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INTRODUCTION

Lao-Tzu, the Old Master, was a contemporary of Confucius, older than he by some twenty years. His life must have been passed between 570 and 490 B.C. (the dates of Confucius being 552-479). Nothing of Lao Tzu is historically certain. He was an archivist at the court of the Chou, says the Taoist tradition; that is probable. He saw Confucius once, around the year 501, says the Taoist tradition again; that is possible. Weary of the disordered state of the Chinese empire, he left and never returned. At the moment of his crossing the Western Pass, he composed for his friend Yin-Hsi, the guardian of that pass, the famous writing known as the Tao-Te-Ching, the fundamental text of Taoism. This again is Taoist tradition, admitted by Lieh-Tzu but not by Chuang-Tzu.

The celebrated historian Ssu-Ma-Ch'ien, writing about 100 B.C., implied that the family name of the Old Master was Li, his ordinary first name Eull, his noble first name Pai-Yang, and that his posthumous name was Tan (whence the posthumous title Lao-Tan). “But,” added this famous historian who was more than half-Taoist, “others say otherwise, and of the Old Master, one can only be sure of this, that having loved obscurity above everything else, this man deliberately effaced the trace of his life.” Lao-Tzu was not the first Taoist; he had forerunners, the names of some of whom are known. According to the literary index of the Han dynasty, Lao-Tzu found Taoism in the ar chives of the Third Ministry. Whatever the truth of the foregoing, Lao-Tzu was the editor of the first Taoist work that has survived, and which no doubt served as the foundation for later writers, such as Lieh-Tzu and Chuang-Tzu. Although there are those who doubt the existence of Lao-Tzu as the author of the Tao-Te Ching, the Taoist tradition itself affirms that he wrote it, and a careful examination of the work seems to confirm this. It is clearly a tirade, all in one breath, the author returning to the beginning when he wanders; a series of points and maxims, rather than a coherent edition; a statement by a man who is precise, clear and profound; who takes up points again and touches them up with insistence. Originally the work was divided neither into books nor chapters. The division was made later, and fairly clumsily. It is not known at what date the work of Lao-Tzu was named Tao-Te-Ching. This name already figured in Huai-Nan-Tzu in the second century B.C.

TAOISM

Taoism (or Daoism) may be regarded as the esoteric part of the Chinese tradition, and Confucianism as the exoteric. The exoteric is that which is open and available to everyone, whereas the esoteric is hidden and only for those who have the requisite spiritual aptitude. In general terms, these two ways may be described as the way of the ancestors (of the cycles of death, rebirth, and so on) and the way of the gods (with deliverance from the cycle of death and rebirth). The highest concept of exoterism is generally that of Being, God in Western monotheistic terms, the Sovereign on High of the Chinese; whereas the esoteric concept goes beyond Being to the Absolute, the Most High God of the monotheistic religions, Tao (or Dao, pronounced as a “d,” or “dow”) the Principle of the ancient Chinese.

Many of the Taoist texts give the impression of being opposed to Confucianism, but when Taoism and Confucianism are seen as having existed side-by-side during more than two thousand years of Chinese history, they can be considered as complementary, at least with respect to the original form of Taoism (rather than its later developments when it tended itself towards a theism). The reader will also note that in the text Tao is sometimes referred to as a “being,” which is inappropriate, since the absolute is beyond being. However, as Lao-Tzu says, “words cannot describe it,” and recourse is at times necessary to inappropriate terms, leaving the reader to make the necessary mental transposition.

Taoism in its original form is perhaps the closest one can come to the ancient Primordial Tradition, involving as it does a spiritual way without a complex ritual and without withdrawal from life. Whatever one's personal belief, religion, or tradition, one can learn a great deal from the Taoist writings, although a purely mental approach without spiritual aptitude and practice has its limitations.

The Tao-Te-Ching is concise and compact. Readers wishing to understand it in any profound way are referred to the writings of Lieh-Tzu and Chuang-Tzu, who explained many points of Taoism more leisurely by means of allegorical tales and anecdotes. The fact that these two sages wrote only two or three centuries after Lao-Tzu implies that even then people were having difficulty in coping with the concise style of the Tao-Te-Ching.

THE TRANSLATION

Dr. Léon Wieger was a distinguished Sinologist who spent most of his adult life in China; he died there in 1933. The exceptional clarity of his translations owes much to his long stay in China, his making use of the traditional Chinese commentaries, and his recognition that the Chinese characters should be translated according to their ancient, and not their modern meanings. Thus Tao-Te-Ching means “A Treatise on the Principle and Its Action” from the ancient meanings of Tao and te, and not “A Treatise on the Way and Virtue,” which is from modern usage of these terms. Tao translated as “the Principle” certainly makes more sense in many contexts of the translation; te, “action,” has been translated in one instance by Robert G. Henricks (Lao-Tzu, 1989) as “power,” and in any case the action or power of the Tao implies its virtue. Wieger also used clearly-defined terms in his translations; this is especially important in his choice of the word “sage” which is meaningful especially when compared with the “gentleman” of another translation which is otherwise useful. It is for the foregoing reasons that I consider an English rendering of Wieger's French text is justified and worthwhile. Léon Wieger was included by the orientalist Ananda Coomaraswamy among a very few Western Sinologists whom he considered to have penetrated the Chinese way of thought. Whilst making his translations, Wieger seems to have become, as it were, Chinese; but he was also a Western scholar and a missionary, and sometimes when he stood back to make personal comments he was no longer Chinese in thought! In making an edited translation I have removed a few personal comments, leaving Wieger's summaries of the Chinese commentaries and his text of the translations intact and untouched. I hope that readers will find this translation useful, and that some may be encouraged by it to read Lieh-tzu, and, above all, Chuang-tzu.

Wieger's translation was, of course, made before the discovery of the Ma-Wang-Tui manuscripts, which predate the other texts of Lao-Tzu by some five centuries. These older texts have the word-order of the title reversed, viz. Te-Tao-Ching, but as Robert G. Henricks (Lao-Tzu, 1989) points out, they do not lead us to understand the texts in a radically new way; thus they are of great interest to linguists and historians, but for those who wish to understand Lao-Tzu, it is the quality of a translation that is of prime importance.

The Tao-Te-Ching is translated from Les Pères du Système Taoiste (Hsien-Hsien, 1913). In the appendix I have included summaries of the writings of three other Taoist sages (Huai-Nan-Tzu, Kuan-Yin-Tzu, and Tung-Ku-Ching) taken from Wieger's Histoire des Croyances et des Opinions Philosophiques en Chine (HsienHsien, 1917).

Finally, here is what the book of Chuang-Tzu has to say about Lao-Tzu and Kuan-Yin-Tzu: “. . . they deduced that the rules for human conduct should be submission, acquiescence, non-wishing, non-acting, and non-intervention, in order to do no harm. Kuan-Yin said: ‘;All things appear in their truth to him who is not blinded by his own interests. The movements of this man are natural like those of water. The calmness of his heart makes it a mirror in which everything is concentrated. He responds to all happenings, as the echo responds to the sound. He withdraws himself, effaces himself, accommodates himself to all, and wishes nothing for himself. He does not push ahead of others, but keeps to being always the last.’ Lao-Tan (Lao-Tzu) said: ‘While fully conserving your male energy, submit yourself like the female. Make yourself the confluence of the waters. Being perfectly pure, accept seeming not to be so. Put yourself the lowest in the world. When each one desires to be first, wish to be the last, and like the sweeper-up of the empire. When each one desires abundance, prefer indigence and seek after privation and isolation. Do not expend yourself; do not interfere. Laugh at those whom the common people call capable. Count yourself as nothing in merit, but be content to be irreproachable. Be ruled always by the Principle, and respect its laws. Avoid any show of strength or of talent, for the strong are broken and the sharp are blunted by their enemies and those who envy them. Be big and friendly to all. This is the highest teaching.’ O, Kuan-Yin, O, Lao-Tan, you were the greatest men of all times!” Thus says chapter thirty-three of the Book of Chuang-Tzu.

—Derek Bryce




Book I

CHAPTER 1
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A. The Principle that can be enunciated is not the one that always was. The being that can be named is not the one that was at all times. Before time, there was an ineffable, unnameable being.

B. When it was still unnameable, it conceived Heaven and Earth. When it had thus become nameable, it gave birth to the multitude of beings.

C. These two acts are but one, under two different denominations. The unique act of generation; that is the mystery of the beginning; the mystery of mysteries; the door through which have issued, on to the scene of the universe, all of the marvels which it contains.

D. The knowledge that man has of the universal Principle depends on his state of mind. The mind habitually free from passion knows its mysterious essence; the habitually passionate mind knows only its effects.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Before time, and throughout time, there has been a self-existing being—eternal, infinite, complete, omni present. This being cannot be named or spoken about, because human speech only applies to perceptible beings. Now the primordial being was primitively, and is still essentially, imperceptible. Outside this being, before the beginning, there was nothing. It is referred to as wu, “non-being,” or “formless,” huan, “mystery,” or Tao, “the Principle.” The period when there was not as yet any sentient being, when the essence alone of the Principle existed, is called hsien t'ien, “before Heaven.” This essence possessed two immanent properties, the yin, “concentration,” and the yang, “expansion,” which were manifested “one day” under the perceptible forms of Heaven (yang) and Earth (yin). That day marked the beginning of time. From that day the Principle can be named by the double term of Heaven and Earth. The Heaven-Earth binomial emits all existent sentient beings. The Heaven-Earth binomial is called yu, “sentient being,” which, through te, the “virtue of the Principle,” generates all the products that fill up the world. The period since Heaven and Earth were manifested is called hout'ien, after Heaven. The state yin, of concentration and rest, of imperceptibility, which was that ofthe Principle before time, is its inherent state. The state yang, of expansion and action, of manifestation in sentient beings, is its state in time, in some ways inappropriate. With these two states of the Principle there corresponds in the faculty of human awareness, rest and activity, or, put another way, empty and full. When the human mind produces ideas, is full of images, is moved by passion, then it is only able to know the effects of the Principle, distinct perceptible beings. When the mind, absolutely still, is completely empty and calm, it is a pure and clear mirror, capable of reflecting the ineffable and unnameable essence of the Principle itself. (Compare with chapter 32.)
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CHAPTER 2
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A. Everyone has the idea of beauty, and from that (by opposition) of not beautiful (ugly). Everyone has the idea of good, and from that (by contrast) that of not good (bad). Thus being and nothingness, difficult and easy, long and short, high and low, sound and tone, before and after, are correlative ideas, one of which, in being known, reveals the other.

B. That being so, the sage serves without acting, and teaches without speaking.

C. He lets all beings overcome without thwarting them; he lets them live without monopolizing them, and lets them act without exploiting them.

D. He does not attribute to himself the effects produced, and in consequence these effects last.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Correlatives, opposites, contraries (such as yes and no), have all entered into this world through the common door and they have all come out of the one Principle (chapter 1, C). They are not subjective illusions of the human mind, but objective states corresponding with the two alternative states of the Principle, yin and yang, concentration and expansion. The profound reality, the Principle, remains always the same, essentially; but the alternation of its rest and movement creates the play of causes and effects, an incessant coming and going. The sage lets this play have its free course. He keeps himself from interfering either by physical action or moral pressure. He guards himself from poking his finger into the meshwork of causes, into the perpetual movement of the stream of life, out of fear of upsetting this complicated and delicate mechanism. All that he does, when he does something, is to let his example be seen. He leaves to each a place in the sun, freedom, and personal accomplishments. He does not attribute to himself the general effect produced (of good government) which belongs to the ensemble of causes. In consequence, this effect (of good order), not having been made a target for the jealousy or ambition of others, has a chance of lasting.
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CHAPTER 3
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A. Not making any special case of cleverness, of ability, will have the result that people will no longer push themselves. Not prizing rare objects will have the result that no one will steal. Showing nothing as alluring will have the effect of putting the people's minds at rest.

