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Ritual and Human Nature in Dong Zhongshu’s

Transformation of Qi, Yin-yang and the Five Phases

Hsieh, Chun-Chih
Professor, Department of Life and Death Studies, Nanhua University

Abstract

This essay aims to investigate the foundation of Dong
Zhongshu’s conception of human nature and ritual in pollical practice
by discussing his use and transformation of the established concepts
of yin-yang and the five phases, along with their integration into the
cosmology of Qi in his thought. Regarding yin-yang, Dong argues that
the origin of the universe involves the transformation of primordial Qi
into yin and yang. Dong argues that the distribution of faiyang,
shaoyang, shaoyin, and taiyin as corresponding to the rotation of the
four seasons, representing the fundamental order and substantive

meaning of the universe’s laws.

Dong’s concept of the five phases relies on primary lines of
reasoning: first, the cyclical process of mutual generation and mutual
restraint during the seasonal transitions; second, the establishment of
the “earth as virtue” in a central and supportive role, reflecting the
idea “centrality” in directional cosmology; and third, the recognition
that the five Qis - wood, fire, earth, metal, and water - are relatively
independent but operate together through their functions, properties,
activities, phenomena, and principles, while also combining with the
Qi of yin and yang. Dong’s discourse on the transformation of yin-
yang and the five phases serves the practice of cultivating human
nature. Its purpose is to guide virtuous rulers to prioritize the
development of human goodness as the central mission of political
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governance. Given the intrinsic value endowed by the Way of Heaven
into human nature, the positive theoretical significance of Dong’s
cosmology of Qi — based on yin-yang and the five phases - should be

duly recognized.

Keywords : primordial Qi, four seasons, directions, orderliness, earth

virtue, ritual teaching
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