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The essay explores methodology and rationale of structural analysis of ancient and traditional Chinese culture as presented in textual analysis. It utilizes the indigenous theory of xiang 象 or “images” in terms of structural analysis in application to classical text traditions.

“Structuralism” is not a theory, but it is a workable method. Taken as a theory, it has been misrepresented as static and deterministic, but this is not an accurate interpretation of the aims, procedures or results of structural analysis. It is a method, but not simply a method. It is a method with promising openings to a justifying rationale.

The Chinese concept of xiang as a basis of textual interpretation is a more adequate rationale, and ground of its own procedures. It is not static but changing, hence it is intimately connected with a project of including time variables reconfiguring its models. This concept belongs to a rich cultural tradition stemming from the basis of writing and textuality in China, namely the divinatory traditions of archaic China.

Like the Chinese concept of xiang, structural analysis aims to escape a meaning-based theory of culture. It provides a degree of freedom from philology but preserves a place for its progressive refinements. However, it is not wholly governed by philology, which is necessary but not sufficient for cultural understanding. Structural analysis allows cultural investigations to proceed in terms of “unconsummated symbols,” in the same manner music operates. It is a fundamentally musical approach to the study of culture and behavior.

It approaches systems of symbols not primarily in terms of their “contained” meaning or even semantic reference, but rather in terms of presenting simulacra of behavior. Any theory of symbolism based solely on semantic representation neglects what Helmuth Plessner called the quality of “mediated immediacy,” the opposing moment of artificial construction of a system of inter-referring differences that grounds the reference. Under these terms, our interest shifts away from the supposed transparency of semantic or propositional systems, to operations of artificially constructed simulacra of action and its systematic inter-relations. We are interested not in accurate, clear or true object representation but in actants within a system of simulacra.

This approach to Chinese texts is explicitly framed in reference to the divinatory character of ancient Chinese culture. Chinese writing and literature emerged from the intensive divinatory activities of the Shang period or earlier. Writing is conceived as a foray into the future. The divinatory project of archaic Chinese writing determined the early literature as a model-building style of text that bears strikingly different literary characteristics from those we now generally assume and study in modern circumstances. This is particularly true given the context of China’s classificatory knowledge. In light of these considerations, the approach we take to archaic texts will have to be informed by anthropological experience with ancient cultural formations and mythological systems, drawing upon our understanding of the ways ancient thought operates knowledge symbolically. 

Anthropology is a way of extricating oneself from the limiting conditions of one’s own cultural thought, in order to explore the thought processes of other ways of life otherwise hidden to us. It is going to be necessary to confront the consequences of the discovery of oracle bone archives and prehistoric cultures, particularly in their graphic expressions, and to re-deploy perspectives gained from them as we re-think the Zhou heritage. This is the great opportunity of our times, regarding China, and the task of conducting this systematic re-organizing of the classical tradition cannot be limited to philological work, no matter how broad, detailed and concrete, but rather must embrace the challenge of investigating these great sources of human wisdom in such a way as to allow them to speak to the problem of the appearance of the human projects of writing, text-making, culture symbolisms and particularly divination. Anthropology is the enterprise of interpretation of culture; it must be relied upon to give voice to these early texts so that we can understand them as human modes of expression in issues that are not limited to classical tradition and its commentaries, but rather embody insights about culture and consciousness for all human beings, and not only in terms of its present-day heirs and cultural curators.

How can anthropology help to give voice to these expressions? It is by now well understood that the character of so-called Chinese “philosophy”—better termed “Chinese thought”—is thoroughly aesthetic and does not necessarily give rise to propositional arguments supported by logical operations. Moreover, early Chinese texts such as the Zhouyi are strikingly free of narrative continuities that we would expect in lieu of logical argumentation with propositional calculus. Instead, there is a kind of aesthetic and ethical medium that is being exploited to arrange symbolisms in texts. Later texts show the appearance of narrative and even logical continuities, but with a marked tendency in many cases to revert to texts that continue the puzzling non-narrative, non-logical features of the earliest texts. Thus we can appeal to texts such as Lun yu论语(The Analects of Confucius), Zhou li周礼(The Rites of Zhou), and Lüshi Chunqiu吕氏春秋(Lü’s Spring and Autumn), as the most familiar examples of a kind of text that is calendar-like, clock-like and map-like. 

Let us agree for convenience that these texts show aesthetic tendencies of Chinese thought. How can anthropological analysis advance the reception of these texts beyond this label? Surely we do not imagine that labeling such thought as “aesthetic” thereby shunts discourse to questions of aesthetics in the classical tradition such as musings on definition of “The Beautiful”? Similar treatments of ethics are likewise missing the semiotic points of ancient Chinese tradition. Nonetheless, these labels call our attention to certain points that need to be realized as we deal with an archaic culture such as China’s divination tradition.

The indigenous concept of xiang or “image” is our point of entry for this kind of analysis. This type of phenomenon should be considered to be aesthetic in that it is presented through the senses. It is ethical in that xiang present a semiotic analysis of social patterns which motivate human behavior, in this case in the archaic Chinese context. Our concern with archaic texts as social operators forces us away from the analytic transparency of language as pure lexical or propositional meaning. Rather than lucid informational content projected through propositional functions, we find ourselves situated in networks of structural congruence that capture reality’s texture by some sort of “wrap-around” feature in relation to the world, not unlike the way our experience as social creatures captures nature in our second nature. Archaic consciousness moves us towards a more concrete, physical, embodied experience of performed symbolisms, such as images, laughter, percussive rhythm and music convey. 

