










































































































































































































































































ST INA JELBRING 

2.2. Kokin Wakashu 1030: The colloquial semiosis oflove 

1 
Hita ni awamu 

2 
Tsuki na naki ni wa 

3 
Omahi akite 

4 Mune hashiribi ni 

5 
Kakara yake ari 

)dC:iitiUfa3(J)t;J:.�icii�D-��Tu�iiLIJYdCi[>�it�IJ 

(KKS 1030. Miscellaneous Forms. Hikai-poems.) 

1 
I try to meet my beloved 

2 
When there is no chance / way to meet / When there is no moon. 

3 
Sitting up awake by the fire of yearning 

5 
My heart is burned 

4 By the crackling fire in my breast. 

Although Ono no Komachi was well known for her excellent usage of pivot-words 
and word association, with reference to this poem she has subsequently been criti­
cized for overusing those techniques. Of KKS 1030, which belongs to the so-called 
hikaika ��il:JX (faulty, or joking poems) 60 section of the Kakin Wakashu, Takeoka 
writes: 

It has an extremely elaborate way of expression and ... on top of that, tsuki nashi 
is colloquial language. The same might be said of the words oki and hashiribi, by 
which passionate feelings are conveyed. Mune hashiri and other words are also 
colloquial, why it can hardly be called a love poem of good taste. That should be 
the reason it was considered a hikai (haikai)-poem.61 

Katagiri is of a similar opinion: 

The reason why this poem-in contrast to the oki no ite-poem62-was placed in 
the Hikai (Haikai) section, is probably that tsuki ("moon") is used as a pivot­
word for tsuki = "chance to meet" as well as the abundant use of words that are 
usually not found in waka: mune, hashiribi, kokoro yake ori etc. and the open and 
exaggerated way in which they are expressed.63 

Reading those comments, one easily gets the impression that the Hikaika (Haikaika) 
section of the Kakin Wakashu was something of a rag-bag section for poems that 
were less successful. But that this might not have been the case is suggested by Rob­
ert Brower and Earl Miner: 

60 Hikai or haikai IDF�Ji!i is a composite noun written by, on the orre hand the Chinese character for "bad" (IDFhi I hai) 
and on the other, the character for "tune" (� kai). It might therefore mean "bad tune" or "faulty poem." How­
ever, at the same time, hi I hai has the meaning "speak ill of" and kai "joke," hence the concept may also stand for 
"joking," "play." Kojima Noriyuki & Arai Eiz6, Kakin Wakashu, SNKBT 5 (Tokyo: Iwanami, 1989/1998), 309. 

61 Takeoka, Kakin Wakashu Hyoshaku, val. I (1976), 1052. 
62 Refers to KKS 1104.
63 Katagiri, Kakin Wakashu Zen Hyoshaku, val. III, 524. 
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Very good poems might be written in unusual diction but although their qual­
ity was recognized, they were placed in the category "unconventional poems" 
(haikai uta). 64 

I shall not devote any further attention to the question of the hikaika, since this is a 
matter of classification or of genre. Nonetheless, Takeoka's and Katagiri's comments 
are valuable since they shed light upon the important role played in this poem by 
colloquial language and the unconventional employmen! of codewords. That' is to 
say, Takeoka and Katagiri demonstrate that, at least on one level, the poem should be 
read not according to the poetical code-since the code is violated-but according 
to supracode, in which the meanings are not determined. This leads to an open read­
ing of certain words and grammatical elements, which makes various interpretations 
possible. 65 As we saw above, in the synthesis of Riffaterre's model of how a poem is 
constructed and interpreted, and Raud's theory of code and supracode, there is on 
the one hand a tension between a mimetic reading, which understands the poem 
as everyday referential language, and a semiotic reading, in which the poeticness 
of the poem is realized (and the poem is read as a work of art), and, on the other 
hand, a tension between a codal reading, which understands the poem as conceptu­
alized language, and a supracodal, in which the content of the linguistic items is not 
determined. The same issue appears in this poem, where both a reading according 
to code (i.e. the poetic code, as opposed to a r'eferential reading) and a reading ac- • 
cording to supracode (i.e. undefined content and rules of grammar) are possible, so 
what appears is a structure based on a tension between codal and supracodal reading. 
But, on doser examination, this tension prevails only on the surface level. On the 
metapoetic level of verbal form and sound, and in the way the words relate to each 
other, it is suspended. 

At first sight, the poem indeed appears to be a disorderly mixture of lofty love 
poetry and colloquialisms. In more techniqual terms, according to the codal reading a 
paradigm is formed with the poetic codewords charged with the subcode "love": 

1
hito 

A ("beloved"), 
1
au �� ("meet as lovers"), isuki J=l ("moon"), 

3
omohi ,�0 ("yearn­

ings"), 
3
okite ��L ("sit up awake, not being able to sleep [because of thoughts of 

the beloved]") and also 
5
kokoro 1L\ ("heart"). It seems an open question whether they 

should be called engo in the conventional sense-neither in Takeoka nor in Katagiri is 
their relation discussed. However, they are tied together by the fact that they are all 
associated with love poetry in the Kakin Wakashu and that they thus stand in stark 
contrast to the colloquial paradigm composed of isuki 1-t�("occasion"), 

3
oki 1m I iJ

("hearth," "charcoal"), 
4
mune !:luiJ ("breast") 

4
hashiribi ;iE/J;k ("crackling fire") as well 

as 
5
yake ori ititlJ:'.IJ ("burn"). 
On the surface, the darkness of the outside stands in contrast to the light and 

warmth of the inside. The oppositions darkness-light / outside-inside coincide with 
the opposition absence-presence as both the 

1 
beloved and the 

2
moon belong to the 

outside and are absent. Thus, lines one and two form a conceptual paradigm of ab­
sence-outside-darkness, which is opposed to the paradigm of presence-inside-light of 

64 Robert H. Brower & Earl Miner, lapanese Court Poetry (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1961), 200. 
65 Raud, Role of Poetry, 26.
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lines 3-5. This opposition is, however, neutralized through the cause-effect relation 
between them. For the absence of light outside is simultaneously the generator of 
the presence of light inside, just as the fire of the I-person's yeamings ( caused by the 
man's absence) is what woke her up and made her sit by the hearth, which lights up 
the inside of the house. 

The concept of absence is the central idea here as it involves the choice of per­
spective. The very fact that the object is absent makes it possible for the subject to 
reign in sole control of the mental room, so the poem becomes totally subjective, 
dominated by the I-person's consciousness. Lines 1-2 form the you-person's (the 
object, the beloved) domain in relation to the I-person's in lines 3-5. However, we 
must not make do with this structure of subject and object. It is treacherous, since 
in fact the man only exists from the subject's point of view, so he is absent only in 
relation to her. Consequently, the possibility of the Japanese language to exclude an 
explicit subject takes on the function here of emphasizing the subject's monopoly of 
the poem's perspective; while on the other hand the fact that the object-though he 
is absent from the scene of the poem-is explicitly stated makes its status as object 
all the more emphasized. 

The opposition exterior-interior is transferred from the moon to an opposition 
between exterior and interior light ("Sitting up awake by the fire ... the crackling fire 
in my breast") which forms two paradigms that shift from exterior to interior. In 
this movement, two of the words that are employed to represent either of the op­
positions also become the opposite in relation to the next word, so that exterior and 
interior fuse even more. Thus the movement goes from: 

exterior: tsuki (moon) to interior: oki (literal hearth) 
exterior: oki (literal hearth) to interior: mune (literal breast) 
exterior: mune (figurative hearth) to interior: kokoro (the heart) 

As we see, 3oki ("hearth") is interior in relation to /suki ("moon"), but exterior in 
relation to 

4
mune ("breast"), while the latter, in tum, is exterior in relation to 

5
kokoro 

("heart"). Thus, these two words belong to both paradigms. Each of the paradigms 
(the paradigm of exterior and the paradigm of interior) moves in tum from exterior 
to interior, or rather-psychologically-from interior to exterior, where the elements 
are metonymically related: 

paradigm of interior: kokoro-mune-oki 
paradigm of exterior: mune-oki-tsuki 

Or: the heart - literal breast- hearth and figurative hearth (in the I-person) - hearth 
(in the house) - moon ( outside of the house). 

Understandably, the supracodal reading of the poem coincides with the metapoetic, 
since it is on the verbal plane that the breaking of the code takes place. As described 
above, a contrast between the code and the colloquial was discemed on the surface 
level; now that we pass on to the metapoetical level, however, we shall see how this 
contrast is broken clown and neutralized. 
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Line one contains two elements of a non-codal character, which also connects 
it to line three. These two elements are similarity of sound and similarity of met­
rics. Firstly, the "hi" in 

1
hito ("beloved") anticipates the "hi" X meaning "fire" in the 

pivot-word 
3
omohi ("yearnings"), which also connects to the "hi" (bi) X ("fire") in 

4
hashiribi ("crackling fire"). Although not conventionally regarded as a pivot-word, 

considering the closeness between the object (the beloved) and the subject's (the I­
person' s) yearnings, it is here relevant to regard even "hi" in 

I 
hito as implying the fire 

that the "hi" in 
3
omohi conventionally stands for as a pivot-word. Together they be­

come a paronomastic image of the subject's feelings enclosed in the beloved object 
or in other words, the presence of the absent object in the subject's consciousness. 
Secondly, the hypermetricism (jiamari) in line one-the appearance of six syllables 
instead of the expected five-anticipates the hypermetricism that reappears in line 
3. 

hi-to-ni-a-wa-mu 
I 

3 
o-mo-hi-o-ki-te

The hypermetricism of line three makes it possible to di vide the line precisely in the 
middle, into two three-syllable words. Both of them are pivot-words, but whereas 
one of them ( omohi) is conventional and typical of the genre of love poetry, the other 
(okite) is non-conventional and colloquial. Th1,s, what we have in this line is another • 
opposition between code and non-code, expressed in their contamination, as well 
as in the employment of pivot-words. However, the words are also closely related. 
Firstly, seen as individual codewords, "yearnings" and "sit up awake, not being able to 
sleep" are connected as associated words, as we saw earlier. Secondly, the concealed 
elements "fire" and "hearth" are semantically related, expressed through the parono­
masia of the pivot-word. 

Returning to line two, we find tsuki no naki ni wa ("when there is no moon"), in 
which the word tsuki ("moon"), being a colloquial expression, is also unconvention­
ally employed as a pivot-word in which is concealed the phrase "chance to meet." 
Since the line is negative, this further emphasizes the distance between the two lov­
ers: "there is no measure for (my) trying to meet (you)," "there is no chance to meet" 
or "there is no way of meeting." 

tsuki no naki ni wa 
[moon SUBJ PRED-neg TIME EMPHASIS] 
[ chance to meet SUBJ PRED-neg TIME EMPHASIS] 

2 
when there is no moon 

2
when there is no chance 

to meet 

The functions of this pivot-word are many and complex. One possibility is that it 
indicates that the absence of the moon is the cause of the unrealized meeting, since 
the moon in classical Japanese literature bears connotations to the light that carries 
the man on his love path. It could also be a vehicle to make the codeword non-codal, 
to fit in with the colloquial paradigm. Another possible reason is the forming of the 
web of associated words since by making tsuki a pivot-word just like 

1
hito, 

3
omohi, 

4
hashiribi and 

3
okite it can function as an associated word together with the above 
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words in a fire / light duster. In a strictly conventional sense, it would perhaps not be 
correct to say that they are engo, but in a supracodal reading, where the poetic code 
is violated, they are at least associated and form a paradigm. 

Let us now move on to an unexpected tum in this poem. Closely related to the 
paradigm of fire and light are also 

4
mune ("breast") and ;Yake ori ("bums"), although 

they are not pivot-words. The reason why the former is associated with fire and light 
may not be apparent at once, but seen from the structural pattem of lines 3-4, which 
is that of a kiasm, it becomes quite evident. 

( omo) hi oki (te) 
mune (hashiri) bi 
or 
figurative fire-literal hearth 
figurative hearth-literal fire 

A metaphorical displacement has thus taken place: it is not the literal hearth-as 
may have been expected-that is a metaphor for an inner hearth, but the breast 
(mune), since it is here that the crackling fire bums the 1-person's heart . The pivot­
word hashiribi conceals the verb hashiru ("run"), which together with mune forms 
the phrase mune hashiru (literally "the breast/heart runs"), which stands as a verbal 
metaphor for an agitated heart. The pivot-word trope (and here it is indeed a trope: 
a turning) makes it possible to integrate the external crackling fire and the agitation 
of the heart in a sense like "the crackling fire that agitates the heart."66 Thus we find 
here the third paronomastic image, where the 1-person's agitation is enclosed in the 
breast, which is transformed into a metaphorical hearth with a crackling fire. At the 
same time, it is an even more direct image of the poetic speaker's mental state, since 
the pattem of kiasm ( as demonstrated in the schematic illustration above) ties the 
fire of yeaming (3omohi) to the fire of the figurative hearth, and the "figurative" fire 
in 

3
omohi, as placed beside the literal hearth, is fused with a literal fire. The image of 

the crackling fire is not only visual; the vocal assonance expressed in the repeated "i" 
sounds also makes an audible effect that ties the poem as a whole together. In the last 
line, besides ;Yaku:s ("bums") connecting to the paradigm of fire / light, the contami­
nation of the codeword kokoro ("heart") with yaku ("bums"), makes it colloquial. 
Just like the above, kokoro yake ori ("the heart bums") is a verbal metaphor. 

The focus of the play on words is the codal pivot-word omohi ("fire of yeam­
ings"), since it becomes the poem's true "theme." Together with the other fire I light 
components hito, tsuki, okite, hashiribi, mune, kokoro, yake ori, its idea branches out in 
the whole poem and grows into a picture of the mental state of yearning. This coin­
cides partly with the metonymic chain of exterior and interior sources of light, partly 
with the repeated "i"-sounds that crackle like fire. The metonymic chain makes two 
words, namely "hearth" and "breast," meet, inasmuch as each of them encloses both 
"interior" and "exterior" in relation to its neighbour. This circumstance does n.ot seem 
arbitrary, since the breast is a metaphoric hearth. But by the fusion of exterior and 
interior in both the hearth and the breast, the (literal) hearth also takes on a figura-

66 Katagiri, Kakin Wakashu Zen Hyoshaku, vol. III, 523. 
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tive meaning, while the breast, the figurative hearth, in its tum, becomes a literal 
hearth. Thus, the theme becomes its own idea. That is to say, the yearnings are no 
longer like fire, they are the fire, as is the entire poem. Similarly, we can also regard 
the poem's paradoxes as an illustration of this mental state. 

By putting code-language in contrast to a non-codal, this poem makes tensions 
arise, but these tensions are suspended by a metapoetical reading. This pattern is 
repeated in the oppositions darkness-light, exterior-interior as well as object-subject, 
where the two former ones are neutralized by a cause-effect relation and the latter 
by the fact that the object does not exist outside of the subject's consciousness. Thus, 
in the poem as a whole the tensions run parallel to their suspensions, giving rise to 
the paradoxes that-despite the contrast between darkness-light, exterior-interior, 
object-subject-are in fact not contrasts, but the cause and effect of each other. 

2.3. Kokin Wakashu 1104: The semiosis of the imaginary place, 
and Separation 

1
Oki no ite 

2 
Mi o yaku yori mo 

3 
Kanashiki wa 

4 
Miyakoshimabe no 

5 
Wakare narikeri 

, 

��(f)�---c ffåt�tn<J: o t-tJYt;r.. L,�ii'@;c�«(f)tdJ\nt;r.. o ito 

(KKS 1104. Deleted Poems. Names ofThings. Okinoi Miyakoshima.) 

