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Water as a Symbol of the Dao
in the Zhangzi






1. Introduction
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The highest excellence is like (that of) water. The
excellence of water appears in its benefiting all

things, and in its occupying, without striving (to the
contrary), the low place which all men dislike. Hence

(its way) is near to (that of) the Dao. non-conte ntio N
---Translated by James Legge



1. Introduction

There is nothing in the world more soft and
weak than water, and yet for attacking things
that are firm and strong there is nothing that can
take precedence of it; - for there is nothing (so

effectual) for which it can be changed.
---Translated by James Legge

softness overcomes hardness
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2. Still Water
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In Lu there was a Wang Tai who had lost both his feet;
while his disciples who followed and went about with

him were as numerous as those of Zhongni.
---Translated by James Legge
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2. Still Water
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The reply was, 'Men do not look into running water as a
mirror, but into still water - it is only the still water that
can arrest them all, and keep them (in the contemplation

of their real selves).
---Translated by James Legge
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2. Still Water
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2. Still Water
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‘And virtue without outward form ; what 1s that ?’

‘ In a water-level,’ said Confucius, ‘the water 1s in a most
perfect state of repose. Let that be your model. The water
remains quietly within, and does not overflow. It 1s from

the cultivation of such harmony that virtue results.’

---Herbert. A. Giles
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2. Still Water
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Water 1s naturally clear and transparent, so it can show things exactly as they are.
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2. Still Water

» stands for inner clarity
> just like a bright mirror

» reflect everything truthfully and thoroughly
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3. Flowing Water
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Lao Dan replied, 'Not so. Look at the spring, the water of which rises and
overflows - 1t does nothing, but 1t naturally acts so. So with the perfect man
and his virtue - he does not cultivate it, and nothing evades its influence. He 1s
like heaven which 1s high of itself, like earth which 1s solid of itself, like the
sun and moon which shine of themselves - what need 1s there to cultivate 1t

---Translated by James Legge :
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3. Flowing Water
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3. Flowing Water

« Still Water Stresses a state of clarity and inner calm

* Flowing Water Stands for acting to no purpose, simply being what it 1s
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3. Flowing Water

The perfect man directs the energy of his spirit to what
was before the Beginning, and finds pleasure in the
mysteriousness belonging to the region of nothingness. He

1s like the water which flows on without the obstruction of

matter, and expands into the Grand Purity.

---Translated by James Legge
22




3. Flowing Water
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They act to no purpose and follow the natural course of things.
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3. Flowing Water
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3. Flowing Water

® acting to no purpose and following nature

® the sage reacts to the world naturally, changes with situations,
but always keeps his fundamental inner purity
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The Master said, * How profound
in its repose, how infinite in its
purity, is Dao!’

--Herbert. A. Giles *
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4. The Union of Still

md Flowing Water
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4. The Union of Still
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4. The Union of Still and Flowing Water

® These two qualities come together as one. Dao
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5. Conclusion

Still water symbolises the Dao’s tranquillity
and clarity. Like a mirror, 1t reflects all things
truly.

Flowing water stands for acting to no

purpose and natural spontaneity.
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THANK YOU FOR

LISTENING.
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