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translated Zhu’s manual of divination into English as Introduction to the Study of
the Classic of Change, and now he renders Zhu Xi’s Yijing commentary into
English as The Original Meaning of the Yijing.
When comparing Adler’s 1992 chapter with The Original Meaning of the Yijing,

we see a sea change in Adler’s view on Zhu Xi’s philosophy of divination. First, in
The Original Meaning of the Yijing, Adler views the Yijing as a “book of wisdom”
even though its origin was divination. He says: “The premise of the Yijing is that
the hexagrams represent all configurations of change in nature and in human
life” (p. 1). Even in its original form, Adler asserts, the Yijing is unique because
it is a collection of oracles wherein the diviners sought advice and guidance in
dealing with specific issues or coping with contingencies (p. 2). Thus, the Yijing
divination was philosophical, and the authors of the “Ten Wings” (seven pieces
of early Yijing writings of the Warring States Period) successfully transformed
the oracles into symbols that help people “in making moral decisions regarding
their behavior in order to enhance the well-being and success of themselves and
those around them” (p. 8).
Second, Adler carefully explains Zhu Xi’s philosophy of divination. He provides a

list of terms and concepts to help readers follow Zhu Xi’s interpretation of the Yijing
(pp. 22–36). He also includes Zhu’s nine Yijing diagrams (pp. 44–52) that show how
the trigrams and hexagrams can be seen as pictorial representations of the constant
changes in the natural world and the human world. Together, Adler highlights one
uniqueness of Zhu Xi’s moral philosophy. By insisting that the original Yijing is pic-
torial and divinatory, Zhu Xi saw in Fu Xi (the alleged creator of trigrams and hexa-
grams) “the first to intuit the linkage between these realms: the idea that Confucian
moral values are not conventional (as the early Daoists said) but are part of a larger
order – the Dao – that includes what we call natural law” (p. 22).
Third, in renderingZhuXi’s commentary into idiomaticEnglish,Adler demonstrates

that Zhu successfully transformed the 64 hexagrams into concrete events where moral
decisions have to bemade. This transformationwas achieved throughwhat Adler calls
Zhu Xi’s “minimalist” approach to interpreting the Yijing (p. 20). In his commentary,
Zhu Xi consistently refuses to pin down a definite meaning to a hexagram statement
or a line statement. Take, for instance, the six lines of “Qian” 乾 (Creating, #1). The
hexagram depicts the six yang (straight) lines as a dragon in various positions – a
“hidden dragon” in line one at the bottom, an “emerging dragon” in line two, a “waver-
ing dragon” in line four, a “flying dragon” in line five, and an “arrogant dragon” in line
six at the top. In addition, the line statements suggest a correspondence between the
dragon’s position and a proper course of action: the “hidden dragon” should avoid
taking aggressive action, the “emerging dragon” and the “flying dragon” should seek
help by meeting “a great man,” the “wavering dragon” should take flight over the
depths despite the danger and apparent risks, and the “arrogant dragon” will regret
being stubborn and excessively confident. But in his commentary, Zhu Xi emphasizes
the ambiguity and the openness of “Qian” (pp. 53–56). He stresses that in five of its
six lines, the tone seems to be upbeat, projecting an impression of an incessant progress
from a hidden dragon to an emerging dragon, a wavering dragon and finally a flying
dragon. On the other hand, the progression is abruptly cut short by the downfall of
an arrogant dragon. To Zhu Xi, the lesson of “Qian” is that the diviner must take
timely action to respond to the changing situation (pp. 55–56).
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To Adler, this minimal approach makes Zhu Xi special because he emphasizes “the
relationship between the author, the text, and the reader” (p. 19). A disadvantage of
this approach is that his commentary looks sporadic and provisional. It appears par-
ticularly unstructured when compared to those of Wang Bi (226–249) and Cheng Yi
(1033–1107), both of which have been translated into English by Richard John
Lynn and L. Michael Harrison respectively. But, as Adler points out, the advantage
of Zhu Xi’s minimal approach is that “the meaning of the Yi emerges only in the
reader’s (or user’s) personal encounter with the text, mediated by the ritual of divi-
nation” (p. 19). A concrete example of this “personal encounter with the text” is the
brief but forceful prognostication in line 4 of “Qian” that announces that the leaping
dragon will have “no blame.” In Adler’s lucid translation, “no blame” is rendered as
an open-ended decision where “if one is able to advance or retreat at the appropriate
time, there will be no blame” (p. 55).
While Adler succeeds in highlighting the creative and provisional nature of Zhu

