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INTRODUCTION

What Is I the I Ching?


 


The words I Ching (usually pronounced EE Ching or YEE Ching) translate into English as “The Book of Changes.”


The I Ching may be the oldest book in existence. Dating back to 1000 BC, it is an ancient divination text that has evolved over many centuries, later including a mix of Taoist and Confucian philosophy. The philosophy behind the I Ching is that nothing is static and that everything changes over time, so our task is to adjust to the ebb and flow of changing circumstances.


I Ching Plain and Simple is not a translation of the I Ching. It is a book that explains the divinatory system of the I Ching and provides interpretations for each of the hexagrams in clear, modern language. The I Ching can help us to make decisions that logic alone can’t handle, therefore reducing the stress that decision making can cause. It enables us to manage sensitive relationships more successfully, to develop better timing and to tap into our creative insight and intuitive power.


Consulting the I Ching is different from using runes or tarot cards because its main task is not to tell the future as much as to make a situation more clear and to offer useful advice. It relies on the fact that achieving good fortune and avoiding misfortune depends on the choices that we make. When we consult the I Ching, we do not sit back and passively accept our destiny but actively create our own fortune. If our actions are in keeping with the advice of the I Ching, our fortune will be good. If our actions are out of harmony with the counsel or if we refuse to act when action is called for, then things won’t go as smoothly. Having said that, the I Ching often does offer guidance about the future.
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Bodhidharma consulting the I Ching (artwork from the China Story Project, www.TheChinaStory.org)




Origins of I Ching


It is likely that the I Ching is the oldest form of divination on earth, as its origins reach back eight thousand years or so to the end of the Ice Age! The mythology of the origins of the I Ching includes the tale of Fu Hsi, the first emperor of China (3rd milleninum BC). The story tells us that Fu Hsi was sitting on the bank of the Yellow River when he saw a turtle emerge from the water. He paid close attention because he knew that all true wisdom came from observing nature. In his observation he noticed eight markings on the turtle’s shell; these became the original eight trigrams of the I Ching.


Out of this came the practice of tortoise shell and ox shoulder-bone divination. A red-hot poker was applied to ox bones, and wise men or “priests” deduced their meaning from the random pattern of cracks that appeared. Ancient Chinese soothsayers looked for portents in the cracks of tortoise shells, which were heated over a fire and then dowsed with water. The geometric patterns made by the resulting cracks were then studied and analyzed. A secondary possible source of I Ching wisdom came from reading the lines that one can see on the flanks of an ancient type of northern Chinese horse. Whatever the origins, the patterns of cracks inspired a systematic method that has developed over the centuries into today’s I Ching. This comes about via reading a three-line design that is called a trigram and a six-line design that is composed of two trigrams and which is called a hexagram.
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Tortoise shell with divination inscription from the Shang dynasty, dating to the reign of King Wu Ding, circa 1200 BC. National Museum of China




The earliest appearance of a translation of the I Ching in the West was a Latin translation made in the 1730s by a Jesuit missionary. The most influential translation into a modern Western language was made by Richard Wilhelm in 1923. Since then it has been translated numerous times and has grown in popularity in the West until the present time.
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CHAPTER ONE

Yin and Yang and the I Ching


 


Yin and yang are mutually dependent opposites. Looking at the world in terms of yin and yang gives one a real sense of how fluid the universe is, and no matter how you are feeling today, things are bound to change. As the Chinese say, you can never step into the same river twice. Yin originally meant “shady, secret, dark, lunar, mysterious and cold” like the shaded, north side of a mountain. Yang meant “clear, bright, solar and hot” like the lighted south side of a mountain. From these basic opposites, a complete system of opposites developed. Yin represents everything about the world that is dark, hidden, passive, receptive, yielding, cool, soft and feminine. Yang represents everything about the world that is illuminated, evident, active, aggressive, controlling, hot, hard and masculine.
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Everything can be identified as either yin or yang. Earth is the ultimate yin object and heaven is the ultimate yang object. Although yin is feminine and yang masculine, most things (and people) are a mixture of the two. The familiar diagram of yin and yang flowing into each other shows the yin side with a yang dot within it and vice versa. This symbolizes the fact that each force contains the seed of the other and that under certain circumstances they can actually become the other.


Yin and Yang Characteristics






	

	Yin
	Yang




	Nature
	Feminine
	Masculine




	Passive
	Active




	Broken line
	Unbroken line




	Receives
	Creates




	Soft
	Hard




	Dark
	Bright
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	Symbols
	Moon
	Sun




	Tiger
	Dragon




	North
	South




	Color
	Black
	Red




	Numbers
	Even
	Odd




	Chinese character
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	Original meaning
	North side of a hill (away from the sun)
	South side of a hill (facing the sun)






Trigrams and Hexagrams


The I Ching contains trigrams and hexagrams. A trigram is composed of three lines, and a hexagram is composed of six lines.


Some of the lines are complete:
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Other lines have a small break half way along.
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A trigram may contain three unbroken lines, three broken ones or a mixture of both. Here is a typical trigram:
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Each hexagram, which is actually two trigrams that have been placed one above the other, is made up of six lines. A hexagram can have any combination of unbroken or broken lines. Here is a typical example of a mixed hexagram.
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There are eight trigrams and 64 hexagrams (eight times eight) in the I Ching. Interestingly, the German philosopher and mathematician Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, who invented the binary system later used in computers, derived his inspiration from the I Ching: the binary instructions given to a computer consist of a mixture of ones and zeros, echoing the unbroken and broken lines of the I Ching.