B. Therefore the politics of the sages consists in emptying the minds of men and filling their bellies, in weakening their initiative and strengthening their bones. Their constant care is to keep the people in ignorance and apathy.

C. They arrange things such that clever people dare not act, for there is nothing that cannot be sorted out through the practice of non-action.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

All emotion, every trouble, each perversion of the mind comes from its being put in communication by the senses with attractive, alluring exterior objects. Seeing the ostentation of the newly rich creates ambition. Seeing hoards of precious objects creates thieves. Suppress all objects capable of tempting, or at least the knowledge of them, and the world will enjoy perfect peace.




Book I

CHAPTER 4
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A. The Principle produces in abundance, but without filling itself up.

B. Empty abyss, it seems to be (is) the ancestor (origin) of all beings.

C. It is peaceful, simple, modest, amiable.

D. Spilling itself out in waves, it seems to remain (it remains) always the same.

E. I do not know of whom it is the son (where it comes from). It seems to have been (it was) before the Sovereign (the Lord).

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

This important chapter is devoted to the description of Tao, the Principle. Because of the abstraction of the subject, and perhaps also through prudence, his conclusions shocking the ancient Chinese exotericism, the author uses three times the verb “to seem” instead of the categorical verb “to be.” He does not declare himselfon the origin of the Principle, but places it before that of the Sovereign of the Annals and the Odes. The Principle, in itself, is like an immense abyss, a never failing spring. All sentient beings are produced by its exteriorization, through its virtue operating in the Heaven-Earth binomial. But sentient beings, terminations of the Principle, do not add to the Principle, do not make it greater, do not fill it up, as is said in the text. Since they do not go outside it, they do not diminish it, nor empty it, and Tao, the Principle, remains always the same. Four qualities are attributed to it, which later will often be put forward for imitation by the sage (see, for example, chapter 56). These qualities are inadequately defined by the positive words peaceful, simple, modest, amiable. The Chinese text is in fact more complex: “Being soft, without sharp corners or cutting edges; not being embroiled or complicated; not dazzling, but shining with a tempered, somewhat dull light; willingly sharing the dust, the humbleness of the common people.”
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Book I

CHAPTER 5
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A. Heaven and Earth are not good to the beings that they produce, but treat them like straw dogs.

B. Like Heaven and Earth, the sage is not good for the people he governs, but treats them like straw dogs.

C. The space between Heaven and Earth, seat of the Principle, the place from where its virtue acts, is like a bellows, like the bag of a bellows of which Heaven and Earth would be the two boards, which empties without exhausting itself, which moves itself externally without cease.

D. This is all we can understand of the Principle and of its action as producer. To try to detail it further using words and numbers would be a waste of time. Let us stick to this grand idea.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

There are two kinds of goodness: First there is goodness of a superior order, which loves the whole, and only loves the integral parts of this whole as integral parts. Second there is goodness of an inferior order, which loves individuals in themselves and for their own good. Heaven and Earth, which produce all beings through the virtue of the Principle, are good to them not from an inferior, but a superior goodness, say the commentators. The straw dogs of ancient China were carried at the head of funeral processions, and they were intended to take up all the unpleasant influences encountered on the journey. Before the funeral they were prepared with care and looked after because they would soon become useful. after the funeral they were destroyed because they had become unpleasant, stuffed as they were with captive noxious influences, as Chuang-Tzu tells us in his book. In government, the sage should act like Heaven and Earth; he should love the state and not particular individuals. There follows the famous comparison of the uni versal bellows, to which the Taoist authors often return. It will be developed further in the next chapter.




Book I

CHAPTER 6
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A. The expansive transcendent power which resides in the median space, the virtue of the Principle, does not die. It is always the same and acts the same without loss or end.

B. It is the mysterious mother of all beings.

C. The doorway of this mysterious mother is the root of Heaven and Earth, Tao, the Principle.

D. Sprouting forth, she does not expend herself; acting, she does not tire herself.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

It must not be forgotten that the work of Lao-Tzu was not originally divided into chapters, and that the divisions made later have often been arbitrary, sometimes clumsy. This chapter continues and completes paragraphs C and D of chapter 5. It deals with the genesis of beings, through the virtue of the Principle, which resides in the median space, in the bag of the universal bellows from whence everything comes. Paragraphs A and B refer to te, the virtue or action of the Principle; paragraphs C and D to Tao, the Principle, itself. The term “doorway” with the impression of two swinging doors, signifies the alternate movement, the play of the yin and the yang, first modification of the Principle. This play was the “root,” that is to say, it produced Heaven and Earth. In other words, it was through the Principle that Heaven and Earth were manifested, the two boards of the bellows. Te, the universal productive virtue, emanates from the Principle. It operates through and between Heaven and Earth, in the median space, producing all sentient beings without exhaustion or fatigue.




Book I

CHAPTER 7
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A. If Heaven and Earth last forever, it is because they do not live for themselves.

B. Following this example, the sage, in withdrawing, advances; in neglecting himself, looks after himself. As he does not seek his own advantage, everything turns to his advantage.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

If Heaven and Earth last forever, are not destroyed by the jealous, the envious, or by enemies, it is because they live for all beings, doing good to all. If they were to seek their own interest, says Wang-pi, they would be in conflict with all beings, a particular interest being always the enemy of the general interest. But as they are perfectly disinterested, all beings flock towards them. Likewise, if the sage were to seek his own interest, he would only have trouble, and would succeed in nothing. If he were disinterested like Heaven and Earth, he would only have friends and would succeed in everything. In order to come to last, one must forget oneself, says Chang-Hungyang. Heaven and Earth do not think of themselves, and they are also the most durable. If the sage is without self-love, his body will last and his enterprises succeed; if not, it will be quite otherwise. Wu-teng recalls, quite rightly, that by Heaven and Earth one should understand Tao, the Principle, acting through Heaven and Earth. In this chapter, therefore, the disinterestedness of the Principle is proposed as an example for the sage.




Book I

CHAPTER 8
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A. Transcendent goodness is like water.

B. Water likes to do good to all beings; it does not struggle for any definite form or position but puts itself in the low places that no one wants. By this, it is the reflection of Tao, the Principle.

C. From this example, those who imitate the Principle lower themselves, sink themselves. They are benevolent, sincere, regulated, efficacious, and they adapt themselves to the times. They do not struggle for their own interest, but yield. Therefore they do not suffer any contradiction.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

This chapter continues the preceding one. After the altruism of Heaven and Earth, the altruism of water is proposed by way of example. Ko-Changkeng summarizes as follows: “Fleeing from the heights, water seeks the depths. It is not idle by day or by night. Above, it forms the rain and the dew, below, the streams and rivers. It waters, purifies everywhere. It does good to and is useful to all. It always obeys and never resists. If one puts a barrage in its way, it stops; if one opens a locked gate, it flows. It adapts itself equally to any container, round, square or otherwise. The inclination of men is quite the opposite. They naturally like to benefit themselves. They should imitate water. Whosoever should lower him or herself to serve others, will be loved by all, and not be spoken against.”




Book I

CHAPTER 9
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A. To hold a vase filled to the brim, without spilling anything, is impossible; better not to fill it so. To keep an over-sharpened blade without its edge becoming blunt, is impossible; better not to sharpen it to this extreme. To keep a room full of precious stones, without anything being stolen, is impossible; better not to amass this treasure. No extreme can be maintained for a long time. Each height is necessarily followed by a decline; likewise for man.

B. Whosoever, having become rich and powerful, takes pride in himself, prepares thereby his own ruin.

C. To retire at the height of one's merit and fame, that is the way of Heaven.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

A completely filled vase spills at the slightest movement, or loses its contents through evaporation. An over-sharpened blade loses its edge through atmospheric effects. A treasure will inevitably be stolen or confiscated. When the sun reaches the zenith, it declines; when the moon is full, it begins to wane. The highest point on a turning wheel descends again as quickly as it has risen. Whosoever has understood this universal ineluctable law of decline necessarily following increase hands in his notice, retires, as soon as he realizes that his fortune is at its height. He does this, not from fear of humiliation, but from a wise concern for his preservation, and above all in order to unite himself with the intentions of destiny. . . . When he is aware that the time has come, says one of the commentators, the sage cuts his links, escapes from his cage, and leaves the world of vulgarities. As is written in the Book of Changes, he no longer serves his prince, because his heart is set on higher things. And thus did so many Taoists, who, retiring to private life at the height of their fortune, ended up in voluntary obscurity.
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CHAPTER 10

[image: Image]



A. Keep your body and spermatic soul closely united, and make sure that they do not become separated.

B. Apply yourself such that the air you breathe in, converted into the aerial soul, animates this composite, and keeps it intact as in a new-born baby.

C. Withold yourself from considerations which are too profound, in order not to wear yourself out.

D. As for love of the people and anxiety for the state, limit yourself to non-action.

E. Let the gates of Heaven open and close, without wishing to do something, without interfering.

F. Know all, be informed on everything, and for all that remain indifferent, as if you knew nothing.

G. Produce, rear, without taking credit for what has been produced, without exacting a return for your actions, without imposing yourself on those you govern. There you have the formulae for transcendent action.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Man has two souls, a double principle of life. First p'ai, the soul coming from the paternal sperm, the principle of becoming and development of the embryo in the maternal womb. The more closely that this soul clings to the body, the healthier and stronger is the new being. After birth, the absorption and condensation of air produces a second soul, the aerial soul, principle of subsequent development, and above all, of survival. In opposition to the rigidity of a corpse, flexibility here signifies life. The newly-born child is, for the Taoists, the ideal perfection of nature, still absolutely intact, and without any mixture. Later on this infant will be interpreted as an internal transcendent being, the principle of survival. Illness, excess, weakens the union of the spermatic soul with the body, thus worsening the illness. Study, worry, wears out the aerial soul, thereby hastening death. Maintenence of the corporeal component of the aerial soul, by cleanliness, rest, and therapeutic breathing exercise forms part of the program of the life of the Taoist. (For G, cf. chapter 2, C, D.)
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CHAPTER 11
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A. A wheel is made of thirty perceptible spokes, but it turns due to the imperceptible central axis of the hub.

B. Vessels are made of perceptible clay, but it is their imperceptible hollow that is useful.

C. The imperceptible holes that make the doors and windows of a house are its essentials.

D. It is the imperceptible that produces effects and results.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

This chapter is connected with paragraphs A and B of the preceding one. Man does not live by his perceptible body, but by the two imperceptible souls, the spermatic and the aerial. Therefore the Taoist takes care, above all, of these two invisible entities. The common people either disbelieve in them or pay little attention to them, because they are invisible. They are preoccupied with perceptible, material things. Now in many perceptible things, says the text, the useful, the effective, is what they have of the imperceptible, their hollow, a void, a hole. The commentators generalize in saying: Everything effective comes from a void; a being is only effective through its emptiness. It seems that the ancient wheels had thirty spokes because the month had thirty days.
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CHAPTER 12
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A. Looking at colors blinds the eyes, listening to sounds causes deafness, sampling flavors wears out one's taste. Hunting and racing, by unchaining savage passions, make the mind go mad. The love of rare and difficult-to-obtain objects pushes one to efforts that are harmful.

