Nick Shere/RS 88.23.Section 7/Midterm Paper A.2

Typifying the Relationship of Taoist Practitioners to the Human World in Chuang Tzu and Lao Tzu

The Sage/Ruler in Lao Tzu

“Can you love the people and govern the state without resorting to action?” (Lau, v.24) This is a question posed in the Lao Tzu (LT); what it asks is: Can one live in accord with the Tao while simultaneously engaging in the political realm and the human world? The text assumes the possibility of an affirmative answer. Attention is paid throughout the text to the problems faced and methods employed by the sage who rules or who advises on ruling; the LT tells how you can love the people and govern the state without “resorting to action”—that is, while keeping your praxis within the limits of “non-action.” To this end, a model or archetype is provided in the person of “the sage.” The sage functions as a type in the way the notion of a species functions as a type—it is a set of characteristics which apply to a cluster of actual individuals; it is the sum of the generalizations that can be made about a group. 

The sage operates covertly—“but a shadowy presence.” (v.49-41) This has multiple implications. It refers to his praxis through non-action: the transformative presence of the sage himself, who, simply by maintaining and cultivating himself, causes the kingdom be maintained and cultivated, “naturally.” But it also refers to the subtle or hidden mechanisms of control by which the sage maintains rule—“The people all have something to occupy their eyes and ears, and the sage treats them all like children” (v.110-112); “The instruments of power in a state must not be revealed to anyone.” (v.80) In this sense, because the sage is the “man behind the curtain,” there is a clear relation of both agency and power between the sage/ruler and the people, regardless of “action” or “non-action.” And this covertness is part of the Tao itself; both the sage and the Tao are  “shadowy,” (cf. v.48-49, 39-41) and difficult to speak of (cf. v.1, v.35-36).

The sage, we read in the LT, “has no mind of his own. He takes as his own the mind of the people.” This is not contrary to being secret from them, however; the passage continues: “The sage in his attempt to distract the mind of the empire seeks urgently to muddle it. The people all have something to occupy their eyes and ears, and the sage treats them all like children.” (110-112) Though the sage may “take as his own the mind of the people,” this does not reduce him to their level—there is still a clear hierarchy of agency and/or power, which is instantiated by paradoxical method. By de-emphasizing his mind, the sage achieves power over the minds of others.

We can see a possible (if vague) dual relationship of sagely rule to mystical practice. The personal cultivation of the sage in general (i.e., as per the entire text of the LT) becomes the keystone of the well-being of the entire populace. At the same time, there may be a sense in which having “no mind” of ones own represents in itself an extrovertive apophatic practice or the external manifestation and application of an introvertive apophatic practice. This would be like the lesson on the utility of “nothing”:
Thirty spokes

Share one hub

Adapt the nothing therein to the purpose in hand, and you will have the use of the cart…
Thus what we gain is Something, yet it is by virtue of Nothing that this can be put to use. (LT v.27-27a)
The sage’s mind would stand in relation to the governance of the kingdom as the hub of a wheel does to the wheel itself. This would be in line with essential similarity of the sage and the Tao. The sage is shadowy like the Tao, ineffable like the Tao, paradoxical like the Tao:
Bowed down then preserved;

Bent then straight;

Hollow then full

Worn then new;…

Therefore the sage embraces the One and is a model for the empire.

He does not show himself, and so is conspicuous…

It is because he does not contend that no one in the empire is in a position to contend with him. (v.50-50d)

We should note here that the LT conceives of paradox as productive and instrumental—one seemingly pursues a thing to achieve its opposite. This is not just an epiphenomenon of the ineffability of the way; it is the way in which the way actually operates.

Overall, the LT has a positive conception of rule and an optimistic attitude toward the possibility of ruling in accord with the Tao. The sage occupies a privileged, central position in terms of power and agency, and in his qualities and operations is like the Tao itself. 
Decentralization of Exemplaries in Chuang Tzu

While the LT conceives of rulership positively or at least neutrally, the Chuang Tzu (CT) views it negatively. As Mair writes in his introduction to the CT,
The authors of the Tao Te Ching were interested in establishing some sort of Taoist rule, while the authors of the Chuang Tzu opted out of society, or at least out of power relationships within society. Master Chuang obviously wanted no part of the machinery of government. (Miar, xxviii)

Mair accurately diagnoses the primary tendency in the CT regarding politics and the human world: it is, indeed, one of withdrawal. (Cf. the first chapter, in which an ascetic scoffs at being offered an empire (Mair, 6)) But, despite this tendency, the CT does provide models and advice for those who must enter the political world, or who insist upon doing so. While the human world may be unpleasant, it is not totally discontinuous with the natural world in which the Taoist practitioner is at home—contrary to both Primitivist denial of society and Syncretist compromise with it. (We focus here on the Inner Chapters, with references to one Outer Chapter, 19, identified by Mair as of the school of Chuang Tzu.)

