[bookmark: _GoBack]Water Reflections in Daoism
Christina Panera

This paper constitutes a study of the significance of water as the ideal metaphor of the ‘flowing’ Dao and analyses how by resembling the water and its characteristics, one can unify with the Dao. I use primary text material, Daoist scriptures like Dao De Jing and Chuang Tzu, while as well share some contradictions and common views with Confucianism. However, my attention is given in the exploration of the philosophy of water through modern minds like Tang’s analysis (2017) and mainly Watts reflections in general. Alan Watts, as wished to tune in body and mind with the movement of Dao, stated that his views are ‘how the ancient writings reverberate on the harp of my own brain, which has, of course, been tuned to the scales of western culture’ (Watts, 1975: 7). All in all, this essay explores what is the actual experience and feeling of that attitude to life, when one follows the Dao, through the image of water. 
The beauty of the Chinese landscape lies in our imagination like a world of two opposed forces. The first force is the sharp mountain ranges, that are located along both, north-south and east-west axes (Shaughnessy, 2000: 14). The second one is the element of water; the erosive power of the three immense rivers (the Yellow, the Yangzi, and the Pearl) flowing from west to east (Shaughnessy, 2000: 14). The water nourishes life on these mountains and valleys, where the Chinese civilization was established. It was as important in ancient China as it is in present time. The impact of water in nature and humanity is countless and its significance image can be discovered early in Chinese thought, in philosophy and in religion. 
Confucius in the Analects (approx. 500 B.C.) mentioned that: ‘The wise find pleasure in water; the virtuous find pleasure in hills. The wise are active; the virtuous are tranquil. The wise are joyful; the virtuous are long-lived’ (6.21). In this passage, Confucius compares the mountains, which stand for durable principles of nature, with water, which ‘stands for the passing flow of human activity and always remains in some relation to the hills’ (Roberts, 2001: 46). Nonetheless, in Daoism, this duality of water and hills does not function in the same way as in the Confucian thought. That is because water and its qualities have the highest role, in the principle of nature, and this can be illustrated through the main Daoist text, the Dao De Jing (approx. 600 B.C). However, both Confucians and Daoists use the philosophy of water as an immense metaphor and its signification will be located in Buddhism later as well (Serensen, 2012). 
In other words, the Sao Jiao (the three teachings of China; Daoism, Confucianism and Buddhism) considered water as a metaphorical example of one’s way of life. Indeed, Yanying Lu (2012) pointed out the importance of metaphors in influencing one’s thinking process. Even when the Confucian debates on human nature, they were using the water allegorically. Precisely, Gaozi (1) used water as a representation, to show that humans do not have a specific direction to good or bad; water will follow each door that will be opened (Slingerland, 2014). In contrast to this, Mencius corresponded that water does not go up or down, by meaning that ‘the goodness of human nature is like the downhill flowing of water, there is no person who does not tend toward the good, in the same way that there is no water that does not flow downhill’ (Slingerland, 2014: 132). On the other hand, Daoism did not use the example of water only as a hermeneutic image of human nature, but as the main metaphor for the principle of Dao itself; and not focusing on the direction of water but focusing in its lowest location and its powerful softness.
Water is the root metaphor found in Dao De Jing (Allan, 1997). In this sacred script of Daoism, one can appreciate the significance of water as the principal symbol of the Dao itself. Dao means the path or the way and hence the way, the discipline or the doctrine in which it manifests itself (Waley, 1977). Like water, Dao nourishes everything in the cosmos (Hartz, 2009). This manuscript can be comprehended in many ways: as a political manual of wisdom for governors, as a guide to the mystical understanding of the universe or as a dissertation on the principles of nature, a handbook of natural laws (Watts, 1999). It looks like cosmology, morality and politics fuse with the metaphor of water, as the liquid vitality can be grasped everywhere (Miller, 2017). There are a lot of analogies between the principle of Dao and the qualities of water (Lu, 2012). In the eighth chapter of Dao De Jing (Stephen Mitchell’s translation) we read: 
The supreme good is like water,
which nourishes all things without trying to.
