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1
the philosophy


This chapter introduces Taoism, the ancient Chinese religion, and its central concept of ch’i. Ch’i is the universal energy which flows through and around ourselves, our homes, our workplaces and surroundings.


Feng shui is about how ch’i flows, its strengths and weaknesses, how to improve its flow, how to control and direct it and how to make maximum use of the life-giving power it brings to us. The principles of feng shui are based in the Taoist concepts of heaven and earth, of yin and yang, of the four seasons, of the eight compass point and of the five elements – fire, water, metal, wood and earth. These different aspects of the world combine and interact in a number of ways, the most important of which is the PahKwa, or Great Symbol. The PahKwa is central to how feng shui practitioners view spaces.



What is feng shui?


Feng shui is a subtle art whereby we can change our environment to alter our luck, health, wealth and love life. This may involve reorganizing your entire house or merely changing where you site your desk or hanging a few mirrors in a window. As we will see in this book, the subtle change can be the one to make the most impact.


The Chinese have known and practised feng shui for around 5,000 years and during that time they have had plenty of opportunity to observe the art in action to see if it actually has any benefit or positive results; if it hadn’t, they would have stopped doing it long before now. The fact that they haven’t seems to indicate there may be something to it.


If we live our lives subject to the random forces of the universe we can’t complain if we seem to suffer bad luck, misfortune, ill health and random acts of disaster. If, however, by using feng shui we decide to take responsibility and control of our lives, we must surely see only an improvement. Feng shui is about taking control, taking responsibility.


Feng shui teaches us to look at every facet of our lives and question them. Are we as happy with every aspect as we might be? If we aren’t then by following the principles of feng shui we can make changes. Perhaps the results of these changes cannot be as accurately predicted as we might wish but by making changes we are taking control. All the theory in the world won’t change a single thing – only by actually doing something will we learn, understand and cause change. As an old Chinese sage once said:


I hear and I forget


I see and I remember


I do and I understand.


These changes are, in themselves, tiny but it is the fact that we are actually doing something, wresting control from fate and bestowing it upon ourselves, that has an effect. The change might appear insignificant – moving a plant, placing a mirror, hanging a wind-chime – but the results could be enormous and, of course, beneficial.


Suppose, for example, you casually throw a stick into a river. It catches on a submerged tree stump. Your stick collects other twigs and floating flotsam. This collection of debris gets bigger, becomes a dam, the river floods the neighbouring fields, drowns the livestock, forces the farmer to higher ground to take refuge, activates the emergency services. And all because you casually tossed a stick into a river.


Now suppose the river was ch’i, the universal energy, and it had flooded to such an extent that it was adversely affecting your life. A feng shui consultant might say ‘remove that tiny stick’. You might think it wouldn’t make any difference – after all, your emotional fields are flooded, your mental livestock are drowned, your internal farmer seems to have escaped you and your emergency services (nerves) are activated – your life is dammed and flooded. You, cynically and unwillingly, remove the stick. The debris is free to wash away, the river returns to its normal course, the fields dry out and everything returns to normal – and all because you removed a tiny stick that was clogging things up.


This example may appear trivial or irrelevant but that is how feng shui works. We clog up our lives with pieces of furniture in the wrong place or an ill-advised location for our house, or a sticking door that is hampering the good flow of ch’i. Once we unclog or remove the debris, the ch’i can flow properly again and life returns to normal. Perhaps, by the judicious placing of a fresh stick, we might even improve things.


Feng shui is about how ch’i flows, its strengths and weaknesses, how to improve its flow, how to control and direct it and how to make maximum use of the life-giving power it brings to us.


A brief outline of Taoism


To understand the principles of feng shui we have to have an understanding of Taoism, the ancient religion of China. Taoism comes from the Tao (pronounced: dow), which can be translated, and understood, as the Way.


The Chinese say that everything is the Tao, everything is the Way. The Tao cannot really be likened to our Western concept of God except that it is all-pervading, always present, in everything and without end. The fundamental difference is that the Tao has no direct personality – it just is. It has no gender or agenda; no divine plan or sense of morality or sin.


From the Tao, the Way, comes everything we can know. That everything, according to Taoists, can be divided into heaven and creation, or spirit and matter. Taoists represented heaven as a circle and creation, surrounded on all sides by heaven, as a square (see Figure 1). This is a fundamental symbol often encountered in Chinese art – it is still depicted on lucky coins among the Chinese today.
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Figure 1 Heaven and earth.


From heaven, or spirit, the Taoists reduced the circle to an unbroken line called yang, while creation, or matter, became a broken line called yin. The yin/yang symbolism was further developed into the best-known of all Chinese symbols (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2 The yin/yang symbol.


This is sometimes known as the T’ai Ch’i, the Supreme Ultimate or the Great Art. From the Supreme Ultimate there comes the Tao, from the Tao comes yang and yin and from those two opposites there is everything in balance. Although the yang and yin are opposites, within each there is always an element of the other. This is why there is always the tiny dot of white within the black yin, and the tiny dot of dark within the white of the yang. These two opposites are constantly being reborn as each other – in a state of constant flux and movement – and this movement between the two is what gives birth to the flow of energy, ch’i. You might like to think of it as the flow of alternating current electricity.