The CT’s distaste or unease toward the human realm is reflected in the way it exemplifies good activity within it. Where the LT has a type it calls “the sage,” the CT uses a variety of examples drawn from what might be called the “working class.” In ancient India, the distinction would be between the sage/ruler situated among the Brahmins and Kshatriyas—the classes of scholar-priests and kings—and Vaishyas—the merchants, farmers, artisans, etc. This disrupts the LT’s power hierarchy; the CT moves the Taoist figure away from the center of things, toward the margin, and shows an aversion to ascribing special power and knowledge to sages and rulers, instead using simple folk to instruct them, which not only levels out the hierarchy, it gives a degree of epistemological privilege to the commoner’s perspective. This is directly counter to the LT, where the sage/ruler deprives the people of knowledge and distracts them, so that his naturalizing influence may pervade society.


In some ways the CT echoes the LT on the subject of rule. This passage is particularly reminiscent: “In the government of the enlightened king…his transforming influence extends to the myriad things, but the people do not rely on him. Whatever he does, no one mentions his name, since he causes everything to enjoy itself. He stands in unfathomability and wanders in nonexistence.” (7:4; Mair, 68) But even here, the model of government seems less centralized—the enlightened king does not distract, and is not shadowed in the way of the sage, though he may be similarly ineffable. He does not achieve his own aims or pursue order paradoxically, but simply promotes the native potentials of things.

Unlike the LT, The CT does not provide a type which can contain all the general qualities of such a king. It does not really deal in types at all, but in an almost postmodern way produces a wide variety of examples, allegories, etc—each with its own particular critical insight. We can, however, note certain tendencies. Where the sage represents a universal core, the exemplars of the CT share a “family resemblance.” 

The sage appears in the CT, but he is not the archetype of the fit ruler. Rather, when sages or noblemen appear they are often in the student role, learning about how to rule, act, and live from common folk. In many ways, the animal-keeper and the artisans that serve to enlighten the rulers and sages in the CT are reversals of the sage in LT. In their very identity as commoners, they oppose the sage/ruler ideal. They are plain and not shadowy, not straightforward and not paradoxical. Also, unlike the sage, they are characteristically engaged in concrete, visible activity (though not necessarily action). There are also, of course, ways in which the exemplars of the CT are similar to the sage in LT; for example, in conforming their minds to the object of their activity, they recreate the sage’s own-mindlessness. (cf. 4:3; Mair, 36)
The Tiger-Keeper

When Yen Ho asks advice on becoming the tutor of the heir of the Duke of Wei, he is told allegories about the perils of keeping tigers and horses—animals which, it is understood, correspond to normal people, while the keepers correspond to the practitioner of the Tao who happen to deal with them. (4:3, Mair 36) While Yen Ho is not himself a ruler, he will be instructing (and, thus, “governing” in the sense of “governess”) one, and thus is both engaging in a kind of rule himself and is tainted with rule by his association with the young noble. So, this lesson has implications for the ruler, the sage, and, perhaps, for any Taoist who has to interact with normal people. 

The qualities or practices that are driven home by the exemplars in the CT are own-mindlessness or conformity, and perception—seeing or knowing things as they are. This latter is necessary, of course, to the former—if one does not perceive that to which one is conforming, who can one conform to it? If one does not know the mind of the people, how can one adopt it? Own-mindlessness and/or conformity can be found in the LT (the sage has no mind of his own; he is like water, etc.). But the CT takes them farther in its inversion of the hierarchy of agency; the emphasis is on the realization of natural potentials rather than on the establishment of social order and on responsive conformity rather than conformity for paradoxical control. In the LT, the sage, as the manipulative deceiver, is clearly in charge, while in the CT, there is a sense that it is not the sage’s plans but the native potential of things comes to be, and it is the tiger—or the dukeling—who makes the first move:

“If he acts like a baby, then you act like a baby along with him. If he acts unconventionally, then you act unconventionally with him. If he acts without restraint, then you act without restraint along with him. Thus can you awaken him and lead him on to blamelessness…


“Don’t you know about the tiger keeper? …By gauging the times when the tigers are hungry or full, he can fathom their fury. Although the tigers are of a different species from man, they try to please their keeper because he goes along with them, whereas they kill those who go against them.” (4:3; Mair, 36)

. 

