
CHINESE PHILOSOPHY 

Wu Xing: The Five Agents 

Wood 

Shilar to the concept of the four elements in Greek philosophy with a 
fifth element being aether or space, the Chinese have the idea of the five agents 
(wu xina). The kanji for “agent” literally means “to go.” To the 
Greeks, the elements were building blocks of substance, but to the Chinese, 
the five agents are dynamic processes or energies of nature. The wu Xing 
are: wood, fire, earth, metal and water. They occur in several patterns. One 
is the order of mutual promotion or mutual arising. In the diagram below, 
follow the agents in a clockwise direction. Another pattern is the order of 
mutual control or mutual destruction. In the diagram, follow the internal 
arrows in the star in a clockwise direction. 
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Each of the wu Xing agents corresponds to many phenomena as do 
each of the eight trigrams of the I Ching. For instance, because spring is 
associated with wood, when it is spring, wood is prominent and active. 
Correspondences include seasons, times of day, directions, colors, body 
organs, acupuncture meridians, types of tastes, planets, days of the week, 
shapes, etc. When you observe one of more of the correspondences in a 
property, house, office or room, indirectly you are perceiving the reflection 
of that energy there. Diagnoses and cures in feng shui, as much as in acu- 
puncture and herbal medicine, rely on accurately assessing the strength and 
balance of wu Xing. A table of correspondences appears on the next page. 



Correspondences of the Five Agents (Wu Xing) 
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