For instance, Mencius孟子(4A:27) gives us a model of music’s place in human culture: “The concrete manifestation of intensive humanity (ren仁) is to serve one’s parents; the concrete manifestation of rightness (yi义) is to follow one’s elder brothers.” Here, positive elements of the teaching are put in binary places, roughly in vertical and horizontal planes of kinship. “The concrete manifestation of knowledge is to know these two are indispensable; the concrete manifestation of ceremonious ritual is to articulate and elaborate these two civilly.” Building on the binary foundation, the next step of the structure pairs a negative and positive admonition, with knowledge matched to a negative expression, delimiting the outside of these two, and ritual action matched to the mandate for interweaving the two. “The concrete manifestation of music (yue乐) is to find joy (le乐) in these two; when joy is born [in the midst of these duties], then how can its birth be ended? In its unending, then [one] does not know that the feet are dancing it, and the hands are swaying to it.” The final level finds a doubled negative structure. First, through a pun, an infinite feedback cycle is proposed, where musical joy facilitates further joy unendingly; then, there is the uncognized and spontaneous dance of the duties that ensues in such an atmosphere. Where earlier, knowledge involved the first appearance of the negative in the series, now knowledge itself is negated in the joyful dance wherein social structure finds enactment. Music, overwhelming self-awareness, is therefore the exemplary model for embodied social action.

Mencius’s so-called “philosophical argument” (rather, structural-factual map, conceptual-aspectual icon) parallels that found in Zhouyi commentary.

The Master (Confucius) said, “Language cannot be completely transcribed through writing. Intentionality is not completely expressed by language.” “Then, are we unable to perceive the intentions of the Sages?” The Master said, “The Sages established the images to completely express intentionality, and designed the linear structures (trigrams and hexagrams) for exhaustive semanticity (truth and falsehood). They tied on writings to completely express relevant words; transformed (defined operations over it) and systematized (inter-referred) it to make it completely useful. Drum it and dance it to fully spiritualize it.”

The discussion between Confucius and his interlocutor in the above paragraph forewarns us that the major concern of a divination text is not to exhaust ambiguity and render perfect clarity to language, but rather to limn language with form, to find the derivatives at the limits of its boundaries. Its fullest expression is musical.

The passage attributed to Confucius states that the Classic of Changes uses images (with formal structures) as signs. Image-based signs carry significance, as phonemes do, only through their articulation; as the lowest level of signifying, they are exemplary—promissory—of the potential for significance of perceptible differences, taken as distinctive features, in further configurations. Signs bear or complement linguistic (morphemic, lexical, sentential, discursive) functions, and represent an aspect of experience not captured propositionally. As Lévi-Strauss pointed out, images of this sort, having taken on significance in higher levels of coded messages, are intermediary between percepts and concepts: “whereas concepts aim to be wholly transparent with respect to reality, signs allow and even require the interposing and incorporation of a certain amount of human culture into reality.”
 It is their capacity to undergo permutation that establishes signs as carriers of human culture, not only at the level of propositional information or theoretical system, but also in that, through their long-term, successive articulations, they take on a quality where their “’extension’ and ‘intension’ are not two distinct and complementary aspects but one and the same thing.” That is, aspects of denotation and connotation fuse: “pointing at” themselves, or rather at their use (in time), the signs show their significance through their repeated, patterned deployments and redeployments as operators of systematic interaction.
 

Indices of systematicity, signs body forth their connectivity through ongoing permutations over time. Remains of signified events signify new events. From the bits and pieces of code emerge new structures, and in the process, signified becomes signifier, coding becomes decoding, form becomes content, terms become values, background becomes figure, digression becomes progressive, and vice versa: the major frameworks of culture and nature change back and forth. Our relations to ourselves take place outside ourselves; through signs, our mentality takes place in the world, not in our heads. The human body is the best picture of the human soul. As Wittgenstein also observed: “The only correlate in language to an intrinsic necessity is an arbitrary rule.”
 The contingencies of sign use find new systematic (retrospectively necessary) positions through shifting developments of the languages, and these systematic features bring out unintended signifying capabilities as new environments present themselves.
 For these reasons, the prominent role of non-propositional signification in cultures and languages is certainly unavoidable in any account of them. 

The human world, not the brain or head, is the proper organ of thought of the human mind. Treating cognitive systems as a habitus of signs in a positional field forces us to re-think the foundations of our ordinary views of science and human life, particularly those formulated under psychologizing, individualistic impulses of Western theoretical traditions. The time has come that, even to understand life science in its evolutionary dimension, we will have to recognize that social organization confronts us with a kind of “rationality that has not been rationally conceived.”
 To capture strange, stochastic qualities of life and social science, our observations require notation systems that move language closer to music and to embodied, lived experience. The divinatory orientation of the Zhouyi text shows us a paradigm for interpretation of human affairs that mutes the propositional values of language, limits the scope of lexical definition by insertion into a matrix of forms and their operations, displays the holography of facts-and-aspects of the cultural habitus. Divination is basically a narrative concept, and thus, following Confucius, we are led to a paradox: the effort to write human narrative is an excellent way to present what writing does not capture of action, but can nonetheless still be shown through the muteness of language: a layered, musical, biological sense of social action in time.

Lévi-Strauss made an explicit connection between music and his structural analysis of myth. For the purposes of analysis, the advantage of working with myth or folk culture is to capture many transformational capacities of music but “slow it down” to more easily manipulate the relations, turning them more thoroughly around to appreciate the musical qualities, albeit in different, non-acoustic media. The same advantages accrue to analysis of the Classic of Changes. The creative tensions and dynamic inversions of music can be better “read” in a textualized presentation. Of course, the reader must realize from the start such reading is still very difficult; moving away from music, one loses the blissful enjoyment of tone and volume in their appropriate expression. Sadly, work such as we are embarking on does not provide such rich enjoyment, and efforts we must make are arduous and exacting. We can yet prevail in deep reading of ordinarily fleeting symmetries and living, formal configurations music provides in great plenty. Not only the inversions, harmonies, overtones, modulations and progressions that are clearly theorized in musical terms, but also further configurations, tensions, chunking, and expansions, as well as structures at the level of performance, gesture and physical expression, can be found in a view of human action informed by musical art. Though tough going, there are insights to be gained from making such textures readable or visible through structural analysis of myth, culture or ancient thought. 

