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A discussion on the descriptions of Tao from Laoazi

Word count: 2339

l.Introduction

As we known, in traditional Chinese culture, the meanings and concepts of Tao is
extremely difficult to understand and describe. Through the book of Laozi, we could
see that Lao Tzu made most of time to describe Tao and wanted to share with the
readers. The Tao described by Lao Tzu is independent and special compared with the
theories of Tao from other Philosophers at the same period. Professor Fang Dongmei
said that: “The concept of Tao is the supreme category in Lao Tzu's philosophical
system.”1 Therefore, to understand the logic of describing Tao from Lao Tzu can
help us to know the meanings of Tao and be able to practise Tao in everyone’s dairy
life, which is the intention of studying Laozi and its theories.

Even though Tao seem so ethereal and even invisible to our eyes, people could feel it
from the descriptions of ancient sages and renowned scholars. The article will share
the research of the logic of the description of Tao defined by Lao Tzu from three
aspects, the the name of Tao, the body of Tao and the use of Tao, mainly based on the

original texts from Laozi.

2.The name of Tao

Chapter 1, the beginning of Laozi, contains the deep meanings of Laozi’s theories and

plays the foremost and significant role of the whole book. Master Hanshan F LI A Bl

once said that: “This chapter summarises the body and use of Tao, and tells us how to

! Fang Dongmei J7 35, The development and spirit of Chinese philosophy 1[5 4% 14 [ H.#% 2, (Beijing db
I:Zhong Hua Shu Ju FEIE ), 2012), p. 126. [ WM&, JETHLASH 2 8 8RS, |
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enter it. The more than 5,000 words of the book, Laozi, is just the explanation and
deduction of this.”2 And the western scholar, John R. Mabry also share the same idea:
“So what is the Tao? This is a difficult question, and Lao Tzu tells us right off in his
first poem in the Tao Te Ching......and spends the next 80 poems trying to do just
that”.3 Therefore, focusing on the first Chapter can help us see the contour of Laozi’s

Tao. There is a renowned sentence in Chapter one that: “The Tao that can be spoken

of is not the eternal Tao; the name can be named is not the eternal name.” &0]%& - IF

HiE, 208 - IEE B .4 In general, the way of feeling and knowing something

mysterious and beyond understanding is to give a formal name for it. However, for
Lao Tzu, he believed, Tao cannot be simply named. The ordinary people do not have
the high perspective like Lao Tzu, so they are stubborn with the thing that they could
see in eyes and can feel personally. Therefore, Lao Tzu have no choice but need to

give a name for that, so, the terms “Tao” has emerged.

2.1 The shortcomings of naming Tao

Professor Lai,Hsi-san said: “Generally speaking, Daoism strongly criticizes the power
and ideology of language. Dao cannot be spoken about because of its transcendent
nature.”5 And he also said that: “Laozi is well aware of the qualities and limitations
of language, and it is impossible to materialize language and expand its control.”6
Therefore, it is difficult to name or just define Tao in a specific realm. Any operation
which is artificial will decline the meaning of Tao and its eternity, because simple
name is not the eternal thing, which will be extinct one day. Anything which will be
extinct is unable to be the supreme thing beyond everything in the world.

From Lao Tzu’s opinion, Tao is both the origin and divine law of everything due to its

2 (Ming) Hanshan #4111, Laozi Dao De Jing Jie & FIiE#848f#, (Wuhan &: Chong Wen Shu Ju 523 &7, 2015),
p.11. [MhEMEEZ A, RNETRBE. RS, SFERK. KATHRS, rfges, Wt —=me. |

3 John R. Mabry, The Tao Te Ching: The Book of the Way and Its Power, (the United States of America, originally
published as part of God As Nature Sees God, 1994), p.2.

4 (Ming) Hanshan ¥ 111, Laozi Dao De Jing Jie & T IEfEELS#, p. 11.

5 Lai, Hsi-san $fi$% =, ‘From the Metaphor of the Laozi to the Narrative of the Zhuangzi——Zhuangzi's Narrative
Philosophy and Walter Benjamin's View’, Journal of Qinghua Studies & #£:3R, 40(1), 2010, 67—111 (p.111).