Yang and yin possess their own qualities and are given aspects and attitudes, but remember that this is only their basic character – they are always changing to their opposite polarization.


The list below is by no means exhaustive: everything in heaven and earth is classified as either yin or yang. The problem most Westerners have with this is that they tend to see yin and yang as two opposites; something is yin/female or something is yang/male, whereas the Chinese are always aware of the seed of the yang in the yin and the seed of the yin in the yang: nothing is ever only one or the other, there is always a balance within the thing itself.


 






	Yin


	Yang







	female


	male







	receptive


	creative







	dark


	light







	night


	day







	soft


	hard







	down


	up







	north


	south







	matter


	spirit







	earth


	sky







	negative


	positive







	passive


	active







	wet


	dry







	winter


	summer








 


The yin/yang symbol should always be shown with the yin to the right, as shown in Figure 2. This is the basis of compass directions. The light yang is at the top representing summer and the south, while the dark yin is at the bottom representing winter and the north. All Chinese compasses are the opposite way round to those in the West: they have their south at the top, west to the right, etc (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3 Yin/Yang with compass directions.


The yin/yang symbol can also be used to represent the human body, with the head at the top representing spirit, yang, and the body below representing matter, yin. Yang is the left-hand side of the body, representing male, while the right-hand side, yin, represents female (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4 Yin/Yang and the human body.


The four seasons


The symbols for yin, north, and yang, south, can be combined to create another two to represent east and west, spring and autumn (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5 The four lines.



The eight trigrams


From these four new symbols another four can be produced to give the rest of the compass and the mid-season points (see Figure 6). These are known as the eight trigrams (a trigram is three parallel lines).




	The top lines represent the duality of heaven and creation – the yin/yang.


	The middle lines represent heaven and creation coming together to create the four seasons and the cardinal points of the compass.


	The bottom lines represent humans.





The eight trigrams are all named and have various significance and attributes. Each is listed below by its Chinese name, with its translation, main attribute, direction and season.




	
Ch’ien – The Creative, heaven, south, summer


	
Tui – The Lake, metal, south-east, joy


	
Li – The Clinging – fire, east, the sun, spring


	
Chen – The Arousing, wood, north-east, thunder


	
K’un – The Receptive, creation, north, winter


	
Ken – The Stillness, mountain, north-west, calm


	
K’an – The Dangerous, water, west, the moon, autumn


	
H’sun – The Gentle, wind, south-west, wood





We can now form these trigrams into an octagon known as the PahKwa, the Great Symbol (Figure 7), which is probably, after the yin/yang symbol, the most easily recognized Chinese art form. The PahKwa gives us eight compass directions, eight seasons, eight types of ch’i (see Chapter 2) and eight areas of life or enrichments (see Chapter 3).


The eight trigrams are thought to have been developed by Fu His, a Chinese emperor, around 3000 BC. The legend tells that he first saw the eight trigrams in the ornate markings of a tortoise shell which he found on the banks of the Yellow River. The sequence in which he found them is known as the Former Heaven Sequence. Around 1000 BC they were rearranged into a different sequence, called the Later Heaven Sequence, by Emperor Wen, who was both a philosopher and the founder of the Chou Dynasty. We use only the original Former Heaven Sequence for feng shui.
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Figure 6 The eight trigrams.


[image: Image]


Figure 7 The PahKwa, the Great Symbol.


The I Ching


The eight trigrams can be paired into 64 new symbols (8 multiplied by 8) called hexagrams, which use six lines. These 64 hexagrams each have a meaning; Fu His wrote about them and used them first as an agricultural almanac, which he called the I Ching (pronounced: eeching), the Book of Changes. As this was some 5,000 years ago, the I Ching is probably the oldest book in existence. Emperor Wen added to Fu His’s interpretations and turned it into the I Ching as we know it.


The five elements


Most Oriental wisdom, medicine and philosophy, including feng shui, is based on the Theory of the Five Aspects (Wu Hsing), which says that, while we are a combination of all the elements or aspects, we do tend to display predominantly the characteristics of one over the others. These elements are a sort of shorthand whereby feng shui consultants or practitioners of Chinese medicine could sum up a person quickly and accurately for the purposes of character identification.


The four cardinal points of the Later Heaven Sequence are also four elements:




	south/fire


	north/water


	east/wood


	west/metal.





The fifth element occupies the centre and is earth.
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Figure 8 The five elements with earth in the centre.


These five elements are incorporated into compass directions and human characteristics. This is why the five elements are so important to practitioners of feng shui. A consultant would want to see your house and know your date of birth. From the date, the consultant knows which of the animals in Chinese astrology you are. Each of these 12 animals has five different aspects – the natural element, which is based on the year you were born. Thus you are never just a tiger or dog or dragon but maybe a metal tiger, an earth dog or a water dragon.
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