The quasi-musical analysis here will follow Victor Zuckerkandl’s account. To unsatisfactory theories based alternatively on physicalist or psychological interpretation of music, Zuckerkandl offers a “third way” of understanding music, as perception of a modality in its own right (one might say, a cultural modality) entailing its operations and volition be independent of its human agents. His account is thus helpful in treating other symbolic phenomena. Zuckerkandl’s work on music pointed irrevocably to intentionality’s dispersal in musical systems. The work of musical creation, claim Zuckerkandl and Lévi-Strauss, is based on understanding the system of tones in the scale: 

Every tone of a melody, as it sounds, directly announces at what place in the system we find ourselves with it. Hearing music does not mean hearing tones, but hearing, in the tones and through them, the places where they sound in the seven-tone system. […] A system in which the whole is present and operative in each individual locus, in which each individual locus knows, so to speak, its position in the whole, its relation to a center, must be called a dynamic system. The dynamic qualities of tone can only be understood as manifestations of an orderly action of forces within a given system. The tones of our tonal system are events in a dynamic field, and each tone, as it sounds, gives expression to the exact constellation of force present at the point of forces. Hearing music means hearing an action of forces.
 

Although the selection of the tones is a priori a matter of convention, rather than a direct translation of physical properties into culture, still, once the selection is made, physical properties of tones are retroactively at work in the system. Zuckerkandl insists on musical analysis of sounds in terms of their own volitions to return to the meta-stable points set by the tonic, in terms of the equilibrating relations between the physical properties of the sounds. Each tone wants, in varying modalities, to return to the tonic of the piece. 

The dynamic quality of a tone […] is a statement of its incompleteness, its will to completeness. To hear a tone as dynamic quality, a pointing, means hearing at the same time beyond it, beyond it in the direction of its will, and going toward the expected next tone. […] Not unjustifiably may we say that musical motion is at the core of every motion; that every experience of motion is, finally, a musical experience. […] Philosophers and aestheticians are wrong when they talk of “ideal” motion, of “abstract” motion, in music. […] Tonal motion is the most real motion.

Creation in music is at least as much listening for intentions of tones, as they chunk in expanding segments, as it is projecting one’s pre-existent mental dispositions onto material. In short, such a view acknowledges the arbitrariness and variability of cultural systems, but also observes distinctive features of the resulting cultural practices preserve physical properties that are themselves active, that allow for extended permutation and recombination, and that embody a sense of signifying potential or virtual volition with its own agendas.

The Yi jing‘s power is akin to music, according to Susanne Langer: “The real power of music lies in the fact that it can be ‘true’ to the life of feeling in a way that language cannot; for its significant forms have that ambivalence of content which words cannot have.”
 The “unconsummated” but dynamic character of this symbolic system, including its “yet unfinished” terminal state, makes it a paradigm of reflective design for understanding human ways of life.

We need to get beyond common thematic discussions of beliefs and “philosophical” arguments, to learn to operate such symbolism as just described. With the stronger reversibility that textual operations enable, we can better see that such systems—even though non-propositional and not reports or allusions about beliefs or representations—indeed are “about” something in the world. They are about prospective features of human action, its attendant patterns of risk, in the world of signs and portents to which we stand in a musical and divinatory relation.

With the Zhouyi, we are blessed with an extremely ancient text that, in spite of being difficult to read, nonetheless shows every sign of being tractable to a kind of structural analysis revealing modular subsystems, based on bivalent formalism, presenting quasimusical, archaic awareness of sociocultural dimensions of these Bronze Age aristocratic people’s lives. As revealed under structural analysis, images link into dynamic sets that open pathways of connection within the matrices of the text. Let’s take several examples of sets of images that show the transformational movement these images facilitate.
To conduct structural analysis requires that we define a set of images that are distributed formally or textually across the text. Having isolated a set, we can then proceed to study its deployment in various configurations. This procedure, it should be noted, works from whole text to parts of the text. We are not piecing together parts to get a whole meaning, but studying the text-wide distribution of images. Let’s take food vessels as a first example. Bronze vessels are seen at #29, #41, #50, #51 and #61. A simple clay bowl is at #8. Therefore, the symmetrical schema these images embody in their textual deployment reads as follows: 

#29--------------#41--------------#50/51--------------#61--------------#8

This result tells us several things about the Zhouyi text. First, the text is presented as a whole system. That is, the entire text is involved in the deployment of any particular image or series of images. The text as a whole is the matrix against which various configurations of symbolisms emerge. Presenting itself in images means that the text itself is articulating the text itself; in order to accomplish this, the text must deploy transformable images along deformable axes. Thus, secondly, the text here presents a circular axis of deployment (there are others): in order to make the symmetrical display of vessels, with the Ding as the center (but this center has a +1/-1, unstable dynamic), the end of the text must link back up with its beginning. Having done so, we realize that the symmetrical display works by lateral arrangements with respect to a center; this is the third rule that we must acknowledge. When configuring images, symmetrical display, and symmetry-breaking operations, they are frequently resorted to, along with many other devices, to present sets of images that make the concrete arrangement of the text intelligible as a simulacrum of the classificatory schemas of the ancient Zhou people. 