6 Lai, Hsi-san $fi$% =, ‘From the Metaphor of the Laozi to the Narrative of the Zhuangzi——Zhuangzi's Narrative
Philosophy and Walter Benjamin's View’, 67—111 (p.69). [ (#F) R4 5 ARG, A0l AeE S MEE L
MmiERA . |
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constancy, which is called “eternal Tao” & #&. If there is a not eternal thing, “simple

name”, giving a definition for Tao, thus, its quality of eternity will be affected by the
extinction of name. Gradually, people will think that the range of name is the range of
Tao. Once it exceeds the range that the name has, people may not be able to
understand, thus, unfortunately, Tao will lose its quality of infinity. Moreover, once
the name is extinct, people will think that Tao is vanished. Therefore, Laozi rather to
use negative expression to describe the exist of Tao instead of naming Tao, and he did

not seem Tao as a object or a entity. Therefore, “The Tao that can be spoken of” O] 38

Z 3% and “the name that can be named” O] & Z %4 both are the temporary and

functional usage mainly satisfying the ordinary. However, for “eternal Tao” %8 and

99 resh
B

“eternal name %, it is unnecessary for them to be simply defined and limited in

this way. It will be oversimplified to understand the Tao of Laozi just because its

name. In Zhuangzi, ZhiBeiYou &11E##, it said: “Tao should not be named.” B A=

.7 Master Hanshan BXLLKEM also said: “Moreover, Tao had no name at first, but

now it is called "Tao", so all those who can be named are untrue.”8
For the solution, Lao Tzu will use another way of expression to describe Tao. As
Professor Lai Xisan’s saying: “‘Poetic metaphor’ is the main language style of the
description of the body of Tao from Lao Tzu”,9 Lao Tzu is likely to describe Tao
from the back and front, in order to fully show the tension of Tao. Professor Lai Xisan
analysed clearly:
The relationship between Laozi and language is not only manifested in:
exposing the ineffability of Tao under the limitation of language, and trying
to use vivid poetic metaphors to show the rich existence of Dao, in fact, it
deeply understands the binary structure of language, but try to use dialectical
rhetoric to launch the dialectics and subversion of the concepts, and then turn

to the discussion of the value level (using "the right words if the opposite" IE

=42 to subvert the value ideology established by language).'?

7 Cheng Guying S &, Zhuangzi Jin Zhu Jin Yi 3121345, (Beijing At 3{: Zhong Hua Shu Ju FFIEEF, 1983),
p.620.

8 (Ming) Hanshan ¥%1l1, Laozi Dao De Jing Jie & T IEE4&Ef#R, p. 11. [ BAEAT 4, SEERLEE”, &N A4
#, BlReH. |

9 Lai, Hsi-san §£#% =, ‘From the Metaphor of the Laozi to the Narrative of the Zhuangzi——Zhuangzi's Narrative
Philosophy and Walter Benjamin's View’, 67—111 (p.69). [ [VEREMT] 4 (2T ) BHEMSK EEE 5 B, |

101 ai, Hsi-san $£%% =, ‘From the Metaphor of the Laozi to the Narrative of the Zhuangzi——Zhuangzi's Narrative
Philosophy and Walter Benjamin's View’, 67—111 (p.69). [ {Z7T) BHEMESWEIRS T REEEBEES WS
FR R BE AT F a0, LA S 38 P T PR 1 By A 2 B ) L AR, BB TR AYIRE S I nss A
B, B B Y e 1 o e B P R B, W iU B A EE B AR (F TIESH R ] BEES
Fre L EE SRR o




3.The body of Tao

Professor Fang Dongmei mentioned that: “As far as the Tao body is concerned......Tao
is the one or the original one of the infinite real existences. Lao Tzu tried to describe it
in various ways.”11 Through researching, the description of Tao from Laozi can be
simply classified in two ways:

3.1 Object metaphor UABHZMER 2 )
Laozi was likely to use water to describe Tao. In chapter 4, he said: “&;% - A 23

A& - UEYMZR - BELR - BELY -MEY RHE &5 - PHEF 12

AN

The characters “34”, “fd”, “&” are the descriptions relating with water. In Guangyun,
Dongyun fE#8-5R &8, it explains: “)F 3=t < It means the unfathomableness of water;
In Shuo Wen Jie Zi 37X AR, it explains: “Fd - [E7KH - ” It means the deep water

that cannot be see to th bottom; “& - &t = ” It means water submerging. As we

known, water possesses the quality of moving, changing, modesty and moistening.
And more importantly, it does not have a defined shape to limit it, which is
corresponded with the characteristics of the Tao. In English translation, D.C.Lau