The tiger-keeper can only control the tigers by conforming to them. He must know when they are hungry, and he must act in accord with the rhythms of their digestive cycle; when he can do this, the tigers will try to please him, and when he does not, they will kill him. In this example, the value of accurate perception is implicit or absent, though it is perhaps more obvious in the allegory of the horse-keeper, which is part of the same story:
He who loves horses catches their dung in baskets and receives their urine in giant clam shells. But if a mosquito or a snipefly should alight upon one of his horses and he slaps it at the wrong moment, the horse will chomp through its bit, break his head, and smash his chest. His intentions are the best, yet he may perish through his love. Can one afford not to be cautious? (4:3; Mair, 37)


No matter how selfless he is in his willingness to care for even the urine and dung of the horses, if he is careless—if he does not perceive and understand the position of the insect and the tempter of the horse—the horse-lover will be out of harmony with the horse, and may perish for it.
The Monkey-Keeper

The virtues of conformity and right perception are demonstrated differently in the case of the monkey-keeper in chapter 2 of the CT who, by changing from a feeding schedule of “three in the morning, four in the evening,” to “four in the morning, three in the evening” is able
Without adversely affecting either the name or the reality of the amount that he fed them, [to act] in accordance with the feelings of the monkeys. He too recognized the mutual dependence of “this” and “that.” Consequently the sage harmonizes the right and wrong of things and rests at the center of the celestial potter’s wheel. This is called “dual procession.” (2:6; Mair, 16)

This story is meant to counter the disputing philosophers of the Confucian and Mohist schools, and in particular to highlight the relationship between the Taoist practitioner and such disputers. Interestingly, the figure which corresponds to the Taoist is placed in the position of arbiter or ruler over the debaters—he is their keeper, and not some disinterested third party.

As with the tigers, the monkey-keeper conforms to his charges. But added here is a further message regarding creatures: that, deluded by language, they are ignorant of the original unity of things, and so of things as they are. The monkey-keeper (or ruler) responds to their temperaments but at the same time sees things as they really are; he does not, however, need to choose between responding to his charges and remaining true to nature, because he is able to harmonize. Because he sees that all verbal distinctions are false, and because he is able to see what is real, he is able to harmonize all perspectives and still hold fast to the way. This shows a particular attitude towards language on the part of the CT, in fact a rejection of language.

This parallels the LT in that the monkey-keeper uses his knowledge to confuse the monkeys and keep them happy; it differs in that this ability is grounded on straightforward clear perception. For the monkey-keeper, the reality of the unity of 3+4 and 4+3 is obvious. Similarly, the reality of the unity which underlies the illusory diversity of language is clear to the heroes of the CT.

This disjunction of language from reality builds on the general tendency, prominent in the LT, to associate the Tao with both the real and the unspeakable. “These two are the same/But diverge in name as they issue forth/Being the same they are called mysteries” (v.3a); “Exterminate learning and there will no longer be worries./Between yea and nay/How much difference is there?/Between good and devil/How great is the distance?” (v.44-47) 


What the CT does is push this de-emphasis of language into an active rejection of it. One of the results is that, where the LT conceives of paradox as productive and instrumental, this is not always the case in the CT, where paradox can, at least in chapter 2, be written off as so much verbal confusion. In at least this particular story, paradox is an epiphenomenon, a subsidiary appearance, and not a real or functional quality. Another result is that, where the Tao appears veiled or shadowed in the LT, it is not necessarily so in the CT; chapter 2 reveals the veil of language and pulls it aside. This is not to say, of course, that the Tao becomes immediately accessible to most people (who are trapped in language, like the Confucians) but rather that it separates to some extent the mysterizing—to borrow from Boodberg—effect of language from the Tao itself. 

This is why the common folk of the CT can act as authoritative figures in the first place (though they themselves do not claim authority)—they approach their work naturally, and in so doing are able to perceive things as they are. That this can be achieved without special training is driven home in one of the outer-chapter stories, in which we find:


“May I ask if you have a special way for treading the water?”


“No, I have no special way. I began with what was innate, grew up with my nature, and completed my destiny…I follow along with the way of the water and do not impose myself upon it. That’s how I do my treading.”


“What do you mean by ‘began with what was innate, grew up with your nature, and completed your destiny?” asked Confucius.


“I was born among these hills and feel secure among them—that’s what’s innate. I grew up in the water and feel secure in it—that’s my nature. I do not know why I am like this, yet that’s how I am—that’s my destiny.” (19:8; Mair, 182)

However, we will find that, while this sort of ability can be attained without training or cultivation, it can also be attained with cultivation; this will become clear with the exemplary artisans of the CT.
Cook Ting
Cook Ting was cutting up an ox for Lord Wen Hui.

Wherever


His hand touched,


His shoulder leaned,


His foot stepped,


His knee nudged,

The flesh would fall away with a swishing sound. Each slice of the cleaver was right in tune, zip zap! He danced in rhythm to “The Mulbery Grove,” moved in concert with the strains of “The Managing Chief.”


