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Hello, everybody! Welcome to
the Chinese Classics Series.
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Introduction

The ancient work known as the Laozi consists of two parts: The first part
deals with Dao, or the Way, and the second part deals with De, or Virtue.
So the book is also called the “Daodejing” (Classic of the Way and Virtue).
It is a work of philosophy written in verse. It offers a penetrating descrip-
tion of the origins of all things in the Universe and the laws of their motion.
These laws are a synthesis of the “Heavenly Way” and the “Way of Man”.
Using an overall dialectical approach, the author expounds on the contradic-
tions existing in all things in the cosmos, and the laws of their antagonism
and transformation. In the course of his disquisition, the author touches on a
wide range of topics, including politics, military affairs and self-cultivation.
As one of mankind’s important ideological resources, the Laozi has had a
profound impact on China for thousands of years, and even on the world....
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[ The Life of Laozi ]

| The man known later as Laozi was born in Ku County
(today’s Luyi County, Henan Province) in the State of Chu 44
in the sixth century BC. Surnamed Li, his given name was
Er and his honorary name was Dan. He once served as the
imperial archivist at the Zhou Dynasty court — an ideal po-
sition for him to cultivate his philosophical thought.

So I wasn't like
Confucius, who
didn’t get to
study the Book of
Changes until he
was over 50.
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According to the Records of the Historian — Biographies of Laozi and Han-
Seizi written by Sima Qian, Laozi was an older contemporary of Confu-
cius. The story goes that the latter once journeyed to the Zhou capital —
Luoyang to learn about the rituals of Zhou from Laozi. The Book of Rites,
the Zhuangzi and other ancient documents carry records of Laozi’s replies to
Confucius’ questions about the rites.
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The fact that Laozi transmitted information about the rites to his fellow
philosopher indicates that the former did not entirely despise this type of
knowledge. He was doubtless following the principles of “settling disor-
der” and “setting up peace” when he admonished Confucius: “Those who
formulated the rites that you advocate are long since dead; only their words
remain. Men of wisdom practice the rites only when the conditions for
doing so are completely in place; if the situation is not yet ripe, then it is

necessary to retire from public life.”

“I have heard that people who are good at
doing business hide their goods away, so at
first glance it seems that they have nothing.
Similarly, the gentleman who has cultivated
the Way and Virtue to a high degree puts on
an appearance of dull-wittedness.”

“Get rid of your arrogance
and avarice. Cast aside your
haughty demeanor and rich
trappings, and your overbear-
ing aspirations! They will do
you no good. This is all I want

to tell you.’é
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I know they can fly; fish, I know they
can swim; beasts, I know they can run.”

Once, upon leaving the Zhou capital,
Confucius said to his disciples: “Birds,

“The creatures that can run can be

can be caught with rod and line.”

caught in nets; those that can swim \
=

can be shot down
with arrows.
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But the dragon, there is no way
I can catch it. That is because it
soars to Heaven on the wind and
clouds. Today, I saw Laozi. Is he
not just like a dragon?




- | Laozi dedicated his whole life to | l
| the study of the Way and Virtue.
| He deliberately sought obscurity, = y

and shunned fame.

'-
P2\

Laozi lived for many years in the Zhou capital. When the Zhou Dynasty
(1046-221 BC) finally collapsed, he went on a journey to the west. Coming to
San Pass (to the southwest of present-day Baoji City in Shaanxi Province —
although some say that the place was actually Han’gu Pass, northeast of
today’s Lingbao County seat in Henan Province), he acceded to the garrison
commander’s request, and stayed there to write the Daodejing. Of Laozi’s
subsequent life nothing is known.
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[ The Cultural Platform of Laozi’s Doctrine ]

Around 700 BC, almost all around the world men stepped into the Iron
Age. In essence, the use of iron implements had a decisive influence on the
history of mankind’s development. They gave mankind the possibility and
strength to wrest what it needed from Nature. This strength caused man to
have a very distorted and alluring view of his own identity.
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Along with the increase of the productive forces, and the appearance of a ris-

ing accumulation of benefits, China entered the Spring and Autumn (770-476
BC) and the Warring States (475-221 BC) Periods, a time when traditional
values were being eroded and there was a crisis of faith in the old beliefs.
The Zhou Dynasty ruler held sway over the country in name only. Driven by
their own interests, the feudal states were engaged in plotting against each
other, and the whole world, it seemed, was embroiled in chaos.
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Finding a way to put an end to this chaos became the unavoidable and pri-
mary concern of all the intellectuals of this period who had courage and
vision, insight and a sense of responsibility. But beyond the solution to this
problem lay the cultural background which held out for the sages of ancient
China the great and indispensable yardstick of thought:

What is the primary motive force of all man’s
striving, and what is its ultimate objective?
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P Confucius |( Chinese culture, characterized
i {
|

by Confucianism and Taoism and V7=,
advocating “harmony” and ‘“ non-
action”, emerged against such a
background of contention among

various schools of thought.
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