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Structural Origin of the Twenty-Four Solar Terms

LIU Xiao-feng

( Department of History, Tsinghua University, Beijing 100084)

Abstract: This article focuses on structural implications of the Bajie ( /\ 37 "Eight Terms") including
the Sili( v9 £ "Four Seasonal Beginning") and the Liangfen liangzhi( # 4~ # £ "Two Equinoxes and Two
Solstices") within the Twenty-Four Solar Terms. Taking the formation of the Twenty-Four Solar Terms as a
point of entry, this article traces the formative process that begins from the division of the prime qi into the
yin and the yang, which then divide into the Four Seasons and finally into the Eight Terms, while providing a
survey of the concepts of fen(4>), zhi( £), qi( /&), and bi( ] ) and the cosmological unification of time
and space recorded in ancient Chinese texts. The article illuminates a structural parallel between the Eight
Terms and the Bafeng ( A\ JX "Eight Winds") which is rooted in the ancient Chinese imagination of the phe-
nomenal world as a manifestation of the prime qi’s cyclical circulation. As such, the parallel inevitably war-
rants a discussion of the structural origin of the Twenty-Four Solar Terms.
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