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The Essence of the Tao

As mentioned before, Tao is an "X" in Laotse's metaphysical system.
It is therefore very difficult to determine what constitutes its real

essence. From a study of Tao Teh Ching one must conclude that Tao is

at the same time an empty, a nothingness, and yet a reality, an "it";

a non-existent and yet an absolute entity; a state of being and yet an
unconditioned existence. It is a vacuous super-matter, an abstract be-
ing and yet a pure being; it is the abstract principle of all things and
yet all things are its concrete appearance. But Tao is not God, for
Laotse says (in Chapter 4):7

Tao is a hollow vessel,
And its use is inexhaustible!

Fathomless!

Like the fountain head of all things,
Its sharp edges rounded off,

Its tangles untied,

Its light tempered,

Its turmoil submerged,

Yet dark like deep water it seems to remain.
I do not know whose Son it is,
An image of what existed before God. (Lin)

Truth may appear hollow, but its usefulness is inexhaustible. It
is so profound that it comprehends all things. It is so vague that
its very existence may seem doubtful. I do not know its origin,
but I believe that its existence preceded that of the gods. (Yang)

The Tao is (like) the emptiness of a vessel; and in our employment
of it we must be on our guard against all fulness. How deep and
unfathomable it is, as if it were the Honoured Ancestor of all
things!

7Four Franslations are 9ited here, two by Chinese Scholars ang
two by English scholars. This procedure will be followeg whenever j
is necessary to get a better understanding of the original sense -3
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We should blunt our sharp points, and unravel the complications
of things; we should attemper our brightness, and bring ourselves
into agreement with the obscurity of others. How pure and still
the Tao is, as if it would ever so continue!

I do not know whose son it is. It might appear to have been be-
fore God. (Legge)

Providence used with restraint need not exhibit its full force. It
is profound; and like, as it were, the ancestral progenitor of the
innumerable objects. It checks undue impulse, solves entangle-
ments, subdues undue orightness, though preserving life. I do not
know whose offspring it is, but indications suggest what is anterior
to any monarchs. (Parker)

Since Tao is not God,8 it is evident that Laotse cannot be a theist as
some Western scholars and the Taoist religion itself consider him.
Laotse himself says of the essence of Tao, in Chapter.i:

The Tao that can be told of
Is not the Absolute Tao;
The Names that can be given
Are not Absolute Names.

The Nameless is the origin of Heaven and Earth;
The Named is the Mother of All Things.

Therefore:

Oftentimes, one strips oneself of passion

in order to see the Secret of Life;
Oftentimes, one regards life with passion,
in order to see its manifest forms.

These two (the Secret and its manifestations)
Are (in their nature) the same;

They are given different names

When they become manifest.

They may both be called the Cosmic Mystery:
Reaching from the Mystery into the Deeper Mystery
Is the Gate to the Secret of All Life. (Lin)

8R. K. Douglas in his book Confucianism and Taoism (London: Society
for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1889), P. 211, also says: Uof 4 -
sonal God Laotse knew nothing, as far as we can judge from the Tao Teh
Ching; and indeed a belief in such a belng_would be in oppositi
the whole tenor of his philosophy. There 1S no room for a g
in his system, as is shown by the only mention he makes of
ruler." Then he uses Chapter 4 to support the above mentio

on to
upreme God

a heavenly
ned statement,
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The truth that may be told is not the everlasting Truth. The name
given to a thing is not the everlasting Name.

Nothingness is used to denote the state that existed before the
birth of heaven and earth. Reality is used to denote the state
where the multitude of things begins to have a separate existence.

Therefore, when the mind rests in the state of Nothingness, the
enigma can be understood; when the mind rests in the state of real-
ity, the bounds can be reached.

These two states, though bearing different names, have a common
origin. Both are mysterious and metaphysical. They are the most
mysterious, and form the gateway to all mysteries. (Yang)

The Tao that can be trodden is not the enduring and unchanging Tao.
The name that can be named is not the enduring and unchanging name.

