
Lao Tzu. Tao Te Ching Organization: 
 

A) First discussion: emphasize the ideas, develop the appreciation.  

Present context  

Life of Lao Tzu  

Main Taoist ideas  

 

B) Second discussion: the personal approach, and the understanding. Ask students to prepare 

in advance  

 

1. Their favorite chapter  

2. A chapter representing a key Taoist idea  

 

I. First discussion:  

 

1. Initial questions:  

 

- Can you deduct (envision) the historical context from reading the Tao Te Ching? (which 

passages reflect the context? 29-30-31)  

- What method is used? Use of analogy, reason, deduction, logic, questioning, use of 

opposites? 

 

2. Present Context  

 

 (Remark: The Political and social context is described in the section "Ancient China" in the 

introduction) 

 

Basically a period pf rapid changes (growth of cities, taxation system, and .attempt at control of 

population) when thinkers offer advices to rulers on politics and ethics. 

 

WHGC is back to the period of the "Warring States" (403-221 B.C.E.) when emerged the 

Hundred Schools of Philosophy.  

 

Confucianism is in many ways the most conservative, seeking a return to previous customs and 

values (of the Chou dynasty), by emphasizing Family, the concept of Mandate of Heaven, the 

observance of Rituals, and Government responsibilities.  

 

3. Lao-Tzu – the man – the myth  

 

Question: Can you describe Lao Tzu's personality from his writing? (Is he cynical, disillusioned, 

part of the solution - not the problem, an uniter - not a divider, spiritual?)  

The only purportedly contemporary portrait, reported by China's first historian, Ssu-ma Ch'ien, 

speaks only of the enigmatic impression he left-the sense that he possessed depths of 

understanding that defied ready comprehension.  

 



Lao Tzu was reportedly an archivist in the Imperial Library. It is unclear whether Lao Tzu 

summoned Confucius or Confucius asked to meet with Lao Tzu to ask questions about 

information contained in the archives. In any event, it is accepted that they never got around to 

discussing their conflicting philosophies. Confucius' agenda seems to have been to discuss the 

history of the Ancients, especially as recorded in The Book of Annals. (Shu K'ing). Lao Tzu’s 

agenda seems to have been to discredit Confucius. Lao Tzu was annoyed that Confucius came to 

the meeting dressed in his most formal and elaborate robe, as well as Confucius' interest in the 

past. "The men of whom you speak are long since dead and their bones are turned to ashes in 

their graves."  

 

Confucius tried to explain his belief that new knowledge must be based upon old knowledge.  

Lao Tzu interrupted him saying: “Put away your polite airs and your vain display of fine robes. 

The wise man does not display his treasures to those he does not know. And he cannot learn 

justice from the Ancients.  

 

"Why not?" asked Confucius..."The swan doesn’t need to bathe daily to remain white," was Lao 

Tzu's reply. And he abruptly ended the interview.  

 

Lao TZU: is said to have been born about 604 BC. He is a shadowy figure. We know nothing for 

certain about him and scholars wonder if there ever was such a man. We do not even know his 

name, for Lao Tzu which can be translated "the Old Boy", "the Old Fellow", or "the Grand Old , 

Master," is obviously a title of endearment and respect. All we really have is a mosaic of 

legends.  

  

Inferences concerning his personality derive almost entirely from the single slim volume 

attributed to him. From this some conclude that he was probably a solitary recluse who has 

absorbed in occult meditations; others picture him as down to earth - a genial neighbor with a 

lively sense of humor. 

  

Eventually, Lao Tzu leaves the country saddened by the reluctance of people to cultivate their 

natural goodness. Before exiting the country, the "gatekeeper" ask him to leave a record of his 

beliefs to the civilization he was abandoning. This Lao Tzu consented to do. He retired for three 

days and returned with a slim volume of five thousand characters titled Tao Te Ching, or The 

Way and Its Power.  

  

Question - what do you sense the Tao to be? To suggest? To accomplish?   

- Example: Chapter one suggestion = loss of identity? Modesty?  

 

5. The ideas 

 

On opening Taoism's bible, the Tao Te Ching, we sense at once that everything revolves around 

the pivotal concept of Tao itself. Literally, this word means path, or way. There are three senses, 

however, in which this "way" can be understood.  

 

First, Tao is the way of the ultimate reality. This Tao cannot be perceived or even clearly 

conceived, for it is too vast for human rationality to fathom. The Tao Te Ching announces in its 



opening line that words are not equal to it: "Tao called Tao is not Tao." (Chapter 1) Tao is the 

ground of all that follows, from which all life springs and to which it returns.  

  

Though Tao is ultimately transcendent, it is also immanent. In this secondary sense it is the way 

of the universe, the norm, the rhythm, the driving power in all nature, the ordering principle  

Behind all life. Basically spirit rather than matter, it cannot be exhausted; the more it is drawn 

upon, the more it flows. Giving life to all things, it may be called "the Mother of the World."  

 

In its third sense Tao refers to the way of human life when it meshes with the Tao of the universe 

as just described.  

 

Read texts in class and ask students to define (according to their reading) the 

ideas.  
 

Ideas:  

power of language    romantic   pacifism (30/31)  

immensity     Nature (29)    humility/simplicity  

virtue      A guide    non-participation  

Spontaneity     mode of conduct   simplicity  

metaphysical     openness    spirituality  

Wisdom     harmony(10)    non-competitiveness (23/24)  

desireless     Limitless   moderation (9)  

compassion     Moderation    purity  

 

Question: If the Tao is a book of ideas, compared with Mencius and Plato's work, is he 

convincing, useful, practical, right?  

 

Possible Quiz  

 

1. What is the name of the author of the book you had to read for today?  

2. What is the title of the book?  

3. In the reading for today, what was the prominent subject among the following? Circle one:  

 

world    water     wine   women  war       wombats      weapons  

 

4. What does the author (not you) think about the subject you circled?  

5. Can you complete one of his reading by filling in the blank?  

 

49      57       28  

Trustworthy people    How do I know?    Know the white  

I trust.                  Sustain ___________ 

Untrustworthy people     _________________________ 

I __________________   

Te as trust.  

 

 