B. Therefore the sage looks to his stomach, and not to his senses.

C. He renounces this, in order to embrace that. (He renounces what causes wear, in order to embrace what preserves.)

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

This chapter is connected with the preceding one. The stomach is the void, therefore the essential and effective part of man. It looks after the human composite and all its parts, through assimilation. It is therefore the object of judicious care for the Taoist sage. We can understand from this why bellies were so esteemed in China, and why the Taoist sages are often represented with pot-bellies. On the contrary, the sage carefully abstains from the application of the senses, exercise of the mind, curiosity; in fact any activity or passion that wears out the two souls and the composite.
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Book I

CHAPTER 13
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A. Favor, because it can be lost, is a source of worry. Greatness, because it can be ruined, is a source of fear. What do these two sentences mean?

B. The first means that the care required to keep in favor, and the fear of losing it, fill the mind with worry.

C. The second points out that ruin generally comes from caring too much for one's own greatness. He who has no personal ambition does not have to fear ruin.

D. He who is only concerned about the greatness of the empire (and not that of himself), he who only desires the good of the empire (and not his own good), to him the empire should be confided (and it would be in good hands).

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

A continuation of the preceding chapter citing other causes of wear, and other precautions to be taken to avoid them. For those who are in favor, who occupy important positions, the worry of holding on to these wears out body and soul, because they are strongly attached to their favor and position. Many of the Taoist sages were honored by the favor of great persons, and occupied high positions without personal inconvenience, so detached were they from any affection for their situation. They desired not so much to hold on to their position as to see their resignations accepted. Men of this kind can be emperors, princes or ministers without detriment to themselves, and without detriment to the empire, which they govern with the highest and most complete disinterest. (The text of this chapter is faulty in many modern editions.)
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CHAPTER 14
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A. Looking, one does not see it, for it is invisible. Listening, one does not hear it, for it is silent. Touching, one does not feel it, for it is impalpable. These three attributes must not be separated, for they designate one and the same being.

B. This being, the Principle, is not light above and dark below, as are opaque material bodies. Like a slender thread, it unwinds itself (as continuous existence and action). It has no name of its own. It goes back as far as the time when there were no other beings but itself. Superlatively without form and shape, it is indeterminate. It has no parts; from in front one sees no head, from behind no rear.

C. It is this primordial Principle that has ruled, and rules all beings right up to the present. Everything that has been, or is, since the ancient origin, is from the unwinding of the Principle.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

The first thirteen chapters form a series. Now the author goes back to the beginning. A new description of the Principle, so tenuous as to be imperceptible; formless, indefinite, infinite being; that which was before everything; that which caused everything. A picturesque description of te, its continuous and varying productive action, using the metaphor chi, the unwinding of a spool. The meaning is clear: The diverse products of the Principle are the manifestations of its virtue; the infinite chain of these manifestations of the Principle can be called its unwinding. This important chapter does not present any difficulty.
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CHAPTER 15
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A. The ancient sages were subtle, abstract, profound, in a way that cannot be expressed in words. Therefore I am going to use illustrative comparisons in order to make myself as clearly understood as possible.

B. They were circumspect, like one who crosses an ice-covered river; prudent, like one who knows that his neighbors have an eye on him; reserved, like a guest in front of his host. They were indifferent, like melting ice (which is neither one thing nor the other). They were unsophisticated like a tree-trunk (the rough bark of which conceals the excellent heartwood). They were empty like a valley (with reference to the mountains that form it). They adapted themselves like muddy water (they, the clear water, not repelling the mud, not refusing to live in contact with the common people, not forming a separate group).

C. (To seek purity and peace by separating from the world is to overdo things. They can be found in the world.) Purity is to be found in the trouble (of this world) through (interior) calm on condition that one D~~does not let the impurity of the world affect oneself. Peace is to be found in the movement (of this world) by one who knows how to take part in this movement, and who is not exasperated through desiring that it should be stopped.

D. He who keeps to this rule of not being consumed by sterile desires arising from his own fancy will live willingly in obscurity, and will not aspire to renew the world.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Chang-Hungyang explains paragraph D as follows: “He will remain faithful to the ancient teachings, and will not allow himself to be seduced by new doctrines.” This explanation seems onlyjust tenable.




CHAPTER 16
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A. He who has reached the maximum of emptiness (of indifference) will be firmly fixed in peace.

B. Innumerable beings come out (from non-being) and I see them return there. They spring forth, then they all return to their root.

C. To return to one's root is to enter into the state of rest. From this rest they emerge to a new destiny, and so it goes on, continually without end.

D. Recognizing this law of immutable continuity (of the two states of life and death), is wisdom. Ignoring it is foolish. Those ignorant of this law cause misfortune (through their untimely interference in things).

E. He who knows that this law weighs heavily on beings is just (treats all beings according to their nature, with equity), like a king, like Heaven, like the Principle. In consequence, he lasts until the end of his days, not having made himself any enemies.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Immutability is an attribute of the Principle itself. Beings participate in it, in proportion to their acquired resemblance to the Principle. The absolutely indifferent Taoist sage, being the one who is most like the Principle, is in consequence the most immutable. Except for the Principle, all beings are subject to the continual alternation of the two states of life and death. The commentators call this alternation the coming and going of the shuttle on the cosmic loom. Chang-Hungyang compares it with breathing, active inspiration corresponding with life, passive exhalation with death, the end of one being the beginning of the other. The same author uses, as a term of comparison, the lunar cycle, the full moon representing life, the new moon death, with two intermediate periods of waxing and waning. All this is classical, and can be found in all Taoist writings.
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CHAPTER 17
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A. In the earliest times (when, in human affairs, everything still conformed with the action of the Principle), subjects scarcely knew they had a prince (so discrete was the action of the latter).

B. Later on the people loved and flattered their prince (because of his good deeds), but later still, they feared him (because of his unjust acts). They became disloyal, through having been treated disloyally. They lost confidence in him through receiving only good words which were never put into effect.

C. How delicate was the touch of the ancient rulers. When everything prospered under their administration, the people believed they had done everything themselves, of their own free will.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

The meaning is obvious and the commentators are all in agreement. This utopia of imperceptible government, without rewards and without punishments, haunted the minds of Chinese intellectuals up to quite recent times.
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CHAPTER 18
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A. When action conforming to the Principle declines (when people cease to act with spontaneous goodness and fairness), artificial principles of goodness and fairness, prudence and wisdom are invented. These artificial principles soon degenerate into politics.

B. When parents no longer live in the ancient natural harmony, they try to make up for this deficit by inventing artificial principles of filial piety and paternal affection.

C. When states had fallen into disorder, they invented the stereotype of the loyal minister.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Conventional morality, with its principles and precepts, useless in an age of spontaneous goodness, was invented when the world fell into decadence, as a remedy for that decadence. The invention was somewhat unfortunate. The only true remedy would have been to return to Tao, the primordial Principle. . . . All the Taoist writers have declaimed against artificial goodness and fairness, the passwords of Confucianism.
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CHAPTER 19
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A. Reject (artificial, conventional, political) wisdom and prudence (in order to return to primal natural uprightness), and the people will be a hundred times happier.

B. Reject (artificial) goodness and fairness (conventional filial and fraternal piety), and the people will come back (for their well-being, to natural goodness and fairness), to spontaneous filial and paternal piety.

C. Reject artfulness and gain, and evildoers will disappear. (With the primordial simplicity, they will return to primordial honesty.)

D. Renounce these three artificial categories, for the artificial is good for nothing.

E. This is what you should hold on to; being simple, staying natural, having few personal interests and few desires.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

This chapter follows the preceding one. It is perfectly clear. The commentators are in agreement. This material is developed at length in the book of Chuang-Tzu.
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CHAPTER 20
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A. Give up learning, and you will be free from all your cares. What is the difference between yes and no (about which the rhetoricians have so much to say)? What is the difference between good and evil (on which the critics never agree)? (These are futilities that prevent the mind from being free. Now freedom of mind is necessary in order to enter into relation with the Principle).

B. Without doubt, among the things which the common people fear, there are things that should be feared; but not as they do, with a mind so troubled that they lose their mental equilibrium.

C. Neither should one permit oneself to lose equilibrium through pleasure, as happens to those who have a good meal or view the surrounding countryside (with the accompaniment of wine, etc.).

D. I (the sage) seem to be colorless and undefined; neutral as a newborn child that has not yet experienced any emotion; without design or aim.

E. The common people abound (in varied knowledge) but I am poor (having rid myself of all uselessness) and seem ignorant, so much have I purified myself. They seem full of light, I seem dull. They seek to scrutinize, I remain concentrated in myself. Indeterminate, like the immensity of the oceans, I float without stopping. They are full of talent, whereas I seem limited and uncultured.

F. I differ thus from the common people, because I venerate and imitate the universal and nourishing Mother, the Principle.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

The text of this chapter differs in different editions; it must have been mutilated or touched up. The com mentaries also differ greatly from each other. The lack of clarity comes, I think, from the fact that Lao-Tzu, speaking of himself, and proposing himself as a model for the disciples of the Principle, would not have wished to speak more clearly. Chang-Hungyang seems to me to have best interpreted his thought.
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CHAPTER 21
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A. All the beings which play a role in the great manifestation of the cosmic theater, have come from Tao, the Principle, through te, its virtue (its unwinding).

B. Here is the nature of the Principle: It is indistinct and indeterminate. Oh, how indistinct and indeterminate! In this indistinction there are types. Oh, how indistinct and indeterminate it is! In this indistinction and indetermination there are beings in force. Oh, how mysterious and obscure it is! In this mystery, in this obscurity, there is an essence which is reality. This is the nature of the Principle.

C. From ancient times up to the present, its name (its being) has stayed the same; all beings have come from it.

D. How do I know that it was the origin of all beings? By this (by objective observation of the universe, which reveals that contingencies must have come from the absolute).

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

This elevated chapter is not obscure, and the commentators agree with one another. All of these ideas have already been stated. Lao-Tzu has gone back to the definition of the Principle and its Virtue, and here he has reaffirmed his ideas with greater clarity and precision.
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CHAPTER 22
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A. In the old days they said the incomplete shall be made whole, the bent shall be straightened, the empty shall be filled, the worn shall be renewed. Simplicity makes for success, multiplicity leads one astray.

B. Therefore the sage who holds himself to unity is the model for the empire (for the world; the ideal man). He shines, because he does not show off. He imposes himself because he does not claim to be right. One finds merit in him because he does not brag. He increases constantly because he does not push himself. As he does not oppose himself to anyone, no one is opposed to him.

C. The axioms of the ancients quoted above, are they not full of sense? Yes, toward one who is perfect (who does nothing to attract to himself) all run spontaneously.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

The meaning is clear. To hold oneself in unity is, says Chang-Hungyang, to forget all things in order to concentrate oneself on the contemplation of original unity.
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CHAPTER 23
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A. Talking little, acting without effort, that is the formula.

B. A gusty wind does not blow all morning, torrential rain does not last all day. And yet these effects are produced by Heaven and Earth (the most powerful agents of all). But these are exaggerated, forced effects; that is why they cannot be sustained. If Heaven and Earth cannot sustain a forced action, how much less is man able to do so?

C. He who conforms himself to the Principle conforms his principles to this Principle, his action to the action of this Principle, his non-action to the nonaction of this Principle. Thus his principles, his actions, his non-actions, always give him the contentment of success (because, whether he succeeds or not, it is in conformity with the Principle, and therefore he is content).