(Conceived of as) having no name, it is the Originator of heaven
and earth; (conceived of as) having a name, it is the Mother of all
things.

Always without desire we must be found,

If its deep mystery we would sound;

But if desire always within us be,

Its outer fringe is all that we shall see.

Under these two aspects, it is really the same; but as development
takes place, it receives the different names. Together we call them
the Mystery. Where the Mystery is the deepest is the gate of all
that is subtle and wonderful. (Legge)

The Providence which could be indicated by words would not be an
all-embracing Providence, nor would any name by which we could
name it be an ever-applicable name.

"Non-existence'" is a name for the beginning of heaven and earth.
"Existence!" is a name for the genetrix of the innumerable objects
of creation.

Hence, "absolute non-existence' suggests to us the miraculous
working of what in "absolute existence' has become the resulting
essence.

These two emanate from the same, though their namings are dissimilar,
and jointly they are termed 'state of colourless dissolution."

Dissolution, again, within dissolution thus connects us with the
various miraculous workings. (Parker)
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Although the essence of Tao cannot be defined, it will prove help-
ful to examine its characteristics more fully, as :they are set forth in

Tao Teh Ching.

Tao is described, first of all, as having an elusive quality.
Chapter 21 says: "The thing that is called Tac, is elusive, evasive,"
or according to Yang's translation: "Truth is vague and intangible."

It is impersonal, and as Chapter 14 says, it is an “image of Nothing-

ness.'" Chapter 25 gives a somewhat more detailed picture of the char-
acteristics of Tao, when it says: |

Before the Heaven and Earth existed

There was something nebulous: |
Silent, isolated,

Standing alone, changing not,

Eternally revolving without fail,

Worthy to be the Mother of All Things.

I do not know its name .

And address it as Tao.

If forced to give it a name, I shall call it "Great."
Being great implies reaching out in space,

Reaching out in space implies far-reaching,
Far-reaching implies reversion to the original point.

Therefore:

Tao is Great,

The Heaven is great,

The Earth is great,

The King or man is also great.

These are the Great Four in the universe,
And the King is one of them.

Man models himself after the Earth;

The Earth models itself after Heaven;

The Heaven models itself after Taoj

Tao models itself after Nature or self-so . (Lin)

There is something evolved from chaos, which was born before heaven
and earth. It is inaudible and invisible. It is independent and
immutable. It is all-pervasive and ceaseless. It may be regarded
as the mother of heaven and earth.

I do not know its name and call it Truth (or Tao). If I must
describe it, I will say that it is great.

)
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Thus Truth is great, heaven is great, earth is great, and the king
is also great. Within the universe there are four great ones, and
the king is one of them. The king must follow the examples of
earth, heaven, Truth, and Nature. (Yang)

There was something undefined and complete, coming into existence
before Heaven and Earth. How still it was and formless, standing
alone, and undergoing no change, reaching everywhere and in no
danger (of being exhausted)! It may be regarded as the Mother of
all things.

I do not know its name, and I give it the designation of the Tao
(the Way or Course). Making an effort (further) to give it a name
I call it The Great.

Great, it passes on (in constant flow). Passing on, it becomes re-
mote. Having become remote, it returns. Therefore, the Tao is
great; Heaven is great; Barth is great; and the (sage) king is also
great. In the universe there are four that are great, and the
(sage) king is one of them.

Man takes his law from the Earth; the Earth takes its law from
Heaven; Heaven takes its law from the Tao. The law of the Tao is
its being what it is. (Legge)

Things existing in a chaotic state had been produced before heaven

and earth. In solemn silence stood the solitary subjectivity, with-

out any changes taking place; revolving without any crisis. Ve

may not consider this the "mother of the world." As we cannot

know its name, we may apply to it the term "Providence,'" and make

a shift to use the word "greatness'" as its name. Now ''great" sug-

gests going on, going on suggests distance, and distance suggests

return. Hence there are the greatness of Providence, the greatness

of Heaven, the greatness of Earth, and the greatness of the Lmperor.

