
Notes on the “Te” Section of the Tao Te Ching 
 

A. Reaching for te: 

 

Burton Watson, in his introduction to the text, defines te as a "moral power or virtue 

characteristic of a person Who follows a correct course of conduct." In section 3 8, the first part 

of I the te portion of the text, talks about low te and high te. I will start with a discussion of what 

this te is, looking at some of the following passages. (38, 41 –it’s hollow and furtiye, 49 -

goodness and trust, 51 - nurse to tao's children, 54-prolific, omnipresent, extensive, 55 - like a 

baby, 59 - how to accumulate te, 63 – “repay hatred with te” 65 - te as understanding, 68 - te of 

not contending. 

  

One can make connections here between the moral power seen in Taoism compared to that in  

Mencius (c£ 38, 53, 57) or the Mosaic law.  

  

B. Relationship of te to tao.  

 

 

I like to use the model of constructive or 

destructive wave interference to talk about 

the relationship of tao to te. Both the tao and 

the te can be seen as wave patterns, one of 

which (the tao) just is and one of which (the 

te) is formed in the actions of a person. 

When the two waves match up, constructive 

interference (or harmony) is produced, and 

when the two do not destructive interference 

(or dissonance) is produced.  
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Figure 16-13 

When waves traveling in opposite directions 

are superposed, they produce (a) a double-

amplitude displacement, (b) zero 

displacement, or any Intermediate amplitude 

between these extremes.  

 

C. Creative Quietude.  

 

How then does one live? Students today started to question what Taoist non-action entailed. I  

Does it mean passivity? What are goals of the Taoist ideal? After introducing the wave model, 

we will explore some passages in the text which point to how one should act. With thanks to  

Andrew Chittick, some fruitful ones for discussion are the "therefore the sage..." passages. Many  

of these are in the first section (2,3,5,7,8,12, e.g.), but many are in the second as well (47, 49, 

57,58,63,64, 66,72,78,79, 81). By looking at some of these, we will explore what exactly a sage 

does or does not do. Clearly the sage is not simply passive. These particular passages almost 



always highlight the paradoxical nature of active non-action and can hopefully spark some good 

discussion.  

 

(Last year I had a student talk about Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi's concept of "flow" in relationship 

to Taoism. It does seem to resonate, though perhaps "flow" is too goal-oriented for Lao Tzu. 

Maybe there's a psychology expert available to address this point.)  

 

D. A couple of metaphors: 

  

Water seems important for the Tao Te Ching, especially in sections 8, 15, and 78. How does this 

metaphor work in Taoism? It includes ideas about following the natural channels but also 

carving out channels. It is conquering while being soft and weak (78). It must be still to be clear 

but comes to life when stirred.  

 

The second metaphor is the ancient symbol of the yin and yang (cf. 42). The sense of unity and 

harmony that comes from paradox and intermingling exemplified in that symbol resonates with 

the paradoxes of the Tao Te Ching, and we will also try to explore the relationship of yin, yang, 

tao, and te.  

 