D. (This doctrine of the abnegation of one's opinions and one's actions appeals to the taste of but few people.) Many only believe in it a little, the others not at all.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

The meaning is clear and the commentators are in agreement. The text of this chapter is highly incorrect in modern editions, having been touched up unintelligently.
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CHAPTER 24
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A. By dint of holding oneself on tiptoe, one loses one's balance. By trying to take too great a stride, one does not go forward. By making a show of oneself, one loses one's reputation. By imposing oneself, one loses one's influence. By boasting about oneself, one becomes discredited. Through pushing oneself, one ceases to get on.

B. In the light of the Principle, all these ways of acting are odious, distasteful. They are superfluous excesses. They are like a pain in the stomach, a tumor in the body. One who has principles (in conformity with the Principle) does not act like this.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

This chapter continues the theme of the two preceding ones. The meaning is clear. The commentators are in agreement. Excess destroys natural simplicity.
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CHAPTER 25
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A. There is a being of unknown origin, which existed before Heaven and Earth; imperceptible and undefined, unique and immutable, omnipresent, the mother of everything there is.

B. I do not know it by its own name. I designate it by the word Principle, Tao. If it were necessary to name it, one would call it the Great, great going forth, great distance, great return. (The principle of the great cyclic evolution of the cosmos, of the becoming and ending of all beings.)

C. The name Great befits (proportionally) four (superimposed) beings; the emperor, the Earth, Heaven (the classical triad), and the Principle. The emperor owes his greatness to the Earth (his theater), Earth owes its greatness to Heaven (of which it is the fruit), Heaven owes its greatness to the Principle (of which it is the principle agent). (Greatness borrowed, as one can see, whereas) the Principle owes its essential greatness to its underived, uncreated existence.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

A famous chapter. Compare it with chapter 1. The serious commentators are in agreement, the verbose ones scoff. The Principle is called the mother of all that is, considered as the source of being of all that is. Being formless, and without anything on which one can hang a qualification, it cannot be named. The only terms properly applicable to it are Indefinite Being or Universal Principle.
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CHAPTER 26
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A. The heavy is the base (root) of the light. Stillness is the prince of movement. (These things should always be united in ajust temperament.)

B. Therefore a wise prince, when he travels (in his light carriage) never separates himself from the Z.heavy wagons which carry his baggage. However beautiful the landscape through which he passes, he takes care to lodge only in peaceful places.

C. Alas, how could an emperor behave so foolishly, losing all authority by dint of frivolity, and all peace through his waywardness?

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Historic allusion to Emperor Yu Wang, or to another; one is not exactly sure. The commentators are of the opinion that this chapter is only an exhortation to orderly behavior. The wording varies in the last paragraph in many editions.
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CHAPTER 27
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A. A good walker leaves no trace, a good speaker offends no one, a good reckoner needs no tally, an expert locksmith can make one that no one can open, an expert on knots can make them so that no one can untie them. (All specialists have their speciality, which makes their fame, from which they take their profit.)

B. Likewise the sage (Confucian politician), the professional savior of men and things, has his own procedures. He considers himself the born master of other men, regarding them as material born for his craft.

C. Now that is to blind oneself (to shade out the light, the Taoist principles). Not wishing to rule, nor to appropriate, others; although wise, seeming like a madman (persisting in living in retreat); this is the essential truth.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Translated after Chang-Hungyang, who pointed out, rightly, that almost all of the commentators are wrong about the interpretation of the chapter. The clear opposition of the Confucian and the Taoist. The first dreams only of a post which gives him authority over men, the second protects himself as much as he can from such positions.
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CHAPTER 28
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A. Being aware of one's virile strength (knowing that one is a cock), and yet holding oneself willingly in the lower state of the female (of the hen); keeping oneself willingly in the lowest place in the empire. . . . Demeaning oneself thus shows that one has retained the primordial virtue (absolute disinterestedness, participation in the Principle).

B. Knowing oneself to be enlightened, and willingly passing oneself off as ignorant; willingly letting oneself be walked over. . . . Behaving thus shows that the primordial virtue has not wavered in oneself, that one is still united with the first Principle.

C. Knowing oneself worthy of fame, yet staying in voluntary obscurity; willingly making oneself the valley (the lowest point) of the empire. . . . Behaving thus shows that one has the original selflessness still intact, that one is still in the state of natural simplicity.

D. (The sage will refuse therefore the burden of being a governor. If he is constrained to accept such a A-post, then he will remind himself that) the multiplicity of beings have corne from primordial unity by a scatering. (That he will never occupy himself with these diverse beings) but govern as chief of officials (as prime mover), uniquely applying himself to general government, without occupying himself with details.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

This chapter is associated with paragraph C of the preceding one. It clearly describes the Taoist style of government. The next chapter continues this theme.
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CHAPTER 29
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A. He who holds the empire would, in my view, be wishing for failure should he wish to manipulate (act positively, govern actively). The empire is a mechanism of extreme delicacy. It should be let go on its own. It should not be touched. He who touches it, deranges it. He who wishes to appropriate it, loses it.

B. When he governs, the sage lets all people (and their sum, the empire) go free according to their several natures, the quick and the slow, the ardent and the apathetic, the strong and the weak, the long-lived and the short-lived.

C. He limits his action to the suppression of excesses which would harm the whole, such as power, wealth and ambition.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Chang-Hungyang calls this suppression of excesses the only intervention permitted to the Taoist; action in non-action.
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(Of all the excesses, the most prejudicial, the most damnable, are those of weapons; war.)

A. Those who act as advisers to a prince should keep themselves from wanting to make war against a country. (For such action, calling for revenge, is always paid for dearly.) Wherever the troops stay, the land produces only thorns, having been abandoned by the farm-workers. Wherever a great army has passed, years of unhappiness (from famine and lawlessness) follow.

B. Therefore the good general is content to do only what he has to do (the least possible; moral, rather than material repression). He stops as soon as possible, guarding himself from exploiting his force to the limit. He does as much as is required (to establish peace), not for his own advantage and fame, but from necessity and with reluctance, without any intention of increasing his power.

C. For each maximum of power is always followed by decadence. Making oneself powerful is therefore contrary to the Principle (the source of duration). He who is lacking on this point, will not belong in coming to an end.

Literal commentaries. No controversy.
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A. The best weapons are ill-omened instruments that all beings hold in fear. Therefore those who conform themselves to the Principle do not use them.

B. In times of peace, the prince puts the civil minister he honors on his left (the place of honor); but even in times of war, he puts the military commander on his right (which is not the place of honor, even though he is doing his duty). Weapons are disastrous instruments. A wise prince uses them only with reluctance and from necessity. He prefers always a modest peace to a glorious victory. No one should think that victory is a good thing. He who thinks that, shows that he has the heart of an assassin. Such a man would not be fit to reign over the empire.

C. According to the rites, those of good omen are placed on the left, those of ill-omen on the right. (Now when the emperor receives two military officers together), the one of subordinate rank (who only acts on superior orders, and is therefore less ill-omened) is placed on the left. The commanding officer is placed on the right, that is, in the first place according to the funeral rights (the place of the chief mourner). For it behooves one who has killed many men to weep tears of lamentation for them. The only place really fitting for a conquering general is that of chief mourner (leading the mourning for those whose death he has caused).

Literal commentaries. No controversy.
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A. The Principle has no name of its own. It is nature. This nature so unmanifested is stronger than anything. If princes and emperors were to conform themselves to it, all beings would collaborate with them spontaneously; Heaven and Earth would act in perfect harmony, sprinkling a sweet dew (the best possible omen); the people would be governable without the need for constraint.

B. When, in the beginning, in this visible world, the Principle imparted itself in the production of (sentient) beings with names, it did not produce them in a way that exhausted itself (but only as tenuous prolongations, i'ts mass remaining intact). The Principle is, with reference to the diversity of beings in the world, like the mass of great rivers and oceans with reference to trickles and rivulets of water.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Each being exists through a prolongation of the Principle in itself. These prolongations are not detached from the Principle, which is not, therefore, diminished in imparting itself. That prolongation of the Principle in each being is the nature of that being. The Principle is universal nature, including in itself the sum of all individual natures, its prolongations.
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A. Knowing others is wisdom, but knowing oneself is superior wisdom, (one's own nature being most hidden and profound). Imposing one's will on others is strength; but imposing it on oneself is superior strength (one's own passions being the most difficult to subdue). Being satisfied (content with what destiny has given), is true wealth; being master of oneself (bending oneself to the dispositions of destiny) is true character.

B. Staying in one's (natural) place, (that which destiny has given), makes for a long life. After death, not ceasing to be, is true longevity (which is the lot of those who have lived in conformity with nature and destiny).

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Life and death are two forms of the being. In B it is a question of conscious survival after death.
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A. The great Principle extends itself in all directions. It lends itself willingly to the genesis of all beings (its participants). When a work is accomplished, it does not attribute it to itself. It nourishes all beings with kindness, without imposing itself on them as a master (for having nourished them; leaving them free; not exacting any degrading return from them). Because of its constant disinterestedness, one might think it would become diminished. This is not so. All beings, to whom it is so liberal, run toward it. It therefore finds itself magnified (through this universal trust).

B. The sage imitates this conduct. He also makes himself small (through his disinterestedness and delicate reserve), and acquires thereby true greatness.

Nothing more in the commentaries.
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A. Because he resembles the great prototype (the Principle, through his disinterested devotion) all come to the sage. He welcomes them all, does them good, and gives them rest, peace, and happiness.

B. Music and good cheer may hold up a passerby for but a night (since sensual pleasures are fleeting and leave nothing behind). Whereas the exposition of the great principle of disinterested devotion, simple and gentle, which charms neither the eyes nor the ears, pleases, engraves itself, and is of an inexhaustible fecundity in matters of practical application.

Nothing more in the commentaries.
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A. The beginning of contraction necessarily follows the maximum of expansion. Weakness follows strength, decadence follows prosperity, deprivation follows opulence. This is a subtle insight (that many do not wish to see). All preceding strength and superiority is expiated by subsequent debility and inferiority. More calls for less, excess calls for deficit.

B. A fish should not leave the depths (where it lives ignored but in safety, in order to show itself at the surface where it could be harpooned). A state should not show its resources (if it does not wish the others to turn against it in order to crush it).

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Stay small, humble, hidden; do not attract attention; this is the secret of living well and for a long time.
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A. The Principle is always non-acting (not acting actively), and yet it does everything (without seeming to participate).

B. If the prince and the lords could govern like that (without poking their fingers in), all beings would become spontaneously perfect (by returning to nature).

C. It would only remain to call them back to unnamed nature (to the primordial simplicity of the Principle) each time they showed any tendency to come out of this state (by acting). In this state of unnamed nature there are no desires. When there are no desires all is peaceful, and the state is governed by itself.

The commentators add nothing. Compare with chapter 3.
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A. That which is superior to the virtue of the Principle (the Principle itself, considered in its essence), does not act, but holds virtue in a state of immanence within itself. All those which are inferior to the virtue of the Principle (artificial rules of conduct) are only a palliative with which it has nothing in common.

B. That which is superior to the virtue (the Principle) does not act in detail. (The artificial rules) which are inferior to the virtue (of the Principle) exist only for action in detail.