There are four majesties in the concrete worldly organism, of

which four the Emperor is one. Man looks up to Earth for guidance,

Earth to Heaven, Heaven to Providence, Providence to Spontaneity.
(Parker)

Since Chapter 25 says that Tao was in existence before heaven and
earth and Chapter 4 that Tao is "an image of what existed before God,"
the implication is that Tao has no beginning. On the other hand, since
Chapter 25 says that Tac is "eternally revolving without fail,! the
conclusion is that Tao has no end. Tao is also described as unchange-

able, or as Chapter 25 put it: '"standing alone, changing not."
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Furthermore, Tao is invisible, inaudible and intangible according

to Chapter 1k4.

Looked at, but cannot be seen--

That is called the Invisible.
Listened to, but cannot be heard--
That is called the Inaudible.
Grasped at, but cannot be touched--
That is called the Intangible. (Lin)

Tao is also insipid and inexhaustible. For in Chapter 35, the

last strophe says:

The utterance of Tao is insipid.

It cannot be seen with eyes:

it cannot be heard with the ears, and

the use of it is inexhaustible. (Chiu)

In Chapter 10, the description of the mysterious Nature (a synonym
for Tao, as explained below) is given as

To give birth, to nourish,

To give birth without taking possession,

To act without appropriation,

To be chief among men without managing them--

This is the Mystic Virtue. (Lin)
This seems to indicate that Tao is completely unselfish.

Whence is Tao? At the end of Chapter 25 it is said that Tao models

N

itself after "Nature." The Chinese characters for Nature ( ﬁ ),
could be translated as '"spontaneiity," "that which is so by itself,"
"self-formed" or ''self-so.'" Hence it can be concluded that one of the
characteristics of Tao is spontaneity. At the same time, it is ubi=-

quitous. The first strophe of Chapter 34 states,

The great Tao is all-encompassing or all-pervasive
It may be found on the left side or on the right. (Chiu)

Although Chapter 62 states that "Tao is the mysterious secret of
the universe, the good man's treasure, and the bad man's refuge. . .

to search for the guilty ones and pardon them,'" yet Tao is not benevolent.
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For a line of Chapter 5 states clearly, '"Heaven and earth entertain no
benevolence." (According to Laotse, heaven and earth, that is, the
universe, are but another term for Taco. See the reference above to
Chapter 25.)

In summing up the above, it can be said that Tao is characterized
as Elusive, Impersonal, Without Beginning and Without End, Invisible,
Inaudible, Intangible, Insipid, Inexhaustible, Unchangeable, Unselfish,

Spontaneous, Ubiquitous and Not Benevolent.
The Form and Image of Tao

Since one cannot apprehend the real essence of Tao, one can hardly

determine the form of Tao. However, in Tao Teh Ching, Laotse does dis-

cuss the form or more correctly, the image of Tao.
After describing Tao as Invisible, Inaudible and Intangible (Chap-
ter 14) Laotse goes on to say:

These three elude all our inguiries
And hence blend and become One.

Not by its rising, is there light,

Nor by its sinking, is there darkness.
Unceasing, continuous,

It cannot be defined,

And reverts again to the realm of nothingness.

That is why it is called the Form of the Formless,
The Image of Nothingness.

That is why it is called the Elusive:

Meet it and you do not see its facej;

Follow it and you d9 not see its back.

He who holds fast to the Tao of old

In order to manage the affairs of Now
Is able to know the Primeval Beginnings
Which are the continuity of Tao. (Lin)

According to these lines, it is clear that Tao is formless, bodi-

less, shapeless, vague, indefinity and symbolic of nothingness. Because
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the form of Tao is indescribable and because according to the first
strophe of Chapter 14 Tao is Invisible [5?, pronounced Yi] » Inaudible
[q%, pronounced Hsi], Intangible Lﬁﬁd pronounced WeiJ, Laotse goes
on to say, '""Tnese three elude all our inquiries and hence blend and be-
come One."

