means “Old Master” or
o the author of
The Way and
ts of Taoist

Lao Tzu (lou’dzu’), which
“Apcient One,” is the name
a book called the Tao Te Ching, or
Its Power, one of the two b
philosophy.
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LAO TZU

No one knows exactly who the “Old Master”

was or when he lived, though it seems most like-
ly that he lived during the fourth or fifth centuries
B.c. Legend has it that he remained in his moth-
er's womb for sixty-two years before birth and
emerged as a white-haired old man. According
to tradition, he served as Keeper of the Archives
in the ancient Chinese kingdom of Chou. Unhap-
py with the political situation of his day, the leg-
end goes, he mounted a black ox and headed for
a western pass, hoping to leave the chaos in
China. As he approached the pass, the gate-
keeper recognized him as a sageé and refused to
let him through until he would write down some
words of wisdom. Lao Tzu proceeded t0 write
the 5,000-word Tao Te Ching and was allowed to
depart through the pass. Some say he was 160
years old when he departed, while others put his
age at 200.

Perhaps one reason why so many legends
have emerged about the author of the Tao Te
Ching is the mysterious and cryptic nature of the
text itself—such an unusual text must have an
unusual author. The book is written partly in
verse and partly in compact prose. The author
speaks of mysteries and secrets, of knowledge
that cannot be spoken, and of words that have no
meaning but behind which lie profound signifi-
cance. The ideas expressed in the Tao Te Ching
frequently contradict both logic and intuition, yet
on reflection they seem to contain a truth that is

beyond words.
Lao Tzu has two primary concerns: under-

standing the way of the universe and using that

understanding for self-preservation. He is nol
r, of

interested in how to win fame, glory, hono

wealth, but rather in how to survive. Some of the
uler, advis-

ina

passages seem 10 be addressedto ar
ing how to ensure the survival of @ kingdom
time of political upheaval. Others are addresse
to anyone who wishes 10 understand
mental principles of existence and 1o use th
preserve himself or herself in a chaotic world.

the funda-
em to
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from the Tao Te Ching

Com - .
mentary Taoism. Along with Buddhism and Confucianism, Taoism is one of

the [ i i
e rﬂ:mraeged?r?r::?s; (t:et:lr:e?e philosophical schools. The Taoists get
. a0, which means “Path” or “ ”
. i . r “Way.” F
the;rlglog;wtlﬁ:te, mclu{dmg both Taoists and Confucianists, th)é Tagrv:gi
e fo::(:)ntrolk?d the universe. Confucianists thought of the Tao
o I coi{ calling fgr nghteous behavior and respect for one’s
supero fhe o rast, Taqlsts did not ascribe human moral qualities to
the ¢ t;ut be)IIi ogght of it as being beyond the scope of human con-
Ti1 ube %ecf\;v_e cquld see i.ts workings by observing nature.
understanding of themvg\)les tf;o%_rizma;)ry yvork e oo
. u begins his book b i
wi{lﬂlt tv)vee iarlwre not able to talk about the Way, because wh);v[(;(:/rtra]:n v?g ts”;g
gt :gr;nhpele\t,séyHgyggss on to suggest that we can begin t<))/
serving how nature w
o . orks, th
aduc;:[(igﬁ cr?erefu! not to impose human desires on our observg':ijg:svﬁ
ada be,tweep:]ogn;;gsqz tha; to appreciate the Way we must find a t;al
. ites, because the Way is ch i _
lar a_llfﬁragpns of contradictory phenomenz!, sucha;icctjzr)izsr?dbr{i ri%u-
- 1(::-ao|ifferr]§nce bet'ween ?he Taoist and Confucian understagdiﬁ
o stresss |3t<id at in section |l of the Tao Te Ching. While Confug
es duty and education, and teach : -
; . : es that pe
. f(taz\cl)?n :Tczesnezjrve s?ﬁlety and should honor people of w%r?hpli:: ql'uzlg
s not honoring men of worth, not ed i '
' , ucating peo
gc:t gg::t:gragmg clever people to act. He suggests thatgp{;cir?gl;e\,/:lag
on oer ir:nuﬁggple,b}hmgs, or actions, and labeling them “better”
sirable sentiments and situation '
s _ s, such as jealo
”vgssg:g.slﬂztflzd%rzi ?I:geues,|peop|e should seek to simpJIify trl::i):
; hemselves of desires. Once people
?:nr?(a‘v?d freedom and snmplicity, they can focus on the %ys?icalhc%\ﬁ
p:atlr?n of nature that will enable them to discover the Way
s Wnay (tao;?:;olitiﬁ Cgéng, Lao thm:1 also applies his understanding of
) g uggests that the best type of ruler is one
ﬁlz?:r?wdosfh; \(:rrher pe‘(o;])Ie from material wants, while imposing a :::::10
ernmental regulations. In addition, he :
government, as well as the individual l gl
_ , that seems the weakest i
Eﬂ‘j _||kely to escape destruction, just as grass that bends wiﬁlsidz
ind is more likely to survive a storm than a mighty tree.

