
Teaching the Tao Te Ching 

This is one of my favorite readings. It can be a little intimidating the first time because it is so different from the 

kind of things we have read before, but it is also fun for that reason. Unlike some past years, when there were two 

days on it, this year there is only one day devoted to the Tao. However, this day is followed by a section day, so it 

would be relatively easy to spend more time on it if you like. There are a number of excellent selections on 

teaching the Tao on the WHGC web site  

(http://www.eckerd.edu/academics/westernheritage/facultyresources/Truth.php), of which I would single out a 

couple as especially helpful: "Tao Te Ching-A plausible approach (Chittick)", and "What is Truth- Tao Te 

Ching",  

Here are two additional ways that you might consider covering the Tao Te Ching this year, depending on whether 

you prefer to spend one or two days.  

One Day Only  

I find that discussions in my section are much better when I have given the class an assignment in advance. In 

fact, I now do that routinely before virtually every class. If I were to spend only one day on the Tao, I would give 

the following assignment:  

"For Monday, I would like you to do two things. First, in addition to reading the assigned portion of the Tao Te 

Ching (1-40), I would like you to also read the Introduction (pages vii to xv). Second, identify two selections from 

the first half of the book (1-40) that you especially liked. Be prepared in class to talk about why you liked these 

particular selections more than the others. What did they say to you? How did they make you feel? What do you 

like about the advice that these selections offer?"  

On Monday I would begin by providing some context for our discussion. Some of the points I would make would 

be:  

~ Taoism existed alongside a number of other schools of thought at this time in Chinese history. One of these was 

Confucianism (seen already in the person of Mencius), which valued family, tradition, and observing the rites. 

Another was the Legalist school, which rejected the old ways and valued a strong central state; behavior was 

governed by rules and regulations.  

~ Taoism rejected the deliberate efforts to achieve morality advocated by Confucianism and by the Legalists.  

~ Instead, it recommends inaction, and aligning oneself with the Tao.  

~ What is "Tao"? "Tao" is a vast Oneness that precedes and in some ways generates the diverse and huge world 

(i.e., The 10,000 Things); it is eternal, formless, nameless, unseeable. The Tao Te Ching gives us hints and ideas  

about how to align ourselves with the Tao rather than fight it. .  
~ What is "Te"? "Te" is the virtue or power that one acquires through being in accord with the Tao-what one 

"gets" from it. The goal of everyone should be to become one with the Tao-to cooperate with the natural course of 

the universe.  

After this, I put the class into a Tao state of mind. I play a short "zen" musical selection (in the public domain!) 

and present a short Powerpoint slide show (created by former Eckerd faculty member Anna Dixon). As the 

Powerpoint ends, I read selections 8 and 11 from the Tao Te Ching. (The whole thing takes about 3 minutes.) This 

sets the mood wonderfully. (I am sending you the music file and the Powerpoint file separately.)  

Then I ask (per the assignment) if anyone selected passages 8 or 1.1, and if so, why?  

What did you get from it? How did it make you feel, etc. Then I'll move on: what is another passage that you 

selected, and what did you like about it? (Repeat as necessary.)  

This process usually works very well and can go on for as long as you like. After a while you can ask the class to 

generate a list of key recurring themes and metaphors that appear in the work. Why metaphors, you may ask? 

Because the Tao is nameless and indescribable, the Tao Te Ching talks about it completely in metaphor (e.g., 

water is a common Tao metaphor). This list of metaphors can then provide grist for another day on the Tao if you 

are so inclined.  



Two Day Plan  

On Monday I would do what is described in the One Day Only plan. At the end of class I would give them the 

following assignment for Wednesday:  

"Imagine a conversation between Lao Tzu and Plato in which they discuss their respective views about two 

things: how to live a good life, and the nature of truth. For each topic, what kind of things would the two men 

agree on? What are the areas in which they would disagree? Identify specific passages from the Tao Te Ching and 

the Republic that support your conclusions."  

In class on Wednesday there are a couple of possibilities I would then consider. The first would be to start with a 

discussion of the issues raised by the question for the day: a comparison of Taoism and Platonism with an 

emphasis on how the two approaches view truth.  

~ Is truth eternal and unchanging, or transitory and fluid?  

~ Is it something that can be arrived at by systematically eliminating contradictions until only the truth remains? 

Or is truth something that of necessity must always contain contradiction and paradox?  

~ Should it be approached by deliberate and systematic effort, or through inaction and indirection?  

In the past I have pursued this discussion for part of the class period and then moved to a small group activity in 

which student groups look through the assigned reading identifying selections that employ some of the themes 

and metaphors that we identified in the previous class session. (A list of Tao themes also appears on the WHGC 

website.) This works pretty well.  