C. When nature, with its natural good instincts, has been forgotten, artificial principles come as palliatives for this deficit. They are, in descending order, goodness, fairness, rites and laws. (Artificial Confucian goodness is superior to artificial fairness which, in struggling to cope with the diverse inclinations of men, has produced rites and laws.) Rites are but a poor expedient to cover up the loss of original uprightness and frankness. They are more a source of trouble (in etiquette and rubric) than they are of order. The last term of this descending evolution, political wisdom (making laws) was the beginning of all abuses.

D. He who is truly a man, holds himself to uprightness and natural good sense. He is contemptuous of artificial principles. Using discernment, he rejects this (the false) in order to embrace that (the true).

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

This chapter is directed against Confucianism. Total good natural sense is unity. Artificial moral precepts are multiplicity. The next chapter is going to show that multiplicity ruins, and that unity saves.
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A. The following participate in primitive simplicity: Heaven, which owes its luminosity to its simplicity; Earth, which owes its stability to it; the universal generative action, which owes its activity to it; the median space, which owes its fecundity to it; the life common to all beings; the power of the emperor and the princes (life and power being emanations of the Principle).

B. What makes them such as they are is the (primitive) simplicity (in which they participate). If Heaven were to lose it, it would fall. If the Earth were to lose it, it would lose its stability. If the generative action were to lose it, it would cease to act. If the median space were to lose it, all beings would disappear. If the emperor and the princes were to lose it, they would have no more dignity.

C. All elevation, all nobility, is based on abasement and simplicity (characteristics belonging to the Principle). Therefore it is right that the emperor and the princes, the most exalted of men, should be designated by the terms sole, unique, incapable, without them being thereby degraded.

D. (Applying the same principle of simplicity in their government) they should reduce the multitude of their subjects to unity, considering them with a serene impartiality as an undivided mass, not regarding some as precious like jade, and others base like stones.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

In a total view, as from a great distance, individuals and details are not visible. This chapter completes the theme of the preceding one.
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A. Going back (toward the Principle) is the type of movement characteristic of those who conform themselves to the Principle. Attenuation is the result of their being conformed to the Principle.

B. Considering that all that exists is born of simple being, and that being is born of formless non-being, they tend, in diminishing themselves without cease, to go back to primordial simplicity.

The commentators add nothing in a clear sense.
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A. When a well-read person of high caliber hears about the return to the Principle, he applies himself to it with zeal. A person of medium caliber applies himself to it indecisively. An inferior person ridicules it. That such a person should ridicule it is a mark of the truth of this doctrine. The fact that they do not understand it shows its transcendence.

B. They say in the proverb: Those who have understood the Principle are as if blind; those who tend toward it are as if disoriented; those who have reached it seem like the common people. This is because great virtue hollows itself like a valley, the great light voluntarily dims itself, vast virtue seems defective, solid virtue seems incapable. Therefore the sage hides his qualities beneath a somewhat repulsive exterior.

C. He who goes by these appearances will be quite misled. (Like a) square so big that its corners cannot be seen! A great vessel never completed! A great meaning in a feeble sound! A great shape that cannot be grasped; the sage resembles the Principle. Now the Principle is latent and has no name, but is latent and has no name, but through its gentle communication everything is produced. It is the same, in proportion, for the sage. Nothing more in the commentaries.
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A. When the Principle has emitted its virtue, the latter begins to evolve according to two alternating modalities. This evolution produces (or condenses) the median air (tenuous matter). From tenuous mat ter, under the influence of the two modalities yin and yang, all sentient beings are produced. Coming out from the yin (out from strength) they pass to the yang (to the act) through the influence of the two modalities on matter.

B. What men dislike is being alone, unique, incapable (in obscurity and abasement), and yet emperors and princes are designated by these terms (which imply humility without debasement). Beings diminish themselves by seeking to augment themselves, and they are augmented by diminishing themselves.

C. In speaking thus, I have returned to the traditional teaching. The strong and arrogant will not die a natural death. I shall make this axiom the basis of my teaching.

Nothing more in the commentaries.

Compare Aand B with chapter 39, C.
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A. Always and everywhere it is the soft that wears the hard (as water wears stone). Non-being penetrates even where there are no cracks (as in the most homogeneous bodies, such as metal and stone). From that, I conclude the supreme effectiveness of non-action.

B. Silence and inaction-few people come to understand their effectiveness.

Nothing further in the commentaries.
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A. Is not the body more important than fame? Is life not of more consideration than wealth? Is it wise to risk a great loss for a small advantage?

B. He who is a great lover wears (himself) out. He who amasses great wealth heads toward ruin (by theft or confiscation), whereas he who is modest courts no disgrace; he who is moderate does not per ish, but endures.

Nothing further in the commentaries.
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A. Accomplished, beneath an imperfect exterior, and giving without being used up. Filled up, without appearing to be so, and pouring out without being emptied. Very straight, beneath a bent air; most able, behind an awkward appearance; highly perspicacious, with an embarrassed exterior. Such is the sage.

B. Movement beats the cold (warms one up), rest overcomes heat (refreshes). The withdrawn life of the sage puts all the empire right (strikes at the roots of its deprivation).

The commentators say this refers to an intense influence, beneath an exterior of inaction.
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A. When the Principle reigns (in perfect peace), war horses work in the fields. When the Principle is forgotten (war horses are the order of the day) and they are raised even in the town suburbs.

B. Giving in to one's covetousness (and this in cludes the mania for waging war), is the worst of crimes. Not knowing how to control oneself is the worst of nasty things. The worst of faults is wanting more, always. Those who know how to say “that's enough” are always content.

Nothing more in the commentaries.
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A. Without going out by the door, one can know the whole world; without looking through the window, one can become aware of the ways of Heaven (principles that rule all things). The further one goes, the less one learns.

B. The sage gets there without having taken a step to reach it. He knows before having seen, through superior principles. He achieves, without having acted, through his transcendent action.

The commentators state that total superior knowledge is that of the sage. Knowledge of details is not worthy of him.
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A. By studying, every day one increases (useless and injurious particular notions in one's memory); by concentrating on the Principle, they are diminished every day. Pushed to the limit, this diminution ends in non-action (the consequence of the absence of particular ideas).

B. Now there is nothing that non-action (letting things go) cannot sort out. It is through non-action that one wins the empire. To act, in order to win it, results in failure.

Nothing further in the commentaries.
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A. The sage has no definite will of his own; he accommodates himself to the will of the people. He treats the good and the bad equally well, which is the true practice of goodness. He trusts the sincere and the insincere alike, which is the true practice of trust.

B. In this mixed-up world, the sage is without any emotion, and has the same feelings for all. All fix their eyes on him, and he treats them like children.

Nothing more in the commentaries.
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A. People go forth into life, and return in death.

B. Out of every ten, three prolong their lives (by clean living), three hasten their death (by their excesses), three compromise their lives by the attachment they have to them (and only one stays alive until his term, because he is not attached to it).

C. He who is not attached to his life does not turn aside to avoid an encounter with a rhinoceros or a tiger; he throws himself into the fray without armor or weapons; and he comes to no harm because he is proof against the rhinoceros' horn, the tiger's claws, and weapons of combat. Why is this so? Because, exteriorized through his indifference, death cannot take a hold on him.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

When the soul is transported outside the body through ecstasy, the body cannot be mortally wounded. The idea seems to be that, for a mortal being, a fatal blow must reach the junction of body and soul. This junction temporarily ceases during ecstasy.
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A. The Principle gives life to beings, then its virtue nourishes them, until the completion of their nature, until the perfection of their faculties. Therefore all beings venerate the Principle and its virtue.

B. No one has the eminence of the Principle and its virtue bestowed on them; they have it always, naturally.

C. The Principle gives life; its virtue gives growth, protects, perfects, matures, maintains, and covers (all beings). When they are born, it does not monopolize them; it lets them act freely, without exploiting them; it lets them grow, without tyrannizing them. This is the action of transcendent virtue.

The commentators add nothing.
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A. That which was, before the beginning of the world, became the mother of the world. He who has reached the knowledge of the mother (matter, the body), knows, through that, her son (the vital spirit which is enclosed within it). He who knows the son (his vital spirit) and conserves the mother (his body), will reach the end of his days without accident.

B. If he keeps his mouth and nostrils closed (to prevent evaporation of the vital principle), he will reach the end of his days without accident.

C. Restricting one's thoughts to small things, and one's cares to affairs of little importance, makes the mind clear and the body strong. Concentrating one's intellectual rays in one's intelligence, and not letting mental application harm one's body is to protect (the mind) and to make for long (life).

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

This is an obscure text, but the commentators are in agreement. This is the basis of Taoist breathing therapy.
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A. He who has a little wisdom should conform himself to the Great Principle. He should take great care to avoid any irksome boasting. But to this Wide Road many prefer the narrow pathways. (Few walk along the way of obscure disinterestedness. They prefer the narrow tracks of their vanity, their own advantage. This is how the princes of these times act.)

B. When the palaces are too well kept up, the fields go uncultivated and the granaries empty (because the farm workers are requisitioned for forced labor).

C. Dressing magnificently, wearing a sharp sword, stuffing oneself with food and drink, amassing wealth to the extent of not knowing what to do with it (as do the princes of these times), is being like a robber (who ostentatiously plays with his loot). Such conduct is opposed to the Principle.

The commentators add nothing.
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A. He who builds on disinterestedness will not find his work destroyed. He who keeps himself disin terested will not lose what he has. His sons and his grandsons will make offerings to him without interruption (that is to say, they will succeed him and enjoy the fruit. of his work).

B. First of all, one should conform oneself to the Principle; afterward, this conformity will spread spon taneously, by itself, to one's family, district, prin cipality, and to the empire (like radiant heat coming from a central hearth).

C. Through one's own nature, one understands those of other individuals, and of all individual collectivities, such as families, districts, principalities, and the empire.

D. How can one know the nature of an entire empire? By this (through one's own nature).

The commentators add nothing.
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A. He who holds himself in perfect virtue (without lust or anger) is like a newborn child whom the scorpion does not bite, the tiger does not eat, the vulture does not seize, whom all respect.

B. A child's bones are weak, its tendons are feeble, but it grasps objects strongly Oust as its body and soul are held together by force). He has not yet any notion of the act of generation, and in consequence, keeps his seminal virtue intact. He cries softly all day long without becoming hoarse, so perfect is his peace.

C. Peace makes for durability; he who understands this is enlightened, whereas any violent excitement, above all, lust and anger, wears one out. From this it follows that virility (which man abuses) is succeeded by decrepitude. Intensive life is contrary to the Principle, and in consequence prematurely mortal.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

This chapter condemns lust and anger, as being the greatest causes of decrepitude and premature death.
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A. He who speaks (much, shows thereby that he) does not know (the Principle).

B. He who knows (the Principle), does not speak. He keeps his mouth closed, controls his breathing, blunts his activity, rescues himself from any complication, tempers his light, and mingles with the people. This is mysterious union (with the Principle).

C. No one can attach himself (by doing favors) to such a man, nor repulse him (by treating him badly). He is indifferent to gain or loss, to exaltation and humiliation. Being thus, he is the most noble in the world.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

“Superior to all that seems, he converses with the au thor ofbeings.”—Chang-Hungyang.
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A. One can govern with rectitude, one can wage war with competence, but it takes nonaction to win and hold the empire.

B. How do I know this is so? From what I am going to say: The more rules there are, the less people enrich themselves. The more taxes there are, the less order there is. The more ingenious inventions there are, the fewer serious and useful objects there are. The more detailed the penal code, the more thieves abound. Multiplication ruins everything.