N

translated “)%” as empty,13 which emphasizes the quality of empty of Tao. Exactly,

Tao has no shape, and it is invisible and intangible for human. Therefore, using
“empty” as description is quite appropriate. Tao forms alongside the process of doing

and changing, therefore, Laozi said: “BY) &R MIEE - PRUSF -’14 And

Zhuangzi also said: “81T Z M A ° ”15 The “empty” referred by Laozi is not means

that there is nothing existing, but to use “negative expression” to hint at the non-shape
of Tao.

The character “fi” signifies the profoundness and mysteriousness of Tao.

' Fang Dongmei 5 % 3&, The development and spirit of Chinese philosophy " [BI¥5 £ &1 S L35 R, p. 126. [k
T, REREEAEZK—SUt—. ETFEUMHBARZ FRERZ. |

12 (Ming) Hanshan #2111, Laozi Dao De Jing Jie & T 1B LR, p. 18.

13 D.C.Lau translated, LAO TZU, TAO TE CHING, (England: Clays Lod, St Ives plc, 1963), p. 8.

14 (Ming) Hanshan #4111, Laozi Dao De Jing Jie & T-IEfE45 /iR, p. 86.

15 Cheng Guying S &, Zhuangzi Jin Zhu Jin Yi #5125 1EA %, p.69.
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The character “J&” also refers the “empty” of Tao. Those characters are all shows the

tension of Tao.

ii.Describing its range (LAEAR M ~ ZEE MR )

Tao can contain everything in the world. Laozi was likely to describe its range in
order to let us know scale of Tao, and see its eternity and infinity.

In Laozi, chapter thirty-four, it said that: “ X325 -E O 4 =16 according to the
translation from  Xu Yuanchong FFfid ¥, it means: The divine law (Tao) is a stream

overflowing left and right.17 It just likes the poem written by Du Fu # B : “Spring
rain slips into the night secretly on the heels of wind, silent and soft, it moistens
everything.”( &R )BEREBAR BY)AMEE <18 Tao will nourish everything in the

world silently. In the daily life, even though we feel hard to feel the Tao, it is
everywhere beyond space and time.

According to Lao Tzu, Tao is the origin of the heaven and earth, and Professor Fang
Dong mei also mentioned that: “Tao is the root of heaven and earth. Its nature and
uses are infinite. Tao is invisible, and it is the source of all things in the universe.19
The body of Tao is so large and broad that ordinary people cannot measure it with
their known knowledge. Lao Tzu uses the concept of space to describe Dao, in order
to let us understand the volume of Dao, which fills the space between heaven and
earth, and even the universe, nourishing all things like spring breeze and drizzle.
However, usually people are not easily aware of the existence of Dao.

I1.The use of Tao

The use of Tao means its function in the universe between heaven and earth. In Lao
Tzu's description, Tao is the origin of heaven and earth, and undertake the role of
cultivating and nourishing all things. This is to describe and understand "Tao" from
the perspective of "using". Professor Fang Dongmei said: “As far as the use of Tao is
concerned, the infinitely supreme "Tao" is over all things in the world, which
pervades all uses or functions, and is inexhaustible.”20 And Tao also demonstrates its
tension: On the one hand, it can converge on its own in secret, to the deep state of

6 (Ming) Hanshan 84111, Laozi Dao De Jing Jie & T B AL f#, p. 74.

7 Xu Yuanchong #F-i{7, Chinese-English Edition, The Old Master Modernized Laws Divine and Human V%3] HE
Z B4R, (Beijing AL 3: Gao Deng Jiao Yu Chu Ban She 525205 H fr 4L, 2003), p. 74.

