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It is impossible, therefore, to ndduce any definite example,
for, as seon as anything is an example,
what I wish to show is already past.

~—Behlviermacher, On Religion

Go up to it and you will not sec its head;
Follow behind it and you will nol, see its rear.

-~Lavzi, chapler 14

hat does it mean to describe a text like the Laozi as
“mystical?” Mysticism, in common with other terms that
derive from attemplis to generalize particular historical
phenomena, is used in a variety of senses that vary according to the
“mystical” phenomenon that is consciously or unconsciously used
as a model. The common understanding of mysticism as a variely of
religious experience adds to the problems that arise from the term’s
ambiguity, especially in the context of a text like the Laozi, which
contains little internal evidence o suggest that it is a direct expres-
sion of experience. The conflation of the categories of text and expe-
rience make it difficult to know what senses of mysticism and what
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practical contexts are assumed when the Laozi is compared to more
canonical mystical texts. In this essay, I will examine some of the
erileria according to which the Laozi has been classified as a mys-
tical text, and focus particularly on one, its use of apophatic, or
self-negating, language. I hope to show that there are justifiable
readings of the text that undermine orthodox classification of the
text as mystical, and that the text advocates the theoretical possibil-
ity of the existence of mystical experience but is not an experiential
description of mystical union.

Canrent Debates on M)_fsi'i::ism(s)

It is a deceptively simple observation that the Laozi does not closely
resemble accounts of mystic visions common in some Christian
accounts. This is because the theoretical discussion of mysticism has
evolved in complexity to the point where guite a bit is at stake in
defining the degree and character of the resemblance between such
phenomena. Not only does any such definition bear on the debate
over the unity of mystical experience, it also has implications for
the dichotomy between “Eastern” and “Western” mysticism, and the
degree to which mystical experience is mediated by specific beliefs
and attitudes. In turn, these contemporary debates define the
parameters for the application of the term mysticism to specific
phenomena, and locating the Laozi in the framework of these
discussions must precede any attempt to examine its mystical
qualilies.

By examining the stages in the evolution of the theory of mysti-
cism, the various definitions according to which the Leozi has been
classed a myslical text may be examined against the theoretical
background according to which they were formulated. The earliest
attempts Lo define mysticism were based on a set of criteria that
were little more than generalizations of aspects of particular arche-
typal experiences such as those of Teresa of Avila. In the influential
aceount of William James (1842-1910), these criteria were (prima-
rily} ineffability, noesis, (and secondarily) transiency, and passivity.
The Dao, it has been argued, is both ineffable, which is to say that
it cannot be expressed or communicated in words, and knowledge of
it is noetic, that is, not theoretical but a form of insight, and so it
satisfies the two most important canonical criteria for mysticism
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outlined by James.' Scholars soon found, however, that these crite-
ria were too closely tied to particular religious traditions and in-
creasing emphasis was placed on the more holistic picture of the
“experience of mystical union or direct communion with ullimate
reality” that Webster's and other general sources now use to define
mysticism.

A good avenue to embark on to explore the relevance of these
early definitions to the Laozi is the concept of the Dao, since many
scholars have seen union with the Dao to be the text’s definitive
mystical aspect. On what basis have modern interpreters of the
Laozi read passages such as “Therefore the sage embraces the One
and is a model for the empire™ as evidence ol an appeal to mystical
union? For some of these interpreters, it is the One, usually read as
a reference to the Dao, which plays a role similar to that of God in
more archetypal forms of mysticism. John Koller identifies this goal
of union with the Dao as the characteristic that defines the text as
a mystical one: '

By giving up desires and letting the Dao enter and pervade
oneself, lile will rise above the distinctions of good and evil. All
activity will proceed from Dao, the very spurce of existence,
and man will be one with the world. This is the solution Laozi
brought to the problem of evil and unhappiness in man’s life. It
is a solution that depends ultimately upon achieving a unity
with the great inner principle of reality, and is therefore, basi-
cally mystical.?

Many characterizations made by Koller are accurate. The centrality
of the Dao in the Laozi is impossible to deny, and Koller is correct
that the Dao transcends distinetions such as that between good and
bad, for it is only “When the great way falls into disuse/ There are
benevolence and rectitude.” Indeed, the Dao appears to be beyond
all distinctions, “Only when it is cut are there names.” As such, it
fits the classical description of a mystical unity that is at the same
time the basis of all multiplicities. This type of mysticism was given
influential formulation by Rudolf Oite in his 1932 Mysticism Kast
and West:

In relation to the many it becomes the subject in so far as it
unifies, comprehends and bears the many. It is in [act iis
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essence, being, existence. Already at this point the One concen-
trates attention upon itself, draws the value of the many to
itself, silently becoming that which is and remains the real
value behind the many.”

Using such a definition, it is possible to portray the Laozi's sage as
seeking a unity with the Dao—the One that encompasses the
Many-—the quest that is the basis of mystical experience. In a
similar way, scholars have been able to interpret the resemblances
beiween the Loozi and archetypal examples of mysticism as indica-
tive of an underlying identity, a unity of mystical experience.

