771 BCE) in China.
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member of the Logicians’ school who is best known for his paradox of “white horses are
not horses”. Gongsun uses sophism as a basis but ends up being entangled in his own
sophistry.

An important school of thought in Chinese ancient philosophy did not use theories
but used nature itself to describe nature, and the world itself to describe the world. It
used one part of the world to explain a different part, and used a small area to describe a
larger one. In other words, it used metaphors and fables for its philosophy, beginning
with events instead of theories. The advantage of this approach is that it avoids wasting
energy arguing about theories and at the same time makes elegant and interesting
reading. The Book of Changes is just such a book. The fashion was begun by the Book
of Changes and was continued by manifold Chinese philosophers over thousands of
years. Zhuang Zi, well-known in the West, utilises this approach.

Many years before the Book of Changes, the Chinese had the ba gua.® Ba gua is
similar to binary symbols in that it has a yang form and a yin form (like 1 and 0), as well
as distinguishing between up, down and centre, as in a mathematical matrix. The ba gua
has three bittes or positions, which correlate to the three positions in a matrix, and
therefore both have eight permutations. This is the original of the name ba gua.
Although the ba gua is similar to the binary system the ancient Chinese did not use it for
calculation purposes, instead they used the shapes the trigrams made to represent eight
different natural or man-made phenomena. Therefore the ba gua is not a collection of
symbols for divination, but a kind of descriptive language. After a little explanation, this
language can be understood by everyone.

The sixty-four hexagrams in the Book of Changes are composed of pairs of ba gua
trigrams. Each hexagram is an image composed of two trigrams that each represent a
natural or man-made phenomenon, which together have a combined philosophical
meaning. Each hexagram can have six positions, which describe in more detail the six
aspects of every natural of man-made phenomenon. The hexagrams and positions all have
commentaries.

The Book of Changes is remarkable because of its ease of usage. If one has a
particular problem, one can locate the corresponding hexagram and read the
accompanying commentaries which tell one what to look out for, what problems are
likely to arise and what strategies are possible. In theory it is used like a trigonometry
table, with the question on one side and the answer on the other. Seen in this light, the
Book of Changes is a handbook for life, a key that solves all sorts of complicated

problems. The contents page clearly lists the sixty-four natural and man-made
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