In this connection it is interesting to note that the Jesuit
scholars Amiot and Rémusat recognize the three Persons of the Trinity
here and contend that the tetragrammaton {l)il* is to be found here also.9
If the last strophe of Yang's interpretive translation--"I do not know

its (Tao's) origin, but I believe that its existence preceded that of

the gods,'--is correct, and an actual connection between Tao Teh Ching

and the Hebrew term [/1/]* exists, then these claims might be valid.
Interesting as this may be, this study must forego speculation on this
question at this time and confine itself to a discussion of the form and
image of Tao.

The last line of Chapter 14 in Lin's translation reads: '"which are
the continuity of Tao," but may be rendered more literally: ‘'which is
called Tao Chi." This character, Chi (,éﬁ,l), has many meanings. It
may mean '"annals," "record," ''chronicle," "a period of twelve years,"
lage," "century," "laws," '"rules," or as Lin Yu-tang explains, the "main
body of tradition,! "system" and also "discipline."lO From this one
can conclude that Tao has no form but it embodies laws, rules, a system
or discipline. It may be recorded or viewed in the course of time and

space, yet the senses are not able to apprehend its form.

T Douglas, pp. 187-189.

lOLin, p. 102,
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A casual reading of Chapter 21 may give the impression that Tao
does have a form, or forms, for it says:

The thing that is called Tao

Is elusive, evasive.

Evasive, elusive,

Yet latent in it are forms.
Elusive, evasive,

Yet latent in it are objects.

Dark and dim,

Yet latent in it is the life-force,
The life-force being very true,
Latent in it are evidences. (Lin)

Truth is vague and intangible. Though vague and intangible, with=-
in it there is substance. Though vague and intangible, within it
there is form. Though distant and vacuous, within it there is es-
sence. Its essence is real, and its validity can be proven.

(Yang)

Who can of Tao the nature tell?

Our sight it flies, our touch as well.

Eluding sight, eluding touch,

The forms of things all in it crouch;

Eluding touch, eluding sight,

There are their semblances, all right.

Profound it is, dark and obscure;

Things' essences all there endure

Those essences the truth enfold

Of what, when seen, shall then be told. (Legge)

but as to the entity of Providence, it is as fleeting as it is
illusory. The images suggested by it are illusory in their fleet-
ingness, and the objects yielded by it are just as fleeting in their
illuscriness. In that dark vista of space there are vital essences:
those essences are unadulterated, and out of them comes truth.
(Parker)

But when one delves into this chapter more deeply, one discovers that

the forms mentioned here are not those of the essence of Tao, but prin-

ciples which are manifested in the concrete cosmos. One of the annotators

states correctly:

All things are the concrete manifiitation of Tao, and the Tao is
the abstract principles of all things.

1l aotse (Taipei: Wah Lien Books, 1964), p. 37.
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In defining Teh and its relationship to Tao in the forepart of

this chapter, it was observed that Tao is the essence of the "X'" and

Teh the function or manifestation of "X This fact also indicates that

there is no form in Tao but that Tao merely manifests itself in prin-

ciples, rules, a system of laws, in all things, in all affairs and in

all times. Thus a vague, abstract image of Tao emerges.

The Functions of Tao

Although one cannot know the essence of Tao and is unable by one's

senses to apprehend its form, Tao Teh Ching contains quite a few clues

toward determining the functions of Tao.

First, it states that everything comes from Tao, .since it gives

birth to everything. The first two strophes of Chapters 34 and 42

clearly say:

Chapter 34:

The Great Tao flows everywhere,

(Like a flood) it may go left or right.

The myriad things derive their life from it,
And it does not deny them.

When its work is accomplished,

It does not take possession.

