Greg Murphy

English Composition II

Friday, December 03, 2004

Mary Ann Tarantula, Instructor

Ancient Chinese Spiritual Philosophy:

An introduction to some of the 

Fundamental aspects of Taoism
The task of writing a paper on Chinese spiritual literature, focusing in particular on three Taoist classics:  The I Ching (Yijing)*, The Tao Te Ching (Dao De Jing)*, Chuang Tzu, (Zhuangzi)* in light of the various translations and interpretations is difficult and at this point very intimidating.  As a subject that has held a great deal of interest for me for over the past 20 years, my appreciation is increasing. However, confronted with the task of writing about it, and consequently doing more research, I’m feeling more unqualified, like one attempting to explain the unexplainable.

The I Ching Itself has commanded the attention of the greatest philosophers and scholars for close to 3,000 years.   Confucius (a famous Chinese teacher and philosopher) is said to have wished that he had 50 more years of his life to study it.  The Tao Te Ching and The Chuang Tzu have also held great interest and invited numerous commentaries and interpretations over the years.  Although an in-depth discussion of this vast subject matter is well beyond the scope of this project, I would however like to make an attempt to offer an introduction to some of the fundamental aspects of Chinese spiritual literature and thus hopefully spark further interest in others as well as in myself.

As a person educated in the ‘West’, it’s natural for me to seek understanding and explanation in ‘Western’ terms.  Taoism, which for now we will define as the teachings exposed in the core texts mentioned in the previous paragraph, has been described as a philosophy and a religion.  In essence I think it can be considered both and neither. (The paradox of statements such as this is a typical concept of these and other teachings as well)  The word philosophy comes from the words philo and sophia, and is in fact a Greek term that literally means “love of wisdom”.  Therefore, to describe Taoism as a philosophy would not be an altogether accurate description.  Although the love of wisdom is a component of Taoism, the process and realization of forgetting that wisdom, applying the concept of non-interference and non-contention (Wu Wei) to name a few, are more important elements of this “way of life”.  The word Tao (Dao)* is usually translated as “the way”.   In Thomas Cleary’s introduction to his translation and presentation of his book: The Essential Tao, Castle Books, 1998, he writes:

Tao is one of the most basic and comprehensive symbols in the Chinese language, the center of all philosophical and spiritual discourse.  It may mean a path, a way, a principle, a method, a doctrine, a system of order: and it may also mean the matrix, structure, and reality of the universe itself.  Every art and every science is called a tao, or a way; but the source of everything, the fountain of all art and science, is called the Tao, or the Way.  (Page 1.)

The above descriptions partially illustrate the fact that Taoism is quite a bit more than the love of wisdom.  Expanding the popular definition, the sages speak of two types of wisdom; wisdom which is gained as an accumulation of knowledge, and wisdom that is completeness of knowing which requires the abandonment and disregard of knowledge.  Sages were considered masters; those who corrected themselves and others, those who have realized “the fundamental” and are thus one with the universe.

The Lao Tzu as it was originally titled was given the name Tao Te Ching by Taoist scholar Wang Pi (226-249 CE)… “who felt that the book dealt with the nature of the Tao and the matter of virtue ( translated as te) …” (Eva Wong, The Pocket Tao Reader, Shambhala, 1999 P. 32) The book was later divided into 81 “chapters” in a style, as it is typically translated, that resembles poetry.  There are several theories as to whether or not there were one or several authors. When the book was put together, it was titled Lao-Tzu because it contained the “teachings of the old wise ones” (lao means “old,” and tzu means “wise one”) There is, however, a general agreement that the book was the work of more than one person.”  (Wong p. 33)

There also seems to be a consensus that the principle author was a contemporary of, and also consulted by Confucius.

Chapters 19 and 20 of The Tao Te Ching begin by saying, “Eliminate Sagacity, Abandon knowledge, and the people will benefit a hundredfold…Detach from learning and you have no worries…  Statements such as these begin to illuminate the path towards realizing the Tao.   However, there seem to be many misconceptions and some misunderstanding when people attempt to describe “The Way”.