Writi ite a | i
mng \4\Izr|t,e a journa_| entry in which you explore your thoughts about Lao
theu s suggestlon that the weakest governments and individuals are
most likely to escape destruction. Do you agree with Lao Tzu?
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Lao Tzu

translated by D. C. Lau

lii ... Tao Te Ching

I

The way that can be spoken of

The named was the mother of the myriad

creatures.

Hence always rid yourself of desires in order to

observe its secrets;

But always allow yourself to have desires in order

to observe its manifestations.

These two are the same _ o
10 But diverge in name as they issue torth.

15

Being the same they are called mysteries,
Mystery upon mystery—
Tﬁ: ga}t,eway of the manifold secrets.

m

Not to honor men of worth will keep th(;1 ilc)kelo;)rli
from contention; not to value goodzh wft' b 2
hard to come by will keep. them from ffox; i
display what is desirable will keep them
ind.

unsc"tftilegrcofgfcn in governing the peop}e, the iaeit‘;
empties their minds but fills ﬂ}elr belhesI:I sz‘llways
their wills but strengthens their bones.d Lo o
keeps them innocent of knowledge an e o ot
desire, and ensures that the _clevcr. never g

D,o that which consists in taking no a )

order will prevail.

and

X

Rather than fill it to the brim by keeping it upright
Better to have stopped in time;!
Hammer it to a point

20 And the sharpness cannot be preserved forever;
There may be gold and jade to fill a hall
But there is none who can keep them.

XL

The most submissive thing in the world can ride
roughshod over the hardest in the world—that
which is without substance entering that which has
no crevices,

That is why I know the benefit of resorting to
o action. The teaching that uses no words,

the

To be overbearing when one has wealth and posi- benefit of resorting to no action, these are beyond

tion the understanding of all but a very few in the world.
Is to bring calamity upon oneself,

25 To retire when the task is accomplished
Is the way of heaven.

Reader’'s Response What js your immediate
reaction to the ideas expressed in these

selections from the Tao Te Ching? Do the

1 4re Is not the constant way; i - ideas seem unusual or different? Why or

=1 AR i The name that can be name L. Rather than . .. in time: Thesc lines refer to a container why not?

-; 77 E r? Is not the constant namc,' . f heaven and that stands in position when empty but overturns when full.

s o ah The nameless was the beginning of heav

yeiy

) 5 earth; -

g o &

b,‘ L,
| 2

THINKING ABOUT THE SELECTION
Interpreting

1. To what do the “nameless” and the “named” refer in
section |, lines 5 and 6?

2. (a) What values does Lao Tzu expound in section
1% (b) How does he apply his belief in freedom
from desire to government in this section?

3. In section IX, how do the images in the first six lines
relate to the examples of human behavior in the
final four lines?

4. What type of behavior does Lao Tzu advocate in
section XLII?

Applying

5. How do the values set forth in section IIl contrast
with the dominant values of American society?

6. How do you think Lao Tzu would view the current
Chinese government? Why?

7. Martin Luther King, Jr., and Mahatma Gandhi advo-

pated nonviolence and passive resistance in deal-

'ng with one's opponents. How does this approach
"elate to the ideas of Lao Tzu?

ANALYZING LITERATURE
Understanding Taoism

and difficult to define, it has been described as “the

source of all being and governor of al| life, human and

natural, and the basic, undivided unity in which all the

contradictions and distinctions of existence are ulti-

mately resolved.

1. How does Lao Tzu capture the elusive, mysterious
nature of the Tao in section 1?

2. What are the main beliefs expressed in the four
selections from the Tao Te Ching?

3. How does the style in which the Tao Te Ching

is written echo the elusive, mysterious nature
of the Tao?

THINKING AND WRITING
Writing About Taoism

Write an essay in which you discuss the aspects
of the Taoist philosophy that can and cannot be applied
to life in our society. Begin by reviewing the Guide for
Interpreting page on Taoism and rereading the selec-
tions from the Tao Te Ching. Note as many Taoist
beliefs as you can. Then think about whether each of
these beliefs could or could not be applied to life in our
society. After arranging your ideas into an outline,
begin writing your essay. Make sure that you include

an introduction with a clear thesis statement, When
you revise your essay, make sure that you have sup-
The Tagjst

dersts philosophy focuses on the quest to un- ported each of your opinions with facts, reasons, or
nd the Tao, or Way. Although the Tao is elusive  details.

WHITE CLOUDS OVER XIAO AND XIANG
Wang Chien

Freer Qallery of Art, Smithsonlan Institution,
Washington, D.C.
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