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Tao Te Ching and Chinese Literature and Arts 

 

The first two Tao Te Ching documents posted on the faculty Moodle site give good 

suggestions on how to approach the text.  In my notes, I will draw your attention to some 

of the themes mentioned in the documents, list the sections that touch upon the themes 

and add comments, and cite examples that show the influence of Tao Te Ching on 

Chinese literature and arts.  First is a quiz I will use in my class. 

  

I. Quiz:  

1. Deduce the historical context from reading Tao Te Ching. 

2. Identify your favorite metaphor from Tao Te Ching and describe the implications 

it generates. 

3. Describe how a Daoist Sage is supposed to behave based on your reading of Tao 

Te Ching. 

 

II. Definition of Dao (Tao): see Andrew Chittick’s “The Tao Te Ching: A Plausible 

Approach” on the faculty Moodle site. 

 

III. The unreliability of language  

 

1. Andrew’s “The Tao Te Ching: A Plausible Approach” 

 

2. Section 1: “The Tao that can be named is not eternal Tao./  The name that can be 

named is not true name.”  This translation of the opening lines by Hong Zeng (p. 2) is 

more faithful to the original Chinese text. 

Section 81: “Sincere words are not pretty. / Pretty words are not sincere.” 

 

3. Examples from Chinese literature and arts— 

i) Chen Kaige’s Yellow Earth with Zhang Yimou as cinematographer (see attachments):  

 1
st
 film clip: the beginning of the film is dominated by silence (few words), and 

powerful and static rural landscape—heaven and earth (vs. small human figures), 

which illustrates being close to nature, non-action of nature, distrust of words, and 

primitive environment.  It is a good illustration of section 23: “Spare words: 

nature’s way.”   

 2
nd

 film clip: Along with the 1
st
 one, this clip in which the father figure prays to 

heaven for rain to reduce the drought can be seen as an illustration of section 5: 

“Heaven and Earth are not kind: / The ten thousand things are straw dogs to 

them./ … Yet Heaven and Earth / And all the space between / Are like a bellows: 

/ Empty but inexhaustible, / Always producing more.”   

 3
rd

 film clip: It depicts another major image in the film—Yellow River, soft and 

powerful, which nurtured the Chinese civilization but can also be destructive.  

This can be incorporated in the discussion of water metaphor.     

 

ii) Critical terminology for Chinese painting, poetics and drama 

Section 27: Good words leave no trace.  

Section 57: The more skilled their techniques, / The more grotesque their works.   
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IV. Self-generating opposites/complementary opposites /complementary bipolarity  

 

1. “Taoism” on the faculty Moodle site 

 

2. “complementary bipolarity” (Andrew Plaks, pp. 169-170): When one quality arises, it 

breeds the seed of its opposite.  When it grows, it prepares for the change to its opposite.  

This “mutual implication” of paired contrary concepts and their “ceaseless alternation” 

reflect a way of “correlative thinking.”   

 

3. Ask students to identify examples of this theme in Tao Te Ching. (e.g. section 2)  

 

4. Examples from Chinese literature and drama— 

 

i) This theme underlies the pinnacle of traditional Chinese fiction, Dream of the Red 

Chamber, a.k.a., The Story of the Stone, in narrative structure and profound meaning.  

 

Its opening chapter states: “Truth becomes fiction when the fiction’s true; /Real becomes 

not-real where the unreal’s real” (Hawkes, Story of the Stone, vol. 1, p. 55) 

 

The register concerning the fate of a nun who dwells in the otherworldly arena and 

appears the most cleanly in the novel says: “For all your would-be spotlessness / And 

vaunted otherworldliness, / You that look down on common flesh and blood, / Yourself 

impure, shall end up in the mud.”  (Hawkes, vol. 1, p. 134) 

 

ii) The male protagonist in traditional Chinese literati drama is normally a Confucian 

scholar who aspires to participate in government service, but sometimes after achieving 

this goal, he turns to the Daoist ideal.  That is seen below at the end of the play Paired 

Fish.  This transition reveals awareness of complementary bipolarity.    

 

“Whenever enjoying success, one should anticipate a time of frustration.  Take the theater 

as an example: drums and gongs do not beat forever and costumes are not inexhaustible. 

Where there are sheng (young male lead) and dan (young female lead), there are jing 

(painted face) and chou (clown); excitement alternates with desolation. Jing and chou are 

the opponents of sheng and dan; desolation is the result of excitement. Jing and chou 

figure the most in official careers, so it is easy to feel desolate in officialdom.  The 

sensible man must put away drums and gongs at the time of excitement and never wait 

until the arrival of desolation to take off his official hat and band.”  (Li Yu, Bimuyu, p. 

210) 

 

Awakened by this analogy of officialdom and theater, the male protagonist decides not to 

seek promotion and instead to live a secluded life among fishermen, woodcutters, and 

farmers.  Thus, as noted in the “Taoism” (on the Moodle site), Daoism is “a gentle 

compliment to Confucianism.” 