18 (Qing) Quan Tang Shi 4=, (Qin Ding Si Ku Quan Shu Ben £k 2 VU )& 43 7, Ying Yin Gu Ji, Qin Ding Si Ku
Quan Shu, Ji Bu eight, Zong Ji Lei 2B 58, SKGENU)E £ « 4£35)\ « 4845), vole. 226

19 Fang Dongmei Jj W 2%, The development and spirit of Chinese philosophy 1B S % F 35 %, p. 126. [ i
FRHAR, HrMy, HEES, AR, B2 iEE. ]

20 Fang Dongmei 5 # 35, The development and spirit of Chinese philosophy o[BI 2] 258 i Jz 55 F2, p. 127.

[MIEATNS, #MERMERKZ [E] . PLEEAEEY, BE—VZHNThEE, MRZAS, AxABE. |
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retreating to "nothingness"#%; on the other hand, it can becoming the divine law in the

heaven and earth to be the beneficial of all things, referring to “havingness” A. So,

there is no boundary at all. Professor Fang Dongmei said: “The development and use
of the Tao is a two-way type and a dual-track type. If the Tao go smoothly, it will give
birth of everything based on its original type, which is non-existent, and each has its
own benefits; otherwise, if it meets the block, it will stay at its current sate

(havingness 7 ) to ask for sustenance from nothingness #&, and then make the best

use of each.”21
Lao Tzu also said that: “The divine law may go opposite ways; even weakness is
useful. All things in the world come into being with a form; the form comes from the

formless.”22 REBEBZH) FEE LA - K NBYMERE - BENRE - Therefore,

understanding the relationship between "havingness" and "nothingness" is also the
key to understanding the use of Tao. In general, Tao is empty, but when its function
operates, it becomes existing, and is everywhere. More deeply, and philosophically,
the universe and all things in the world originate from "nothing", and all the things
contain quality of “nothing”, like the death of creature and the vanishment of objects.
Therefore, Master Hanshan also said: “everything bases on the emptiness.”23

In the simple way, it will be easier to look at the visible qualities of Tao, and to
practise in the daily life: For example, Tao has the same qualities as water, which is
modest, flexible, and can moisten everything in silent. And those are what Lao Tzu
wanted to share with people. We need to follow it and practise in life.

4.Conclusion

Describing the "Tao" is a very long and difficult process. Lao Tzu used his wisdom to
describe Tao from multiple perspectives, presenting the whole picture of "Tao" to the
ordinary people, from the name of Tao, the body of Tao and the use of Tao. The
concept of "Tao" is indeed the deepest part of philosophical thought of Taoism, and
cannot be explained clearly in simple words or concepts. At this point, Professor Lai
Xisan also said: “Since Tao itself is beyond language, it is the manifestation of
pre-language, unpredictable and inexhaustible power. Therefore, any attempt to use
language to precisely define it in one meaning will inevitably fall into the predicament
of ‘dogmatic speech.’”24

21 Fang Dongmei 5 3%, The deve/opment and spirit of Chinese philosophy o[BI Z] 245 Jz H A% 2, p. 127.
[TEZ 3K, 22 He, AEZ AR, HAEEH, DEHIR,; iz, AIENES, MERE DL

HHEHA. ]

22 Xu Yuanchong &, Chinese-English Edition, The Old Master Modernized Laws Divine and Human 3<%}

2 TIEEL, p. 90.

B (Ming) Hanshan #4111, Laozi Dao De Jing Jie % T-IE B4R, p. 86. [ R L A A .

24 Lai, Hsi-san #£$% =, ‘From the Metaphor of the Laozi to the Narrative of the ZhuangZI**Zhuangm s Narrative

Philosophy and Walter Benjamin's View’, 67—111 (p.72). [ HijAiE#E [ S#HES, CRANES. ﬂﬁ/ﬂf"%ﬁ;‘eﬁ‘]ﬁ‘i)ﬁ

R B, RUMATA A [ 58 & o ARG FE 2 R — RIS ), #RARTEN [ 5 aB3E0T ] MRS,
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Overall, the "Tao" described by Lao Tzu is the ever-changing Tao, and it is not a
straight road that can be saw to the end. In Buddhism classic, Da Cheng Qi Xin Lun

X 3E#E {5 & , it also said that: “Leaving the appearance of names, leaving the
appearance of words.”25 Lao Tzu also said that: “the more you know of the human
world, the less you know of the divine law.”26 & Hzm - /B HIE - We need to

clearly understand the limitations of language. If we follow the train of thoughts from
language and name to understand "Tao", it will not be the real Tao. Therefore, in the
process of studying Lao Tzu, although we must understand Tao through the exquisite
language descriptions from Lao Tzu, we should not be stubborn with the language and
forget the infinity, eternity, and greatness of Tao.
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