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The Concepts of Time and Space in Taiyi Shengshui

Feng CAO

Abstract: The Taiyi Shengshui presents an explicit conception of time and space, its first half is concerned
with time and the second with space. The concept of time in the first half is centered around the notion of
chengsui (“the birth of the yearly cycle”). Sui (“the yearly cycle”) is an important temporal prerequisite for
the construction of human order, as attested in the “Canon of Yao” and “Great Plan” chapters of the Shangshu,
Wu Ji in the Tsinghua Bamboo Slips, and the Huangdi Sijing in the Mawangdui Silk Manuscripts. In early
Chinese cosmology, discussions of space usually precede those of time, but this does not mean that space was
more highly valued. Rather, space frequently functioned as a foundation or precondition for time, it is the
ordering of temporal sequence that was regarded as more essential. The concept of space in the second half
focuses on the geographic observation that “Heaven is incomplete in the northwest” and “Earth is incomplete
in the southeast”, a feature unique to China’s natural topography. The reason for the emergence of rhythmic
and dynamic, cyclical and infinite “yearly cycle”, as well as the wondrous complementarity between Heaven
and Earth, lies in the operation of the Dao. Taiyi Shengshui elucidates, through its conception of time and
space, how the Dao both governs and regulates the myriad things. Daoists are particularly keen on discussing
the origin of time and the boundaries of existence, as these are fundamental philosophical inquiries, and 7aiyi
Shengshui demonstrates a philosophical awareness in this regard. Even though time and space are the most
fundamental elements of the universe and the world itself is constituted by them, they are still merely products
of the Dao. It is the Dao, which transcends concrete time and space, that proves to be the ultimate origin and
arche. Taiyi Shengshui also illustrates that the Dao not only transcends time and space but also accompanies
and sustains them, guiding their existence and operation. Once the flow of time and the domain of space are
formed, and the myriad things come into being, the Dao remains latent within them, continuously exerting its
influence, guiding the order and rhythm of time, maintaining the harmony and complementarity of space, and
enabling all things to thrive within this vital time and space. It also allows those who follow the Dao to achieve
success in their endeavors and enjoy their lifespans in full. The emergence of Taiyi Shengshui is not necessarily
an attempt to fill gaps in the Laozi’s cosmology, but rather to discuss the Dao in a more vivid and dynamic
manner. Its first half emphasizes the guiding function of the Dao in the process of cosmic creation, while the
second half highlights the Dao's way of aiding the soft and benefitting the weak.
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