C. Therefore the program of the sage is quite the contrary. Not acting, the people amend themselves. Staying peaceful, the people rectify themselves. Doing nothing, the people enrich themselves. Wishing for nothing, the people come back to natural spontaneity.

The commentators add nothing.
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A. When the government is simple, the people abound in virtue. When the government is political, the people lack virtue.

B. Good and bad succeed one another, alternately. Who will discern the heights (of this circular movement, of good and evil)? (It is very delicate, an excess or a default changing the moral entity.) In many the just measure is lacking. In some an exaggerated righteousness degenerates into a mania. In others an exaggerated goodness becomes extravagance (points of view changing in consequence). For a long time now, men have thus been crazy.

C. (The sage takes them as they are.) Taking them to task, he is not sharp or cutting; straight, he is not rude; enlightened, he does not humiliate.

The commentators add nothing.
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A. The essential for cooperation with Heaven in the government of people is to moderate one's action.

B. This moderation should be the prime care. It procures perfect efficacy, which succeeds in everything, even the governing of the empire.

C. He who possesses this mother of the empire (wise moderation), will last a long time. It is called the pivoting root, the solid trunk. It is the principle of perpetuity.
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A. In governing a great state, one should act like someone cooking very small fish (very delicately, otherwise they break up).

B. When a state is governed according to the Principle, ghosts will not appear there to harm the people, because the sage who governs does no harm to the people.

C. The merit of this double tranquillity (on the part of the living and the dead) comes back, therefore, to the sage.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Ghosts . . . are, in the moral harmony, like a whirlwind on a calm day. . . . This disorder is not produced when the people's minds are calm.
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A. If a great state lowers itself, like those holes in which water accumulates, everyone will come to it. It will be like the universal mother (of chapters 8 and 28).

B. In her apparent passivity and inferiority, the female is superior to the male (for it is she who gives birth). On condition of knowing how to lower itself, a great state will win over lesser states, which, in their turn, will lower themselves seeking its protection.

C. For this to be realized, only one thing is needed, but it is essential It is that the great state deigns to lower itself before the lesser ones. (If it is proud and hard, there is no hope.)

Nothing further in the commentaries.
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A. The Principle is the palladium of all beings. It is the treasure of the good (that by which they are good), and the salvation of the wicked (that which prevents them from perishing).

B. It is to it that one should be grateful for affectionate words, and the noble conduct of good people. It is with regard to it that the wicked should not be rejected.

C. It is for that reason (for the conservation and development of the part of the Principle which is in all beings) that the emperor and the great ministers were instituted, not so that they should become complacent with their scepter and their ancient four-horsed chariot; but in order that they should meditate on the Principle (advancing themselves in knowledge, and in the development of others).

D. Why did the ancients make so much of the Principle? Is it not because it is the source of all good, and the remedy for all evil? It is the most noble thing in the world.

The commentators add nothing.
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A. To act without acting; to be busy without being busy; to taste without tasting; to look equally on the great, the small, the many, and the few; to be indifferent to thanks and to reproaches; that is how the sage acts.

B. He only sets about difficult complications through their easiest details, and only applies himself to great problems in their weak beginnings.

C. The sage never undertakes anything great, and that is why he makes great things. He who promises much cannot keep his word; he who takes on too many things, even easy things, never succeeds in anything.

D. The sage keeps clear of difficulty; therefore he never has any difficulties.

The commentators add nothing.
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A. Peaceful situations are easily controlled; problems are easily forestalled before they arise; weak things are easily broken; small things are easily dispersed. One should take one's measures before something happens, and protect order before disorder breaks out.

B. A tree that one's arms can barely embrace comes from a shoot as fine as a hair; a nine-storey tower begins with a pile of earth; a long journey begins with a single step.

C. Those who make too much of things spoil their affairs. Those who grip too strongly end up by letting go. The sage who does not act does not spoil any affair. Since he holds on to nothing, nothing gets away from him.

D. When the common people handle affairs, they often fail at the moment when they should have succeeded (nervousness at the beginning of success making them lose propriety and make clumsy mistakes). For success, the circumspection of the beginning should last until the final achievement.

E. The sage desires nothing. He does not prize any object because it is rare. He does not attach himself to any system, but instructs himself by the faults of others. In order to cooperate with universal evolution, he does not act, but lets go.

The commentators add nothing.
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A. In ancient times, those who conformed themselves to the Principle did not try to make the people clever, but aimed at keeping them simple.

B. When people are difficult to govern, it is because they know too much. Those who claim to procure the good of a country by disseminating teaching are wrong, and ruin the country. Keeping the people in ignorance makes for the salvation of a country.

C. This is the formula of mysterious action, of great profundity, of great bearing. It is not to the taste of (the curious) but, thanks to it, everything turns out well, peacefully.

Compare with chapter 3B. Nothing more in the commentaries. (Note that Henricks says this is not directed against all knowledge, but against crafty, self serving [Confucian] knowledge that makes for bad relations among people.—Editor).
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A. Why are the oceans and rivers kings of all the valleys? (Receiving all the watercourses in tribute.) Because they are benevolently the inferiors of all the valleys (with regard to levels). That is why all the water flows toward them.

B. Following this example, the sage who wishes to become superior to the common people should speak in words beneath himself (speak very humbly of himself). If he wishes to become the first, he should put himself in the last place (and continue to do so after he has been exalted). He could then be elevated to the highest peak without the people feeling oppressed by him; he could be the first, without the people complaining about him. All the empire would serve him with joy, without becoming weary of him. For, not being opposed to anyone, no one would be opposed to him.

Compare with chapter 8. The commentators add nothing.
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A. Everyone says the sage is noble, despite his common air; an air which he gives himself because he is noble (to hide his nobility and so not to attract envy to himself). Everyone knows, on the contrary, how much those who pose as nobles are men of little worth.

B. The sage prizes three things and holds on to them: charity, simplicity, and humility. Being charitable, he will be brave (within just limits, without cruelty). Being simple, he will be liberal (within just limits, without waste). Being humble, he will govern men without tyranny.

C. The men of today have forgotten charity, simplicity, and humility. They prize war, ostentation, and ambition. This is like wanting not to succeed; it is like wanting to perish.

D. For it is the charitable aggressor who wins the battle (not the savage aggressor); it is the charitable defender who is impregnable (and not the pitiless warrior). Those whom Heaven wishes well are thereby made charitable.

Simplicity and humility are treated elsewhere, in chapters 75, 77, and 78.
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A. He who commands should not think that tactics, valor and effort give victory.

B. It is by putting oneself at the service of men that one subdues them. That is the correct procedure. It is sometimes formulated as follows: art of not struggling (of accommodating oneself, of winning by making oneself everything to everyone); of ability to manage men; of action conforming to that of Heaven. All these formulae designate the same thing. They show the greatness of the ancients.

The commentators add nothing.
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A. Rather be on the defensive than the offensive, rather retreat a step than advance an inch, are current principles of military art. It is worth more to yield than to triumph. Prevention (of war) through diplomacy is worth even more.

B. That is the meaning of certain abstruse formulae of military art, such as: advancing without marching; defending oneself without moving an arm; status quo without fighting; holding on without weapons; and others.

C. There is no worse curse than a war waged with little or no reason (which is deliberately sought after, and pushed beyond necessary limits). He who does that, exposes his own goods to loss, and causes great mourning.

Continuation of the preceding chapter. The commentators add nothing.
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A. What I (Lao-Tzu) teach is easy to understand and to practice, and yet the world neither understands nor practices it.

B. My precepts and procedures derive from a superior principle and procedure, the Principle and its Virtue.

C. The world does not recognize the Principle which directs me. That is why it does not know me. Very few understand me. That makes my glory. It be falls me to be like the sage who is unrecognized from among the common people because of his humble appearance, even though his interior is filled with precious stones.

The commentators add nothing.
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A. Knowing all and believing that one knows nothing is true knowledge (ofa superior kind). Knowing nothing and believing that one knows everything is the common evil of humans.

B. Seeing this evil as an evil keeps one away from it. The sage is exempt from self-conceit because he dreads it. This fear keeps him from it.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

Not-knowing comes under not-acting, for to know is an act, say the Taoists, who, rejecting theories, generalizations, and classifications, admit only to objective apprehension of particular cases.
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A. Those (who expose themselves to danger through curiosity, love of money, or ambition) should be afraid when they are not afraid; for they are lost.

B. Do not consider your place of birth too restricting, do not become dissatisfied with the condition in which you were born. (Stay what you are and where you are. The effort to seek for better could perhaps cause you to lose your way.) One does not become dissatisfied if one does not wish to do so. (Dissatisfaction is always voluntary, coming from comparing one's situation with another's, and having preference for the it Bother.)

C. The sage knows his worth but does not show it (he does not feel the need to show off). He respects himself but does not try to be esteemed. He discerns, adopting this and rejecting that (after the light of his wisdom).

The commentators add nothing.



[image: Image]




Book II

CHAPTER 73

[image: Image]



A. Active (warlike) courage procures death. Passive courage (patience, endurance) preserves life. Therefore there are two kinds of courage-one harmful, the other beneficial.

B. (Patience and forbearance are always worth more than incisive action, even in government, in politics.) For does Heaven wish harm or not to this or that man, or nation? And why? Who knows? Therefore the sage always acts as though embarrassed (hesitating, making up his mind with difficulty before any active intervention).

C. For the way of Heaven (its constant conduct) is not to intervene positively. It wins without fighting. It makes beings obey without giving orders. It makes them come without calling them. It brings everything to its conclusion while seeming to let everything drag.

D. The net of Heaven catches all; its mesh is coarse, but no one escapes it.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

In D suppose that, through benevolence, the sage had let a culprit escape the net of human law, the net of Heaven would get him. The sage entrusts himself therefore to Heaven, and acts rather less than more, out of fear of acting against the intentions of Heaven, or of trespassing on its rights.
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A. If the people do not fear death, what is the good of trying to control them by the threat of death? If they fear death, then only capture and execute those who cause disorder, turning the others away from doing likewise.

B. (The legists who are lavish with the death penalty and believe it will sort everything out, are therefore wrong.) The servant of death (Heaven), kills (let him do it; let us not do his work; he alone is capable of it).

C. The man who wants to kill may end up like those who play with the carpenter's tools, and often lose a finger in their play.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

To get something out of men, it is better to treat them benevolently. This chapter is directed against the legist school of Fa-chia, who thought only of punishments. It is a fact of experience, say the commentators, that people fear death less than forced labor, for example; and that, as soon as they become carried away, they lose all fear.



[image: Image]




Book II

CHAPTER 75

[image: Image]



A. If the people are hungry, it is because the prince eats up excessive sums of money (which he extorts from them).

B. If the people are restive, it is because the prince does too much (indisposes them through his innovations).

C. If the people expose themselves lightly to death (in hazardous enterprises), it is because he loves life too much (love of well-being, pleasure, and fame).

D. He who does nothing in order to live, is wiser than he who harms himself in order to live.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTARIES

The prince and the people should cultivate simplicity and all will go well. This chapter continues chapter 67. The meaning of D is: He who does not care for wealth or fame is wiser than he who wears himself out and endangers himself for these things.
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A. When a man is born he is supple and weak (but full of life); he becomes strong and powerful, and then he dies.