2 
Even more than to burn one's body 

1 
Sitting on / beside the charcoals / To be on the outing 

3 
It is painful 

5 
To separate 

4 
In the capital when you are going close to the island. 

As KKS 1104 is included in the section of "N ames of Things" (Mono no Na no Bu 

tmi;ff�) in the Volume of Deleted Poems (Sumikechi Uta �tiilfx),67 it is a poem of 
true punning wordplay. The aim of the play on words in this genre is to weave into 
the poem the syllables of the topic thereby changing their semantic meaning and 
syntactical pattern. 68 But since Okinoi ( o-ki-no-i) consists of only four syllables and 
the first line needs five, one syllable is added, namely -te. This device is also called 
oriku ("acrostic verse"). Thus, one of the main structuring principles in this genre is 
the relation between the topic and the poem itself. Here the topic is "Okinoi Mi­
yakoshima," seemingly two fictive place-names; at least their location has not been 
identified. 69 Ambiguity conveyed in wordplay is also employed and makes the poem 
suggestive. 
67 "Names ofThings" refers in the Kakin Wakashu to poems that are based on a play on words. They are found in 

the "Names ofThings" volume, but also, as is the case with KKS 1104, in the volume of Deleated Poems. 
68 Robert H. Brower & Earl Miner, Japanese Caurt Paetry, 197. 
69 Takeoka, Kakin Wakashu Hyoshaku, vol. I (1976), 1 202 and Katagiri, Kakin Wakashu Zen Hyoshaku, vol. III,

694. 
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The topic ( or title ), namely "Okinoi Miyakoshima," is-since the inscription of 
the imaginary places is so closely intertwined with the theme of love's pain-also the 
matrix of the poem. The first line's oki no ite is the model and the engendering line. 
Oki, which means both "outing" and "at the back of one's mind" (heart), as well as 
"charcoal" and "hearth," engenders in the poem the toponymic (fictive or unknown 
places) and the psychological ( attachment) codes, as well as the fire code. The topo­
nymic code may be divided into two domains: "Okinoi" and "Miyakoshima." "Oki­
noi" dominates the first two lines, while "Miyakoshima" dominates the last two lines. 
These two domains are separated in the middle by the adjective kanashiki, which 
is an expression of the painful feeling one experiences when struck by loneliness on 
separation and death. 

The Okinoi domain of lines 1-2 forms in tum a simile comparing separation to 
the pain of being bumt, which is then contrasted with the action (the separation, 
and the person leaving for the island) of the Miyakoshima domain in lines 4-5. Thus, 
sound association has been engendered from the toponymic code of the topic ( or ti­
tle), a geographical sea code represented in "outing" and beside this, also the fire code 
and the psychological code. Oki, which by sound association evoked okibi ("char­
coal") or okiba ("hearth"), has in tum engenderedyaku ("bum") in the following line. 
Simultaneously, oki ("outing") has also generated the sea code that is actualized in 
shimabe ("near the island"). Since each word in the phrase oki no ite is ambiguous, it 
is open to several interpretations. If, for example, no is interpreted as no yo ni ("like," 
"as") it can mean "sit as far out as the outing," or "be as far inside as in the heart" or 
"to sit as a hearth / charcoal." However, if no is interpreted as a subject-marker, it is 
"outing," "deep in the heart" or "hearth / charcoal" that is the subject and which "is 
somewhere" or "sitting somewhere."7

° Katagiri also suggests that no can mean no ue 
nior no katawara ni, that is "on top of" or "at the side of," making the person the sub­
ject and interpreting iru as "to sit ( on or beside the hearth) ."71 I do not consider this 
interpretation too far-fetched, but by understanding oki as a simile for the female 
narrator, that is, by interpreting the female person who narrates the poem as sitting 
like a piece of charcoal herself, or as far away as an outing from the person she loves, 
it becomes a paronomastic image: a simultaneous image of the feelings at the bottom 
of her heart ( oki), inside the charcoal or the hearth. 

And indeed, an intertextual reading may provide support for such an interpreta­
tion. Models for the use of oki in this way may be seen in the Man'yoshu (Collection 
of a Myriad Leaves, ca. 759). 

1 Wata no soko 

2 Oki o fukamete 

3
Waga moeru 

4 Kimi ni awamu 

5 Toshi o henu to mo 

ttiJO)Jlf���c\bT:biJ\�-'"'-0�tcti;fHlU:q::tig�tt 

(MYS 676. Book IX. Lady Nakatomi.) 
70 "The charcoal is sitting" is Takeoka's interpretation. 
71 Katagiri, Kakin Wakashu Zen Hyoshaku, vol. III, 694. 

140 BMFEA 76 · 2004 



SEMIOTIC-STRUCTURAL ASPECTS OF ONO NO KO MACHI'S PO ETRY � 

2 
From the bottom of my heart 

1 
As deep as the bottom of the ocean 

4 
I want to see you, 

3 
Whom I am yearning for. 

5 
Even if the years and months pass. 

Oki is used here both in the sense "at the bottom of my heart" and in the sense "at 
the bottom of the ocean" or "far away," and as a pivot-word it implies okiba ("hearth") 
or okibi ("charcoal"), since omoeru ("to yearn for") can be read moeru ("burn with 
the fire of my love"). In other words, the other meanings of oki, namely "hearth" and 
"charcoal," are generated by moeru ("to burn"); thereby creating two simultaneous 
images, one of the yearning at the bottom of one's heart and the other of a hearth or 
charcoal burning, and the two reflect each other. 

Lastly, let us take a look at how sound symbolism underscores the theme of pain 
in this poem. Line 1 is held together by its "i" -sounds: 

ok/i/-wi/ te 

which are picked up again in line 2 and accompanied by the "m" - and "y"-sounds, 
forming the pattern m-vowel/y-vowel: 

m/i-y/a(ku)y/o(ri)-m/o 

The repetitive "i" -sounds suggests a symbol of sharpness and brightness, as sharp 
and bright as the charcoal and the feeling of burning both physically and mentally. 72 

The two domains are further bound together through the alliteration of "mi"- and 
"ya"-sounds, forming a unity around the divider kanashiki wa in line three. The "mi" 
and "ya" of mi o yaku are echoed in the third line's Miyakoshimabe. The simile of 
pain is thereby manifestly interlaced with the capita! ( miyako ), which is the place 
of separation. 

Thus, KKS 1104, though foremost a play on words that includes oriku ("acrostic 
verse"), is a love poem that employs both sea and fire imagery. The sea imagery con­
veys images of love that express the deepness of the heart, while the fire imagery 
includes an image of love's pain as charcoal or hearth. Oki, which is the central im­
age, becomes a paronomastic image of burning love, deep as the ocean and hot as 
charcoal: the feeling one experiences when separated from one's beloved. 

Returning again to the topic and its relation to the poem, we may say that the 
interlacing of the theme of love's pain at separation and the topic of two imaginary 
places makes the pain of love itself into an imaginary place, inscribed in the poem as 
a hypogram. 

72 The linguist Benjamin Lee Worf asserts that "the psyche is the psychological correlative of the phonemic leve! in 
language, related as the feeling-content of the phonemes." Benjamin Lee Whorf, "Language, Mind and Reality," 
in Theosophist (Madras, India, Jan/April, 1942), repr. in B. Carroll, ed., Language, Thought and Reality: Selected 
Writings of Benjamin Lee Whorf (New York & London: The Technology Press of M.I.T., 1956), 266-67. He says 
further (ibid., 268) on the subject that "the vowels a (as in "father") o, u, are associated in laboratory tests with 
the dark-warm-soft series, and e (English a in "date"), i (English e in "be") with the bright-cold-sharp set. Con­
sonants also are associated about as one might expect from ordinary naive feeling in the matter." 
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3. Conclusion

By way of conclusion, I would like to return to the discussion of the biographical 
method, including research into literary influences, in contrast to the semiotic struc­
tural method. The biographical method aims at an interpretation of the literary work 
based on the author's life or experiences. At times this method also tums the other 
way around and tries to extract information about the author from the text. When 
the facts are scant, such research, instead of producing a valid interpretation, adds to 
a production of fiction. By bringing in Michael Riffaterre's Semiotics af Poetry, which 
outlines a semiotic-structural method while holding on to the notion of context, I 
have tried to restore the analysis of Ono no Komachi's poetry to the literary con­
text. 

Schalars of Japanese literature like Komachiya Teruhiko and Rein Raud have 
shown that one can speak in terms of a code when analyzing Japanese classical waka­
poetry. The recognition of the poetic code and thereby its violation ( supracode) has 
also automatically meant a recognition of the many-sidedness of language. In this 
case it has concerned especially the pivot-word (kakekotoba), which hitherto has 
mostly been treated as an unambiguous trope, since according to a codal reading, 
it is a poetic word with two meanings, one category of which applies to nature and 
the other to human emotional life. However, even two meanings of a poetic word 
may count as ambiguity; moreover, it has become evident that in many cases, more 
than two implied meanings within these categories of "nature" and "human affairs" 
are relevant. There are in fact many factors in the text that indicate that the double 
or many-layered meanings of words and grammar should be read not as either/or, 
but rather as both ... and. In other words, that the ambiguity should be recognized. 
On top of that, a more thorough paradigmatic reading of the so-called systems of 
"word association," based on Michael Riffaterre's theories on semiotics, has shown a 
rewarding result. Ambiguity itself is a fundamental poetical principle. 

Some examples of this were evident in the poetic codewords ura and oki. More 
pronounced paradigmatical readings have revealed that their integretation in the 
pattern of word association in each poem creates meaning beyond the syntagmatical, 
that is, semiotic significance. Ura ("bay") in KKS 623, harbours urami ("resentment") 
and ushi ("miserable") in code, but may also be read according to supracode. For in 
the anti-grammatical expression wagami o ura, it can be satisfactorily interpreted in 
its basic sense of "rear," "reverse side," "inside," and since both the verb mint ("to see") 
and the noun mi ("body") are evoked, ura forms a contrast between the oppositions 
body-heart (in the sense of "feelings"), exterior-interior, and also visible-invisible. 
Ura is here also paradoxical, since what is interior and invisible is not usually seen. In 
this latter sense, synonymous with ura is oki, as one of its meanings is "heart," "at the 
back of one' s mind." This meaning is actualized in KKS 1104. Like ura in KKS 623, 
oki in this poem stands in contrast to mi ("body") and connects to the psychological 
code, as well as to the toponymic seascape code in the sense of "outing." However, 
unlike ura, oki may also be read in fire code as "hearth," a reading that is realized in 
both KKS 1104 and KKS 1030. In these poems, oki evokes an image of burning love, 
where the literal hearth becomes a figurative one. In KKS 1030, however, this figura­
tive hearth is further transferred to the breast of the I-person. 
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The stylistic incompatibilities found in KKS 1030 give the poem a humorous or 
even ironic touch. 73 In accordance with Riffaterre's theory that humour is nothing 
but a sort of intertextuality, the contamination of stylistically incompatible words in 
all three poems, and the employment of original pivot-words and word association, 
particularly in KKS 1030, may be regarded as a form of intertextuality that defines 
their literarity. 74 Therefore, the poems are above all metapoetic, a response to the 
language of the literary tradition. 

While much semantic theory, naturally enough, concentrates on the notion of 
meaning, semiotics in general and Riffaterre in particular separate meaning from 
significance and emphasize the latter: rather than asking what and how meaning is 
created, Riffaterre raises the question of how significance, that is, semiosis, is pro­
duced. Semiotic analysis thus implies a metapoetical or metalinguistic analysis. The 
central issue is the question how the linguistic signs have been combined in order to 
create significance. As Jonathan Culler says, "semiotics is a metalinguistic enterprise, 
it attempts to describe the evasive, ambiguous, paradoxical language of literature in 
a sober, unambiguous metalanguage."75 The above analyses indicate that this kind 
of semiotic-structural method may help to reveal elements that would otherwise 
remain invisible, thus contributing to the understanding of the poem as a whole, 
although no claims of a full analysis of the poetic text can be made. 

, 

73 This was also noted by Maeda Yoshiko, according to whom this poem is "a poem of true feeling of love, con­
cealed in laughter." Ono no Komachi (Tokyo: Sanseidö, 1943), 94. 

74 Riffaterre, Semiatics af Poetry, 125. 
75 Jonathan Culler, The Pursuit af Signs: Semiotics, Literature, Deconstructian (London & New York: Routledge, 

2001), xi. 
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Suggestions for a Re-Interpretatiori 
of the Concept of Wu xing in 

the Sunzi bingf a 
by 

Marc Winter 

1. The history of the Sunzi bingf a and the term wu xing

From the terse verses of the Sunzi bingfa �rJfi! (Rules for military engagement ,
by Master Sun, conventionally translated as The Art of War) speaks an exceptionally 
clear and rational mind about how to appropriate strength and advantage in mili­
tary matters, and in extension in all human relations. The Sunzi, written at the latest 
three centuries before the Christian era, was first and foremost meant for readers of 
the military dass. Due to its philosophical depth and the easy access to its thoughts, 
however, this book of rules of warfare has appealed also to readers outside the bat­
tlefield, and thus claimed its place among the classics of Chinese philosophy. 

Hence, the Sunzi has been used recently to help decide management strategies, 
or lay out a political career. One of the cardinal assumptions in this manual of war­
fare is that the outcome of a battle can often be gauged before it even commences­
which explains the nation that "true victors do not need to fight, they win without 
a struggle." 1 The possibility of determining the outcome of a battle beforehand is a 
topic that permeates the Sunzi. It is therefore not surprising that the philosophy of 
the Sunzi has been held in high esteem in China and Japan alike, and that the book 
has since been destined to find readers also in the rest of the world . 

The history of the Sunzi bingfa from its assumed first public circulation with a 
commentary by Cao Cao i!fti (155-220) is a splendid one, since the book has been 
held in high esteem for its wisdom, but for centuries there have also been severe 
doubts about the authenticity of the text and its alleged author Sun Wu �Jt\, and 
this has put in question the genealogy, integrity, and to some extend the credibility of 
the work. The life of Sun Wu is virtually unknown, the only transmitted detail about 

1 This understanding of warfare is an exaggeration based on Master Sun's following statement from the fourth 
chapter: ;ll!:m:m'H=ic7\::Jm, miff,JZlirt; l&A71::lirt, mif&,JZJm ("The reason is that those who are victorious in warfare 
secure victory first and only then look for the fight, while those who are defeated in warfare pick the fight first 
and then look for victory"). 
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his biography is that he is said to have been a native from Qi and served as army-gen­
eral to King Hehi Il!&' ofWu � (r. 514-496 B.C.), but no particulars about his life 
outside the anecdotal have been handed clown to later generations. 2 If the traditional 
account about the text could be certified, it would make it more ancient than even 
the words of Confucius as recorded in the Lunyu §iffl§B. The Sunzi bingfa would be 
the first text in Chinese literary tradition after the Yi �, parts of the Shangshu r,16 � 
and the Shi �. Together with the early parts of the Mozi �r it would have to be 
considered the earliest literary source from the hands of one single author. 

Doubts about text and author originated relatively late. They were first voiced 
by the Song-scholar Ye Shi jjj (1150-1223), and they arose for several reasons: 

1. The monumental Zuozhuan tr:1$ does not mention a general ofWu by the name
Sun Wu. Nor does any other source which describes the wars between Wu and
its neighboring states Yue and Chu at the end of the fifth century B. C. During the
war against Yue, described in the 14th year of Duke Ding of Lu, Hehi lost a toe in
combat and subsequently died from the wound. According to the Sunzi, the king
should leave wars to specialists like Sun and should not partake in battle. 3 

2. Allegedly, two generations after Sun lived a grandson by the "name" of Sun Bin
f%äl:, who became a famous general in Qi, and who also wrote a military treatise,
both of which were known as Sunzi bingfa. 4 Since the latter Sun's work had been
lost at an early stage, doubt arose also as to whether there had ever been an earlier
general Sun.

3. The text is usually described as consisting of thirteen chapters, but the catalogue
of the Han dynasty lmperial library states that the book was present in the library,
and consisted of eighty two chapters and nine scrolls of maps.

4. The books contains phraseology which is normally attributed to a later period in
the history of Chinese thought.

Some of these doubts have been allayed due to archaeological finds. The existence of 
a historical person named Sun Wu is nowadays usually accepted, and the confusion 
about the number of chapters has also been more or less solved. Finally, the sensa-

2 The Zuozhuan and Shiji use these characters to write King Helii's name, while other sources, such as the Guoyu 
�JIB and Wu Yue chunqiu ��wfx, use Mir.n. 

3 For King Helii's appearance in the Zuozhuan, see James Legge, The Chinese Cl.assics with a Transl.ation, Critical 
and Exegetical Notes, Prolegomena and Copious Indexes (5 vols.; Taipei: SMC Publishing INC., 1991, altered 
reprint of the edition: Hongkong, 1870-1995 ), vol. V: 788, where his death is described. He is also mentioned 
discussing the upcoming war against Chu in the 30th year of Duke Zhao, ibid., V: 734-35 and during the actual 
war in the fourth year ofDuke Ding ibid., V: 756. None of these passages mention Sun Wu, although the troops 
ofYue were "distressed by the order and steadiness of the troops ofWoo," which might of course have been due 
to Sun's drill. 