 

V. Advice for rulers  

1. Andrew’s “The Tao Te Ching: A Plausible Approach” 
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2. We can get a sense of the historical context from Tao Te Ching (sections 29-31, 36, 53, 

67, 75…).  Despite the emphasis on silence, complacency, and non-action, Tao Te Ching 

was written during the period of Warring States (475-221 BC), when the various states 

competed for dominancy and power.  Therefore, what Tao Te Ching emphasizes and 

seeks to avoid can be seen as an “attempt to escape the war-beset history.” (Zeng, p. 10) 

 

VI. Wuwei (active non-action)  

1. See “Taoism” on the Moodle site. 

 

2. Ask students to deduce what is wuwei or non-action based on sections 2, 3, 9, 10, 57, 

63, 64, 77, 81, …: withdraw when work is done; do not overdo things to interfere with 

natural order; do not try to control things; being detached; do not seek after fame, power, 

or wealth; follow a simple, frugal, peaceful way of life; take minimal action; prefer non-

violence over violence and softness over hardness. 

 

3. Sections 44 and 46: “Know what is enough.”  This is a connotation of wuwei. 

 

4. Examples from Chinese literature— 

“Zhuang-zi: The cunning waste their pains; / The wise men vex their brains; / But the 

simpleton, who seeks no gains, / With belly full, he wanders free / As drifting boat upon 

the sea.” (Hawkes, vol. 1, p. 439) 

 

See the attachment for an interesting interpretation of Zhuangzi’s promotion for total 

withdrawal from public action (Hawkes, vol. 1, p. 421). 

 

VII. The way of nature/Heaven  

 

1. Andrew’s “The Tao Te Ching: A Plausible Approach”  

 

2. Metaphors 

i) How does water metaphor work in Daoism?  Ask students to analyze sections 8, 15, 

and 78.  Water follows natural channels but also carves out channels.  It conquers while 

being soft and weak.  It must be still to be clear but comes to life when stirred. 

 

ii) Baby metaphor (sections 20, 55): natural, unaffected, uncontaminated, unlearned, 

spontaneous, soft 

 

iii) Uncarved wood (sections 15, 19): unlearnedness 

 

3. Ask students to discuss the relationship between man and nature as shown in sections 5, 

36, and others.  

 “The vision of man in Tao Te Ching is also multi-layered: he is at once straw dog, the 

straw-made sacrifice scaled down by the vast indifference of universe, and the omniscient 

seer at one with Tao: the recluse and the political strategist; the weak who makes his 

weakness the very weapon for attaining power; he is accommodating, giving and 

benevolent as well as relentless and indifferent.”  (Zeng, p. 19) 
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VIII. Ideal society  

 

1. Andrew’s “The Tao Te Ching: A Plausible Approach”: ruler keeps people well-fed and 

stupid… 

 

2. Ideas suggested in sections 3, 19, 47, 65, 66, 80…: empty of desires; no desire to travel; 

loving nature; equalizing; unlearned; becoming wise passively …  

“In Lao Zi’s ideal, retrogressive country with its primitive people living in compliance 

with Tao without artificial embellishment or rule: ‘a small country, with scant people,’ 

who, before the invention of written language, ‘tie ropes into knots to keep a record of 

happened events.’” (Zeng, p. 133) 

 

3. Ask students to discuss the Daoist rationale of promoting this ideal.  Some plausible 

answers: Dao is hard to figure out; too much learning constructs an obstacle to attaining 

Dao; clever people are hard to govern; ambitions and desires would lead to greed and war; 

only after people are well-fed can they think of cultivation; being wise is different from 

being learned. 

 

IX. Daoism vs. Confucianism   

 

1. Criticism of Confucianism as seen in sections 18 and 19 may be for next semester’s 

reference. 

 

2. Ambivalence toward Daoism in Chinese drama and history— 

After the fall of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), some Ming loyalists withdrew from the 

world to preserve their moral integrity, but they felt uneasy about their Buddhist or 

Daoist identity and claimed that they remained Confucians in their hearts, even though 

three teachings influenced each other in the Ming. Confucianism still represented 

orthodox values in the Ming-Qing transitional period.  Some Confucian scholars held 

Buddhism and Daoism responsible for the downfall of the Ming dynasty. Wang 

Yangming (1472–1529) integrated Buddhist and Daoist elements in Confucianism, which 

in their opinion caused deviation from the essence of Confucianism and officials’ neglect 

of their social responsibilities.  This agrees with the historical drama The Peach Blossom 

Fan’s criticism of the late Ming trend, but, paradoxically, the play closes in Daoism that 

enlightens the main characters when the nation is conquered.  

  

X. Yin-Yang Diagram  

 

1. “Taoism” on the Moodle site  

 

2. Section 42: “Shade and sunlight, yin and yang, / Breath blending into harmony.” 

 

3. Example from Chinese literature—Hawkes, vol. 2, pp. 122-124 (see attachment) 

 

 

XI. Truth  
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See Andrew’s “The Tao Te Ching: A Plausible Approach” 

 

XII. Comparison with Other WHGC Texts 

 

1. Section 13: “The self embodies distress. / No self, / No distress. / Respect the world as 

your self: / The world can be your lodging. / Love the world as your self: / The world can 

be your trust.” Section 29: “Trying to control the world? / I see you won’t succeed.” This 

is different from Gilgamesh who tries to conquer the world. 

Section 22: “Do not assert themselves / And therefore stand out; … Do not contend / And 

therefore no one under heaven / Can contend with them.” 

Section 33: “Conquering others takes force. / Conquering yourself is true strength.” 

 

2. Ask students to compare Tao Te Ching and The Narrow Road to the Deep North on 

simplicity and nature. 

 

3. Ask students to compare Tao Te Ching and Ramayana on humility. 
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