B. It is the same for plants, delicate (herbaceous) at first, then becoming woody at the time of their death.

C. He who is strong and powerful is marked for death; he who is weak and flexible is marked for life.

D. The great army will be defeated; the great tree will be cut down.

E. Everything that is strong and great is in a poorer situation. The advantage is always with the supple and the weak.
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A. Heaven acts (with regard to men) like the archer who, bending his bow, flattens the convexities and bulges out the concavities, diminishing the greater and increasing the lesser. (Lowering the higher, and raising the lower.) It takes away from those who have plenty, and adds to those who have little.

B. Whereas men (bad princes who bleed the people) do quite the opposite, taking away from those who lack (the people) in order to add to those who have in abundance (their favorites). Any superfluity ought to come back to the empire (to the people), but only he who possesses [the knowledge of] the Principle is capable of that.

C. The sage conforms himself to the Principle. He influences without attributing the result to himself. He accomplishes without appropriating his work to himself. He does not claim the title of Sage (but keeps himself in voluntary obscurity).

Note-the Chinese bow reverses its shape when drawn.
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A. In this world there is nothing more supple and weak than water; and yet no one, however strong and powerful he may be, can resist its action (corrosion, wear, wave action); and no being can·do without it (for drinking, growth, etc.).

B. Is it clear enough that weakness is worth more than strength, that suppleness can overcome rigidity? Everyone agrees with this; but no one acts in accordance with it.

C. The sages have said; “He who rejects neither moral filth nor political evil is capable of becoming the chief of a territory or the sovereign of the empire.” (He who is supple enough to accommodate himself to all that; and not a rigid and systematic person.)

D. These words are quite true, even though they may offend the ears of many.

The last two chapters link with chapter 67.
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A. When the main part of a dispute has been settled, there are always some accessory complaints left over, and things do not return to the state they were in before (bruises remain).

B. (Therefore the sage never argues about it, despite his right.) Holding on to his part of the tally, he does not exact the execution (of what is written).

C. He who knows how to conduct himself after the Virtue of the Principle lets his written agreements sleep. He who does not know how to conduct himself thus exacts his due.

D. Heaven is impartial. (If it were capable of some partiality) it would give advantage to good people (those who conduct themselves in this way; it would overwhelm them, because they' ask for nothing).

The commentators add nothing.



[image: Image]




Book II

CHAPTER 80

[image: Image]



A. If I were king of a little state, of a small population, I would take care to use (put in charge) the few dozen capable men that this state would contain.

B. I would prevent my subjects from traveling, by making them fear possible death so much that they would not dare climb into a boat or carriage.

C. I would prohibit all use of weapons.

D. As for writing and calculating, I would oblige them to go back to knotted cords.

E. Then they would find their food tasty, their clothes fine, their houses peaceful, and their manners and customs agreeable.

F. (I would prevent curiosity and communication to the point where) my subjects would hear the sound of the cocks and dogs of the neighboring state, but die from old age without having crossed the border and had relationships with the people there.

The mouse in its cheese; a Taoist ideal (but perhaps more correctly a nostalgia for the ancient and peaceful agricultural period of the legendary Shennung.—Editor).
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A. (I have finished. Perhaps you may find that my discourse lacks something, is not very subtle, and is scarcely wise.) This is because native frankness does not dress itself up, natural directness avoids quibbling, common sense can dispense with artificial erudition.

B. The sage does not hoard, but gives. The more he does for men, the more he can do; the more he gives them, the more he has. Heaven does good to all, doing no evil to anyone. The sage imitates it, acting for the good of all, and opposing himself to no one.

The commentators add nothing.
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APPENDIX

Summaries of the Writings Attributed to Huai-Nan-Tzu, Kuan-Yin-Tzu and Tung-Ku-Ching

HUAI-NAN-TZU

The Principle embraces the entire universe, that which has form, and that which is without form, that which is subtle and that which is gross, Heaven and Earth, sun, moon and stars, the yin and the yang. It is the pivot of all; the source from which all that is has flowed. It is eternal, without morning or evening. It is obscurity and light, power and inertia, strength and weakness, incommensurable height and unfathomable depth. It is equally both in the greatest and the small est. It shines in the sun and moon, it walks in the quadrupeds, it flies in the birds. It outflanks the uni verse, it concentrates itself in a straw. It establishes universal unity and harmony by enclosing in its bosom myriads of contrasts (chapter 1).

(Before going on, the reader must note that under the Han dynasty, yin-yang was often represented by two interlaced serpents with human heads, male and female. These two figures were called the two princes, meaning prince and princess, for the Chinese charac ters have no gender. This is a more graceful represen tationofthe two modalities; it helps one to understand the following text): In the beginning, when the Princi ple had given the crank of the universe to the two princes, they set themselves up in the cosmic center. Their transcendent and transforming power extended to the four regions of space. Earth remained fixed in the center; Heaven moved with regularity and constancy. As on a turning wheel, a given point is such that all points return to it, so all that which passes through the most diverse and complicated forms, returns to the raw state. That is the effect of the Principle, an effect produced by its Virtue, by its influence, not by an action, in the strict sense of that word, which came out of it. The intimate nature of distinct beings is not known to us. We only know their exterior, an appearance, like a reflection in the water (chapter 1).

Perfection for human nature is to keep oneself in imitation of the Principle, in rest, without emotion, for all emotion injures nature. Each time that an exterior being, or rather its appearance, shows itself, it is reflected by the vital spirit and a knowledge is produced, necessarily. If that knowledge stays in an abstract and confused state, there is no inconvenience; it soon vanishes, and peace remains. But if the knowledge becomes concrete and concise, a passion, sympathy, or antipathy will inevitably arise within, upsetting one's equilibrium. For if, moved thus by knowledge, the mind goes out through desire and attaches itself to a known object, then reason (a participation of Heaven) is extinguished; sense (a participation of Earth) continuing to act alone. Now reason is purity, simplicity, uprightness, whiteness; sense is impurity, complexity, medley, untruthfulness. Thus the sage should keep himself concentrated within, peaceful and pure, in apathy and inaction; then his vital spirit will communicate with the Transcendent Palace, will enter by the Door of Heaven, and be united with the Producer Transformer [with the Principle] (chapter 1).

The axiom that the sage should keep himself in inaction must be understood like this: He should not act moved by external beings to the point of wounding his own nature; he should not act on external beings in such a way as will hurt their natures. He should not undertake, and not intervene. Never taking sides, he should follow the stream of universal unfolding, of the incessant alternation of becomings and endings, of ups and downs, of prosperity and decadence. He should accommodate himself to everything. He should glide, flow down the slope in imitation of the water Lao-Tzu has so often suggested as a model. He should not envisage the present moment which is about to cease to be, but the time that will follow it, like the archer who envisages the discharged arrow and not the bow (chapter 1).

The Principle alone was without beginning. All other beings had a beginning. They all became through the Virtue of the Principle, in the median space, through the action of the yin and the yang, the positive activity of Heaven and the passive receptivity of Earth. Before the beginning, the Principle was devoid of form, invisible, impalpable. Invisible by force of purity, just as one cannot see a strong light because it dazzles. Impalpable by force of tenuity, just as one does not feel the air which nevertheless envelops and penetrates all. In it, the yin and the yang, Heaven and Earth, separate. Through them it produces all beings, just as the potter makes his vessels, as the founder smelts his products. Innumerable forms alternate, succeed one another, in nature's immense bosom. The state of life is the state of waking, of knowledge of a being; the state of death is the state of sleep, of nonknowledge of the same being. He will not know that he has slept until he has awakened in a new existence; and he will not then know what he was in the previous waking state. A tiger does not know that he was once a man, a man does not know that he was once a tiger; that man, that tiger, know only that they re-awakened as man and tiger, at their last awakening, at their entry into the present existence;just as in summer the water does not remember that it was frozen as ice during the preceding winter; as in winter the ice does not remember that it ran and jumped in the form of water during the summer. They are two alternate phases of the same being, without remembrance in their present phase of what their preceding phase was. Man forms an integral part of the Great Mass, of the Universe, whose revolution places him successively In action through birth, and in rest through death.

The sage is one who has understood that the wheel turns without ceasing; for him, honor and oblivion count as little as the breeze that caresses his face; praise and blame are worth no more than the buzz of a mosquito in his ear. He is detached. He is set free. His body is situated in one place, but his spirit is free and goes where he wishes. Yes the Great Knowledge is to know that all is produced by a single being, which does not act outside itself, which expands and contracts itself alternately, giving through that movement birth to beings which are all one in it. It is the father and mother of all and everything; in it, no distinction, no differences; in it, the people of all nations are brothers. All is included in an immense circular revolution. All beings are points on a turning wheel (chapter 2).

The freedom which makes man superior is produced by his knowledge. It is through his particle of intelligence, a participation of Heaven, that man differs from the brute, to the extent to which he has preserved and cultivated it. Let him watch over his senses, so that shadows projected by outside objects do not darken him within, do not produce false mirages inside him. Let him keep his mind pure and at rest. The equilibrium of the human mind is unstable; the Author of Nature made it so, like a basin of very pure water placed on a table that reflects the features of the face and hairs of the beard, but only touch the table, and the disturbed water in the basin will reflect nothing, despite its purity. And so there must be both external and internal vigilance and conservation. Repress joy which dissipates, take means to avert grief which distracts, and as for the great sufferings without remedy, one should say to oneself that they are part of one's destiny, and stoically accept them as such (chapter 2).

Before the beginning, before Heaven and Earth, when there was nothing but the quite imperceptible image (logos), two actions, the yin and the yang were born confusedly; then, with the alternation of these two actions, the eight regions of space were produced; the action and reaction of male and female, of strong and weak, began; innumerable beings took shape, worms coming from the grossest matter, man from the purest. In man, the superior soul is that which Heaven has given to him, and his inferior soul is the gift of Earth. At death, when the spirit has returned through its door, when the body has returned to its origin, there is no more “I,” no individuality. It is in this sense that Heaven is the father, and Earth the mother, of man. All in the universe has become like the branching of an immense tree, but by a double root, the vital spirit coming from Heaven, and the body from Earth. That is the meaning of the axiom-one became two, two became three, three became all things.

The Principle, at first condensed into tenuous matter, unfolded itselfunder the double modality yin and yang. Yin, yang and matter make three; all has come from these three. Heaven and Earth are one, all beings are one in the primordial unity. He who knows this unity, knows not only the present, but the past and future. In the universe, there is, apparently, an infinity of beings. I am also one of them. Now nature did not produce the others for me, nor me for the others; each for himself in the present stage. The being which engendered me did not give me life. The being which will kill me will not take my life away from me. I hold my life from the Author of Beings, who will take it back from me at his will. All beings are, in the hand of the Author of Beings, like the pieces of a game (chessmen); the pieces do not understand anything of the game, which in any case does not interest their own being (of two particles of Heaven and Earth) since that being is indestructible (chapter 7).

Existences follow one another and do not resemble one another. How many men, not understanding that, act illogically? Such a one consents to be cauterized so as to be cured ofan indisposition, and yet refuses to let himself be strangled, an operation which would end a miserable existence for him, and inaugurate a better one; is that not illogical? One should not cling to all life nor refuse all death, but let oneself go along the stream of destiny, of continual mutation. My last birth gave me, for this time, a body of such dimensions, which will end up decomposing in a coffin of the same dimensions. Then I shall have passed from the palpable state to the impalpable. How can I know if there will be advantage or disadvantage in that passage? The Author of Beings calls and does away with beings just as the potter takes a handful from a heap of clay, puts it on the wheel, shapes it, and throws it back on the heap if the object formed does not please him. To that, the clay has nothing to say. The water of the great river is drawn in different vessels, used for all sorts of noble and vile purposes, and then thrown back into the river. To that, the water has nothing to say.