There is an unfortunate tendency, in intellectual history particularly in China, to treat archaic thought with expressions such as “simple dialectical method” (樸素辯證法), whereas the ancient texts studied here are far from simple. Generally speaking, the study of myth and ritual systems in smaller-scale societies worldwide reveals symbolic productions of astounding sophistication, and should be treated with a great deal of care and respect particularly in an age such as ours disfigured with such enormous flaws and failures of social organization everywhere. 

Any body of myth will show examples of transformational relations between components of narrative elements, and these often have a self-referential quality that makes the system appear dialectical in its development. Take for instance the Chinese story of Yu the Great who drained the flood. Yu succeeded in digging trenches like irrigation ditches to get rid of the water, unlike his father who attempted to wall out the water with high dams. This is already a kind of opposition of high to low narrative features. Therefore it is not surprising that somebody gave voice to the device of synthesizing the opposition, namely by inventing a fantasy element, xi rang (息壤：掘之益多), the magical earth that increases the more one digs into it. Compare this set of myths to a Japanese folk tale. When boats cross the sea, there are monsters that may appear and demand to be presented with ladles. Sailors who comply will be doomed, because the monsters will ladle water into the boat and sink it. However, those who refuse the monsters’ demands are quickly destroyed for their rudeness. The only way to save their human lives is to present the monsters with ladles whose bottoms are broken through. The whole point of this story is to manipulate content and container relations in a dialectical way, but there are temples in Japan where broken ladles are worshipped and prayed to for easy delivery by expectant mothers. These myth-ritual complexes are built around formal manipulations of images. It is the lifeblood of any system of mythical thought.

In the Zhouyi, we can isolate many similarly sophisticated expressions of dialectical awareness that go together dynamically to make up a text. Consider for example the three instances in the text mentioning divination. The first is in #4 Meng Hexagram: if you do divination 筮 a second time it is impertinent. Do not do it again! The second instance is in #8 Bi Hexagram. Do divination 筮, it is all right. These two citations are sited to the left and right of the center in the segment of the text from #1 to #10, therefore are symmetrically located in that segment. The final instance is in #49 Ge Hexagram. It reads, “The great man changes like a tiger. Before doing divination 占 he is already believed.” Here doing and not doing divination are equivalent; due to the special transformation of the great man, it does not matter whether he does or does not do divination. These are the only three instances of self-reference to divination in this divination text. They are arranged in a dialectical pattern of encouraging, discouraging and obviating the performance of divination. This is a deliberately arranged pattern in the text.

Within the first ten hexagrams a further example of dialectical transformation is evident. First, #3.3 Zhun Hexagram records a hunting expedition that ends in failure. #7.5 Shi Hexagram mentions that hunting would be successful. To this opposition of failed and successful hunting, again arranged to the left and right of the center of this decade, the Image comment of #8 Bi Hexagram alludes to the theme of the compassionate and magical king, who does not surround his prey while hunting. The image is that the king uses beaters on three sides to chase the game towards him. He is seated behind a kind of gate used in the field, located on the fourth side of the trap created by the beaters. However, the fourth side combines failure and success, and does so in a way to emphasize the magical attraction of the animals to the king, just as the great man practicing divination had the magical power of a tiger. In other words, on the left and right of the king’s gate, the prey is free to escape, a kind of “failure” of the beaters. However, some animals “choose” or are fated to enter the fatal gate, and these are shot by the king. This is a successful component of the hunt. The complex imagery allows for a play of connections and oppositions, and the text provides a framework for the staging of these dialectical operations. The synthesis is presented in terms of extraordinary powers.

This analysis reveals that the text itself is conceived as a matrix of distributed images, what French analysts call a dispositif. This observation points to a fundamental consideration when approaching the Zhouyi, namely that every formal and every textual element is sited in the matrix, and that our treatment of the text must handle it as an entire design, a whole domain for siting. Furthermore, we must use a method that will allow us to shift from formal analysis to text and back; it must be a flexible, structural analysis that refuses to separate the writing and the formal structure such as the yin and yang lines as we now have the work. It is not that we have a formal technique that allows us first to resolve the formal design on one plane and then secondarily demonstrate the dependency of the written signs on the structure; rather, we must follow the decisive traditional emphasis on the images to realize that the written text and the formal structure are complementary and equivalent. This is what the traditional emphasis on images supports. Moreover, we must refuse the traditional separation of hexagram-by-hexagram exegesis on the one hand, interested only in the relations between the weak and strong elements of the lines within each hexagram but unable to speak to any particular hexagram’s placement in the overall series, and on the other hand a strong tradition of manufacturing artificial sequences to illustrate various processes in the xiangshu style. This divorce of yili and xiangshu traditions is unfortunate. A structural analysis reads each element, indifferent to whether it be formal or textual, as a function of the overall series. The whole exists within each element, which announces its position within the whole. These are the new rules by which structural analysis rediscovers a new holism of the text, in order to speak to the overall design of the work.

As just mentioned, this type of work always begins with distributional studies. First, objects for analysis are defined, and secondly, their distributions are noted. Relations both within whatever set is defined through stipulation, and between the set and the whole text, reveal the distributional or positional profile of each object the analyst defines. In doing this, one will discover that there are a large number of distributed sets in the dispositif, each of them worthy of intensive study. Particularly interesting for our purposes here, there are quite a few sets of three items, which point to the so-called dialectical intent of the objects, or sets of four items that require slightly more involved examination but still accomplish a similar kind of spatialized textual presentation that invites a structural, or even musical, interpretation of the distribution. This is the point of having images. These sets of three and four items emphasize a traditional interest in numbers, and particularly in these numbers. Let’s consider the appearance of numbers 3 and 4 in archaic Chinese tradition, and then examine a few of these kinds of sets.