4 Bin is not a real first name, but rather a reference to the mutilation suffered by the hands of his jealous fellow 
student, who trapped him and had his legs amputated at the knee, as is related in the same biographical chapter 
of the Shiji as is Sun Wu's biography. Cf William H. Nienhauser Jr., ed., The Grand Scribe's Records: Volume VII. 
The Memoirs of Pre-Han China by Ssu-ma Ch'ien (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1994), 
39-41. This amputation was a form of legal punishment and referred to as bin. Usually, the personal name of the 
former "Master Sun," Wu, is also regarded as the latter's real name, even though for a general Wu � ("martial")
could of course also be an epithet. 
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tional find of a Han dynasty manuscript of the text of Sun Bin in 1972 laid to rest 
concerns about the missing differentiation between the two authors. 5 

Thus today the most serious doubts about the authenticity of the early Sunzi­
text arise from some of the concepts it analogizes or builds its arguments on. Some 
of the terms in the text seem parachronistic (i.e. too early for a text from the fifth 
century) and they make the entire text appear spurious, as if later interpolations had 
been incorporated in it. This is particularly true for the cosmological phrase.ology 
such as wu xing n. fi or "Five Phases," sometimes referred to as the "Five Elements," 
and other entities associated with correlative cosmology like the "Five Colors" wu 
se n. f!J or the "Five Musical Notes" wu sheng n.�, as discussed below. 6 Also the 
technology referred to in the text, particularly the crossbow ( nu �) mentioned in 
chapters two and five, sometimes appears to be parachronistic, for there are no ar­
chaeological finds of crossbow trigger mechanisms from before the fourth century 
B.C.7

This has lead to the text's being disintegrated by philological criticism focusing 
on single phrases, sometimes even single words; indeed some scholars appear to opt 
for even a further disintegration of the entire text, as will be shown momentarily. 
The situation has in fact become increasingly complicated: archaeology and philol­
ogy have cooperated and have been able to antedate the Sunzi thanks to the appear­
ance of texts from newly excavated tombs. N9netheless, the integrity of the text is • 
still doubted and it still presents serious difficulties for scholars, mainly because of 
the anachronisms discussed above. The problems specialists have had in explaining 
why these elements occur in a text which allegedly dates from the late fifth century 
B. C. have led them to re-interpret the textual history of the Sunzi. The discrepancy
between elements from the fifth century and terms from the third century has been
explained as resulting from different layers of text. In other words, like the Lunyu,
the Shijingor the Zuozhuan, the Sunzi is described as a multi-layered text incorporat­
ing elements from different centuries.

Robin D.S. Yates gives a perfect example of this new kind of uncertainty towards 
the Sunzi text. In an article from 1988 he accepts the traditional <late of the Sunzi 

5 The text of the Sun Bin bingfa has been published in several Chinese monographs. For an English translation 
(with an introduction and commentary) by Ralph D. Sawyer, cf. Sun Bin Fi\Mi:, Military Methods (Boulder, San 
Francisco, Oxford: Westview, 1995). I discuss some of the textual problems below. 

6 In the course of the following discussion, the term "Five Phases" rather than "Five Elements" shall be used, since 
the wu xing do not constitute material components of things as elements would, thus clearly differing from the 
classical Greek elements of Empedocles. Graham introduces the term "Five Processes," stressing that "the Five 
Hsing appear to be, not the materials, nor phases in cycles, but processes such as fire rising and burning, water 
wetting and sinking." Angus Charles Graham, Disputers of the Tao: Philosophical Argument in Ancient China (La 
Salle, IL: Open Court, 1989), 326. John Lee refers to them as "Five Agents." See John Lee, "From Five Elements 
to Five Agents: wu-hsing in Chinese history" Sages and Filial Sons: Mythology and Archaeology in Ancient China 
(Hongkong: The Chinese University Press, 1991), 163. Since (as I hope to show) in the Sunzi bingfa the wu xing 
are not the processes Graham had in mind, there is no need to differentiate between "phases," "processes" or 
"agents," so I shall use the term "Five Phases" because it is well introduced and does not implicate the problems 
of the term "element." 

7 I will not consider the passages that mention the crossbow in the Sunzi, because I wish to concentrate on the 
question of cosmology rather than the date of the text. For a good discussion of the subject and a balanced dis­
cussion of early forms of the trigger-mechanisms, cf. Robin D.S. Yates, Chemistry and Chemical Technology. Part 
VI. Military Technology : Missiles and Sieges (Science and Civilisation in China; Volume 5; Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994), 135-45, particularly 139-40.

BMFEA 76 · 2004 149 



MARC WINTER 

as a text from "the period roughly 500 B.C.," which would also be "the period ... for 
the first appearance of specialized military treatises."8 Nonetheless Yates remains 
reserved in his judgment on the text's integrity. For methodological reasons Yates's 
thesis interests me, since it is based on internal textual analysis, but also because 
Yates arrives at a conclusion concerning the Sunzi that is radically opposed to mine: 

When we come to the actual content of the Sun-tzu, even a cursory glance will 
reveal that in many cases the logical connections between the passages are open 
to question and it is quite likely, in my opinion, that the many ku i'& "therefore," 
which are liberally scattered through the text and which provide an apparent 
sense of coherent logical structure, are, in fact, connecting passages of totally 
different and unrelated import. The conclusion I draw from this is that these ku 
have in many cases been added to the text at a later date by some editor or copy­
ist who was used to a much less aphoristic style, in which arguments were treated 
at length and in detail. They may also have been added by a copyist, who was 
working with unconnected bamboo or wooden slips, and was trying to compose 
a coherent whole out of a multitude of fragmented sections.9

Logically speaking, Yates's argument is as hard to disprove as it is to support, simply 
because it is circular, and wholly dependent upon interpretation. If the interpreter 
(like Yates) does not find that the Sunzi passages connected by way of gu make logi­
cal sense, then the entire texts appears fragmented and put together by a later edi­
tor. If, on the other hand, the interpreter is able to find the red thread joining those 
passages, then the text may be deemed integral. We should immediately note that 
Yates's position involves a major methodological issue, namely that of author versus 
editor. Yates's argument depends on the assumption that the original author of the 
Sunzi expressed himself in short and logically coherent aphorisms which were later 
connected willy-nilly by an editor who did not appreciate the stylistic terseness and 
the rigid logic of the "original" author. Hence, with Yates, the gu and the alleged 
later editor are both hallmarks of an anachronistic pseudo-logic that obscures the 
true, aphoristic nature of the Sunzi. Conversely, we must understand Yates as claim­
ing that the "original" author was a person of a strict logical rigor who could not 
have composed the text in its received form, i.e. an argument characterized by non­
sequiturs. There is thus an evolutionary idea hidden in Yates's argument: the Sunzi 
begins as a collection of short aphorisms, which over time were connected into a 
lengthier and more detailed argument. 10 

I will try another approach. I argue that the Sunzi is coherent and that the entire 
text is from the hand of a single author. But rather than making a straight argument 
for the text's integrity and authenticity, I will attempt to explain the wu xing termi­
nology-so important for, and characteristic of, the Sunzi-in a way that differs from 
the traditional interpretation. By doing so, I want to show that we often approach 
texts with pre-established intellectual categories in mind, and are thus trapped in the 
circulus vitiosus that so often prevents us from re-evaluating ancient texts. 

8 Robin D.S. Yates, "New Light on Ancient Chinese Military Texts: Notes on Their Nature and Evolution, and the 
Development ofMilitary Specialization in Warring States China," T'oung-pao LXXIX (1988): 219. 

9 Ibid. 
10 Yates's argument is further complicated by the fact that many pre-Qin texts use the conjunction gu, albeit not in 

syllogisms in the Aristotelian sense. And, of course, once a text is being criticized phrase by phrase, it is difficult 
to make any convincing argument for its completeness and authenticity. 
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I am not arguing that the Sunzi bingfa was not influenced by conventional wu 
xing terminology, because it clearly uses phrases from this pentadimensional cor­
relative model. But when Sun Wu used the wu xing as an allegory in his text, this 
terminology was very much different from when it operated as a fully developed 
cosmological system <luring the Han dynasty. The entire complex of wu xing has to 
be seen in another light, which in tum can broaden our understanding of the devel­
opment of what would later be the "Five Phases." I argue that the term wu xing has 
to be translated as "The Five Planets," referring to the five-planets of our solar system 
that are visible to the naked eye: Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn, some of 
the most conspicuous heavenly bodies. My argument indicates a different under­
standing of the development of the entire system of wu xing, which in my opinion 
was developed as a way hopefully to systematize, and finally predict, the movement 
of the planets. 

The upshot of such an argument is that the term wu xing in the Sunzi bingfa 
must be considered a hapax legomenon. 11 To anticipate my conclusion, wu xing ap­
pears as an allegory for constant change. 

Below, I first discuss contemporary scholarship on the relationship between the 
cosmos and the human world in early Chinese philosophy, and then authenticity 
issues of the Sunzi-text . I then look at the meaning of the term wu xing in pre-Qin 
Chinese literature and finally discuss the exaipples of wu xing terminology in the > 

Sunzi bingfa. 

2. Cosmos and the human realm

The connection between the mechanisms of nature, especially of the nocturnal sky 
and cases of parallel observance of phenomena on earth was already described by 
John Major in his article from 1978, when he wrote: 

The operational characteristics [ of Chinese cosmology] include an organic con­
ception of cosmic process, expressed in a cosmogony without a first cause or 
creator, "yin-yang" complementary dualism, the theory of wu hsing or the Five 
Phases, other theories of categories, and resonant action at a distance through the 
medium of ch'i.12

It is obvious that the Chinese explanations of the workings of the world, and the 
cosmological concepts which developed as a result thereof, are based on the observa­
tion of nature, rather than on mythical figures.13 The process of how the observations 
made in everyday life were systematized and, as concepts of a higher degree of ab­
straction, used to explain underlying mechanisms of the cosmos has been described 

11 Note, however, that an almost identical sentence appears in chapter 41 "jing xia i!llT�IZ!l+-" of the Mozi. 
12 John Major, "Myth, Cosmology, and the Origins of Chinese Science," Journal af Chinese Philosophy 5 (1978), 9. 
13 Chinese mythology brought forth creator-figures, too, of course. But they appeared rather late. The most fa-

mous such deity would be Pangu i;Jll:tf, who appears to be a cultural loan from the Miao and Yao people in the 
Southwest of China. The binome Pangu is transmitted from the time of the Six Dynasties on and is quoted in 
chapter two of the Taiping yulan --;k :5ft'l1l �- Cf. Wolfgang Munke, Mythologie der chinesischen Antike: Mit Ausblick 
auf spätere Entwicklungen (Frankfurt a. M.: Lang, 1998), 250. 
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in great detail by Christopher Rand. 14 In his discussion of military thought in philo­
sophical Daoism Rand explains how the connection between the heavens and the 
changing luck in warfare was described in several Daoist treatises of the pre-Qin era, 
of which none originated later than the third century B. C. Rand demonstrates that 
at this point in time cosmos and man were conceived of as being directly connected, 
and hence it was the general's duty to read, transform, and utilize for his ends the 
qi (momentum, energy) and to "gauge the 'five-phasal' (wu-hsing) and dialectal (yin­
yang) relations which characterize the ch 'i [ qi] of that situation."15 Rand expressed it 
even more pointedly, when he claims that 

It is thus the essence of the "metaphysical" solution that unbridled violence be 
avoided, that potency be sparingly manifested. In so acting, the sage-general pro­
motes not just personal will or even merely human ego-force, but yields to the 
Way. For it is the ultimate goal of military activity, according to this outlook, to 
retrieve the Way from the distortions and luan effected by unenlightened pur­
veyors of force. By being a mediator in the Heaven-Earth-Man Triad which con­
stitutes the martial microcosm as well as the whole universe, the sage-general 
conducts conflictual situations in a fashion that will revivify economically such 
harmonious relations. 16 

However, as I shall try to indicate below, the Sunzi bingfa does not build its argu­
ments on the nation of such elaborate interaction between cosmos and the human 
realm. The author uses the mast basic characteristics of yin-yang and wu xing cos­
mology as mere images to illustrate and exemplify his rational arguments. 

John Major also theorizes about the possible origins of yin yang and other cos­
mological theories, and also of certain myths popular in several cultures on the Eura­
sian continent. Major concludes that there was a common Origin Myth bringing 
forth common cosmological concepts among early Eurasian cultures, a process in 
which also the Chinese partook. 17 The myth in the Chinese context then led to an 
understanding of nature as a perpetuum mobile mechanism that worked without a 
creator or regulator. Thus, rather than striving to find the laws for its working ( as the 
Greeks did), the Chinese described the "organic relationships within the system, as 
anything externa! was inconceivable." This in tum led to Chinese natura! science. 
I will now quote a lengthy passage from Major, because it presents a very central 
argument for my present purposes as well. At the beginning of his discussion Major 
speaks of the way in which the interaction between the five phases was described 
("overcoming" vs. "bringing forth"; sheng MJ vs. sheng 1:), and its political use in the 
question of which phase was to be attributed to which dynasty. He also mentions the 
long list of correlating things (such as musical notes and so forth), and the way they 

14 Christopher C. Rand, "Chinese MilitaryThought and Philosophical Taoism," Monumenta Serica 34 (1979-1980), 
171-73. 

IS Ibid , 174. 
16 Ibid., 175.
17 Major refers to the study Hamlet's Mill from 1969 by DeSantillana and von Dechend. The theory is that there

was a myth common to all Eurasian cultures, consisting of the following two basic elements: 1. a concept of an 
era before heaven and earth were separated, and when the axis mundi allowed communication between man 
and gods. 2. the destruction of this unity, the separation of heaven and earth, the tilting of the axis mundi and the 
loss of communication with the gods resulting, finally, in an all-drowning flood to cleanse the world and start the 
period of human history. John Major, "Myth, Cosmology, and the Origins of Chinese science," 3.
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were combined with the bipolar system of yin and yang. Further on he discusses the 
number five and so writes: 

Various explanations have been attempted for why the Chinese counted five 
such Phases rather than some other number. Some of the explanations verge on 
casuistry: five is a "useful number numerologically," or "there are five fingers on a 
hand." I believe that the most plausible hypothesis is that the five derived from 
the five visible planets. DeSantillana and von Dechend show that in all of the 
cultures that possessed some version of the Grand Origin Myth, the five planets 
were regarded as important gods; by analogy we would expect that to be the case 
in China also. In fact, enumerations of correlates of the Five Phases prominently 
include five planets and five sage-emperors (gods); so for example the planet 
Saturn and the god Huang Ti are linked with Phase earth, and thus also with the 
center-the axis mundi. 

From that example it will be clear that the assignment of the planets/ 
gods to their Five Phases correlates was by no means arbitrary. To take another 
example, Jupiter, with its nearly 12-year orbit.. .was regarded as an important 
determinant of time; Jupiter was correlated with Fu Hsi and the Phase wood 
(thus also with the direction east, the direction of the vernal equinox), so in Five 
Phase theory Fu Hsi becomes a god-regulator of earthly time as well as the god 
of earth itself in yin-yang dualism. 

The term wu hsing itself provides a clue to the origin of the Five Phases 
in the five planets. Hsing has two meanings: "to move" and "a row or column." 
The five planets answer both of those definitions: they are the only "stars" that 
move, hence they are conspicuous by their movement; and it was believed that 
the five planets lined up in a row at the begfnning of an epoch of time, which 
then lasted until the planets came around into a row again. (In Han astronomy 
much attention was paid to calculating concordance cycles of orbital times to 
determine the length of such epochs.) Moreover, in the Chou the five planets 
were commonly called the "five walkers," wu pu; hsing ( as a verb) and pu are near­
synonyms. Finally, in Karlgren's reconstruction of the pronunciation of archaic 
Chinese, there is a close pun between wu hsing (*g'ang) and wu huang (*g'wäng), 
"five sovereigns," the five sage-emperors or gods. 

Major then takes this hypothesis one step further: 

The hypothesis suggested here, then, is that for the early (i.e. Spring and Autumn 
Period or earlier) Chinese the five visible planets were gods, and that each god had 
sovereignty over certain types of activity and natura! change. During the Warring 
States Period this function of the gods as cosmic paradigms was abstracted into a 
philosophical principle, for which the term wu hsing was invented; the origin of 
the concept suggested the choice of the term. 