A man who rejoices or grieves commits an illogicality. The wheel turns; one should wish to turn with it; that is peace. Embracing nothing, rejecting nothing; wasting neither one's mind nor one's body; always reflecting well beforehand how one will act in order to extricate oneself with the least effort; going with Heaven, uniting oneself with the Principle, beginning nothing with the hope of happiness, ending nothing through fear of misfortune; that is the transcendent man, the true man, the superior man. Concentrated in himself, he considers as identical, being and non-being, fullness and emptiness, positive and negative, life and death. He only occupies himself with the supreme simplicity of the return to the raw state, of union with the root, of the care of the spirit. Free, he travels like the sunbeam, like the wind, beyond the dusty regions to the plains of absolute freedom from care. He knows, not by reasoning, but through ecstasy. He knows all, without having learned anything. Nothing has any hold on the man thus lib erated, nothing can stand in his way; that is supreme happiness. To know that in the interval between one's existences, one is one with the transformation (this ab stract term should be noted; it is not stated in the text that one is one with the transformer). Confucius could give nothing to his disciples as compensation for the privations and constraints on morality that he exacted from them; whereas we Taoists offer to our disciples perfect internal happiness, to live in the universe, to enjoy oneself in the immensity, to reach sublime maj esty, to conform to supreme unity, to sport ourselves between Heaven and Earth. He who thus has immen sity for his portion, has nothing more to wish for (chapter 7).

KUAN-YIN-TZU

Yin-Hsi, the prefect Hsi, commonly called Kuan-Yin-Tzu, the Master Prefect of the Pass, is famous. A contemporary of Lao-Tzu, he was the guardian of the pass leading from China to Tarim and toward India. It was for him that Lao-Tzu wrote the summary of his doctrine called Tao-Te-Ching, when on the point of his departure. . . .

In A.D. 742, a certain T'ien-T'ung-Hsiu made Emperor Suan believe that Lao-Tzu had appeared to him and disclosed that some ancient writings were hidden within the walls of Yin-Hsi's old house. This was in imitation of the discovery of certain of the books of Confucius in the thick walls of his house. The Emperor sent a deputy, who discovered the treatise of Kuan-Yin-Tzu which T'ien-T'ung-Hsiu had most likely placed there. It may also be that it was composed by him; if so this T'ien-T'ung-Hsiu must be ranked among the great masters of Taoism, for the treatise is a masterpiece, approaching the fine pages of Huai-Nan-Tzu. On the other hand it may be that this work was ancient, and had only been touched up by T'ien-T'ung-Hsiu. Although this treatise does not add anything to the principles of the old Taoist Masters, it nevertheless develops them in a splendid way. Here is a summary of the work.

All being is Heaven, is transcendent, is mysterious, because all being is one with the Principle, in which all is one. The Principle is to all beings what the sea is to all waters, their origin and final end. In the Principle there are no diverse individualities; in reality there are no beings. To say that the Principle produces beings, as the potter shapes his pots, is an inexact image in the mind of the common people, which distinguishes the pots from the potter. The image is exact only in the mind of the sage who knows that the pots are one with the potter in universal unity.

All beings are contained in the Principle, are one with the Principle, in which their mutations do not cause any change. Let us take a round basin, of no great depth, full of water, in the middle of which a pebble is placed. Small fish swim along the edge of the basin, always in a circle around the pebble. Their movement has no point of origin and no fixed end. They go round and round, and nothing changes, not the basin, and not the water, nor they. All the movement that they give themselves causes no change in the complex whole. Thus it is with all beings in the Principle.

The Principle is best compared with the immense ocean. The gold and the filth which it conceals are equally invisible. Little fish and whales equally disappear in it. That which characterizes it, is that it is the universal water. Whatever comes out of it does not diminish it; whatever goes into it does not increase it. It lends its water, without giving it up. Thus all in the universe is a participation in the Principle, through Heaven and Earth, and through the five agents. The Principle is the unique being, the first and the last, from which all come, and into which all return.

Nothing is in reality as a distinct being; nothing is but as a reflection, an appearance. As the image that is seen in a dream, or in a mirror, or in water, is but a reflection of the object, so all objects are reflections of the Principle, having no other reality.

It is because they know that no one exists that the sages are equally benevolent and indifferent to everyone.

Cut water, and it joins itself; divide a flame, and it comes together again; thus it is with the vital spirit. To say that my vital spirit is a drop of the universal vital spirit is not exact, for it is not separate from it. To say that it is a spark that was ignited one day, and will go out another day is not exact, for my vital spirit is not distinct from the cosmic soul.

Heaven and Earth, the five agents, the two human souls, the five viscera, the vital spirit, life and deathall these are imaginary entities and distinctions. As all the waters are one water, as all fires are one fire, so all beings are one in the soul of the universe.

There is no other “I” than this universal “I.” There is no distinct becoming, acting, producing. All takes place in the unique being. That is why the milfoil and the tortoise foretell the future up to a certain degree, because they are one with the cosmos, of which things to come are internal modifications, contained in germ in the law of the unfolding of the five agents. The whole is inherent in the unique being, and actuated by it. Under its influence, the drum sounds, the man thinks. There is no more any pre-existing soul in the man than there is any pre-existing sound in the drum.

That which is seen in the waking state is no more real than that which is seen in a dream; and the man who sees is no more real than his visions. A man who dreams, and a man he dreams, are no more real the one than the other. The dream state is a more fluid state; the waking state is a more solid state. The state of life is a more concrete state than the state of nonlife. The whole is inherent in universal being, not in an individual “I.” All dissertations on the good of life and the fear of death are worth no more than the ones they make about horses' hands and cow's wings—imaginary subjects. In the same way that, in universal being, there is fire and there is water, which are not opposites since they do not destroy one another; so, in universal being, there is life and there is death, which are not opposite either, but only modalities.

And because there is no “I,” there is no other. Since there is no “I” nor other, there is no mine and thine, there are no “my thoughts” and “others' thoughts”; there is no “my sadness, my happiness, nor others' sadness and happiness.” All things are only modifications, yin-yang alternations in universal unity. Suppose that two men dream of one another; the two dreamers are no more real than the two dreams. Thus it is with all beings; they are all modalities, not entities.

Do not say that man has a distinct personality, because he knows, acts, speaks, walks. A tortoise-shell knows the future, without being a person. A magnet acts without being a person. A drum sounds, without being a person. Chariots and ships move forward, without being persons. Man knows, acts, speaks, walks, not as a distinct person, but as a termination of the universal “I.”

Outside the Principle, all is nothingness. All that which appears to be, is part of the unity of the Principle. In this universal and absolute unity, there is no succession, no time, no space. In the Principle, a day and a hundred years, a stadium and a hundred leagues are the same. Immaterial, the Principle sports at will in the tenuous, indistinct matter emitted by it. One must not, therefore, speak of natural laws, and of pretended derogations from these laws, as would be changes of form or sex, increase or decrease in weight (levitation), cases where fire does not burn and water does not drown, of monsters, prodigies, etc. There are no predictions, because there is no time, and therefore no future. There are no changes of place, because there is no space. The Principle is the unity which keeps to one point, and is a perpetual present.

I am one with all beings, and all beings are one with the Principle. All that which appears is a working of the Principle, not a law. That a corpse gets up and walks, that one catches fish in a bowl, that one goes in and out through a door painted on a wall, and other like things are not anomalies, since there is no norm. They are workings of the Principle in the tenuous matter which forms its nimbus. It vaporizes or condenses at will. Thence the unreal phenomena of becoming and ending, of life and death. There is one law, to wit, that at the pleasure of the Principle, without truce and without ending, positive and negative, attraction and repulsion, alternate in an indefinite series. And there is only one wisdom, to wit, to understand that a unique reality subsists in and through all apparent contradictions.

Distinguishing causes and effects, agents and products, is illusion, fiction. The ordinary man imagines that the rolling is produced by a drum, that a drumstick moved by a man causes it to roll. In reality, there is neither man nor drumstick nor drum; or rather man-drumstick-drum are the Principle which has produced in itself the modality rolling. The words mean nothing, seeing that the beings and things signified do not exist. All centrifugal thought leads to error; centripetal thought ends in Unity, in the unique reality. One single idea is real and true, the idea of the Principle which is all; or better, the idea of the Principle which is it.

From the non-reality of beings, it follows naturally that there is neither ownership nor subjection. Nothing belongs to me, and I am dependent on no one. Do not speak of external beings. They would be external, in relation to you. Now you do not exist. Nothing exists, but the one and only Principle, to which belongs all phenomena, which all take place in it.

Formerly, in speaking of the Principle, certain persons called it Condensed Silence, or Deep Mystery, or Penetrating Spirit, or All-embracing Void, or Obscure Darkness. Of what use are these terms which cause fear? The unique being can neither be named nor thought, because it is above speech and thought.

TUNG-KU-CHING

All that is mobile came out of the immobile. All that acts came out of inaction. Movement is the characteris tic of the cosmic machine; immobility is the character istic of the Primordial Unity, of the Root, of Destiny. The impure came out of purity, agitation issued from rest. The unique essence is the center of all. All has come from it; all returns to it. In inaction the spirit re turns to its Principle. By nature the spirit is perfectly calm and collected. It does not excite itself nor yield itself, except when solicited, provoked, and then as though reluctantly. Then it slips into the cosmic gear, and appears manifested in countless beings. Rid yourself of your wisdom and your sensibility; only then will you be able to understand the perfectly pure heavenly norm, which is the reason behind things, and upon which all depend.

Restore (by Taoist asceticism) your impure bodily matter to health; try to return to the state of the newly-born, in which the supple matter and peaceful spirit are in harmony. It is to this state of calm weak ness that perpetual life belongs; whereas all that which is strong and active grows old and dies. It is through peace that the spirit returns to its first state. It is in peace that matter proliferates. When the breath has stopped in peace, the spirit passes (into the universal spirit) and the matter reduced to dust yields itself to other beings. Nothing of the spirit is lost, nothing of the matter is lost. Spirit is absorbed by spirit, matter by matter. For the subtle nourishes the subtle, the sol id the solid. That is the first mystic principle. And dur ing life, which is a union of spirit with matter, the vital root is so much deeper and stronger, as the void and the calm are more perfect, so the life lasts so much longer.

Consider this well, and you will understand the mystery of your being. As to being able to understand the mysterious Principle, one must rise above diversity, above the notions of beginning, continuation, and ending. One must be only enlightened by the transcendent light which alone shows through all beings their single root; and through one's own material body-that which is truly permanent (the spirit, a participation of the Principle). Permanence consists not in the duration of an existence, but in the uninterruption of the series of re-entries into existence. Immense space is the theater of incessant transformations. In reality there are neither deaths nor births, but only transformations, exits followed by re-entries on the scene. . . . The light of the carbuncle never goes out, even in darkness. So, in reality, nothing in nature ceases; nothing changes, since all is one. There is, in truth, neither purity nor pollution, neither beginning nor end.

For Heaven and Earth are, at present, from all time; and the numberless beings are, at present, one with Heaven and Earth. Heaven is subtle, Earth is heavy. Heaven influences without troubling itself about what will be produced; and Earth responds without troubling itself about what it will produce. A norm (fatality) penetrates the cosmos. He who can understand that will be calm, sober, tranquil and constant. For, if all is nothing, why act? Why trouble oneself? . . . Why not imitate Heaven and Earth?
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