Numbers 3 and 4 were commonly paired in bronze inscriptions such as Ling yi (令彝) referring to the “three administrative functions [land, construction, horses] and four directions” 三事四方. Of course in Chinese traditions, pairs of numbers such as 5/6, 7/8, 9/10 are commonly employed in a switch-like or toggle manner as the dynamic core component of various classificatory schemes; this is partly due to the idea of one being the unity against which division into parts occurs. This is a vast topic for research, but is succinctly represented in the Daode jing’s “Dao gave birth to one, (Dao and) one formed two, (Dao and) two made three…”. Here, we will limit consideration to the pair formed by adding or subtracting one so as to link 3 and 4. In the bronze inscription quote just seen, the intersection of three functions with the four directions of space gives an icon of wholeness for governing function, not unlike the character for “king” 王. 

We know that in the traditional concept of the “three talents,” lines three and four of any hexagram embody the “human position” between the cosmological elements of sky and earth on the top and bottom of the forms. According to “Xi ci” commentary (B:8) lines 3 and 4 are the locus of most instability and chaos in the terms of the classic, for line three is said to be mostly a source of bad outcomes and line four a source of fear, that is as their line texts reveal unfortunate or fearsome outcomes. This can plainly be seen in the first hexagram where line three is the alert gentleman ready for any forthcoming adversity in the Qian hexagram, and where line four is the unnamed dragon which might leap upwards to the top of its trajectory or might plunge downward into the abyss to which it is attracted by the correspondence of the first and fourth lines. The importance of lines three and four is emphasized elsewhere, for instance in the Zhong fu hexagram (#61) with its empty human position between full sky and earth (110011). 

The calculus of changing lines in the human position articulates a kind of philosophical anthropology featuring splitting and eccentricity of the human domain, within the relatively stable cosmological frames of the sky and earth. In this way, human beings are responsible for the world’s chaos; they are the main agents of change and irregular variability among the relatively cyclical phenomena of sky and earth in nature. Due to the binary notation system of the hexagram lines (which earlier were expressed in terms of odd and even numbers in the archaic number theory), a catalogue of eccentric rotation in the human position can be compiled in the Zhouyi. There are only four instances of such eccentric rotation, as follows (other eccentric rotation takes place in different positions, but we neglect them here):
#9/10

111011/110111

#15/16
001000/000100

#21/22
100101/101001

#47/48
010110/011010

As can be seen, when these pairs rotate, the effect is to “split” the human position upon rotation; in other words, only the lines in the human position change, leaving the other position’s lines untouched.

Now, let us examine the set of references to the tiger. There are only three references. First, the man treads on the tiger’s tail and is bitten by the tiger. This is #10, Lü Hexagram, “Conduct,” the domain of the one-eyed man who can see and the limping, perhaps one-legged man who can walk: these images being part of a worldwide system of symbols about unipeds and limping that unmistakably implicates shamanism. In this first appearance of the tiger, the symbol is in the hexagram that splits the human position upon rotation. In fact, we would agree after more extensive examination of this symbolism that this encounter with the tiger is giving us some important images of the death-and-rebirth experiences that underlie the vocation of shamanism, and also that are deployed institutionally in the production of adult men for work in the civilizing project of the Western Zhou state—that is, the initiation of youth into adulthood through ordeals and particularly through tests in military skills on the battlefield.

This assertion is clarified by examining the second and third loci for splitting the human position. The second pair includes a line mentioning hairpins (#16.4), which corresponds to the pinning rites, at age 15/16, that begin the process of initiating youth into adulthood and of preparing girls for marriage at age 20. This pair has no connection to the tiger. The third pair at #21/22 is part of a device that transforms into the tiger’s mouth at #27. It is connected to several mentions of meat that plausibly resemble shuxiu 束脩 or bundles of meat used as tuition or gifts presented to a teacher. This is a paradigmatic device since by changing its fourth line, Hexagram #21 leaps over to #27.

Finally, the pair featuring the last instance of eccentrically rotating hexagrams in the human position is contiguous with the last mention of the tiger, in Hexagram #49. In this way we see that all three instances where the tiger appears are linked to three of the four instances where the human position is split eccentrically upon rotation, and that the mode of linkage systematically exhausts the semiotic modes of operation, namely: identity, metaphor (paradigmatic transformation) and metonym (juxtaposition). This is an interesting example of a set of three distributed over a set of four items, and also alerts us to a distributional characteristic of the text, namely that the distribution of images throughout the text often parallels the distribution of age-graded events which regularly happened in a society such as ancient China’s that featured age sets. We will examine this in more detail soon. 

Before doing so, let’s search out some more sets of three or four, and try to emphasize the quasi-geometrical interest that led the designers of the Zhouyi to place these sets in symmetrical arrangements within the formal structure of the lines and hexagrams: this is a key motivation of the very idea of textuality in archaic China. In the second decade of the King Wen sequence, there are two instances of the formula “make sacrificial offering… (yong heng yu...).” First, at #14 Da You hexagram, we find the Duke makes offering to the King. With respect to the center of this decade (#15/16), the pendant to this formula appears at #17: “The king makes offering on Western Mountain.” These two instances of the formula are not only symmetrically arranged, they also are opposed in that the recipient of one offering becomes the agent of the next one. These oppositions are repeated in the forties decade of the text. Here, at #46.4, the king makes offering on Mt. Qi. This is a kind of triangulation, in that although the king again makes an offering as in #17, it is located at a higher position, far up at the forties decade. It happens that this forties decade contains an extensive series using the cognate word xiang 享 (five times at #41, 42, 45, 47 and 50). However, this arrangement is more than a triangulation, because there is a final appearance of the formula yong heng yu…, namely at Hexagram #42.2, with the difference that this time the recipient is specified as Di, the high god. If we tabulate this quadruple structure, we have two sentences that specify the recipients (first the king, then the high god), and two that specify the locations (two different mountains)—and the recipient of the first case becomes the agent for all three subsequent cases. The figures in these four examples stage the offering process as moving from duke, to king, to high god. And when the Yi Hexagram, #42, line changes, the resulting hexagram is #61, Zhong Fu, itself an important hexagram showing the way offerings such as those made on the top of a mountain in #56, Lü, ascend through the gate to the sky (Chang He 閶闔) when the fire trigram has its top line “burn through” and thereby “jumps” up to #62, Xiao Guo.