Xi’s reading of theYijing, he is not completely faithful to ZhuXi’s recovery of the orig-
inal meaning of the classic. The basic premise of Zhu Xi’s recovery is to read the Yijing
as oracles, as if when the classic was first compiled by FuXi. The purpose of this recov-
ery is to highlight theYijing’s role in teaching people how tomake difficult decisions in
times of crisis. To achieve this goal, Zhu Xi distinguishes three layers of the Yijing text:
(1) the trigrams and hexagrams created by FuXi, (2) the hexagram statements and line
statements composed by King Wen and the Duke of Zhou, and (3) the “Ten Wings”
authored byConfucius (or, as we know now, the scholars of various school of thoughts
during the Warring States period). To highlight these textual differences, Zhu deliber-
ately separates the 64 hexagrams (or the original classic, jing經) from the “TenWings”
(or commentaries, zhuan 傳) in his Zhouyi benyi.
InOriginal Meaning of the Yijing, however, Adler combines the translation of the

hexagrams with that of the “Ten Wings.” Adler’s explanation is straightforward:

I began working on this translation following Zhu Xi’s plan but soon found it cumber-
some, and I thought it important for the connections between the several commentaries
to be more evident. I therefore changed it to the collated arrangements as in the right
volume in the box. My apologies to Zhu Xi; but I think he sacrificed readability and
usefulness just to make the point regarding his theory of the “original meaning” and to
maintain consistency with it. (p. 18)

To me, Adler’s decision is questionable. As scholar, he has the right to disagree
with Zhu Xi’s separation of the hexagrams from the “Ten Wings.” But as translator,
he should do everything at his disposal to present Zhu Xi’s view accurately. More
importantly, after making so much effort explaining Zhu Xi’s philosophy of divina-
tion based on openness and encounter, Adler ends up privileging consistency,
smoothness, and structure over improvisation and spontaneity.
Like hexagram “Weiji” 未濟 (Incompletion, #64), The Original Meaning of the

Yijing does not complete the task at hand; it merely begins a long journey ahead. In
reading The Original Meaning of the Yijing, we now must mentally block off the
“Ten Wings” (e.g., the Tuan, the Image, the Wenyan) when reading the 64 hexa-
grams. We must also continue to live with Zhu Xi’s two seemingly conflicting
voices – one spontaneous and creative, and the other structured and programma-
tic. It is a pity that The Original Meaning of the Yijing should have been a new
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the bizarre. If any single aspect of Zhu Xi’s system of self-cultivation were to be
compared to Yijing divination I would suggest it would be “thoroughly investi-
gating principle” (qiong li 窮理) – at least for intellectuals like Zhu Xi – rather
than calming the mind.
Second, Prof. Hon sees “a sea change” in my view of Zhu Xi’s theory of divina-

tion between the book under review and my 1990 (not 1992) contribution to
Kidder Smith, Peter Bol, Joseph Adler, and Don Wyatt, Sung Dynasty Uses of the
I Ching. The first point he adduces is that “Adler views the Yijing as a ‘book of
wisdom’ even though its origin was divination” (p. 576). I presume that the quota-
tion marks around “book of wisdom” are intended to mean “so-called,” as the term
is often used in discussions of Yijing interpretive strategies. The wording, however,
unfortunately suggests that he is quoting me. Yet the term does not appear in the
passages he quotes to support his statement. In fact, the single instance of the
term in my entire book is: “The Yijing, however, was unique in becoming a
‘book of wisdom’ as well as a manual of divination” (p. 2). Nowhere in the book
do I take the position that the “book of wisdom” approach to the Yi (exemplified
by the Wilhelm/Baynes translation) is the preferable hermeneutic – quite the con-
trary, in fact, although I will not elaborate that point here. The second and third
points he adduces accurately summarize my approach without any demonstration
of a “sea change” that I can see.

JOSEPH A. ADLER

Kenyon College, Gambier, Ohio, USA
© 2021 Joseph A. Adler

DOI 10.1080/02549948.2021.1910287

304 BOOK REVIEWS