It must be noted that the above reasoning cannot be regarded as a proof 
of the origin of the Five Phases, but only as a plausible hypothesis. Because of the 
lack of textual evidence predating the Warring States Period, it is very difficult to 
establish the influence of planet-gods and their characteristics on early Chinese 
thought; one's only recourse is to draw inferences about early thought from later 
evidence, and that is full of uncertainties. Furthermore, other influences on the 
origin of the term and concept of wu hsing must be considered, for example 
the term wu Jang, five directions (later an important correlate group of the Five 
Phases), a term found in Shang oracle bone inscriptions. Nevertheless, it does 
seem reasonable to believe that something like the Five Phases existed as a cos­
mological principle in the pre-philosophical state of Chinese thought, expressed 
in myths about the characteristics of the gods of the five planets. So again we see 
that a key concept of Chinese science probably can be traced back to Chinese 
versions of widespread cosmological myths."18

18 John Major, "Myth," 11-13. 
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Let us finally consult Angus Graham, who also states that correlative thinking was 
part of metaphorizing in non-philosophical texts. According to Graham "throughout 
the classical period correlative schematizing belongs only to astronomers, diviners, 
music masters, physicians; the philosophers from Confucius to Han Fei did not en­
gage in it at all ." 19 Unfortunately, he does not include militarists and strategists in this 
list, but this is due to the dating problem: "none is confidently datable before the late 
third century BC."20 In the present context, however, it is noteworthy that it was not 
philosophers, but technical specialists, who first employed correlative concepts to 
illustrate their points-exactly what we find in the Sunzi bingfa. 

3. Wu xing in the Sunzi bingfa

I shall now tum to the occurrences of wu xing-terminology in the Sunzi. In his 1990 
article "Wu xing wenti yu Sunzi bingfa: Sunzi Zhanguo secai shuo buzheng zhi yi 
1ifiFe:ri�W1i%r�i! : 1i%r��tsW�m1m�z-," Huang Pumin Ji;fl� takes the 
existence of wu xing cosmology for granted, because of the use of terms like wu 
xing, wu sheng and the Five Emperors wu di. We thus find in Huang's article another 
instance of a circular argument: Huang sees the use of such terms as undisputable 
evidence that the Sunzi bingfa is about correlative cosmology and hence a document 
from the Warring States period. In the present discussion, however, I limit my focus 
to the interpretation of the term wu xing and leave out the consequences thereof 
for the dating of texts. Hence, the dating question will not be discussed, particularly 
because to no text can be attributed a certain date from just a couple of sentences, 
and this is true for predating as much as it is for postdating. Huang's article will be 
used rather as a mere signpost, pointing to the sentences he deems related to the wu 
xing terminology in the Sunzi bingfa, as quoted below. 

In three sections of the book the author of the Sunzi refers to groups of five, 
which are relevant as parts of what in the third century became a fully integrated wu 
xing-system. Chapter five "Bing shi pian ��-" cites "Five Tastes" (wu wei), "Five 
Colors" (wu se), and "Five Musical Notes" (wu sheng). But although these terms usu­
ally refer to specific colors, musical notes and tastes, the author of the Sunzi does not 
quote them in this manner here. lnstead, they are mere illustrations of or allegories 
for the boundless possibilities that come from wisely combining a few basic ele­
ments: 

JL�� , tJIEii' , tJ-]fyMJ O ;1&.cgt±J-ify� , ;1i1ci��□7:tfu , ::cr:m�□1nar , � w 
tUi'l ' B J=lJllli : :?Emim� ' 12]�:f§:lli O Jt::fi®1i ' 1i!tz� ' ::frij)m� 
m O �::fi®n, nBz�, ::cr:ruimum O ll3K::f�1i, no3fi:z�, ::cr:ruim'!i 
lli O ��::fi®iD'IE , -]fyJEZ� , ::fru!m�lli O -]fyJH§� , �D1fi'Jlltz�ft/M , 
JM��z� 

19 A.C. Graham, Yin-Yang and the Nature of Correlative Thinking (IEAP Occasional Papers and Monograph Series;
No 6; Singapore: lnstitute ofEast Asian Philosophies 1986), 8-9. 

20 As is evident from one of his footnotes, Graham believed that the Sunzi bingfa was written by Sun Bin. He wrote 
Yin-Yang and the Nature of Correlative Thinking in 1986, when the discovery of the Yinqueshan-tomb at Linyi 
in Shandong was already 14 years old. Graham gave no reference to this find and maybe was not aware that this 
archaeological discovery cleared the long-standing dilemma about the Sunzi bingfa and the Sun Bin bingfa. Cf. my 
discussion below. 
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In Lionel Giles' translation this passage reads as follows: 

In all fighting, the direct method may be used for joining battle, but indirect 
methods will be needed in order to secure victory. Indirect tactics, efficiently 
applied, are inexhaustible as Heaven and Earth, unending as the flow of rivers 
and streams; like the sun and moon, they end but to begin anew; like the four 
seasons, they pass away to return once more. 

There are not more than five musical notes, yet the combinations of these 
five give rise to more melodies than can ever be heard. There are not more than 
five primary colors (blue, yellow, red, white, and black), yet in combination they 
produce more hues than can ever been seen. There are not more than five car­
dinal tastes ( sour, acrid, salt, sweet, bitter), yet combinations of them yield more 
flavors than can ever be tasted. In battle, there are not more than two methods of 
attack-the direct and the indirect; yet these two in combination give rise to an 
endless series of maneuvers.21 

Obviously, the five colors are neither specified nor does the author of the Sunzi say 
anything about them. Here, the five colors or tastes appear merely allegorically to 
exemplify the abundant possibilities that arise from the simple combination of only 
a few elements. To take this as proof that the Sunzi uses the teaching of the five 
phases is to my mind inappropriate. To give an analogy: had the author of Sunzi used 
the game of chess as an allegory, he might have mentioned that the pieces can only 
be moved in a limited number of ways, but t�at after a couple of draws the possi- � 
bilities become innumerable. This would have been precisely an allegory of the way 
in which a few elements may combine into an almost endless number of variations, 
and we would not assume that the author had wished to make a statement about 
chess per se.

Another passage, which Huang thinks refers to the Five Phases, mentions a total 
of five emperors, which Huang takes as a reference to the Five Emperors ( wu di E

w) also correlated to the five phases, as discussed by John Major above. This passage
appears in the ninth chapter, "Xing jun pian fil[::OO ," in which Sun gives advice on
the possibilities and lurking dangers that may occur when a general is moving his
army on different grounds, and the strategic behavior appropriate on such occasions.
He attributes maximum importance to the study of terrain and concludes his advice
with the following sentence: "fLlltl2]l[;z_flj , fiWWZPfr J;)Jm[gwift These are the
four useful branches of military knowledge which enabled the Yellow Emperor to
vanquish four several sovereigns" ( trans. Giles). 22 Again, it is quite incomprehensible
how this sentence could be taken as proof of the presence of wu xing-thinking in the
Sunzi. This passage mentions the Yellow Emperor, who in his tum names the reason
why he was able to defeat the other four emperors. Now although this does make a
total of five emperors, they have to be different from the five emperors mentioned
in correlation to the Five Phases, for the five emperors of the correlation system were

21 Lionel Giles, Sun Tzu on the Art of War: The Oldest Military Treatise in the World (Taipei: Literature House, Ltd., 
1964), 35-3 7. In his own commentary Giles gives an example of "indirect tactics" by reminding the readers of 
Lord Roberts' night march round the Peiwar Kota! in the second Afghan war, which probably tells us more about 
British Empirian life before the first World War than about the Sunzi. 

22 Ibid., 84. Giles explains that the "four useful branches" are "those concerned with mountains, rivers, marshes, and 
plains. Again he refers to a Western source for a deeper understanding, namely Napoleon's "Military Maxims" 
no.l. 

BMFEA 76 · 2004 155 



MARC WINTER 

never at war with each other. Although it is not clear which four emperors the book 
refers to, it cannot be the emperors connected with wu xing. 

The passage of the Sunzi mast strongly associated with wu xing-theory appears 
in the sixth chapter, "Xu shi pian /ilitJt� ." The sentence crowns an extensive discus­
sion of the value of flexibility and of unconventional tactics which cannot be known 
by the enemy in advance. In order to demonstrate that the wu xing-sentence does not 
rely on "Five Phases" -phraseology, I shall contextualize this passage by reading the 
sentences preceding it. 

A�1;□ftfiJT.DJ!l9fz%, rm�:li□-\3-fiJrtJiU!l9fz%: i'&�l!!;tll9f;;r:ft, rm/J!%1R-1m 
�- ��%•*• *z%• m�rmaT:�z%• m•®•d:*��rm� 

m, ��•®�ll9f• i'&�•m�, *•m%:��•w�rm�ll9f, �z•• 

All men can see the tactics whereby I conquer, but what none can see is the strat­
egy out of which victory is evolved. Do not repeat the tactics which have gained 
you one victory, but let your methods be regulated by the infinite variety of 
circumstances. Military tactics are like unto water; for water in its natural course 
runs away from high places and hastens downwards. So in war, the way is to avoid 
what is strong and to strike at what is weak. Water shapes its course according to 
the nature of the ground over which it flows; the soldier works out his victory in 
relation to the foe whom he is facing. Therefore, just as water retains no constant 
shape, so in warfare there are no constant conditions. He who can modify his 
tactics in relation to his opponent and thereby succeed in winning, may be called 
a heaven-born captain.23

This observation is concluded with the laws of nature as expressed in the mechanisms 
of the heavens: "gu wu xing wu chang sheng, si shi wu chang wei, ri you duan chang, 
yue you si sheng i!i!z:1ifi�11t!m, [9��11tfiz:, B 1°f92.R�, J=l 1°fJE�." Here I cannot use 
Giles' translation, for it is too strongly influenced by the traditional understanding of 
wu xing as the five elements. Instead, the sentence translates as: "Therefore, among 
the five xing there is none that dominates the others eternally; the four seasons make 
way for each other in tum. There are short days and long; the moon has its periods 
of waning and waxing." 

As can clearly be seen, the sentence has an astronomical context and is thus a 
very strong indication that the Sunzi was not referring to the Five Phases, but rather 
to the five visible planets. But before we can return to these three passages, it is nec­
essary to discuss further the question of textual authenticity. 

4. The Sunzi bingfa and the question of authenticity

Since the Song dynasty the authenticity of the Sunzi bingfa has been doubted with 
respect to Sun Wu being its author, and to the extent and the age of the text. Since 
the authenticity of the text is important for the argument that I am attempting to 
make, I will now discuss this problematic in greater detail. The alleged spuriousness 
of the text has hampered its reception and acceptance as a historie and philosophical 
source. When D. C. Lau introduced his notes on the text in 1965, he stated that: 

23 Lionel Giles, Sun Tzu an the Art ofWar, 52-53. 
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[ t ]he Sun tzu presents the reader with greater difficulties than alm ost any other 
work of comparable antiquity. Whereas most ancient works have attracted the 
attention of generations of scholars, most of whom have left their mark in the 
form of learned notes on difficult points in the text, the Sun tzu has been almost 
completely neglected. True, there has been no lack of commentaries on the Sun 

tzu, but the commentators ... were all men of action, if not actually soldiers, and 
were not employing the painstaking methods of scholarship. 24 

Since Lau's statement, forty years of scholarship and fortunate archeological finds 
have clarified same of the long-standing puzzles surrounding the Sunzi. Yet many 
questions remain unsolved, among them the question of the date of the text. Several 
opinions on the question of the Sunzi-date shall be discussed here. 

One of the earliest accounts of this text and its author is in Sima Qian's Shiji JE.

!c, where the book is attributed to Sun Wu, a native from the state of Qi and army­
general to King Hehi. In this well-known story the king states that he "read the thir­
teen chapters," but wanted a demonstration of Sun Wu's abilities. Sun Wu promptly
proves his proficiency as a general by forming and drilling an impromptu unit from
the king' s concubines, and beheading the king' s favorite concubines as a measure
to ensure discipline among the palace women.25 The story may be little more than
an anecdote, but it indicates the air of military professionalism that was the ideal of
full-time army men, as compared to the lofty npblemen who had conducted warfare ,
during the Western Zhou and mast of the Chunqiu-period.26 The Shiji also contains
an account of Sun Bin, another general, reported to have lived over a hundred years
after Sun Wu. He was also a native from Qi and later general in his home state.
Sima Qian explicitly calls him a descendant of the former Sun, and during the Song
he was identified as his grandson. 27 Sima Qian named both of them as the authors
of a book on warfare, both by the same and obvious title, Sunzi bingfa. Shortly af­
ter Sima Qian wrote his Shiji, Liu Xiang iUtoJ (89-9 B.C.) made his catalogue of
the imperial library, called the Qi Lue -l:::;ffift, later incorporated into Ban Gu's J-iJf ufil
(A.D. 32-92) Hanshu 1J• as the bibliographical chapter "Yi wen zhi �:$(�."28 In

24 D.C. Lau, " Same Notes on the Sun Tzu," Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, vol. 28 (1965),
319.

25 For this story from Sun Wu's life cf. chapter 65 of the Shiji, cf. Sima Qian R],li!1,JI, Shiji !t'.!2 (Beijing: Zhonghua
Shuju, 1982), 7:2161-62, and William H. Nienhauser Jr., The Grand Scribe's Records. Volume VII, 37-38. The
same anecdote, but in different wording, is recorded in chapter "Helii nei zhuan" of the Wu Yue Chunqiu �!Il& 
�f:k. Cf. Zhou Shengchun r,!u��' Wu Yue Chunqiu Jijiao Huikao �!l!&�f:k!lt&o/x�� (Shanghai, Shanghai Guji
Chunbanshe, 1997), 51-52.

26 For forms of warfare before the Warring States period cf. the studies of Mark Edward Lewis and Raimund
Theodor Kolb, respectively. I would like to point out Kolb's book for doing away with the myth of chariot-war­
fare being predominant before the Warring States period. He argues convincingly that infantry had always been 
the main fighting unit, albeit infantry units were grouped around chariots. He makes it clear that the common
( mis-)understanding of warfare as conducted by small infantry armies grouped around war-chariots, with aristo­
crats doing all the fighting, has mainly to do with historiography's focus on the aristocracy. 

27 William H Nienhauser Jr., The Grand Scribe's Records. Volume VII, 39-41. 
28 According to Robin Yates, the military section of the Qi lue was compiled by a certain Ren Hang 1:1:5.f, a colonel 

of infantry and official in other positions (Michael Loewe, A Bibliographical Dictionary of the Qin, former Han and
Xin periods, 221 B. C. -A. D. 24 [Leiden, Boston, Köln: Brill, 2000], 459). Yates suspected that this may be the
militarist Sunzi, cf. Yates, "New Light," 215-16. The catalogue of books in the Hanshu lists at least three authors 
by the name of"Master Sun," one under "Daoism" in 16 chapters, and the two Suns mentioned above. They are
distinct by their native states: "Wu Sunzi bingfa" in 82 chapters and "Qi Sunzi bingfa" in 89 chapters. Ban Gu :I:/I 
�' Hanshu 1i!!iii= (Beijing Zhonghua Shuju, 1962), 6: 1731 & 1757).
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this catalogue we in fact find several authors referred to as "Master Sun." There is 
one "Master Sun" among the Daoists, author of a book of 16 chapters, and another 
two of the same name among the so-called strategists bing quan mou jia �tifill*, 
one from the state ofWu and the other from Qi.29 Yan Shigu ro[gffii;' (581-645), the 
commentator of the Hanshu stated explicitly in a note, that the author of the "Wu 
Sunzi bingfa 5R:1*'r�1t,/' is Sun Wu, vassal to King Hehi.30 The number of authors 
with similar names, and the fact that at least one of the books was not transmitted, 
have greatly added to the confusion about whether the transmitted Sunzi bingfa was 
in fact Sun Wu's, and the doubts about the book's date of creation are thus under­
standable. 

Although by the time Yan Shigu wrote his commentary the Sunzi was transmit­
ted in 13 chapters ( which is the received version from the time of Cao Cao, see 
below), and although Yan asserted that he was indeed referring to the same author 
as Liu Xiang, the size of the treatise is described quite differently. According to the 
"Yi wen zhi"-chapter of the Hanshu the book consists of 82 pian 1@ and nine juan 
of illustrations or maps (tu jiu juan i!fL'ff). This is the only account of the Sunzi 
as consisting of anything but thirteen chapters.31 In the Shiji-and since then in all 
other descriptions-it is explicitly stated that the book had thirteen chapters. 