In Chapter 16, an introduction to the Civilization of China, in The College text Book entitled The Humanities, Volume 1, sixth edition, Witt, Brown, Dunbar, Tirro, Witt, Houghton Mifflin, The authors proclaim: “In contrast to the practical, humanistic focus of Confucianism, Daoism teaches abandonment of the self to the natural rhythms of day and night, winter and summer, youth and age, and of the universe.  One seeks “the way” not through rational thought but through meditation.” 

This is not entirely correct in that rational thought is a foundation for one that has been conditioned in the ways of the world.  Using nature and the manifestations of nature as a model (through observation and imitation) for conceptualizing proper conduct and action would require a certain amount of rational thought.  Additionally, ‘do-nothing quietists’ who sit in meditation and seek understanding without action are frequently criticized as having an incomplete approach.  The textbook authors further state:

Like Confucianism, Daoism has sometimes been regarded as a religion—and with more justification, since at various times there were priests and missionaries, called Daoists (followers of the way).  Entirely lacking, however, was anything resembling sin, salvation, or an afterlife.  On the contrary, Daoistic teachings focus on health, balance, beauty, and enjoyment in this world.

Although Taoist concepts do not promote the idea of “original sin,” they speak of false conditioning as a gradual accumulation of what can be called “sin”. Taoists advocate that a type of personal salvation and freedom can result from the elimination of accumulated false conditioning, through the process of the reverse-operation of sages, which will be discussed later.  Additionally, all can agree that Taoism advocates health and balance, but beauty is seen as subjective and relative, and enjoyment is frequently seen as having the tendency to lead to over indulgent participation in sensual pleasures – something to be avoided.  In the 2nd chapter of The Tao Te Ching, translated by John C. H. Wu, Shambhala 1990 © 1961 St. Johns University Press, New York, beauty is discussed:

When all the world recognizes beauty as beauty, this in itself is ugliness.

When all the world recognizes good as good, this in itself is evil.

Indeed the hidden and the manifest give birth to each other.

Difficult and easy compliment each other.

Long and short exhibit each other.

High and low set measure to each other.

Therefore the sage manages his affairs without ado,

And spreads his teaching without talking….

I will also offer another translation of the same portion of the same chapter for comparison: (Cleary, The Essential Tao, p. 9) 

When everyone knows beauty is beauty, this is bad.

When everyone knows good is good, this is not good.

So being and nonbeing produce each other:

difficulty and ease compliment each other,

long and short shape each other,

high and low contrast with each other,

voice and echoes conform to each other, 

before and after go along with each other.

So sages manage effortless service

And carry out unspoken guidance…

The basic teachings of Taoism suggest that we find the center, avoid extremes and evolve beyond conditioning.  The reverse-operation of the sages involves returning to the primordial state, pure and innocent like that of an infant, un-minding, in unconscious obedience to the laws of God.  Some interpreters, however, would argue, although erroneously in my opinion, that Taoists did not believe in the existence of God.  The fact that they paid more attention to the here and now, and perhaps because they did not attempt to personify, or to interpret God’s will as religions tend to do, does not rule out the belief in God, however.

The Zetatalk website has this to say about Taoism:

Among the philosophies from the Orient is one that espouses education through observation, specifically observation of nature. Where other philosophies from the Orient espouse either meditation, removing oneself from the environment and closing off what the sense[s] perceive, or seeking a balance between the attention to self needed for self preservation and cohesiveness and concern for others in the community, Taoism states that nature itself is the teacher and that each man must attend to his lessons alone. Taoism has an obscure beginning, as it was not brought to the attention of man by the normal means, by the hand of a great and popular philosopher. Taoism developed as a result of discussion among men, and was passed through many generations as a spoken work long before being put into print. Thus there is no author, and this was by intent. Without an author, there is less of a target, so the philosophy is less subject to attack by those who would control the minds of men. Thus the Tao philosophy has remained pure, simple statements passed along by so many routes that the message has not become corrupt. 

All rights reserved: ZetaTalk@ZetaTalk.com

Although I agree with the majority of these observations, the statement made here that man must tend to his lessons alone is not entirely correct, or else what would be the use of writing books and having teachers to pass on knowledge.  I think the essence of the teaching allows for one in the beginning stages to accumulate methods and ways of practicing, instruction regarding purification practices, etc.  Without the direct physical and mental transmission of the essential components of any art or way of life, mastery would be very difficult, if not impossible.  