Compare these four offering images to a very archaic scene that closely resembles Western Zhou bronze inscriptions. These inscriptions show the king granting audience for appointees, during which time gifts and status were presented to those of outstanding accomplishments. Specifically, the king took his place in various settings and the rituals of ce ming 冊命 or investiture were enacted. The Zhouyi has four phrases where the king takes his place: once, in his family home; twice, in his temple; and as a deictic reference, “the king arrives there.” Each appearance of this phrase is coordinated with the hexagram, such that the family is the Family Hexagram (#37.5), the temple is cited where the king holds an assembly of different lines of his own clan in #45, and again in #59 Huan where there is an indication of royal death. Finally, the deictic “there” is in #55 Feng which is also the name of the king’s capital city during some of the Western Zhou. Each of these variations conveys information about the position and significance of the hexagram in its decade. The repetition folds two of the appearances into one category. The category of the home opposes the category of the temple (doubled) and the deictic “there” stands as a synthesis, if not apotheosis in this set.

As a last example, the set of references to “wine” forms a clear and deliberate distributed ensemble. There are only four places where jiu is mentioned, at #5.5, #29.4, #47.2 and at the last line of the entire text, #64.6. This set is capable of various permutations: for instance, three of the four mention food and drink while one mentions only wine; one mentions containers for food and drink while the others deal with their consumption; two are paired oppositions, either anticipating food and drink or distressed by them. Elsewhere, I have demonstrated how each member of this set has been distributed with respect to the others and to the context in which it was sited.

All told, the evidence is overwhelming for composition of the Zhouyi text through use of a combinatorial approach, with images providing actants for transformational links within the text. Given this result, we can now demonstrate that the entire text evidences a distribution of images revealing modeling in terms of social organization in ancient China. As we can learn from the classical sources, ancient Chinese society featured age ranked groups that served society and were accorded privileges according to their age. The two biggest changes in a man’s life were at twenty and fifty, when he was given new names, the “(age) twenty name” and “(age) fifty name” to mark his new status. Particularly at age twenty, the young man underwent the capping ritual and was required to serve in the military until getting married at age thirty. At forty, men began to serve in government in subordinate positions, until the age of fifty when they could be given positions of higher responsibility. The indications of this age-graded schema are found in many places throughout the classics, but the Li ji, “Qu li” description is the clearest: “At twenty, one is slight, and undergoes capping; at thirty, one is substantial, with a family. At forty, one has strength and can serve, assisting official functions; at fifty, graying, one serves, governing from an official position. At sixty, one is old and delegates…”

If one goes through the Zhouyi text with the idea of distributed images connected with this system, one easily isolates a rather large set of references to events or symbols that are entirely consonant with the existence of age groups. We have already considered the coincidence of the reference to a hair pin and the age for pinning of youth in preparation for initiation. The tiger’s role in initiation has been considered in the change of Hexagram #21 to #27, where the tiger is biting through, and some element, whether it be the initiate or the gift of meat, is brought into the tiger’s mouth. Several images of marriage, including the Family Members at #37, the hierogamy at #31, and references to “the wife” and keeping domestics in the first few hexagrams of the thirties decade, reinforce the association of this decade with the marriage age of men. There are quite a few items with associations to administrative practices in the forties decade, including terms for accounting at #41/42 (Decrease and Increase), elite trade items, irrigation for agriculture, ritual mounds, and the calendar. Finally, the fifties decade contains symbolism suggesting the royal court, including the sacred bronze Ding cauldron, ritual items such as ladle and wine pot, the entire text’s only mention of “ritual” along with feathers for ritual use, the only mention of court officials such as “scribes” and “shamans” 史巫, and so on. Particularly, the name of this segment’s center, Feng Hexagram (#55) is the same character as the capital city during much of the Western Zhou dynasty. This suggests that the fifties segment is organized around issues of the king’s central position, the abundant surplus supplying the king’s political and economic basis, and the sacrificial activities that served to legitimate this royal regime.

Analogous to the transformational relation between #21—>27, which coded the initiation of young men into adult life in the image of a tiger devouring meat, the fifties decade sets up a device to deliver sacrificial grain through the opening and closing door to the sky, as an image of both a harvest, thanksgiving sacrifice and of the passage of the human spirit into another world, such as was thought to occur at death. The locus for the transformational linkage is at #56, Lü, The Traveller. The top line of Lü is the bird burning in its nest, an image reminiscent of burning shamans to pray for rain in ancient China. It is very significant to note that the character lü 旅 is interchangeable with lu 盧 (see Gongyang zhuan, Ding, 4) both of which having associations with lu 爐 “stove” as well as “stoveblack” (as it is in Zuo zhuan, Xi, 28 and Wen, 4). In short, as fire on a mountain top, this hexagram is a point of burning of sacrificial offerings to transport them to the empyrean heights from the mountaintop altars. When the bird burning in its nest burns “through” or burns “up,” the bird flies up into the sky, through the opening and closing gateway to the sky. In other words, the Li trigram changes its top line and the hexagram “jumps” back to the symmetrical state, Xiao Guo Hexagram (“Small Passage,” #62). It is a narrow passage to the other world, just as documented in world religious imagery everywhere. In our case, the pair of hexagrams #61/62 must be considered, for they contain images of flying birds leaving behind their sound as they soar skyward with the sound of flapping wings. This image, both visual and dynamic, suggests both thanksgiving offerings and the trajectory of the dead. 