Thus, throughout the history of the reception of the Sunzi there were doubts 
regarding the authorship and also the content and extent of book itself, variously 
described as consisting of thirteen or eighty two chapters. 

Luckily, archaeological finds from the last thirty years have dramatically in­
creased our understanding of the Sunzi's textual history and helped to solve many 
of these pending questions. Among the many texts unearthed from tombs since 
the founding of the People's Republic, the two mast spectacular finds concerning 
military texts are the one from Linyi lfil&ifr, Shandong Province, where the so-called 
Yinqueshan tomb iftR�UJ� was discovered in 1972; and the other from Datong 
county 7(�� in Qinghai Province, where just one year later a Western-Han tomb 
was found in Shangsun Jiazhai J:1*'*�- Both finds yielded many texts, same of 
them quite sensational. 32 The Yinqueshan tomb concealed several military texts, the 
mast exciting of which were the versions of the Sunzi bingfa and the Sun Bin bingfa 

1*'ijf{�rt.33 The texts were easy to differentiate, for the Sunzi bingfa was obviously 
similar to the textus receptus with only a few taboos not in operation yet, and the 

29 The surname Sun in the Hanshu has to be interpreted critically, because the surname Xun Zi/5 was changed to 
Sun, because of the taboo of the Xuan-emperor of the Han, Liu Xun �J]\a/ (r. 73-49). Cf. Ban Gu, Hanshu, 
6: 1782, note 4. 

30 !bid.6:1756-57.
31 The statement that the Sunzi consists of thirteen chapters is well documented. Beside the account in the Shiji,

we find the same statement in the Taiping yulan ::t'JZfilm�- Li, Fang *Bn, ed., Taiping yulan ::t'JZfilm'I: (Beijing:
Zhonghua Shuju, 1960), 2:1263a-b. Traditionally, the preface to the commentary by Cao Cao \!fffl1 (155-220)
has also been taken to express the same opinion, but the authenticity of the particular sentence in which this
claim is made was challenged already during the Qing. Cf. Shiyi jia zhu sunzi jiaoli +-*ä:l%rfZJJ. (Xinbian 
Zhuzi Jicheng-Edition; Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1999), 310. 

32 For a detailed description of the Yinqueshan site cf. Roger T. Arnes, Sun-tzu: The Art of Wa,fare, The First English
Translation, Incorporating the Recently Discovered Yin-ch'iieh-shan Texts (New York: Ballantine, 1993), 261-70.

33 These two texts from Yingqueshan have since been translated, the Sunzi by Roger Arnes and the Sun Bin bingfa 
by Ralph D. Sawyer. The title Sun Bin bingfa was given to differentiate the two books. As stated above, tradition­
ally they were both known only as Sunzi bingfa. 
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Sun Bin bingfa also was easily identifiable. Not only does the latter text contain many 
parts that begin with the phrase "Sunzi yue t%r B ," which in the early text appears 
only once per chapter. Its content is also clearly different from the traditional Sunzi, 
since the text also records discussions between Sun Bin and the King Wei of Qi ygf 

&X:.3:., who had been in power between 356 and 320, and whose adviser on military 
matters Sun Bin was to become; it also contains a conversation with Tian Ji 83,'5\, 
former general of the troops of Qi, according to the biography in the Shiji. Thtls this 
archaeological find from 1972 confirmed that there had actually been two strategic 
thinkers, both by the surname Sun, just as the Shiji recorded. 

Even more important for my present cancern, these newly discovered texts shed 
a new light on the lingering question of the number of chapters of the original work. 
Since both manuscripts were from the Western Han, they must have been similar 
to the one in the imperial library with 82 chapters. But both archaeological finds 
explicitly demonstrate that the older Sunzi was a work in thirteen chapters. Yet the 
Yinqueshan manuscript contains new text fragments, not included in the textus re­
ceptus, like the interview with the King of Wu ("Jian Wu wang Jl!,*.3:."), a text akin 
to the biographical anecdote from the Shiji and Wu Yue chunqiu. 34 Even in this ad­
ditional chapter (i.e. what would be the fourteenth chapter) it is clearly stated that 
the Sunzi consists of thirteen chapters. This suggests that the "Jian Wu wang" was 
part of an additional corpus of texts, regarded 3'i part of the Sunzi text by Liu Xiang, • 
but which did not constitute a part of the original. For this view-that parts were 
later added to the text, which originally consisted of only 13 chapters-a piece of 
supporting literary evidence can be found in the Shiji zhengyi ..sE!clE�. This Tang 
dynasty Shiji-commentary was written by Zhang Shoujie �-'tj"i,ip (fl. 713-741), and 
is reprinted in the modern standard edition of the Shiji published by Zhonghua Shu­
ju. Here Zhang quotes a book by the name of Qi Lu -t;�-which may refer to Liu 
Xiang's original work Qi lue, but it is a title not otherwise known-as saying that the 
Sunzi bingfa was a book in three sections (juan): ((-t;�)> 5i:. : (( t%r�i:td -=.Cff 0 

*: +-=.mf�_.l'ff, ::X.�$T=Cff.35 Zhang concludes from this that the thirteen 
chapters must have been the first section of the Sunzi bingfa, and that the two other 
sections were later texts added to Sun Wu's original. 

Of course, this may only be a rationalization of the fact that the book had thir­
teen chapters <luring the Tang, but this educated guess by Zhang is but one indica­
tion in this direction, another being that Cao Cao, the first commentator and editor 
of the Sunzi, in his postscript to his edition of the Sunzi states that he has removed 
"superfluous" parts from the text: "li�ff:\w�U��*U , ��m±:JJ Cao, the Martial 
Emperor of Wu, cut away what was too elaborate and superfluous, and only wrote 
clown what is the essence and what has been reduced."36 

It is impossible to prove with definite authority that the book originally consisted 
of those 13 chapters, even though we have various indications from later authors. 

34 From the circumstance ( which do not accord with the historie reality) that military options are discussed in the 
dialogue between Sun Wu and his sovereign Yates concludes that this text dates from somewhere between 453 
and 403 B.C. Yates, "New Light," 217-18. 

35 Cf. Sima Qian ,å'J.��, Shiji, 7:2162. 
36 For this quote, cf. Shiyi jia zhu sunzi jiaoli, 310.
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Although Cao Cao seems to hint at it and although the 13 chapters completely 
cover the strategic spectrum, this can never be proven. Naturally, such additions to 
texts were most likely not uncommon. Particularly early texts were sometimes later 
added on to. 37 

Nonetheless I feel it can be assumed with some amount of certainty from the 
statements above, and from the archaeological evidence from Shandong and Qing­
hai, that the core of the Sunzi bingfa had always been the thirteen chapters, and that 
some 69 other chapters were later added to it. The original 13 chapters extant today 
had existed before the Han and were restored by Cao Cao upon the occasion of his 
commentary.38 The question remains, however, to what degree the chapters that 
have come clown to us preserve the intentions of the original author. 

Krzysztof Gawlikowski concluded in his account of the text that the traditional 
portrayal of the Sunzi bingfa as written by Sun Wu is basically accurate. 39 What is 
more important, in refuting the various points made against the traditional date he 
also brings forth a new argument by demonstrating the literary and argumentative 
consistency of the book. He compares the Sunzi to other classical books that had not 
been written by the famous men they were attributed to, like the Guanzi fg-=f (Mas­
ter Guan [Zhong]) or Guiguzi *frr (Master from the demon valley), and makes 
the following strong arguments for an early compilation of the military manual: it 
makes no sense at all to forge a book and then attribute it to a general of no reputa­
tion, like Master Sun. 

Supposing it had been intended to attribute a later text artificially to some earlier 
personality, it may be assumed that in all probability some well-known historical 
figure would have been selected; the fact that so little is known of the author 
would rather seem to confirm the authenticity of the text. 40 

Of course he cannot rule out "the possibility of changes .. .introduced <luring the 
subsequent editing." 

Concluding from the discussion above that the date and thirteen-chapter format 
traditionally given for the text is basically sound, it is of course still impossible to 
prove that the three wu xing-sentences in the Sunzi were part of the original manu­
script. They could always be later interpolations, especially because they function as 
parts of analogies at the end of arguments and, again, their being part of the original 

37 Two examples of compiled books which contain texts from different eras are the Mozi which consists of parts 
going back to Mo Di �il (-470-370) and also of sections which were later added by followers, and the Daoist 
Zhuangzi lttr, only parts of which go back to Zhuang Zhou, while others were written in the second century 
B.C. Cf Michael Loewe, ed., Early Chinese Texts: a Bibliographic Guide (Berkeley: T he Society for the Study of
Early China, 1993), 337-38. Also, it is a well-known fact that to the Shangshu new chapters were added, and that 
the Shijing contains odes from a period of almost a thousand years. Finally, there are many attempts to stratify the
Lunyu, the latest is by E. Bruce Brooks and A Takeo Brooks, see The Original Analects: Sayings of Confucius and
His Successors (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998).

38 For a discussion of the textual history and a discussion of the editing role of Cao Cao, see also Michael Loewe,
Early Chinese Texts, 44 7-49. The textual comparison of the different versions of the Sunzi in Chiharu Hattori's 
work suggests very minor discrepancies between the early versions of the texts and the later standard versions, 
except for standard taboos like heng IE' and chang 'it, and the use of alternative characters like yu 1i'::: and yu T, 
or characters which were later given a semantic dass marker ("radical"), but represent the same word like il. and 
{:fz. 

39 Robin DS. Yates, Chemistry and Chemical Technology, 12-20. 
40 lbid., 17. 

160 BMFEA 76 · 2004 



RE-INTERPRETATJON OF THE CONCEPT OF WU XING

text is as impossible to prove as it is to disprove. Since this is the case, I would like 
to let the discussion about the date of the text rest, and for the sake of argument 
assume that the version told in the Shiji is correct, and that Sun Wu was a general of 
the state of Wu and author of the thirteen chapters. 

5. Wu xing in Chinese thought

In order to assess accurately the three occurrences of wu xing terminology in the 
Sunzi, it is necessary to describe same of the phenomena that came to be connected 
with the wu xing in general during the Warring States. It will then be possible to es­
tablish just how the Sunzi deviates from the system in its best-known form. The cos­
mological correlations of wu xing is only one of several cosmological terms brought 
forth by the ancient Chinese. Other such terms include the Four Seasons, the cycli­
cal system of the Heavenly Stems (tiangan 7(T) and the Earthly Branches (dizhi t-tlz 
::t), and of course the yin-yang �� dualism.41 

The system of wu xing became, as Henderson puts it, "one of the pivots of cor­
relative cosmology in China" and from the Han dynasty onwards more and more as­
pects of the world were conceptualized by way of the Five Phases. 42 For example, the 
ancient philosophico-medical treatise Huangdt neijing NWPS#� (The Yellow Em- � 
peror's classic on internals [ of the human body]) makes many references to it, thus 
causing all later Chinese medicine to rely heavily on the system of the Five Phases. 
Through the course of its development, it became ever more elaborate, covering not 
only the "five tastes" or the "five musical notes" of the Chinese pentatonic scale, but 
even stretching as far out as the "five spices" or the "five fruits" in Sun Simiao's � 
}GI,� ( circa 581-682) medical classic Beiji qianjin yaofang {;ffi�-=f��h (Medical 
recipes for emergencies worth gold a thousand times over). 

While the development of the wu xing-theory in China's lmperial age is well 
documented and researched, its origin and early forms remain obscure. Mast schal­
ars trace the origin to the "Hang fan"-chapter of the Shangshu, where the Five Phases 
are for the first time explicitly named as water, fire, wood, metal and earth.43 Unfor­
tunately, however, the authenticity of the "Hang fan" is very much in doubt, and the 
description of the Five Phases therein is already very elaborate, so I strongly doubt it 
was the earliest occurrence. 

Also the original meaning of the five different materials that became the Five 
Phases is unclear. Pang Pu, one of the more prominent researchers in the field in the 

41 For early cosmological systems and their unification under the Qin and Han, cf. Julia Ching, The Religious Thought 
of Chu Hsi (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 5-9; John B. Henderson, The Development and 
Decline of Chinese Cosmology (New York: Columbia University Press, 1984), 2-10 and 28-40; Fung Yu-lan, 
A History of Chinese Philosophy. Volume Il - The Period of Classical Leaming, trans. Derk Bodde (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1953), chapter Il. On its use in astronomy and calendar, cf. Wang Ling, Mathematics 
and the Sciences of the Heavens and the Earth (Science and Civilisation in China; Volume 3; Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1959), 396-408. For its political dimension, cf. the works indicated in note 45 below. 

42 For the further development, see Wang Ling, History of Scientific Thought (Science and Civilisation in China; 
Volume 2; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 261-65. 

43 For the mast prominent passage on the Five Phases cf. Ruan Yuan flii;jc, ed., Shisan jing zhushu +.:::#]Uiifm, 
(Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1980), 1886. 
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PRC, associates these five materials with the wu cai 1i:t:f, the five basic materials 
mentioned in the Zuozhuan, 44 and calls them the base for building houses and civili­
zation in general. So the Five Phases were often regarded by Chinese commentators 
and schalars of the Imperial age as those same five materials and forces, even when 
they were referred to by a different term like wu cai 1i:t:f, or the even rarer wu de 1i 
fi and wu du 1i!.!1.. 

The wu xing theory was fundamentally revised and systematized, when at the 
end of the Warring States-period it was given a political interpretation through Zou 
Yan IG1ff ( -305-240, also: ,�föl Zou associated the Phases with the dynasties, and 
the discussion on legitimate and illegitimate dynasties (i.e. those claiming to be the 
representatives of a "phase" or only a passing interlude) lasted well into Han times, 
in particular the question about the legitimacy of the Qin Dynasty.45 

One strong argument in favor of my claim that wu xing in the Sunzi has to be 
understood as the "Five Planets" rests with the irregular movement of the planets. 
Generally speaking, cosmologies can be successful only when they are founded on 
particular and reliable observations, because then the law extracted from those ob­
servations may be paralleled with something in the human realm that in tum can be 
understood as part of a larger cosmological mechanism. As regards yin-yang dualism, 
for instance, I assume that the underlying cosmic pattern is the fact that day and 
night, sun and moon, heat and cold interchange and are nearly equally strong.46 The 
five planets, on the other hand, are impossible to systematize, because their move­
ments in the sky form too complicated a pattern: not even one full circle can be ob­
served <luring the span of one life. In the nightly sky, their relative positions and rapid 
movements have therefore always stood out to observers. Except for a few relatively 
immobile stars, the planets move across the sky very fast and since the earth itself is 
moving as one of the bodies of the solar system, observers notice strange occurrences 
like planets retrograding (i.e. moving from West to East) and one passing another, 
only to be passed again later.47 Thodor S. Jacobsen states that: 

44 Zuozhuan "Xiang Gong 27, zhuan 6": "'1<:1:nt,J, �:1/i.}'§ z, �-::foJ," see Ruan Yuan Shisan jing zhushu, 1997b. 
Pang follows the commentary in identifying wu cai as meta!, wood, water, lire and earth. Pang Pu Ri!Ur, Yi fen wei 
san: zhongguo chuantong sixiang kaoshi -5)-�_:=:::cp�'ft;j1/f,,\\;U\!!�� (Shenzhen: Wan Juan Lou, 1995), 122-23. 

45 For the political tum in this cosmological theory see Hsiao Kung-chuan, A History of Chinese Political Thought. 
Volume I: From the Beginnings to the Sixth Century A. D. Trans. by F. W. Mote (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1979), 61-65; Wang Aihe, Cosmology and Political Culture in Early China (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), 81-85 and 137-55, and Gu Jiegang, "Wu De zhongshi shuo xia de zhengzhi he lishi n1,tW-Mtl\ll.T 
lt'Ji&i'El;l'Dfil'.51:'.," Gu Shi Bian � 51:'.l'-.!$, vol. 5 (1935), 404-617. Nathan Sivin in his excellent article from 1995 puts 
forward the theory that <luring the Han dynasty the "Chinese ideas of Nature, state and body were so interde­
pendent that they are best considered a single complex." Cf Nathan Sivin, "State, Cosmos, and Body in the Last 
Three Centuries B.C." Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 55.1 (1995), 5. 

46 It could be argued that the dichotomies of bright and dark etc. do not necessarily have to be limited to two ex­
tremes, for there are stages in between, i.e. dawn and dusk. The strength of the bi-dimensional mode! is the fact 
that day and night are, over the course of a year, about equally long, while dusk and dawn are very short periods 
of transition, which can easily be explained as the time of struggle or transfer of domination of either of these 
powers. 