It clothes and feeds the myriad things,

Yet does not claim them as its own. (Lin)

The great Truth is all-pervasive and may be found everywhere. It
gives life to all animate creation, and yet it does not claim lord-
ship over them. It accomplishes all things, and yet it does not
claim anything for itself. It embraces all things, and yet it has
no fixed abode. (Yang)

All-pervading is the Great Tao! It may be found on the left hand
and on the right.

All things dépend on it for their production, which it gives to
them, not one refusing obedience to it. When its work is accom-
plished, it does not claim the name of having done it. It clothes
all things as with a garment, and makes no assumption of being their
lord. (Legge)
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The highest form of Providence is universal, and always at hand.

The innumerable objects of creation depend upon its unfailing action
for their existence. It achieves results which yet cannot be

named as concrete being, and cherishes the innumerable objects with-
out disclosing the directing power. (Parker)

Chapter k2:

Out of Tao, One is born;

Out of One, Twoj;

Out of .Two, Three;

Out of Three, the created universe.

The created universe carries the Yin at its back and the Yang in

front;

Through the union cf the pervading principles it reaches harmony.
(Lin)

Truth gave birth to one; one gave birth to two; two gave birth to
three; three gave birth to the multitude of things which attain the
state of harmony when the opposite elements of Ying and Yang are min-
gled in a well-balanced manner. (Yang)

The Tao produced One; One produced Two; Twa produced Three; Three
produced All things. All things leave behind them the Obscurity
(out of which they have come), and go forward to embrace the Bright-
ness (into which they have emerged), while they are harmonized by
the Breath of vacancy. (Legge)

Providence produced unity; unity produced duality; duality produced
trinity; trinity produced the innumerable objects; the innumerable
objects carrying the feminine or shadow principle on the one side,
and the masculine or sun-light principle on the other, creating a
just harmony by their respective clashes of primitive impulse or
ether. (Parker)

From Chapter 34, quoted above, it is evident that Tao also pre-
serves everythinge Chapter 51 says this more clearly;

Tao gives them birth,

Teh (character) foster them.

The material world gives them form.

The circumstances of the moment complete them.

Therefore all things of the universe worship Tao and exalt Teh.
Tao is worshipped and Teh is exalted

Without anyone's order but is so of its own accord.

Therefore Tao gives them birth,

Teh fosters them,

Makes them grow, develops them,

Gives them a harbor, a place to dwell in peace,
Feeds them and shelters them.
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It gives them birth and does not own them,
Acts (helps) and does not appropriate them,
Is superior, and does not control them.
--This is the Mystic Virtue. (Lin)

It is Truth that gives both life and form to things. The nature of
a thing determines its individuality and perfection. Therefore, as
regards all things, Truth and Nature are the most important. The
importance of Truth and Nature is a matter of course, and requires
no comment.

Truth gives birth to life. Nature determines the individuality,

growth, development, completion, maturity, protection, and security
of a thing.

The mysterious Nature is that which lives without the desire for
ownership, gives without the wish for return, rules without claim=-
ing lordship. (Yang)

All things are produced by the Tao, and nourished by its outflowing
operation. They recéive their forms according to the nature of
each, and are completed according to the circumstances of their
conditions. Therefore all things without exception honour the Tao,
and exalt its outflowing operation.

This honouring of the Tao produces (all things), nourishes them,
brings them to their full growth, nurses them, completes them,
matures them, maintains them and overspreads them.

It produces them and makes no claim to the possession of them; it
carries them through their processes and does not vaunt its ability
in doing so; it brings them to maturity and exercises no control
over them;--this is called its mysterious operation. (Legge)

Being born of Providence, nurtured by Grace, shaped by mortals,
and completed by circumstances, the innumerable created objects,
for this very reason, without exception revere Providence and
honour Grace. Now this revering of Providence and honouring of
Grace was never a conferred distinction, but always was sO spon-
taneously. Hence Providence bears all things, nurtures them,
develops them, and rears them; completes them, ripens them, and
tends them, and protects them. Birth without concrete existence,
action without self-conscious assertion of it, and development
without direction of it--this is what is called the colourless dis-
solution of Grace. (Parker)

Tao also enables man to know how to face life and death, how to be
a man, and how to deal with or relate to others. These functions of Tao
will be examined more fully in a subsequent discussion. At this point
it will suffice to cite statements from one of the chapters which give

some indications of Tao's function in human lives,
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Chapter 62:

Tao is the mysterious secret of the universe,
The good man's treasure,

And the bad man's refuge.