As these images of the course of a life march onward to the burning, watery Pyriphlegethon at its apex, the distribution we have just reviewed strongly suggests that there has been a concern to order a substantial number of images with reference to the experiences of individual men within the age-graded social system of the Western Zhou. The confrontation with the finitude of the text is the occasion to deploy ultimate images of passage into the transcendent other world. Let’s quickly note two aspects of this arrangement. First, death encroaches on our lives in two ways: the death of others and the death of ourselves. Accordingly, there are two places evoking mourning behavior such as weeping and drumming on pots, in #30 and #61, using nearly identical images. If so, then dramatic imagery such as we find in #59 Huan Hexagram would have to be interpreted as a phenomenology of one’s own death, while the death of others likely takes place in an earlier part of the text. These two encounters with death are thereby marked with identical images. 

Secondly, these two compositional devices, the tiger’s mouth and the flying bird, are both based upon deliberate symmetry-breaking design strategies. In both regions of the text, the neighboring hexagrams are produced through disturbing the symmetries of the penultimate hexagram pairs of the first and second halves of the Zhouyi. In the decade of the twenties, #21, 22, 23, and 24 are all produced through breaking the symmetry of #27 (#21/22 come from modifications of #27’s central lines, as we have seen, while #23/24 derive from its peripheral modifications). At the end of the text, the symmetrical pair #61/62 produces #55, 56, 59 and 60; the former pair through peripheral modifications of #62, while the latter pair through peripheral disturbance of #61. These deliberate symmetries and symmetry-breaking efforts reflect a deep-rooted perspective on the workings of texts, a way to create rhythmic movement suggesting social dynamics. 

It is not too much to say that the Zhouyi represents an early and extraordinarily bold effort to model social processes as belonging to whole frameworks, while avoiding rigid or dead structural models. One of the main reasons for the success of this model is that its notation system has been founded on concrete imagery and its systematic transformation, and this underlies the textual project undertaken by the ancient people when they composed this classic. In so doing, they were able to capture a hologram of their society, in such a way as to provide moving pictures of the course of human action in a way that only music does in other cultures. The dynamic network of these classificatory schemata builds a flexible system of changes that nonetheless embodies concrete human situations—total social events—as well as the systems of exchange, such as those involving the various rituals and statuses, and of materiality, such as fire and water, that served as their infrastructure. The text articulates itself in such a way as to be applicable, through divination, to real experiences of people in their archaic lives—and in the lives of people in other times as well, for that matter.

To further explore what we mean by saying that the text articulates itself, let’s examine one final example. At the end of the text, we know that we find burning water, where water and fire combine paradoxically, just as the juxtaposition of water and fire occurred at the end of the first half of the text (#29/30). These are the hexagrams of completion/incompletion allowing the text to terminate paradoxically in incompletion. If we take this pair of hexagrams and systematically change each line one by one, keeping track of which new hexagrams are produced by this operation, we will discover that only three sets of new hexagrams appear. In other words, changing the lines one at a time produces three groups only, whereas changing the lines of any other hexagrams will result in several groups: six groups, five groups or rarely four groups. Other hexagrams randomly disperse into the sequence everywhere under this operation, but the final pair concentrates its transformation on only three areas of the text: #49/50; #3, 4, 5, 6; and #35, 36, 37, 38, 39 and 40. The results indicate four hexagrams at the opening segment of the text, six hexagrams near the center of the text, and two special hexagrams including reference to the sacred bronze vessel of the Chinese Bronze Age, the Ding cauldron. 

As the terminal pair rotates, it projects virtual links into the initial, central and crucial sectors of the text. The sacred Ding vessel derives from changes in lines four and three of #63 and #64 respectively. The initial four hexagrams derive from changes in the other two human pairs, along with the second and fifth lines of #63 and #64 respectively. The long segment in the center derives from the other two second and fifth lines, along with the peripheral lines of the final pair. The three groups show the associated domains of the final pair in a spiral configuration, like the arms of a galaxy or typhoon. 

The long linkage with the textual center is particularly interesting because the thirties decade is itself a derivative segment modeled on the forties decade—a section notable in its perfectly regular deployment of the four symmetrical trigrams: Sky, Earth, Water, Fire. These four pairs articulate alongside the alternating asymmetrical trigrams Dui and Xun to make an extraordinarily orderly series, headed by the combination of asymmetrical trigrams at #41/42 (Dui+Gen/Zhen+Xun). For its part, the thirties segment is headed by another combination of these four asymmetrical trigrams at #31/32 (Gen+Dui/Xun+Zhen), followed again by Sky, Earth, Fire and Water trigrams, but losing the regular alternation of Dui and Xun asymmetrical trigrams; instead all asymmetrical trigrams are brought into use. In this way the thirties and forties decades are strikingly similar, and due to the topical character of each decade in the age grade regime, the parallel seems to be a structural expression of the later Ru concept of “qijia zhiguo” (齊家治國 “order families, [thereby] regulate the country”).