However, this year I am thinking that I will make the Plato-Lao Tzu comparison the entire focus of the second 

day. I was inspired to do this by a book I read over the summer: The Geography of Thought, by social 

psychologist Richard Nisbett. This is a book loosely in the tradition of Jared Diamond's Guns, Germs, and Steel, 

which attempts to explain present day phenomena in terms of concrete, material causes in the past. Diamond was 

attempting to explain why some cultures flourished and others did not. Nisbett is trying to explain the measurably 

different ways that Eastern and Western cultures often think about the physical and social world.  

The description of Eastern cultures as generally more collectivist and Western society as generally more 

individualist is familiar. Nisbett's work has also found that these differences are mirrored in the way that Eastern 

and Western cultures think about the world. For example, members of Eastern cultures are relatively more 

attentive to the physical environment surrounding an individual than are Western observers, who tend to focus 

their attention on the individual in question; Eastern observers are thus more aware of context. Relative to 

Westerners, members of Eastern cultures are also more likely to believe that a current state of affairs will change 

in the future; Westerners are more likely to believe that current conditions will continue.  

A large part of The Geography of Thought is Nisbett's attempt to understand how the Eastern and Western 

mindsets came to be, and he focuses his attention on two traditions that are of obvious significance to u& in 

WHGC: ancient China (and the major philosophical figure of Confucious) and ancient Greece (and its major 

figure of Plato). He argues that a combination of geographic and economic factors helped contribute to the 

development of two quite different views of the world and the individual's place within the world. (A table 

comparing the two cultures appears at the end of this handout.) In particular, his characterization of the 

Eastern/Confucian perspective is one that I think lends itself well to our discussion of the Tao: Everything is 

connected and nothing stays the same.  

This view is nicely illustrated in the old Chinese story that Nisbett relates:  

"An old farmer's only horse ran away. Knowing the horse was the mainstay of his livelihood, his neighbors came to 

commiserate with him. "Who knows what's bad or good? " said the old man, refusing their sympathy. And indeed, a few days 

later his horse returned, bringing with it a wild horse. The old man's friends came to congratulate him. Rejecting their 

congratulations, he again said "Who knows what's bad or good?" And as it happened, a few days later when the old man's 

son was attempting to ride the wild horse, he was thrown from it and his leg was broken. The friends came to express their 



sadness at the son's misfortune. "Who knows what's bad or good?" said the old man. A few weeks passed, and the army came 

to the village to conscript all able-bodied men to fight a war against a neighboring province, but the old man's son was not fit  

to serve and thus was spared. "  

 

The story itself could go on forever, but this version cleverly makes the point that change is going to come, and 

that reversals of fortune are inevitable. The human ability to know whether any particular event is "good" or "bad" 

is limited, and in fact such a judgment may not be useful at all-good and bad are all part of the same whole.  

I'm not entirely sure the best way to bring the Nisbett material into my class discussion. Perhaps I will give the 

class the handout that summarizes his argument in advance and then talk about it in the context of our Plato vs. 

Lau Tzu question. Or I might give a mini-lecture outlining his arguments after we have talked about Plato vs. Lau 

Tzu for a while. I will definitely use the story of the farmer, however.  

I might also give some examples of the kind of differences that Nisbett typically finds in the way that Asian and 

Western individuals think. Here are a couple.  

Categories or Relationships?  

In an experiment comparing children from the Chinese mainland and children from the U.S., all participants were 

shown pictures of three objects like those shown below. They were then asked which two objects they would 

place together. Try it yourself: which two of the objects would you place together?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

American students are more likely to pair the cow and chicken, arguing that "both cows and chickens 
are animals". Chinese students are more likely to pair the cow and grass, arguing that "the cow eats the 

grass". Thus, the Western response is to favor viewing the world in terms of categories made up of 

individuals, and the Eastern response it to favor viewing the world in terms of relationships. This can be 

seen as reflecting the general tendency for Westerners to think in terms of the agency of individual 
actors, and for Easterners to think of individuals in terms of their interconnectedness.  

Stability or Change?  

In an experiment comparing U.S. and Chinese college students, participants were given four short 

descriptions of events, and were asked how likely it was that things would change.  

"Lucia and Jeff are both seniors at the same university. They have been dating each other for two years. 

How likely is it that they will break up after graduation? "  

"Two kids are fighting at kindergarten. How likely is it that they will become lovers some day?"  

"Richard grew up in a poor family but he managed to go to college. How likely is it that he will become 

rich some day?"  

"Vincent has been the chess champion for three years in high school. How likely is it that he will lose in 

the next game against his strongest opponent?"  

In keeping with the view that Easterners are relatively more likely to see the world as constantly 
changing, while Westerners are relatively more likely to see the world as somewhat constant, the 

Chinese students were significantly more likely to predict a change from the status quo for each of the 

scenarios. This can be seen as reflecting the general tendency for Westerners to think in terms of the 
relative stability of people and categories, and for Easterners to think in terms of the fluid, changing 

nature of relationships among individuals and their environments.  

 

  U.S.              China 

Question 1      40%           60% 

Question 2 53%           66% 

Question 3 22%           43% 

Question 4 29%           53% 

   

 

 