47 Jacobsen describes it as follows: 'The apparent paths of the planets are still more complicated but always within 
the l 8° -wide zodiac belt centered on the ecliptic. The motion of a planet is alternately eastward and westward, 
generally either speeding up or slowing clown, and often zigzag shaped or looped."Thodor S. Jacobsen, Planetary 
Systems from the Ancient Greeks to Kepler (Department of Astronomy, University ofWashington, 1999), 9. 
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The so-called inferior planets [ i. e. those doser to the Sun than the Earth], Mer­
cury and Venus, seem to move back and forth around the Sun, never making a full 
circle, thus never reaching an opposition ar even quadrature; their greatest possible 
elongations [i.e. the angle between the lines of sight from Earth to a body and to 
the Sun; M.W.] are 28 ° and 4 7 ° , respectively."48

With the so-called superior planets it is a little different: "The orbital motions of all 
planets outside Earth's orbit ... are slower than that of Earth. Hence, as seen from 
Earth they move westward in the sky relative to the Sun."49 So from a geocentric 
point of view it appears as if the planets would race across the sky, where one planet 
passes another, only to fall back again a little later and again be passed itself. The 
only constant part of the planets' movements is the fact that they remain within a 
certain angle over the horizon, which makes it appear as if the planets circulated in a 
corridor around the earth. But within this corridor, it appears as if the planets would 
become faster and slower in respect to the others, moving unpredictably and even 
changing direction. 

In my opinion, it is exactly this combination of heavenly bodies moving in what 
in fact are fixed courses, but which appear to be irregular patterns, that was observed 
and-like the dichotomy of day and night-interpreted as the way the cosmos sig­
nifies the laws of nature. The movements of the planets were observed, and their 
interaction understood as a systematic pattern. The planets were most likely differ- , 
entiated by their color, and-as I will discuss in greater detail below-understood as 
consisting of different materials. Since these materials were the most basic ingredi­
ents of daily human life, a parallel was drawn between them and the mechanisms in 
the sky, which consequently led the ancient Chinese to conclude that the spectacle 
in the sky had direct implications on the interaction of these materials on earth. The 
urge to find the system behind the movements was not successful, which can help 
explain why the wu xing were sometimes described as bringing forth one another 
and sometimes as overcoming one another. The planets' main feature was their ir­
regularity, i.e. the fact that they constantly passed one another, and the fact that the 
planets seemed to be limited by natural boundaries: they are always moving within 
the same sector over the horizon. I believe that in the early stage of wu xing-cosmol­
ogy the five planets were seen as wu xing, which is what Sun Wu tried to say. At this 
point, the five planets were only an allegory for constant change on a predestined 
course. Only when they were identified as five materials on earth was it possible to 
develop patterns of interaction that could be predetermined. 

But this development occurred much later than the fifth century of Sun Wu, 
maybe even as late as Zou Yan. In order to substantiate this point, I will now look at 
some of the cases in early Chinese literature where the term wu xing is mentioned, 
hoping thereby to determine a semantic field common to those occurrences along 
the lines indicated above. 

48 Ibid., (italics added).
49 Jacobsen gives an example of a very peculiar constellation, specifically mentioning the case of a conjunction 

between Saturn and Jupiter in the year 7 B.C., when the two planets produced three conjunctions between May 
29th and December fourth, a constellation not seen for centuries before or after. Such peculiarities were widely 
noticed. Jacobsen also mentions the fact that "Kepler advanced this conjunction as an explanation of the Star of 
Bethlehem."' Ibid., 15. 
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6. The term wu xing in early Chinese literature

Let me immediately make an obvious point: the term wu xing did not necessarily re­
f er to the Five Phases of wood, fire, earth, metal and water in early Chinese writings, 
and so it does not automatically have to be translated as "Five Phases." Unfortunately, 
the extremely strong influence of the yin yang and wu xing school and its reception 
throughout the lmperial age limit the scope of possible interpretations of the term 
in the earliest literature. 

When looking at the handful of quotes from pre-Qin literature that contains the 
term, we find that its traditional interpretation by the commentators was often am­
biguous, and in some prominent cases did not understand wu xing as "Five Phases." 
Liang Qichao �ID:illi (1873-1929) in his 1935 article "Yinyang wu xing shuo zhi 
laili ��.n.fi�Z*M" is an example of a rare re-interpretation of early wu xing 
material. He lists some quotes from pre-Qin literature, namely from the Shangshu, 
the Mozi and Zuozhuan. Liang notes that in none of the other prominent texts like 
the Shijing, Yijing zhuan JM&1-t, Yili filt.I, Daodejing m:1�#&, Mengzi :ifur or the 
Lunyu is the term wu xing mentioned. Yet, for some reason Liang does not discuss 
the Sunzi bingfa at all in his article. It cannot be determined today whether Liang was 
not aware of the passage in the text or whether he did not think it worth discussing. 
Nor does he mention the reference to wu xing in the twentieth chapter of the Xunzi 

ffir. The Shangshu, of course, features the term wu xing prominently in the "Hong 
fan," but since the controversies over the authenticity and editing of this chapter 
have been very strong, I will not take it into consideration, 

But wu xing is mentioned again in a chapter of the Shangshu that definitely is 
authentic, namely the "Gan shi i=t�," in which the following sentence appears: "1'[ 
�]3;;�{4ij1i.fi , g� - IE."5

° Karlgren translates this as "The lord of Hu despises and
violates the 5 elements, he neglects and discards the 3 governing forces."51 Liang
proposes a different interpretation of this sentence: he glosses wu xing as wu zhong
ying xing zhi dao .n.;rlff!fi zm:, "the five [political] actions [ the ruler] has to take."52 

Liang's political interpretation of this passage is unconventional, but actually makes
more sense, as indeed is indicated by the fact that traditional commentators were
unable to elaborate on the "violation against the Five Phases."53 

Liang's re-interpretation may offer a new and more plausible understanding of 
this sentence by not clinging to the understanding of wu xing as the Five Phases. With 
Liang, the meaning of xing in this instance is that of "a path that has to be taken." 

In the Mozi the term wu xing appears twice. The chapter "Ming gui xia Ej]j � T" 

50 Ruan Yuan, Shisanjingzhushu, 155c. 
51 Bernhard Karlgren, "The Book of Documents," BMFEA 22 (1950): 18, #3. 
52 Liang Qichao !!/f.$!:,fil, "Yinyang Wu Xing Shuo zhi laili �fll\i1ifiIDt.�3R:�," Gu Shi Bian c!:,.\l:)!J'f vol. 5 (1935), 

350. 
53 The explanations in the commentaries sound very far-fetched. Kong Anguo in the Thirteen Classics explains 

wu xing as the correct way of heaven and earth. Zheng Xuan explains the wu xing as five kind of violations: 
against manners, words, sight, hearing, and the heart. Zhu Xi mentions a kind of "heavenly punishment" that is 
the result of such "violation." For these commentaries cf Ruan Yuan, Shisan jing zhushu, l 55c.; Pi Xirui .&i!Hi/ii, 
Jinwen Shangshu Kaozheng .S,j(r,'6��� (Bejing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1989), 193; Sishu wujing [l]�_li� (Beijing: 
Zhongguo Shudian, 1985): Shangshu, 38. 
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quotes the Shangshu passage discussed just now. And in the Mojing JH� section 
(Graham B 43) we find a passage that is almost identical with the sentence from 
Sunzi bingfa: "wu xing wu chang sheng 1i fifil:'m � ." I shall return to this passage be­
low. 

For some inexplicable reason, Liang Qichao also left out the quote from the 
Xunzi's twentieth chapter, which also clearly does not refer to the cosmological wu 
xing. In this passage, the Xunzi gives a detailed description of the function of Music 
at a feudal court in Pre-Qin China. He discusses the highly ritualized ceremony, in 
which the greeting of participants, the drinking of wine, and the musical perform­
ance itself are determined by tradition. At the end of this detailed description, the 
author Xun Kuang i5i5t ( ca. 300-230 B.C.) gives a description of five ways of con­
duct, which he declares as basic for bringing both the country and its individuals in 
perfect order: 

jlt�BJ3 ' �i�rin ' T□�rnFfl'il: ' �ffe:rnH!!O!t ' �f!WrnFflL ' !ltnfi'ff ' JE 
t),JE%��* 0 Being clear about the distinction between noble and base; keep­
ing distinct those to be exalted and those to be diminished; being congenial and 
enjoying oneself without dissipation; observing the distinctions between junior 
and senior without leaving anyone out; and being content at an ease yet in no way 
becoming disorderly-these five patterns of conduct are sufficient to rectify the 
individual and to make the country tranquil.54

, 

These are the five ways of social interaction, which according to Master Xun are 
prescribed by tradition and the Heavenly Way. Thus, again we find a usage of wu 
xing where it ref ers to predestined ways one could not transgress, in this case, ways 
of conduct. 

This short list concludes the early occurrences of the term wu xing outside the 
Sunzi and the "Hong fan."55 The quotes from Shangshu and Xunzi suggest the pos­
sibility of a less restricted understanding of the term. If we accept Liang Qichao's 
re-interpretation of the former, it means that both occurrences of xing stand for 
something in the vicinity of "behavior." The same is obviously also the meaning of 
the Guodian text known as Wu xing. 56 

These occurrences of the term wu xing are a clear indication that in pre-Qin 
literature wu xing should not automatically be translated as "Five Phases." lnstead, 
they indicate that wu xing refers to a moving along a predestined path, as in the case 
of a certain behavior dictated by tradition (the Xunzi) or a political reaction (the 
Shangshu). I will now go into a more detailed discussion about the wu xing-related 
phrases in the Sunzi bingfa. 

54 John Knoblock, Xunzi:A Trans/,ation and Study of the Complete Works. Volume III, books 17-32, (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1994), 86 (§20.5). 

55 It is not a full list, however. In Zuozhuan, "Zhao gong 25," the two words wu and xing also appear together, but I 
will not discuss this here because of the many textual uncertainties. 

56 For the Guodian Wu xing text, named after the first two characters with which it starts, cf Guodian chumu 
zhujian, (Beijing: Wenwu Chuban She, 1998), 147-51. For a text and interpretation cf Pang Pu Riii+, Zhubo 
wuxingpian jiaozhu ji yanjiu t'I Ä', (( E.fr)) �1'.lZi:l:&liJfo/E (Taiwan: Wan Juan Lou, 2000), 97-104, where he also 
discusses the wu xing-related texts from Mawangdui and the "Zai yi"-chapter. 
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7. Wu xing terminology in the Sunzi bingf a

As stated above, studies of the Sunzi conventionally associate wu xing with, firstly, 
the passage on the "five musical notes/' the "five colors" and the "five tastes" in the 
fifth chapter, "[Bing] shi pian [�]�Jf"57 Secondly, the passage in which the author 
mentions the Yellow Emperor's victory over the "four emperors" is understood by, 
among others, Huang as a reference to the "five emperors" wu di 1i1ti, which in its 
tum is thought to be correlated with the Five Phases, because just as every phase is 
attributed a color, animal, cardinal point, human organ, et cetera, so it is also attrib­
uted an emperor. 58 And thirdly, at the end of the sixth chapter, "Xu shi pian )ill[J{� /' 
the author of the Sunzi illustrates change as the only constant law of nature by say­
ing "i!&1i11\fij,m,�, [9��,m,{.1t B ;;ijfä:l't J=l ;;ijJE§:." This I translate as "Therefore: 
among the Five planets none is ahead of the others always; among the Four Seasons 
none has its place of power forever; for the sun, it is there shorter or longer [ through­
out the year]; for the moon it does die and be bom again."59 

I shall now discuss each of these three instances. 

7 .1. The Five Emperors 

Emperors-or rather "rulers from the past/' since the nation of emperor did not 
exist prior to the unification of China under the Qin, and is here only the conven­
tional translation of di-were by all accounts one of the units in wu xing cosmology 
towards the end of the Warring States period. The rulers were each attributed to a 
phase and a region, and they were collectively known as "wu di 1i1ti/' which out of 
convention is translated as The Five Emperors. 

But there are also several other groups of former rulers grouped together and 
collectively named wu di. For instance, the Xunzi mentions five Emperors, twice 
referring to them as "wu di ]irffj" in chapters 5 and 27. 60 In neither passage does the 
term refer to the Five Emperors as the rulers associated with the Five Regions and, 
in extension, the Five Phases; this is hardly surprising, since the Xunzi does not use 

57 The character bing is in brackets because the chapters in the Sunzi are named differently in the different manu­
scripts they were transmitted in. For instance, "Shi pian" is called "Bing shi pian" in the Wujing Qishu-Edition E.fi!Ji. 
-t;i,t. Cf. Hattori Chiharu ijE/_j'f�'f'§c, Sunzi bingfa Jiaojie �r�fti'YIW (Beijing: Junshi Kexue Chubanshe, 1 987),
105.

58 As regards the attribution of an emperor to a phase, there are two different sets of emperors. Orre is the five
mythological rulers from high antiquity. In this version, attributed to wood, fire, earth, meta! and water are the
following: :t:* Tai Hao, �W Yan Di, �W Huang Di,3-'* Shao Hao, and i/'JlJJ[ Zhuan Xu. These are what the
Shiji and the Da Dai liji ::i\'1lt:1:!Uc call wu di. According to another explanation, the emperors are five prominent
rulers of the past, each a founder of a dynasty: � f.fi, Xia Yu, ::X::=E Zhou Wen Wang, �W Huang Di, jffi� Shang
Tang, and *MtJ:ll:w Qin Shi Huangdi. These five rulers are called the Five Emperors in connection with the wu
xing in Needham's Science and Civilization in China (i.e. Wang Ling, History af Scientific Thought, 263).

59 All versions of the text have the same wording in these four sentences, only the manuscript from Yinqueshan
has a variant in characters, hut not in meaning: "E.fi'ÖS!/m." As is well known, the character heng 'ÖS! was replaced
by chang after 179 B.C., thereby respecting the taboo of Liu Heng, the wen-emperor of the Han. At the end of
this sentence, the two words: "shen yao :/113�" appear, meaning "such is the will of the spirits" or "such is divine
arrangement," referring to the natura! law of change. In the second sentence, describing the Four Seasons, the
Yinqueshan manuscript has iI.. for fiz:. For textual varieties cf. Hattori Chiharu, Sunzi bingfa jiaojie, 127. 

60 Xun Kuang calls them wu di because this was the most widespread name. He might have called them wu huang 
E.J:ll: ("the five august orres") or wu wang E.:=E ("the five kings"), had he wanted to disambiguate the terms. 
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wu xing-categories at all. Rather the Five Emperors are a reference to five earlier 
kings, remaining undefined. It is not clear which group the Xunzi referred to, and 
at any rate, it could not have been the same as in the Sunzi, for both sets of rulers 
mentioned here were examples of virtue and did not fight wars against one another. 
This sentence has always been a tripping stone in reading the Sunzi. 

Lionel Giles in his commentary quotes the proposal by Mei Yaochen m� §2 
(1002-1060)-author of the Song dynasty commentary Sunzi zhu :mrä which 
has been not handed clown entirely-to replace di by jun 11[, so that the sentence 
would read: " ... which enabled the Yellow Emperor to vanquish four several armies." 
This seems a rather arbitrary emendation, for di and jun have nothing in common 
graphically or phonetically, and thus it is impossible to argue that it is a textual cor­
ruption. 

It was previously assumed that the first description of the Five Emperors in 
correlation to the Five Phases appeared only late in the second century A.D., in 
Zheng Xuan's commentary to the Zhouli m]fl. Zhouli itself only mentions the term 
wu di and Zheng Xuan was the first to explain the names and positions of the Five 
Emperors in correlation with the Five Phases, which is why they were named after 
the color assigned to their position, i.e. the "Green Emperor ifw" in the east, the 
"Red Emperor $" in the south, the "Yellow Emperor Jit" in the centre, the "White 
Emperor Ef' in the west and the "Black Empef"or �" in the north.61 

But the discovery of the Yinqueshan manuscripts shed new light on this ques­
tion. One of the additional texts to the original thirteen chapters, which was also 
found in the tomb by the name of "Huangdi fa Chidi Jitw{�$w/' is a detailed de­
scription of how the Yellow Emperor campaigned against his four foes in the south, 
east, north and west. 62 Since the terminus ante quem of the tomb of Linyi is 118 B. C., 
this description predates Zheng Xuan's commentary by at least 250 years. "Huangdi 
fa Chidi" is indeed very specific about the cosmological correlations of these emper­
ors and brings in yin-yang-phraseology as well. The crucial passage reads: 

t*rB: Cjtwffi{::x;) :iffiw c .. ) �M-&illz1!!, ti'�, 1111:l{;1tr, �:/Jr, ::kmiz1§z 
Master Sun said: [The Yellow Emperor to the south attacked the Red Emperor, ... ] 
and did battle on the steppes of Mount Pan. Advancing with the yin conditions 
on his right, following the roadway, and keeping his back to the strategic ground 
he exterminated the enemy and annexed his territory. 63 

This appears much more sophisticated than the passage from the authentic Sunzi­
text, and I must concur with Roger Ames's characterization of"Huangdi fa Chidi" as 
a "fragmentary chapter [ which] seems to be a later commentary on '"Deploying the 
Army ["xing jun pian"] ."' 