It is content with the low places that people disdain.
Thus, it is like the Tao.
In dwelling, live close to the ground.
In thinking, keep to the simple.
In conflict, be fair and generous.
In governing, don’t try to control.
In work, do what you enjoy.
In family life, be completely present.
When you are content to be simply yourself
and don’t compare or compete,
everybody will respect you.
Raymond Tang (2017) observed in this chapter of the Dao De Jing the significance of water as a great example for people’s attitude to life; for who he will resemble it and follow its qualities, he will feel fulfilled. He pointed out three great lessons people can attain from the eighth chapter of Dao De Jing: humility, flexibility and openness; these three qualities ought to be used in one’s everyday life (Tang 2017). When people are in a mood of stress, big decisions or in deals with other persons, the resemblance of water and its qualities can be relieving. The first lesson Tang (2017) argues about, is the one of humility as the water stays in low places, even if it is the greatest life-giving force. He (2017) states:
‘If we think about water flowing in a river, it is always staying low. It helps all the plants grow and keeps all the animals alive. It doesn’t actually draw any attention to itself, nor does it need any reward or recognition. It is humble. But without water’s humble contribution, life as we know it may not exist.’
As the Daoist philosophy seems to function with contradictions as ‘to be perfect is to invite diminution’ and to ‘climb is to invite fall’ the example of water, which takes the low ground appearances ideal (Waley, 1977: 56). In other words, one must be kind as water; it benefits all things without asking anything in return. Nature is not boasting of itself, nor the water holds workshops on the techniques of flowing (Al Chung-Llian Huang, 1975: 13). As it is mentioned at the end, one has to be content, without trying to compete and help everyone, and everyone will give him respect. 
Furthermore, Tang (2017) continues to the second lesson, the harmony and how water continuously achieves its purpose without any effort, even if there are obstacles on its way. He explains it by saying that ‘If we think about water flowing towards a rock, it will just flow around it. It doesn’t get upset, it doesn’t get angry, it doesn’t get agitated. In fact, it doesn’t feel much at all. When faced with an obstacle, somehow water finds a solution, without force, without conflict’ (Tang, 2017). In addition, Millers (2017: 44) argues that fluid responds to pressure by flowing and that even the basic character of qi (energy) is to flow. The third teaching remarks openness and people’s habit to refuse changes in their life in general. However, water accepts this change and Tang (2017) describes it by saying that:
“Water is open to change. Depending on the temperature, it can be a liquid, solid or gas. Depending on the medium it’s in, it can be a teapot, a cup or a flower vase. In fact, it’s water’s ability to adapt and change and remain flexible that made it so enduring through the ages, despite all the changes in the environment.”
Capability is an additional quality of water; it adapts in any container that we put it in. In life when someone is in a big decision, he must adapt to the new situation and be flexible. The Xiang’er commentary mentions that water can accept even what is unclean (Roberts 2001: 197). This indicates that people should accept whatever comes on the way and not worry as everything becomes clear in the flowing water. Therefore, when there are problems, one should attempt to be present and everything will get cleaned. Watts (1975: 42) mentions that ‘water cannot be cut or clutched and its flow ceases when it is enclosed’. For Tang (2017) by following the philosophy of water, any stress and anxiety can vanish from our everyday life. All in all, his last two teachings about harmony and openness are introducing the concept of Wu-Wei, as it is mentioned in the Dao De Jing (Lao Tzu, 37).
Wu-Wei is the main Daoist principle of one’s action. Most scholars translated the term as non-action, while Watts (1999) suggested the translation of ‘non-forcing’ as the finest. Again, the water seems to be the ideal exemplar for that behaviour. Wu-Wei is to ‘roll with the experiences and feelings as they come and go… this is called flowing with the moment… this now-streaming is the Dao itself’ (Watts, 1975: 96). In the 15th chapter of Dao De Jing (Stephen Mitchell’s translation) we are delivered by the description of the ancient masters who embodied the Wu-Wei:
The ancient Masters were profound and subtle.