Beautiful sayings can be sold at the market,
Noble conduct can be presented as a gift.
Though there be bad people,

Why reject them?

Therefore on the crowning of an emperor,

On the appointment of the Three Ministers,

Rather than send tributes of jade and teams of four horses,

Send in the tribute of Tao.

Wherein did the ancients prize this Tao?

Did they not say "to search for the guilty ones and pardon them?"
Therefore is (Tao) the treasure of the world. (Lin)

Truth is the abode of the whole of creation.
It is treasured by good men, and it should also be treasured by
bad men.

Good words enable one to obtain honour, and good conduct enables

one to receive respect. When a man is bad, why should we spurn
him?

Wherefore, it is better to advance toward Truth than to be an
Emperor, or a Grand Minister, or a royal messenger wearing precious
jades and riding in fine carriages.

\\hy did the ancients esteem truth? Was it not for the reason that
by following Truth men could obtain what was desirable and avoid
what was undesirable? Because of Truth they could rule the whole
Empire. (Yang)

Tao has of all things the most honoured place.
No treasures give good men so rich a grace;
Bad men it guards, and doth their ill eifface.

(Its) admirable words can purchase honour; (its) admirable deeds
can raise tneir performer above others. Even men who are not good
are not abandoned by it.

Therefore when the sovereign occupies his place as the Son of
Heaven, and he has appointed his three ducal ministers, though (a
prince) were to send in a round symbol-of-rank large enough to fill
both the hands, and that as the precursor of the team of horses

(in the courtyard), such an offering would not be equal to (a lesson
of) this Tao, which one might present on his knees.

Why was it that the ancients prized this Tao so much? Was it not
because it could be got by seeking for it, and the guiltiy could
escape (from the stain of their guilt) by it? This is the reason
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why all under heaven consider it the most valuable thing. (Legge)

"Providence" is the esoteric principle of the innumerable created
objects, the jewel of the good man, the stand-by of the bad man.
Nice words will amiss to folk. How is it possible to abandon people
because of their want of goodness? Hence, in setting up an Emperor
or in appointing the three chief Ministers, although it may be
glorious for them to sit in a state chariot, preceded by jewelled
sceptre bearers, it were better for them to remain at home and ad-
vance their store of Providence. Why was it that the ancients
honoured this Providence so highly? Was it not that they looked
for answers to their prayers and hoped for remission of their sins?
For this reason it was esteemed throughout the world. (Parker)

But how does Tao carry out its functions? It does so through the move-

ment of Tao.

The Movement of Tao

In examing the movement of Tao in Tao Teh Ching, it becomes clear

first of all that Laotse faces a terrible dilemma, for in the first
stropne of Chapter %7 he sayst

The Tao never does,

Yet through it everything is done,

If princes and dukes can keep the Tao,

The world will of its own accord be reformed. (Lin)

Truth abides by inaction, and yet nothing is left undone. If the

rulers abide by Truth, all animate creation will of thneir own

accord come under their influence. (Yang)

The Tao in its regular course does nothing (for the sake of doing
it), and so there is nothing which it does not do.

If princes and kings were able to maintain it, all things would
of themselves be transformed by them. (Legge)

Providence is perpetually without active purpose, and yet leaves
nothing undone. If our rulers could but abide by principle, all
creation would improve its own line of conduct. (Parker)

In the opening phrase of Chapter 63, Laotse uses an imperative mood

and says:

Accomplish do-nothing (Lin)