61 Cf Ruan Yuan, Shisan jing zhushu, 766a. The Five Ernperors appear in the Zhouli as the rulers of the four corners 
of the earth, and they are described as cooperating with each other, not fighting one another, as is the case in the 
Sunzi. 

62 The text is narned "Huangdi fa Chidi," after the first characters in the first sentence, and is translated in Roger T. 
Arnes Sun-tzu: The Art ofWarfare, 183-84. Cf also Hattori Chiharu, Sunzi bingfa jiaojie, 46-66. 

63 For the translation of the entire chapter cf Arnes, Sun-tzu, 183. The two texts are rnuch alike, containing very 
sirnilar stories about the Yellow Ernperor's carnpaigns against the Green, Black, and White Ernperors. Toward the 

end, the "Huangdi fa Chidi" draws a parallel to Shang Tang' s carnpaign against Jie of Xia, and Wu Wang's against 
Zhou of Shang. The lacunae in the text are restored according to the textual parallels. 
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But this additional text to the Sunzi bingf a can be interpreted in two, contradic­
tory ways. If it were merely written as an explanation, a commentary to the sentence 
from chapter nine of the Sunzi, it would obviously express the same meaning as the 
Sunzi itself But to whom is the author of the Sunzi actually referring? If he is talking 
about a legend not transmitted to later times, in which the Yellow Emperor defeated 
four neighboring rulers, not correlated with the Five Phases, then the "Huangdi fa 
Chidi" can simply be written off as a possible over-interpretation of the Sunzi text, 
misinterpreting the sentence from the Sunzi in the light of wu xing-theory. But, con­
versely, if one assumes that the Sunzi was indeed referring to those regional emperors 
referred to explicitly in the "Huangdi fa Chidi" and in Zheng Xuan's commentary, 
there appears another fatal contradiction, since to assume that the Yellow Emperor 
defeated his four "colleagues" would be fundamentally against the cosmological idea 
of wu xing, which is one of cyclical movements where one phenomenon succeeds an­
other. Such an interpretation would be as absurd as the nation of one of the seasons 
triumphing over all the others and remaining predominant until the end of time. 
Hence, the passage on the Yellow Emperor and his four foes in the Sunzi bingfa can­
not refer to a battle, as suggested in the short additional text from the Linyi tomb, 
but has to be seen in light of something completely different, like the campaigns the 
Yellow Emperor undertook against the "Flaming Emperor" Yandi �W and against 
Chiyou ID:::t, as related by the Shiji. 64 Thus it is incorrect to read the passage in the 
light of the Five Phase theory, and the theory of correlative cosmology. 

7.2. Five Colors-Five Sounds-Five Tastes 

The categories mast often associated with the concept of wu xing, apart from the 
:five Phases themselves, are the Five Colors "wu se E. 6," the Five Musical Notes "wu 
sheng E.Jl" and the Five Tastes "wu wei n�."65 References to these terms abound 
in early Chinese literature, not least in the Shangshu, the Xunzi, Hanfeizi fiil:1Fr or 
the Daodejing. The two mast explicit wu xing-texts from before the Han are the "Yue 
Ling J=l 9" chapter of the Liji and the Lu shi chunqiu § B:;�f_k, and it is only in these 
that the :five colors, sounds and tastes are correlated with the Five Phases. In all the 
other texts, they ref er only to the variety of tastes or colors perceptible to mankind. 
This brings up the important question of whether these :five colors, tastes and notes 
existed independently from the Five Phases and were later incorporated inta the 
cosmological system, or whether these terms were originally created as a part of an 
integrated penta-dimensional cosmology. 

As they appear in the Shangshu, the Xunzi, the Hanfeizi and the Daodejing it 
is obvious that these terms are fixed expressions for all the colors, tastes or notes, 

64 These campaigns of Huangdi against Yandi and Chiyou were undertaken to unify and pacify the world, and to 
overthrow the Shennong-Clan :jljlj1c under the benign rule of Huangdi. For the portrayal in the Shiji cf. William 
H. Nienhauser Jr., ed., The Grand Scribe's Records, val. I, 2-3. 

65 In Mengzi 4A. l and Daodejing 12 the five musical notes are referred to as wu yin E 'g. According to Zhao Qi's )!'j'j 
J1:!i: ( - I 08-201) commentary on the Mengzi, these are the well known five notes gong '/§, shang iffi, jiao ftci, zhi �' 
and yu )j)j. The tones of the Chinese pentatonic scale correspond to the first, second, third, fifth, and sixth step of
the Western octave. The Five Tastes are: sour, bitter, sweet, hot, and salty; the Five Colors are green, red, yellow,
white and black.
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without any explicit connections to the Five Phase model in the sense of any cor­
relative connection being expressed. For instance the flavor "sour" or the note jiao are 
never, in these texts, correlated with the Phase "wood," nor is any other correlation 
explicitly stated as indeed they are in the Lii shi chunqiu or the Liji. Usually the defi­
nitions as to what five colors the author was talking about are not made in the texts 
themselves either. Usually, they were first specified explicitly by the commentators, 
who of course lived centuries later and were educated after the formulation of the 
Five Phases cosmology in its full-fledged form. A correlative connection between the 
Five Notes, the Five Tastes, or the Five Colors with the system of the Five Phases is 
therefore not supported by textual evidence in the second half of the Warring States 
period. Such a connection did develop later in the Chinese tradition, of course, but 
at the time only the Lii shi chunqiu shows any trace of it, and this in close connection 
with the calendar. 66 

The Sunzi bingfa is no different: the five tastes, sounds and colors are not men­
tioned as part of a greater cosmological system. They appear in the argument as 
examples of completeness or of the possibility to combine a few elements to form 
endless varieties of combinations: 

Jt7f�n, nJtz�, 7fPJMJ�ili. -g,,7f�1i, n-g,,z�, 7fPJMJU.ili. �7f�1i, n 
�z�, 7l'PJIJJJ'!fili. ��7f�iiflE, iiflEZ�, 7f'PJIJJJ�ili.

, 

What the author of the Sunzi is conveying in this passage is that even though limiting 
the forms of battle to "normal and extraordinary �IE" may seem counterproductive, 
it is the dynamics in this pair that makes for limitless varieties: their "combinations 
are limitless; none can exhaust them all �IEZ�, :::f PJ��ili." Switching from nor­
mal to extraordinary tactics and back again at every stage of a military confrontation 
of course makes the moves of any general unpredictable. By a creative combination 
of only two kinds of tactics, a general can create a multitude of variations, sufficient 
for a life of battle. In order to illustrate his point through an example from everyday 
life, this passage speaks of the fact that there are only five tastes, but that a person 
may enjoy food in different ways every day, by only combining the five tastes. The 
same is meant by the reference to the five notes, which are the fundamentals for 
creating a universe of music, and indeed the five colors, which in combination cre­
ate every color there is. The problem with this analogy is, of course, that it appears 
on the base of a previous discourse about the notes, tastes and colors, so that they 
are culturally defined. The true and original meaning of the two tactics "normal" and 
"extraordinary" which the Sunzi advocates, is left to the imagination. 

66 This particular book opens with an almanac that stretches over the first 12 chapters. In each chapter the cosmo­
logical duties, so to speak, for the particular month are defined and listed in great detail. As the year goes on, the 
powers of yin, yang and other forces grow and are reduced, and the activities of man should correlate with those 
of nature. The chapter "Yue ling" of the Liji is basically the same, although it is much briefer. For a translation of 
the Li.i shi chunqiu cf. John Knoblock & Jeffrey Riegel, The Annals of Li.i Buwei: A Complete Translation and Study 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), 40-43 and 59-293, for an English translation of the "Yue ling" cf. 
James Legge, Li Chi: The Book af Rites. An Encyclopaedia of Ancient Ceremonial Usages, Religious Creeds, and Social 
Institutions, (New Hyde Park, N.Y.: University Books, 1967), 245-310. 
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7.3 Wu Xing-Five Phases?

Let me now return to the cardinal question . Why do I believe that the term wu xing 

in the passage from the "Xu shi" chapter of the Sunzi should be understood as a 
reference to the five planets visible to the naked eye, rather than as reference to the 
Five Phases? The first hint is the context of the sentence. The author is not making 
a cosmological statement in any way. The context which this sentence appears in is 
naturalistic or astronomical rather than cosmological, and it illustrates allegorically 
constant change through the four seasons, the length of the day and the moon. 67 At 
the same time, the author of the Sunzi is trying not only to find an allegory for the 
necessity to make changes constantly, and adapting to the situation at hand. He is 
also looking for a way to illustrate the fact that nothing is constant, that although he 
talks about "forms" in this chapter, the forms of military engagement are never fixed, 
and that whoever is able always to adapt to the situation will be victorious. This be­
comes quite obvious when we look at the entire statement: 

:1s:AJBtu.k, 7}'..zJB, ��rrn�T AzJB, �Jrrrnflf1,lt 7}'..lz;lttl!.rrntiJim, Alz;lilf&fffi 
tlJMf. t,tp;�'/jt�\ 7}'..�'/jtJB; fl�lz;l$�1r.frnl&Mf, "ll\f/Zff!. iitlifi'�'/jtMf, [9�� 
'/jt {il, B 1'f�JI�, J=l 1'f:7E1'.. 

I will again quote Giles' translation ( except for the last sentence): 

Military tactics are like unto water; for water in its natural course runs away from 
high places and hastens downwards. So in war, the way is to avoid what is strong 
and to strike at what is weak. Water shapes its course according to the nature of 
the ground over which it flows; the soldier works out his victory in relation to 
the foe whom he is facing. Therefore, just as water retains no constant shape, so 
in warfare there are no constant conditions. He who can modify his tactics in 
relation to his opponent and thereby succeed in winning, may be called a heaven­
born captain."68 Therefore: among the Five planets none is ahead of the others
always; among the Four Seasons none has its place of power forever; for the sun, 
it is there shorter or longer [ throughout the year ]; for the moon it does die and 
be bom again. 

My hypothesis is that the author here felt the need to make a reference to a common 
and undisputable observation that could illustrate the demand for constant adapta­
tion. But the allegorical use of water was not enough, because it is only an arbitrary 
comparison. Soldiers might just as well be compared to, let us say, stones, which do 
not flow, but stay hard during an attack by the enemy. Therefore the author of the 
Sunzi had to cite a law of nature for his allegory, and this he found in everyday ob­
servations of astronomical processes. 

67 The fact that the earthly phenomena the Four Seasons are mentioned here does not make the context any less 
"astronomical." While seasons of the year of course take place on earth, they still originate from processes in the 
cosmos, which was also the understanding in ancient China. The Taiping yulan lists several passages that make it 
clear beyond any doubt that in ancient China tian X was seen as the origin of the Four Seasons. Cf. Li Fang *M, 
ed., Taipingyulan ;k}JZ{i!!l� (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1960), 86-87. The term wei {il, used in the Sunzi bingfa 
to designate one Season's "ruling," also designates the rightful enthronement of a ruler. It is also commonly used 
as a verb to denote positions of heavenly bodies, as can be seen in the Jingji Zuangu k&iffi�it and in many of the 
Taiping yulan's quotes in the section "Tian bu x.l'fll." For the ]ingji zuangu cf. Ruan Yuan l\)15I;, ed., Jingji zuangu 
kll!ffi�� (Shanghai: Shanghai Guji Chubanshe, 1989), 638. 

68 Lionel Giles, Sun Tzit an the Art af War, 53. lnstead of "heaven-born captain" I suggest the translation "ghostly" or 
"ghost-like," in a positive sense. 
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This suggestion is supported by Wang Aihe's statement that 

The military treatises ... helped shape the new modes of political authority by 
applying new models and techniques of military command to the creation of a 
new bureaucratic state apparatus. The authority of such military professionals 
and their texts, after all lay in disceming hidden pattems of the cosmos in using 
them to create order, in warfare as well as in new society. 69

Yet, why would such an author rely on "hidden patterns of the cosmos" to sup­
port his argument, as long as he has perfectly valuable and well known patterns to 
pick from, like the pattern of the waxing and waning of the moon or the pattern 
of changing length of day between summer and winter? A possible answer is: if he 
relied on natural everyday observations, the point he tried to make in his argument, 
e.g. the stress on flexibility in military matters, would seem to be more convincing to
a reader. Since the four seasons, the sun and the moon are precisely such everyday
phenomena, using them allegorically in an argument seems most promising for an
author, since this way he could rely on a comparison to an everyday astronomical
phenomena like the sun, the moon and the four seasons on earth. At least it would
seem much easier to grasp than a comparison to a highly elaborate system of five
cosmic forces giving way to each other according to two separate cycles.

Therefore, we should explore the astronor:µical context. The obvious choice of • 
five elements among celestial objects are the five planets Mercury, Venus, Mars, Ju­
piter, and Saturn. These planets have been observed in China since prehistoric times, 
and what sets them apart from other objects in the sky is the fact that they not only 
move across the otherwise relatively immobile sky, but also pass one another con­
stantly. 70 They blend in rhetorically with the other examples like the seasons, the sun, 
or the moon chosen by Sun Wu, because they are just as unique in the nightly sky. 
And what was said about them in both the Sunzi and the Mozi-"among the five xing 

none is victorious constantly"-is a very accurate characterization of the movement 
the planets describe, as portrayed above. From a geocentric point of view it appears 
as if the planets pass one another, only to fall back again a little later, which is the 
Sunzi's characterization exactly: none can permanently "win" the race across the sky. 

Following John Major, I would like to add some other evidence for my reading 
apart from just the context. As far as xing fi is concerned, it would be possible to 
interpret it as a phonetic loan writing for xing .J:["star," but the two words were not 
perfect homophones in O ld Chinese. 71 Moreover, the interpretation of this character 
as loan character seems unnecessary. The standard meaning "to move, to wander" for 
xing fi is quite acceptable here, since the planets move along their route across the 
sky. 72 This notion of wandering on a predestined path is also what constitutes the 
common word field with the meaning "five kinds of behavior" discussed above. The 

69 Wang Aihe, Cosmology and Political Culture in Early China, 85. 
70 For early observation of the planets, cf David S. Nivison and Kevin D. Pang, ''Astronomical Evidence for the 

Bamboo Annals' Chronicle of Early Xia," Early China 15 (1990), 89. 
71 William H. Baxter, A Handbook af 0/d Chinese Phonology (Berlin, New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1992), 798. 
72 We may here note that "planet" is derived from planetes, the Greek word for wanderer. In modern Chinese 

the word for "planet" is xingxing 'fi il. The term is not an import of the Western word, for Shen Kua itt3 
(1031-1095) used it in his Mengxi Bitan �1�*�- See Hanyu dacidian il�:;/\J,,j� (Shanghai, Hanyu Da Cidian 
Chubanshe, 1990-1994), 3:901. 
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behavior which the Xunzi calls for is one that a person has no choice of determining: 
it is defined by tradition just as a planet's path through the sky is determined not by 
the planet itself but by the mechanics of the cosmos. As Wang Ling claims, wu bu 1i 
:ip" ("the Five Wanderers") was used as a collective expression for the planets after 
the fourth century B.C.73 Interestingly enough, it was during this period that the 
term wu xing started to be used in the sense of the "Five Phases." By the time wu xing 
was used as a word for the five planets and for the Five Phases, it soon was necessary 
to disambiguate the two homophones. Thus, xing fi as an expression for "planet" was 
replaced by bu, leaving xing free for its new meaning as a "phase." 