Their wisdom was unfathomable.
There is no way to describe it;
all we can describe is their appearance.
They were careful
as someone crossing an iced-over stream.
Alert as a warrior in enemy territory.
Courteous as a guest.
Fluid as melting ice.
Shapable as a block of wood.
Receptive as a valley.
Clear as a glass of water.
Do you have the patience to wait
till your mud settles and the water is clear?
Can you remain unmoving
till the right action arises by itself?
The Master doesn’t seek fulfilment.
Not seeking, not expecting,
she is present, and can welcome all things.
Additionally, Chuang Tzu (approx. 4th century B.C.) resembles the stillness of sages with the one of water. He mentions that “water, when it is still, reflects back even your eyebrows and beard. It is perfectly level and from this carpenter takes his level. If water stilled offers such clarity, imagine what pure spirit offers! The sage’s heart is stilled’ (Chuang Tzu, 106). In the same volume, Confucius assumed that the water should be an example to all people as “the perfect balance is found in still waters...inner harmony is protected and nothing external affects it’ (Chuang Tzu: 43). Watts (1975: 36) encourages people to leave any philosophical, religious or political opinions they might have and live like an infant; knowing nothing, excepts what it hears, sees, feels etc and allow spontaneity in life to take place. In other words, one needs integrity and that initiates to reflect the world outside as he is a mirror, without storing past or future images, just to remain in present.
By observing Nature, one can understand how precious the present moment is. It seems like nature appreciates the present and the illustration of the flowing water can be one paradigm. Time does not exist in nature; we can only grasp the rhythm, and so water is not going anywhere; it is just flowing at the present moment (Watts, 1999). Its movement resembles music and dance; when someone listens to music, he does not think what he heard at the past or think what it may follow afterwards. He just enjoys the current moment as the musical pattern unfolds (Watts, 1999). Dance works the same way as music, as great dancers don’t aim to a specific place at the dancefloor; they just dance. In the same way, water flows without intending to go anywhere; that’s why one’s ‘eyes are following the patterns of the water’ (Watts, 1999). Chuang Tzu (20) says ‘by going along with things you avoid becoming separated for them. By letting go the emotions as they will, you avoid fatigue’. Physically, our eyes can see only the present and all other thoughts and feelings subsist in the mind-heart.
In Chuang Tzu Book, we read that the best kind of heart is the absence of heart. Alan Watts (1999) argues that obviously, this does not have the same meaning with the English word ‘heartless’ or ‘mindless’, as these terms introduce negative morals. However, he explains the Daoist view of heart-mind absence, by using Chuang Tzu’s example of water reflection. Chuang Tzu (13) says that the highest form of men use their heart-mind like a mirror, they grasp nothing. They reflect everything, but they do not keep anything. The same reflection quality can be found in nature, in the element of water. The water is not remarking the image and it seems that there is no difference between the observer and what he observes.  In the same way, the heart-mind must operate on its own way, without feeling-thinking about things that happened or maybe will happen. Watts (1999) encourages people to see the brain as something happening outside of them, to only reflect the outside word; that’s the highest virtue. In other words, he states that “being absent is a condition of being present” (Watts 1999). 
In Dao De Jing (Lao Tzu: 38) the man of superior virtue (de) is defined as the one who is not conscious of his own virtue. In other words, the superior virtue is not conscious of itself as virtue, so it is virtue. Watts (1975, 108) explains the above statement by claiming ‘de’ as a natural quality. He (1999) illuminates this, on his lectures, by giving this example: when someone has shown a great skill in an activity, it seems like he does it naturally like he does not put any effort to do so. Even if there is a discipline behind it, it is perfectly concealed.  The greatest dancers perform their dances and make it seem so easy as they movement looks perfectly naturally; there is any kind of artificiality (Watts, 1999).