Therefore, it is astonishing that the thirties decade can simultaneously map onto the forties decade as a close but less perfect copy of its peerless regularity, and also onto the final pair by virtue of being one change away from returning to it. As between the forties and thirties decades it has been necessary to have fire and water trigrams make a chiasmus (#37/38—>#49/50; #47/48—>#39/40), so the rotation of the terminal pair crosses fire and water, while transforming into the long thirties segment. In this way, the final pair indexes key segments of the sequence within its own rotation. The burning water at the terminus is a final synthesis of the images separated at the opening of the text, all yang lines and all yin lines in sky and earth hexagrams. At the end, the lines are the most closely integrated they can be, alternating yin and yang like a rainbow, with the smallest intervals between them possible.

As we can see, the project of designing the Zhouyi appears to have been a long and complex meditation on symmetry and the transformative potential brought about through various formal devices such as symmetry-breaking, inversion, rotation, and synthesis of opposites. These devices are thoroughly integrated with the mission of reading human existence in terms of images that reserve an element of meaning beyond that of semantic reference, so that the items of the set are given to a play of connectivity similar to music or to abstract thinking. However, this kind of abstract thought is not based primarily on thematic, narrative or logical continuities, not founded primarily on propositional structures and values—instead lending itself to this kind of system-making and virtual movement so as to model social realities and individual experiences. There is no doubt that such a project is intimately related to the divinatory mission of the archaic culture, the focus on writing as a foray into the future, and the goal to understand particular circumstances as reconfigurations of a holistic unity—not a static, unchanging one, but rather a musical, vital whole—so as to facilitate divinatory pronouncements of the king. This is the reason that the elements of the Zhouyi text cannot primarily be taken as “representing” the “external world,” but rather are actants that are “doing work” within a simulacrum of reality that claims primacy in the textual project. As actants, our elements are much closer to links in an internet than to dead symbols or referents in a literary sense. Their primary reference is to the text—to other loci in the text—and the free play and manipulation that they give rise to facilitates their divinatory application to real events. For this reason, we need to adopt a method that will acknowledge the divinatory mission of the archaic culture and give up certain traditional prejudices, in favor of a new reading of the classic that studies its modeling techniques. When we can do this, we will certainly appreciate the genius of its designers in capturing many aspects of the social organization of these ancient times, to instruct us both in the ways archaic society was constituted, and in the brilliant self-ethnographic accomplishment that preserves this precious information until the present day. 
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� Zhouyi, “Xi ci系辞,” shang上, 12. This passage, “yan bu jin yi 言不尽意,” became the locus classicus for an extensive discussion on the limits of language, whether writing was coextensive with language, and language with thought. The design of the Wenxin Diaolong文心雕龙(Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons), the first great treatise on literary theory, reflects the Yi jing易经tradition in an odd way. The book consists of ten juan卷each with five topics concerning features of literary criticism. The final topic of the fifty focuses on “Ordering Intention.” Liu Xie刘勰(c. 465-c. 520), its author, specifically invokes the number fifty as presented in the “Xi ci” section—the number of divination sticks and therefore the “body” of the oracle, as opposed to the “use,” i.e. the 49 yarrow stalks remaining after the first stalk is removed, as if the one stick is the “switch” to turn the oracle on. This final chapter cannot be fully full, as the others are; to be switched on, it has to be put in abeyance. To conclude, the author reminds us that language does not comprehensively express intention (yan bu jin yi). One’s intention cannot be exhaustively ordered. The final topic is a simulacrum of finality, but is in fact an extension, a prolongation, a temporalization in process: exactly how the Yi jing itself wraps up.
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� Hénaff elaborates: “Moreover, what is determining in symbolism is not only that one sees what is intelligible appear on the same level as sensible elements but above all that these elements are not primarily […] supposed to deliver a message: they perform an operation; they ensure a performance […]. In fact a symbolic system organizes elements into an operating mechanism […]. What is important is not the meaning of the elements but their position.” (See Marcel Hénaff, Claude Lévi-Strauss and the Making of Structural Anthropology (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), 127-28.)


� “The human body is the best picture of the human soul,” (See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (New York: Macmillan, 1968), 178); “The only correlate….”, PI §372. Compare Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962), 54-55, discussing the divination system of the Iban in South Borneo: “[T]he same characteristics could have been given a different meaning… Arbitrary as it seems when only its individual terms are considered, the system becomes coherent when seen as a whole set… The terms never have any intrinsic significance. Their meaning is one of ‘position…’” 


� Speaking of lexical selection and linguistic symbolism, Lévi-Strauss says, “The solution is the result of a choice among pre-existing possibilities”: “the choice of a sign may be arbitrary, but it retains an inherent value—an independent content—which becomes associated with its semantic function and modulates it.” (Claude Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology I (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1963), 91 and 94.)


� Hénaff (Claude Lévi-Strauss and the Making of Structural Anthropology (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), 103) provides an excerpt from the following quote from Lévi-Strauss’s Elementary Structures of Kinship ((Boston: Beacon Press, 1969),100-01) to explain the concept of “immanent intelligibility”: “The same change of attitudes is beginning to appear in the study of human institutions, which are also structures whose whole—in other words the regulating principle—can be given before the parts, that is, that complex union which makes up the institution, its terminology, consequences and implications, the customs through which it is expressed and the beliefs to which it gives rise. This regulating principle can have a rational value without being rationally conceived. It can be expressed in arbitrary formulas without being itself devoid of meaning.”
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� Zuckerkandl: “Music can come to serve as the pattern for biology, tonal order become the prototype of biological order. The points of correspondence are not hard to find: like biological processes, musical processes run their course in neither the physical nor the psychic world, but on the ‘third stage’; the factor that turns acoustical into musical phenomena, the dynamic quality of tone, is something nonbodily that comes from without, an immaterial natural factor; and in music as in biology we are dealing with phenomena whose order cannot be understood in terms of the operation of causality.” (V. Zuckerkandl, Sound and Symbol: Music and the External World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1956), 319.)
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