Given the obvious astronomical context of this passage, with its reference to the 
sun, the moon and the Four Seasons, it seems safe to conclude that the words wu 
xing in the "Shi xu pian" of Sunzi bingfa should be understood as "the five wander­
ers," i.e. "the five visible planets." This interpretation makes the analogy seem a lot 
more convincing, since unlike the elaborate philosophical theory, the movement of 
the planets in the sky is something everybody can relate to, because it is an everyday 
phenomenon accessible for anybody who cares to look. 

8. Other evidence

Although the meaning I propose for wu xing in the Sunzi is a hapax legomenon, in­
terpreting it as a reference to the "five planets" may throw light on another passage 
outside the Sunzi text. Of all pre-Qin texts that mention the term wu xing, there is 
one passage that has been particularly difficult to understand. It is the only other 
quote from pre-Qin literature where wu xing is mentioned in a clearly astronomical 
context, and it also appears in a discussion of military tactics. The sentence originates 
from the nineteenth chapter of the legalist text Hanfeizi �3FT. The author ( -280-
233) discusses what he perceives as the absurd practice to base military actions on
fortune-telling. He gives examples of states that were defeated even though the pre­
diction had suggested a positive outcome, and then goes on to say the following:

tJJSs'f-�, ft�if:JIHR�JJ<'.ii<fWiu, ir, Jl&if:®1N�.l:J���, J1:�?F��i, 1ifi, 
"J;c- , ::EJ§ , Jllm, /\tl13 , IiJ3 , 7CT0J, gl,!Ji , �.fil�4tt®i:J1 , :X.?F:7C 
{!ji( , 5Jl\� , :/fU.fil , �� , �io�if:tt:$: i:J1 ° ;i& B: t!fli5!1t�W� JE�lm , ti. 
������-� o �@��· m�*� o 

At the outset of the founding state, Wey faced the east for several years and 
completely conquered both T'o and Wei. Then she turned westward for several 
years to cape with Ch'in and, as a result, last land to Ch'in. This was not because 
lucky stars as Feng-lung, Wu-hsing, T'i-yi, Wang-hsiang, She-t'i, Liu-shen, Wu­
kua, T'ien-ho, Yin-ch'iang, and Sui-hsing, were for so many years in the direction 
of Ch'in and to the west ofWey; nor was it because such unlucky stars as T'ien­
ch'ueh, Hu-ni, Hsing-hsing, Yung-hui, and K'uei-t'ai, were for so many years in 
the direction of Wey and to the east of Ch'in. Hence the saying: "Tortoise-shells, 
bamboo slips, devils, and deities, are not qualified to guarantee victory; nor are the 
directions of the stars, whether right or left, front or back, qualified to decide the 
outcome of war." If so, to believe in them is more stupid than anything else. 74 

73 Wang Ling, Mathematics and the Sciences oj the Heavens and the Earth, 399. 
74 Liao, W. K., The Complete Works oj Han Fei Tzu: A Classic oj Chinese Political Science, (London: Probsthain, 1959), 

15 7-58 (bold types not in the original). Liao does not reveal the source of this information, which is unfortunate, 
for none of the commentaries consulted specifies wu xing. 
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Obviously, the term wu xing here refers to some astronomical constellation in the 
sky, which the standard understanding of wu xing has obfuscated. According to Liao 's 
annotations, wu xing stands for "the constellation having five stars around a circle." 
His explanation of wangxiang as "the star commanding the motion of Wu-hsing" 
poses similar problems. Although it may at first seem that the understanding of this 
passage in general is obvious there are some snags: the names of the stars mentiQned 
are in some cases difficult to translate to Western astronomical terminology. The 
main source for understanding the names for these stars is the Hanshu's "Tianwen 
Zhi" chapter, and constellations not discussed there cannot be explained satisfacto­
rily. The wu xing mentioned here in a clearly astronomical context does not appear 
elsewhere in early Chinese literature, and the constellation is not to be found on any 
of the astronomical maps consulted.75 But because of the context and the statement 
made in this passage it cannot be doubted that wu xing is mentioned as an element 
of astronomy and divination. Moreover, the author of the Hanfeizi does not feel the 
need to explain any of the astronomical terms mentioned, which indicates that he 
may have cited only the names of well-known constellations. So with the informa­
tion about the Sunzi bingfa discussed above, it seems most suiting to translate the ex­
pression wu xing as "Five Planets" in this context as well. The only argument against 
this is the fact that some of the stars mentioned in Hanfei's list are clearly names for 
one or the other of the planets: suixing �� is Jupiter, xingxing HU� is Venus and 
yinghuo �fb is Mars. 

That names of planets or stars appear repeatedly is not surprising, however, for 
Hanfei only made a list of all the common celstial bodies rather than relied on the 
ones actually consulted by fortune-tellers in a particular situation ( cf "lucky stars 
as ... "). So when listing celestial authorities for divination, he most likely did not 
proceed with scientific scrutiny, but just gathered together whatever superstitious 
lore on the stars and their fortune-telling implications he could think of Therefore, 
not only does the Hanfeizi mention the wu xing in a clearly astronomical context, at 
the same time-but only if the here proposed meaning of wu xing as "five planets" 
should prove to be accurate-it also indicates that there may have been a method of 
divination which relies on the position of the five visible planets. 

9. Sunzi bingf a and the origin of Wu xing

This paper has served a double purpose. It has not only been my intention to re-as­
sess the passage from the "Xu shi" chapter but also to propose a possible origin for 
the development of wu xing-cosmology. As stated above, the development of a cos­
mological system requires observations in the human and in the cosmic realm. And I 
proposed above that the origin of the system may lie in the sky rather than on earth. 
For this I have the following reasons. 

75 For astronomical constellations, cf. for instance the astronomical maps in the first two sections of the illustrated 
leishu from the Ming dynasty Sancai tuhui -=:?til�. The huge Qing dynasty leishu Gujin tushu jicheng does not 
mention the Hanfeizi in the astronomical eon text of wu xing either. 

1 -,..., 
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The number of the planets is actually five. As opposed to the Five Colors or 
the Five Notes, the five planets quite naturally form a unit by themselves and no 
conventional exclusion of possible other elements is required. As for the colors, it is 
common knowledge that Mars has a red color and in China it has long been called 
the "fire star" (huo xing X�)- The other planets are also known by a name parallel to 
the wu xing terminology: Mercury is the "water star" (shui xing 7}(�), for Venus there 
are the two terms "metal star" (jin xing :&�) and "major white star" (tai bai xing --;k 
El � with metal and white correlating), Jupiter is "wood star" (mu xing *�) and 
finally Sa tum is the "soil star" (tu xing ±�). 76 The obvious conclusion from noticing 
the difference in color must have been that these celestial objects consist of respec­
tive materials. A red star was assumed to be burning, ergo this star was made of fire; 
another one shimmered yellowish, so it was made of soil, yet another was white and 
so assumed to be made from metal. 77 The fact that, unlike the colors or the sounds, 
the planets did not have proper names outside the wu xing-terms78 shows that their 
correlative relation is very tight. 

It seems plausible to assume that in ancient China the striking appearance of 
wandering stars constantly passing one another was noticed, as well as the fact that 
some of them differ in color, while for the ordinary stars no difference in color can 
be made out and they remain motionless in the sky. Apart from the fact that all five 
move across the sky, the planets are visible at a similar height above the ground. This 
observation most likely strengthened the nation that they belonged to one coherent 
system, not unlike the five fingers that form a hand. Once this first step was made, 
a second one followed, which was to look for these materials on Earth and assess to 
what extent the stars in the sky and their "counterparts" on Earth correlated with one 
another. In order to give this parallelism a meaning, cosmological correlations were 
sought on the base of the number five. Since the periods of celestial domination by 
any of the passing planets has nothing to do with the earthly rhythms of the Four 
Seasons, the waxing and waning of the moon or the tides, yet another independent 
system was created. 

So rather than the planets being named after the Five Phases, as tradition has it, 
and basing myself on the understanding of the Sunzi brought forth above, I propose 
that exactly the opposite was the case: the planets were seen as celestial objects of 
different material qualities and their movement was turned into the abstract concept 
of the Five Phases, bringing forth and destroying one another, i.e. passing and let-

76 Wang Ling, History af Scientific Thought, 398 does not give these names for the planets, but still mentions the 
fact that "each planet was associated with one of the Five Elements and one of the cardinal points." These are, 
however, the standard translations in the German-Chinese dictionary Deutsch-Chinesisches Wörterbuch by Huang 
and Chi.i from 1927. 

77 This is not meant as an argument to support my claim about the meaning of the term wu xing in Ancient China, 
but as a comment on the peculiar coincidences between astronomy and alchemy in East and West. In Western 
alchemy the names of planets stood for a certain meta!. Today only the name "mercury" for quicksilver has sur­
vived, but the Oxford English Dictionary gives the following other meanings, Jupiter: tin, Venus: copper, Saturn: 
lead, Mars: iron. Obviously the connection between Mars and iron occurred because of the color of rust. 

78 As discussed in relation to the quote from Hanfeizi above, there were separate names for some of the planets. The 
terminology in connection to wu xing suggests that there occurred a systematic name for the five planets as soon 
as they were understood to be part of a system. 
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ting pass, without ever ceasing to exist. In the early texts Sunzi bingfa and Mozi the 
collective term wu xing still appears in its earliest and original meaning. In Chinese 
history, many texts from high antiquity were not handed clown unchanged. There 
are several reasons for this: the burning of the books during the Qin and their recom­
pilation during the Han, the intellectual tides that turned against certain schools and 
rendered their texts obsolete, so that they were not handed clown with proper care, 
and the ambitions of commentators who altered the text to make it more "�cces­
sible" to readers. The Sunzi bingfa had a relatively quiet textual history: its contents 
stirred interest only among military specialists, and since the book was understood 
as a technical handbook, it was left out from ideologically charged controversies. An­
other advantage was the fact that the first commentator was Cao Cao, who not only 
posthumously became the First Emperor of the Wei, but was highly esteemed as a 
writer throughout Chinese history. This fact certainly made the Sunzi less open to 
textual alternations. Also, because the book was excerpted into political collections 
like the Tongdian tffi� by Du You H{:t (735-812) and into leishu like the Taiping 
yulan, and was later printed during the Song dynasty, we have today an unbroken 
chain of textual transmissions dating back to the Tang dynasty. Finally, the text is 
extremely brief (no longer than the Daodejing) and highly structured, which thus 
makes it easy to memorize. 

Once the planets and the respective mat�rials on Earth were brought into a 
correlative relation, the planets were not of philosophical interest anymore, because 
their movements cannot easily be periodized. Later this origin was obscured, and 
once the much more prominent text "Hong fan" started using the same terminology, 
it dominated the cosmological theory of wu xing, while at the same time it defined 
the Five Phases, naming them as wood, fire, soil, metal and water for the first time. 
During the Warring States era, many groups consisting of five elements sprung up 
independently. Still later Zou Yan, allegedly an expert in astronomy but whose works 
are lost, initiated a radical redefinition of the system by adding a political dimension, 
hitherto unheard of. 79 This led to an abstraction of cosmology, so that the Five Phases 
were seen as abstract forces, while their astronomical origin had eroded to a point of 
obscurity. Through Zou Yan the cosmological principle of the Five Phases was seen 
as a universal principle and subsequently other groups of five were integrated into 
the system and correlated with the Five Phases. 80 These assignments were arbitrary, 
but conventional, and after the unification of the Empire the bi-, tetra- and pentapo­
lar cosmological traditions were unified as well, which led to the colossus of Han 
cosmology. 81 

79 For the suggestion that Zou Yan was an astronomer, cf his pseudonym tan tian yan �72:fö' ("[Tsou] Yen the 
Empyrean talker") mentioned in his biography in the Shjii (Sima Qian ,',').��' Shiji, 7:2348; Nienhauser, The 
Grand Scribe's Records, vol. 7, 184). Zou Yan apparently did not use the term wu xing, but rather called them wu 
de li f,'!\. He may thus have been aware of what I propose was the original meaning of the term wu xing. 

80 Dong Zhongshu :i:1'Pi'lr (179-104 B.C.), author of the Churu:iiu Fanlu, was a driving force in unifing the different
groups of five. See his chapter "Wu Xing Xiang Sheng" and Pang Pu �i'�, Boshu wuxingpian yanjiu A'llflifi .. 
liJf§)l:, (s.l.: Qi Lu Shushe, 1 980), 2. 

81 There is no compelling reason why sweet (as a taste) should be correlated with soil, or why beans should be cor­
related with water ( other than the kidney' s beanlike shape). Of course there are obvious similarities like the one 
between summer, red and the south, but mainly it remains arbitrary. 
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Naturally, the farther we venture into antiquity, the scarcer literary traces be­
come. One of the dangers is that we read early literary works through the same 
semantic spectacles that we use when reading texts from the Han dynasty. This in­
evitably leads to a less accurate understanding of early texts, because the differences 
in intellectual concepts between the feudal society of Zhou China and the Imperial 
age are lost. To study these texts sometimes requires new approaches. In the case of 
the Sunzi bingfa the term wu xing is so inconspicuous that the term is all too easily 
understood in its later standard meaning, attributed to it since the "Hong fan," Zou 
Yan and the Chunqiu Janlu. However, not being satisfied with the traditional under­
standing, we need to look below the surface and try to understand the texts anew. 
When doing this, relying on the immediate context and proposing unconventional 
solutions can provide interesting new insights. Only by doing this can we escape the 
hermeneutic cycle, by which we reassure the traditional meaning of the texts over 
and over again. 
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The Bulletin af the Museum af Far Eastern Antiquities 
was first published in 1929, the same year as the Museum opened in Stockholm. The 
journal has appeared annually by the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities ever since. The 
founding editor was Johan Gunnar Andersson, founder of the Museum, and a professor 
of East Asian archaeology known for his pathbreaking discoveries in East Asian prehis­
tory. Another former editor is the famous Sinologist Bernhard Karlgren, who published 
generously and voluminously in the Bulletin. Many other Swedish and international 
schalars have contributed to the BMFEA, and helped establish it as important i�terna­
tional venue of publication in Asian studies. 

The BMFEA invites original manuscripts from schalars worldwide on all aspects of 
ancient and classical East Asia and adjacent regions, including archaeology, art, and 
architecture; history and philosophy; literature and linguistics; and related fields. Con­
tributions seriously engaging contemporary critical thought in the humanities and social 
sciences are especially welcome. 

The BMFEA primarily publishes articles in English, and occasionally in other Euro­
pean languages. Manuscripts are accepted for review in English, German, and French. 
Article manuscripts for general issues are reviewed continuously. There are also special 
thematic issues with separate manuscript deadlines ( see our webpage for the la test 
news). All contributions are peer-reviewed. An electronic copy of articles, submitted 
together with publication-quality illustrations, is required for final accepted versions. 
Author's instructions will be sent on demand. E-mail correspondence is preferred. All> 
manuscripts and enquiries should be sent to the BMFEA Editor ( address on the previ­
ous page). 

The mast recent BMFEA issues include volume 72 (2000), the first special theme issue, 
"Reconsidering the Correlative Cosmology of Early China," which has attracted much 
attention and debatt, which undoubtedly will continue. Volume 73 (2001) presents a 
series of articles on Chinese archaeology, geography, and philosophy. Volume 7 4 (2002), 
was a special issue on "Orality-Inscription," and colume 75 gathered papers concerned 
with new perspectives in the cross-continental Eurasian archaeology, decived from the 
"Johan Gunnar Andersson Commemorative Symposium on the Making of China in the 
Context of Prehistoric East-West Eurasian Contacts," held at the Museum in November 
2003. 

The Back List from 1929 onwards of all articles, issues and reprints for sale is available 
from the editorial office. The BMFEA is not available in an electronic version, but all 
available printed items can be purchased by mail or directly at the Museum Shop. We 
welcome e-mail enquiries, and credit cards are now accepted. The Bulletin can also be 
obtained from our agents, viz. 

Harrassowitz, Taunusstrasse 14, D-65183 Wiesbaden, Germany, www.harrassowitz.de 

Hanshan Tang Books Ltd., Unit 3 Ashburton Centre, 276 Cortis Road, 
London SWl 5 3AY, Great Britain www.hanshan.com 

The Isseido Booksellers, 1-7 Kanda Jimbocho, Chiyoda-ku, Tokyo 101-0051, Japan 
www.book�kanda.or.jp/kosyo/l 028/1028-01.htm 
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Vol. 77 of the BMFEA 
will be a fully illustrated catalogue of the collection of Shang bronzes in the 
Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities. In addition to the ritual vessels, the cata­
logue will include the musical instruments, weapons and tools in the collec­
tion. 
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