Moreover, Chuang Tzu said that when your belt or your shoes are comfortable, you don’t feel them (Watts, 1999). That is why in the Dao De Jing, de (virtue) is described as something that it should not be conscious of itself, otherwise it fails. Hence, when Confucius was talking about ethics Lao Tzu laughed and thought of him as selfish (Hartz 2009); as this is not the way of nature and thus not a way of following the Dao. Understandably, as Elsa Gidow wrote for Alan Watts, he never saw this way in human relationships as ‘flabby, irresponsible, lackadaisical manner of living…’ (Al Chung-Llian Huang 1975: 5), neither Lao Tzu would do so. They believed that ‘de’ arouses spontaneously.
‘De’ can be understood as a kind of liquid force (Miller 2017: 48). In a Daoist text, the Chung Yung (56a) we read that ‘the Dao is that from which one cannot depart; wish one can depart is not the Dao’ (Watts 1975: 37). The Dao is fundamentally everywhere and consequently in everything and everyone. The whole creation flow within the Dao; as it can be imagined as ‘all floating in a tremendous river’ which hugs the whole cosmos (Watts, 1999). Watts (1999) speaks that some people swim against the river and some other swim with it. Accordingly, the second type of virtuous (de) people are those who follow the Dao; they go with its flow. In that way only, those who flow, who swim with the river, can express the power of the river itself or likewise, the power of nature in general (Watts, 1999). It is up to humans if they want to go left or right but having this power behind them any direction which they follow they will be empowered. Watts (1999) argues that the art of sailing can be described as Daoism in perfection. He explains it by saying that skilful sailors use the effort of the wind to sail and so they let the nature to do it for them; they sail without using effort, as nature cooperates with them (Watts, 1975).
Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu use the flow of water as the principal symbol of the Dao. The Chinese character of ‘flowing’ is fan; where its first radical stands for the water. It is not the water itself that is the Dao but its quality of flowing that it makes it the deepest emblem. In nature, we can find the patterns of behaviour one must to follow to be in harmony with the Dao. Therefore, the principles of Dao can be found in the flow patterns of water. Alan Watts (1975) explains the attitude on must have in life by resemble the Dao and named it as the watercourse way. The man of the Dao lives in the Dao, like a fish in water (Watts, 1975). One’s aim should be to have the sensation of flowing water and follows its natural way.
In China, the practice of calligraphy is a fine art and Daoists meditate in the whole process of writing (Muller-Yao, 2015). Watts (1975: 15) states that “the beauty of Chinese calligraphy is the same beauty we recognize in moving water’. He (1975) describes the event like a dance between the brush and the ink on absorbent paper. He argues that the ink is mostly water and so the writer controls ‘the flow of water with the soft brush as a distinct from the hard pen…everything requires that you go with the flow’ (Watts, 1975: 15). Brush soaked in the ink is like you can direct the power of water anywhere you like. It is soft, not like a pen but powerful. Watts (1975) continues his argument by saying that you don’t have to hesitate or hurry in writing because you will fail aesthetically. Someone writes well because he has ‘at the same time the sensation that the work is happening on its own…the brush is writing all by itself… as the river, by following the line of least resistance’ (Watts, 1975: 15).
To sum up, the Dao is like water, wind, sailing, surfing, dancing and music (Watts 1975). Water is the perfect metaphor for the attitude of life under the Dao. Nature is not something that is happening outside, but it can be found physically and consciously within the human (Miller 2017). Thus, human life follows nature and can resemble it and thus great things can happen. As the beauty of nature outside the same will be within as all its connected. In addition, Watts (1975: 16) states that the development of technology is not just a matter of the techniques themselves but of the psychological attitude of the technician. This attitude is expressed allegorically by the image of water. We may have access to this Daoist philosophy today, which comes from thousand years ago, because it followed the supreme way, the way of water (Hartz, 2009).
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