Subsequently, much debate concerning the definition of ‘the primordial state’ which one arrives at through the reverse path has ensued.  The distinction between the lack of knowledge of “one without experience” and the application of no-knowledge as a practice by one who has experience, is a point that is discussed by Chinese philosopher Fung Yu-Lan in his appendix to his translation of A Taoist Classic, Chuang Tzu, Foreign Languages Press, Beijing 1989 (originally published by the Commercial Press 1931, Beijing)

In order to be one with the Great One, the sage has to transcend and forget the distinctions between things.  The way to do this is to discard knowledge, and is the method used by the Taoists for achieving “sageliness within.”   The task of knowledge in the ordinary sense is to make distinctions; to know a thing is to know the difference between it and other things.  Therefore to discard knowledge means to forget these distinctions.  Once all distinctions are forgotten, there remains only the undifferentiable one, which is the great whole.  By achieving this condition, the sage may be said to have knowledge of another and higher level, which is called by the Taoists “knowledge which is not knowledge.”

Another common theme in Taoism concerns the themes: usefulness, emptiness and uselessness.  The Tao Te Ching illustrates that the usefulness of a cup is in its emptiness or space within, in that it can be used to hold something.  The usefulness of a room is in its emptiness, not unlike the usefulness of the cup.  Sages teach us to use this lesson as a model for ourselves to emulate, to empty ourselves in order to become useful.  On the other hand, sages teach us to emulate uselessness, so that we can avoid exploitation.  In The Chuang Tzu a crooked old tree is described as being too useless for carpenters because of its twisted branches; if made into doors, it would probably leak sap, a boat made from it would probably sink, and so on.  It has been left alone and allowed to live out its natural course and grow old because it cannot be exploited.  Furthermore by being useless in one sense, it has become useful again by providing shade from the sun and for providing branches for birds to perch upon.  In another tree analogy, the lessons of loss and gain as being equal are illustrated.

For example, when a table is made out of wood, from the viewpoint of that table, this is an act of construction.  But from the viewpoint of the wood or the tree, it is one of destruction…From the viewpoint of the Tao there is neither construction or destruction.  These distinctions are all relative. (Fung Yu-Lan, A Taoist Classic Chuang Tzu, 140)


In Chan Chiu Ming’s Book of Changes – An Interpretation for the Modern Age, Asiapac books, Singapore 1997 P. 2, Chan introduces the I Ching:

Referred to by traditional Chinese scholars as the first among the classics, the Book of Changes is one of the most important books for every student of Chinese culture…The I Ching or Yijing as we call the book in Chinese, actually comprises three layers.

The first layer consists of the eight trigrams, ascribed to the legendary sage emperor Fu Xi (2852 B.C.) The second layer comprises the sixty-four hexagrams and the “Judgement” as well as the “texts” expounding the significance of the lines of the hexagrams.

According to Chinese tradition, it was King Wen of the Zhou dynasty (fl. 1080 B.C.) who doubled the trigrams and invented the sixty-four hexagrams.  He was also believed to be the author of the brief “judgements” of the hexagrams.  His son, the Duke of Zhou (fl. 1066 B.C.) later wrote the “texts” which expounded the significance of the individual lines.  Though one may hesitate to ascribe the layer actually to the two sages, it is generally agreed that the hexagrams and the “texts” were a product of the Zhou dynasty.  In most versions of The Book of Changes as we have it now, there are also commentaries on the hexagrams and the “texts” of the lines.  Called the “Ten Wings”, these were traditionally ascribed to Confucius. (Chan P. 2)

