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The Lessons that the Five Forces Can Teach Us

Victoria Bawn

! The Five Forces of Chinese philosophy are Fire, Earth, Metal, Water, and Wood. These 
elements can teach us many lessons, and impact our everyday lives in many ways. I was 
inspired by the balance of the five forces I’ve been able to observe in my life and the lives of 
those around me to paint a picture. Here is a picture of my artwork in its early stage, after I had 
just begun painting it.

! I have included many stages of this digital painting in this paper because like the 5 forces, 
my artwork (and my life) is always changing and shifting, and often a picture begins very 
differently than it ends.

! Wŭ xíng means five phases, movements or dynamic states. These are the Five Forces. 
The five forces are representations of the interactions of the world around us. There are many 
interpretations of them, but they are commonly referred to as the elements wood, fire, earth, 
metal and water. Other interpretations include the virtues of empathy, ritual/ownership, 
integrity, justice/righteousness, and wisdom. The Five Forces can also be known as the vices 
of anger, hatred, blame, irritation/judgement, and annoyance/disdain. All of these forces 
interact with each other in cycles, controlling or creating each other. They keep each other 
balanced and in check. This is not where the symbolism of the Five Forces ends; it is merely 
the beginning, for the Five Forces are repeated in almost every aspect of life. In particular, the 



Five Forces have been interpreted as symbols of peoples’ personality types or auras. Wood, 
for example, is seen as a yang force. It is masculine and assertive, but also flexible like 
bamboo. People who identify with the element of wood are driven and assertive. Fire is also 
yang, a masculine element, and is restless, energetic and warm. Someone who tends to have 
more fire in their being will be very direct with their words and go out of their way to experience 
life to the fullest. People who have metal in their personality enjoy structure and organization. 
They are self-reliant and strong. A metal person might organize their workspace often, or prefer 
to work by themselves rather than in a team.

! People cycle through the forces in their own lives. We all grow and learn and change over 
time. Our personalities shift as events occur and new information becomes available. 
Someone who begins as metal and enjoys structure and strength might grow into fire. They 
might take risks, discard their structure, and become a more daring person because of events 
in their life that change them.

! The next stage of my painting shows some light filtering down into the dark, foggy forest 
that began my paper. The change from dark to light is similar to the changes that I have 
undergone in my life. I have changed my ways to be more in tune with earth. During my 18 
years, I have cycled through different elements as I’ve grown up. Earth and water are the two 
elements that especially resonate with me. Water is a yin element, the most feminine of the 
five forces. People with a high amount of water in their personality are thoughtful and quiet, 
and often creative. I believe that my time being like water was to teach me the essence of that 
element, and now that I have mastered it, it is time to move on to another. People experience 
different elements in different orders in their lives. Perhaps you are fire when you decide to 
take a trip to China, and metal when you refuse to give up on your faith in a hard time, and full 
of wooden chi when you are flexible and make things happen quickly under a deadline. These 
decisions and choices you make can be traced to the element you are living with at the time. 



My time with water was an interesting one- Water is both weak and strong at the same time. 
This is a very important lesson to learn, and it was the essence of what being like water was 
able to teach me. It is a part of dialectics.

! Brian Baggins defines dialectics as a method of reasoning which aims to understand 
things with their opposite and contradictory sides in unity. Water can be seen as weak because 
it conforms to the shape of its container, but it is also strong because it wears away even the 
strongest earth over time. These two opposites can be valid at the same time. This philosophy 
shows up in many places in life. For example, in art, you can have inferior tools and still 
produce a masterpiece. You can also have all the tools to succeed and lack the skill to use 
them. I believe that in order to be creative, you must understand dialectics and be patient with 
yourself, especially if you are still developing as an artist or creator. Art is creation, just as 
writing, composing, or building is. Dialectics exist in creation and other walks of life. My time 
being similar to water taught me this. For others who are like water, a different lesson about it 
may be learned, but for me, understanding dialectics was the key life lesson I gleaned.

! The Five Forces can all teach us something about ourselves and the way the world 
works. This is parallel to the purpose of the Dao De Jing, which aims to teach us about 
knowledge and living fulfilling lives. Chapter 48 of the Dao De Jing exemplifies dialectics within 
the pursuit of knowledge. It is called Forgetting Knowledge. James Legge’s translation of part 
one reads “He who devotes himself to learning seeks from day to day to increase his 
knowledge. He who devotes himself to the Dao seeks from day to day to diminish his doing[, 
and he] diminishes it until he arrives at doing nothing on purpose. Having arrived at this point 
of non-action, there is nothing which he does not do”. We don’t associate forgetfulness with 
good things- often forgetfulness can lead to hurt feelings, or botched plans, possibly a failed 
test or two- but the Dao clearly states that with non-assertion there is nothing that one cannot 
achieve. To understand the wisdom behind these words, one must thoroughly understand 



dialectics. Striving to achieve nothing means that everything is an accomplishment. Nothing 
and everything can indeed coexist, just like yin and yang. Many chapters of the Dao mention 
yin and yang, life and death, novices and experts, the holy and unholy man, and so on… these 
opposites thrive together because they bring balance, just as the relationships of the Five 
Forces balance each other out in every aspect of life that they touch.

! By generating and subduing each other, the five elements balance each other. Fire 
subdues metal and generates earth, Earth subdues water and generates metal, Metal subdues 
wood and generates water, Water subdues fire and generates wood, and Wood subdues earth 
and generates fire. These elements are infinite because they constantly create and destroy, 
give and take away. This constant cycle is like life and death and can be seen in all things. The 
cycle of give and take away is evident to me particularly in art. You draw something, then erase 
it, add some color, change it, move your light source, turn your subject around, and explore a 
canvas to find the soul of the piece. In the end, all the marks you erased and the mistakes you 
made plus the lines you were happy with will balance each other out, and you’re left with a 
thing of beauty. 

! As an artist, studying the five forces has helped me to understand that mistakes and 
triumphs are both a part of balance, and this understanding has given me more freedom to 
make mistakes and not be too attached to the lines I’ve drawn. I believe this philosophy, of 
being able to let go of poor decisions and sketchy lines with the realization that they will 
eventually balance out with good decisions and better lines, is key to living a more fulfilling and 
enjoyable life. The Dao champions this, just as the five forces do.

! This is my finished painting. The journey I went on while painting this, from the darkness 
and into the light, is a metaphor for the way that darker times can clear up and turn into 
something beautiful. I have struggled with positivity in the past, but studying the five forces, 



dialectics, and the Dao have given me new ways to look at the world and have hope that there 
is good that will balance out the bad.

! Everyone can benefit from the study of Daoism and the five forces that constantly work in 
our lives. Pay attention to the different forces at work in your own life. How do you keep them 
balanced? What can you learn from them? And what element are you, at your core? This very 
same painting that started out dark and scary is warm and inviting after I added light. It is 
pleasant. It is calm. It is beautiful. And it still has some dark parts. Keep this in mind when you 
think about the balance of the elements in your own life.
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