“Ah, wonderful!” said Lord Wenhui, “that skill can attain such heights.” 

Cook Ting put down his knife and said, “What your servant loves best is the Tao, which is better than any art. When I started to cut up oxen, what I saw was just as a complete ox. After three years, I had learnt not to see the ox as a whole. Now I practice with my mind, not with my eyes. I ignore my senses and follow my spirit. I see the natural lines and my knife slides through the great hollows, follows the great cavities, using that which is already there to my advantage…


“Splendid!” said Lord Wen Hui. “I have heard what Cook Ting has to say and from his words I have learned to live life fully.”

(3:2; Mair 26-27)

Cook Ting does not discuss government at all, but even so, when he explains the way he uses the Tao to guide him in his work as a cook, his lord declares: “Splendid…I have heard what Cook Ting has to say and from his words I have learned to live life fully.” (3:2; Mair 26-27) Thus, while Cook Ting is never declared to be a ruler or have anything to do with rule, he is still, fortuitously, a teacher of rulers, with knowledge that is of use to them. We should also note that the cook and the animal keepers share the method of conforming activity that is understood to be preferable for dealing with the political realm.


Ting conforms to the nature of the ox-flesh and brings out its natural potential, much as the tiger-keeper conforms to the nature of the tigers. This method of perception and conformity is a general one, and Cook Ting can thus inform our reading of the allegories of the animal-keepers, and assume that, in the matter of perception and conformity, what applies to cutting ox will apply to keeping tigers will apply to governing people.

The method Cook Ting uses is to “ignore my senses and follow my spirit.” He practices with his mind, not his eyes, so that the “seeing” of his direct perception of the ox as it is is a spiritual perception, a mystical one. This shows that direct perception of things as they are can be attained through cultivated mystical practice as well as through simply being natural. (Which in itself can, of course, be an uncultivated or untrained mystical practice.) There is an ambiguity regarding the modality of the cook’s mystical practice—whether it is extrovertive or introvertive—because Ting ignores his senses (introverting) but acts upon the ox (extroverting). If we could say that he was acting without seeing at all, as if in a trance, we could say that this was definitely introvertive; if we could say that he merely de-emphasized his sight while at the same time using his sense of touch (feeling through the knife) to apprehend the mystical reality of the ox-meat, we could say it was definitely extrovertive. As it is, we cannot say which is really implied.

We may note that later, in the Outer Chapters, we find the story of Woodworker Ch’ing (19:9, Mair 182-3), which represents a different and more complete form of mystical practice than that of Cook Ting. Unlike Ting, who had an experience of ambiguous modality, Ch’ing makes use of separate introvertive and extrovertive practices—by engaging in the introspective practice of fasting and forgetting, he prepares himself so that he can engage in an effective extrovertive quest for the tree “of ultimate form.”


Because this passage was taken from a passage outside the Inner Chapters, it is possible to attribute this difference in the degree of formalization of mystical practice to its later composition. Another passage from the same chapter (the section on the Cicada Catcher (19:3, Mair, 176)) is remarkably similar in its division between introvertive preparation and extrovertive activity. However, these accounts do not necessarily include an assumption that direct perception and successful action (they are less explicitly concerned with the conformity of things) are not available without introvertive preparation; the passage on the swimmer which was mentioned above is taken from the same chapter; it seems that in it both the mystical and natural routes to direct perception/conforming activity are present and expanded upon.
Summary

We have described, essentially, two movements between three texts. The first movement, from the LT—or teachings later compiled as such—to the CT’s Inner Chapters, was one from the unitary type of the sage, a shadowy, controlling figure, using paradoxical methods to achieve his aims, but who was nonetheless without a mind of his own, clinging to the Tao, acting as the hub at the center of society, to a decentralized set of widely deployed exemplary figures, from lower-class backgrounds, whose practices of direct seeing and conforming action are privileged in a variety of situations, one of which is the predicament of a Taoist practitioner who either must enter the human realm or (stupidly) chooses to do so. This movement reflects the relative distaste which Chuang Tzu held for politics, but also the fact that he was willing to try to help the politically involved attain some degree of harmony with the way. This means that direct discussion of the political is rarer, and we must infer more through looking at indirect connections, and the family resemblance of practices surrounding perception and conformity. It also reflects a different understanding of the relationship between the Taoist, language, and the Tao which is perhaps more optimistic towards the ability of the Taoist to know the Tao.


The movement between the Inner and Outer chapters (or between Chuang Tzu and his school) clarified the two ways in which one could achieve direct perception, going from silence or ambiguity on the relation of introvertive and extrovertive mystical practice to direct perception and conforming action to specific acknowledgement of both introvertive and extrovertive components of a mystical form of direct perception alongside a purely natural, unschooled (though not uncultivated) direct perception.
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