The I Ching is most often translated as being the Book of Change or Book of Changes but the Chinese characters also contain the meaning of  “Easy” or “Simple way of living”.  Traditional scholars believe the “Yi” has three meanings: easy, changes, and unchanging.  The “Changes” are mostly described by the hexagrams that change with the times (sixty).  The four “timeless” hexagrams are numbers 1(heaven, assertive, creative), 2 (earth, submissive, receptive), 29 (water, mastering pitfalls, danger) and 30 (fire, illumination, clarity, enlightenment).  Because these hexagrams are timeless, they are said to be always in effect.  The term “easy” fits into the context “divination made easy”.  Some scholars believe that that the I Ching is primarily a book to be consulted like an oracle.  Other interpreters and commentators would concentrate on the self-cultivation aspect, which is more in line with the commentaries ascribed to Confucius.  Lui-I-Ming, a 17th century Taoist adept, didn’t seem to focus on divination in his commentary on The I Ching, and it appears that he thought its best use would be to comprehensively guide self-realization and self-cultivation by acting in concert with the times while living an ordinary life in this world.   My former Tai Chi teacher and I Ching “coach” Yu Cheng Hsiang would also say that divination is not its most significant aspect.  

A typical Western understanding of Yin and Yang would propose that they are mutually exclusive opposites. However, they are actually mutually inclusive.  Traditionally, Yang is seen to represent heaven, the sky, the sun, outer strength, brightness, male, the assertive, the creative, etc. while Yin is seen to represent the earth, the moon, darkness, inner strength, yielding, receptivity, warmth, female, etc.  There are positive aspects of Yin (not that the aforementioned examples of Yin are all negative) such as receptivity, nurturing, absorbing and bearing things.  Using the earth as a model we can look to nature as a positive example for the correct application of Yin.  Some of the negative aspects of Yang can be over-aggressiveness, excessive strength, using force to contend with force, etc.  

The art of Tai Chi Chuan embodies many Taoist principles.  When Tai Chi Chuan is used effectively for self-defense; yielding, balance, and “point” are used to dissolve the force or attack of the opponent.  Force cannot overcome force.  Another common saying is that the female subdues the male by stooping low.  In these and other examples, the effective use of Yin, the proper application of yielding overcomes strength.  In an interview with Tony Hu, Tai Chi practitioner and Health Club Assistant Manager at the Portman Ritz-Carlton in Shanghai, China, Mr. Hu states:

Why we practice Tai Chi is first of all you can make the body stronger, or you know, you can cultivate the chi and make the blood circulation very smoothly [smooth]…the second reason is to…change your character…and you will change things, the way to thinking [the way you think about things]…maybe the person is very easy to loose temper…after you practice Tai Chi you will think it over.  

He then says that you will then develop a better way to think about those things.  “…The same, the Dao, the Dao Jou will tell you the same way…whatever you do you will think it over and consider others first…”

In retrospect, the difficulties in translation are numerous as certain Chinese characters carry numerous meanings.  Commentators over time have, however, succeeded in lifting the veil of mystery and secrecy from these texts of spiritual literature to some extent because they have expanded the terminology and provided pregnant analogies and comparisons, their descriptions representing action in concert with the times.  

Today’s popular Chinese culture is very much interested in blending into the world economy, learning technology, trade and business strategies, etc.  Hopefully they will as a country and as a people still hold on to the rich spiritual history, which strives for excellence in ballancement of the spiritual and physical aspects of life.  Tony Hu and many others think foreigners and Chinese people as well can benefit from the study and practice of the Tao.  Some aspects of Chinese culture seem to inherently flow with the wealth of its spiritual past.  It appears very natural for the Chinese people to harmonize and to blend; the way they drive (aggressive and yielding at the same time) the way they walk, provide service and offer help.  The golden rule (essentially considerate, selfless behavior) seems to be an intrinsic part of this culture.  The Ancestors would say they didn’t interfere and didn’t do anything in particular, and society has benefited spontaneously.  I think the ancient masters, followers and practitioners of this tradition would be proud, although they would claim not to be.

*There are two principal methods of romanizing the Chinese language: Wade-Giles and pinyin. The older Wade-Giles system was developed by the Europeans and was the common method for romantization until the late twentieth century.  The pinyin system, which was introduced by the Chinese themselves in the 1950s and which is now the official romanization system of the Peoples Republic of China, has become the most accepted method for use in scholarship and journalism. (The Humanities 468)  In this paper, the pinyin system appears in parentheses since the Wade-Giles system is more familiar to this writer.
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