The lines in the hexagrams represent the principles of yang and yin: the unbroken lines represent yang, while the broken ones represent yin. In the West, we are accustomed to writing across a page or by making a list that goes down the page, but in the I Ching, we create the hexagrams by starting at the bottom and working upward.
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CHAPTER TWO

Casting the I Ching


 


The I Ching can’t be used to give an overview of the future in the general way that the tarot can; it is designed to give an answer to a specific question. It is worth spending some time defining your question, perhaps noting it down in order to clarify it in your own mind.


Need a Quick Answer?


The full I Ching is extremely complex and its philosophies link to all aspects of life. The I Ching underpins Chinese astrology, Feng Shui, face reading and even Chinese palmistry! Despite the complexities, the point of this book is to make things as plain and simple as possible, so that an absolute beginner can use the system right away.


What if you are at work and you need a quick answer? Use this quick method because it doesn’t require any equipment or preparation. Open this book at the pages that show all the hexagrams (here) and then focus mentally on your question while drifting your fingers lightly over the page. You don’t need to touch the page, just allow your fingers to wander over it until you find one or two hexagrams “drawing” you toward them. Some people will feel a slight change in temperature as though one of the hexagrams heats up slightly, others will just feel drawn to one or two hexagrams for no logical reason.


A variation on this theme is to use a pendulum. The best form of temporary pendulum is a necklace, especially one that has a pendant dangling on it. The only thing to mention is that this must be your own necklace and not one that you have borrowed from a friend or you might get your friend’s reading instead of yours!


If you are using this quick and easy method, find your hexagram then skip to chapter 6, “Quick Interpretations” to find your answer.


To be honest, these quick methods are not the correct way to consult the I Ching, as preparing to read this ancient text is in itself a form of meditation that takes you from the workaday world and puts you in the right frame of mind to accept the advice this ancient text provides.


Casting


The simplest form of casting is to use three coins. You can buy copies of ancient Chinese coins in a gift shop and keep these for your I Ching readings, or you can ask your bank to give you three shiny new coins. It is best to use three coins of the same denomination, as they will be the same size and weight. If you use Chinese coins, you will need to choose which side will represent “heads” to you and which will be “tails.”
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Whatever coins you use, keep them aside and use them specifically for your I Ching readings. The Chinese say that anything that you use for divination creates a link with the gods so keep your tools above head height, as this is closer to the gods. This also keeps them out of harm’s way. It is nice to give your readings a touch of ceremony, so you might want to use a decorative cloth and keep it with your coins.


Now practice for a while. Throw your three coins gently onto your special cloth and see how they fall. They may all land the same way up or two will land one way up and the third will land the other way. If the majority of coins land as heads, this will be yang, but if the majority are tails, this will be yin.


Making a Start


Always have pen and paper on hand so that you can note the outcomes of your castings. Throw the coins gently while thinking of your question and then leave your coins on the table for a while. If the majority of coins are yang (heads) draw a straight line.
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If the majority of the coins are yin (tails) draw a line with a break in it.
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If you have thrown three heads or three tails draw a little cross in the middle of your line.


[image: image]


This special line is called a “changing line,” and its importance will be discussed later.


After you have drawn your first line, pick up and throw your coins again, but draw your second line above the first. Then do the same again, drawing each new line above the last, until you have six lines.


Your result will look something like the example below.
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Now you can read on to discover what your hexagram means. Don’t forget that all hexagrams are made up from two trigrams, and each trigram has information to offer in addition to the information contained in the whole hexagram. The lower three lines contain the first trigram and the upper three contain the second trigram.
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CHAPTER THREE

Finding Your Hexagrams


 


Now that you have drawn your lines, look at your illustration and compare it to the table below to find the hexagram that matches yours. For the time being, ignore any crosses that you may have marked. Finding your hexagram in the chart is a procedure takes a little time and patience but that alone makes it act as a form of meditation that takes you away from the rush and bustle of daily life.


If you’re using the quick and easy method, go straight to chapter 6, “Quick Interpretations” to find your plain and simple answer.
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The Lines


Hexagrams With No “Changing” Lines


After six throws of the coins, you will end up with six lines. You will recall from the discussion on here, when you throw three of a kind—all heads or all tails—the result will be a “changing” line. If all six of the lines in your hexagram were arrived at by throwing coins where two were of one kind and one was of the other kind, you will not draw a little cross on any of the lines, which means none will be “changing” lines.


All you need to do now is to find the hexagram in the illustration, and look it up in the interpretation section in this book (chapter 5, “Interpreting the Hexagrams”). A hexagram that has no changing lines suggests that your current situation or problem is almost at an end.


Each hexagram comprises two trigrams. The lower trigram indicates your own actions, while the upper trigram refers to the actions of others. The trigrams also offer further information about direction, time of the year, and so on, as you will see in chapter 4, “The Trigrams.”


Hexagrams With Changing Lines


If one or more of the lines have been created as the result of a three-of-a-kind throw—three heads (yang) or three tails (yin)—you must mark the lines or lines with a small cross in the middle.
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This shows that the situation you asked about in your question is ongoing, and your reading will show whether you have to live with it, you can improve it, or you should walk away from it if you can. In the case of a hexagram that contains one or more changing lines, after you have read the interpretation for the hexagram, you must read the interpretation for any of the lines marked with a cross.


The Changes in Action


Once you have read the information and the information on each of the changing lines, alter the marked lines so that an unbroken yang lines becomes a broken yin lines and vice versa.
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As you can see, the marked lines have now changed from yang to yin or vice versa and you now have a new hexagram to read. The second hexagram will offer further information on the current situation and its outcome.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Trigrams


 


You can pull your hexagrams apart to make two trigrams. As always with the I Ching, you must start with the bottom line and work upward. Draw the lower three lines on a piece of paper and mark this “inner trigram.” Then draw the upper three lines and mark this “outer trigram.”
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