On closer examination, however, it becomes evident that there
are certain aspects of the Dae that serve to differentiate it from
other “unities.” In keeping with its meaning as “path” or “way,”
the Dao is followed (cong i, chapter 21), held to (zhi #\, chapter
14), or possessed (you #7, chapter 24) but is not merged with.
Although some have seen the Dao as “providential,” it is certainly
not an anthropomorphic “intelligence.” The Dao’s relationship with
the “One” (yi —) is not necessarily one of identity, rather the Dao is
anterior to it: “The Dao begets the One/ The One begets the
Two . ..™ Do these povints mean that the Laozi does not fit Otto's
description? It was the consideration of characteristics peculiar to
individual traditions such as these that led first to a concern with
the varieties of mystical experience, and, more recently, to a ques-
tioning of the utility of comparisons of mysticism across different
traditions.

‘While the assumption that there existed a mystical “perennial
philesophy” that showed up in different guises in the religions of
the warld had been widely accepted until the last few decades, the
recognition of differences such as those described above led in the
1960s to interest in the varieties of mystical experience. This pro-
duced the influential typologies of R, C. Zaehner in his Mysticism,
Sacred and Profane {penenhenic, monistic, and theistic), and of
W. T. Stace in his Mysticism and Philosophy (extrovertive and
introvertive). Following the lead of Otto's comparison of Meister
Tickhart and Shankaracharya, less theistic appeals to a reality out-
side the ordinary realms of experience were seen as a distinctively
“Oriental” or “Eastern.” Specifically, penenhenic and extrovertive
mysticiam were seen (o lead to a sense of the oneness of all things
through the transcendence of space or time in the case of the former
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category, and in the case of the latter an experience of unity wherein
the subject does not look inward, but instead engages their senses.

Recent work has sought to locale the Loozi in a comparalive
mystical context using categories like these. Julia Ching, in “The
Mirror Symbel Revisited: Confucian and Taoist Mysticism,” classi-
fies the text along with aspects of carly Confucianism as instances
of a more general mode of “Eastern mysticism.” Ching sees early
Daoism as a type of Nalure mysticism, one that is characteristic of
“KEastern” mysticisms in that it does not preserve the hierarchy
between the subject and object inherent in Western forms." The
absence of a distinction between subject and object fits in with the
taxonomies of Zaechner and Stace in the sense that these are charac-
teristics of nontheistic and exirovertive types of mysticism,

Another author who groups the Laozi among uniquely “Eastern”
styles of mysticism is Arthur C. Danto. He distinguishes between
the two styles of myslical experience:

The Western mystical literature is a literature of ecstasy and
embrace. Santa Teresa is alone on her cloud, individuated at
the moment of unity, when she is pierced hy a golden arrow.
Mrs. Moore’s experience [in A Passage fo Indial is, instead, an
Oriental blur and a profound spiritual dislecation rather than
a fulfillment."

Danto’s explanation of the origins of the Oriental “spiritual disloca-
tion” has to do with the underiying difference between the way
distinctions are eliminated in the East and West."* The Eastern
approach, according to Danto, is to seek to go beyond distinctions
like good and evil and “become one with one's role.” He uses the
examples of Wheelwright Pian and Cook Ding from the Zhuangzi to
illustrate this emphasis on practical knowledge at the expense of
propositional knowledge. Danto sees the Doo of the Laozi as an
illusiration of this emphasis on practical knowledge, and character-
izes the entire text as anti-intellectual in its “celebration of infants,
children, and artisans.”"” Thus, for Danto, the Laozi is characteristic
of an amoral sirand of mysticism that streiches across Hinduism,
Buddhism, and early Daocism.

Both Ching and Danto, then, attempt to locate the text within a
subcategory of Eastern mysticism, although they do so in different
ways. Their approaches may be seen Lo grow out of the work of Otto,
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Zaehner, and Stace and reflect the essentialist assumptions inherent
in their theoretical models. Problems arise from the fact that the
Laozi fails to conform to the requirements of “Eastern” mysticism in
several important ways. First of all, a very good case could be made
that the text is not extrovertive in its orientation. The senses are not
to be relied on (chapter 12}, and instead one is to “Block the openings/
Shut the doors” (chapter 52 and 56). This state of torning inward is
mast often seen in the motif of regression to infancy: the sage values
suckling the mother (chapter 20), and must emulate the infant's
suppleness (chapter 10) and harmony (chapter 55). Further, if the
Dao is the mother of this infant, then it is not the case that the
subject/object distinction completely disappears, as Ching would
have it. In a recent article on “Chinese Mysticism,”™ Wu Kuang-ming
rejects the nolion that what he sees to be a uniguely Chinese atyle of
mysticism eliminates the distinction between subject and object.”®
Danto’s picture of “Bastern” mysticism is different from other
models already examined, but on closer inspection he also fails to
adequately separate the Laozi from other “Eastern” texts. The cri-
tique of Daoism is almost entirely based on the Zhuangzi, and it is
difficult to see any examples of Danto’s “practical knowledge” in the
Laozi." The difference between the aims of these two texts is very
great, a difference Livia Kohn has summed up in these terms:

While the Doode jing wishes to remedy an unsatisfactory situ-
ation socially and through simplicity, the Zhuangzi, much
more radically, encourages a thorough revolution of people’s
very minds.'’

Throughout the Laozi the ruler and sage is the exemplary figure, as
opposed to the skillful exemplars of the Zhuangzi. Although the
intuitions the ruler is supposed to rely on may be characterized as
“anti-intellectual,” it is difficult to see how such a characterization
could apply to “Eastern” thought in general. These observations
suggest that there are significant problems with grouping the Laozi
in a category of generic “Eastern mysticism” and point out some
problems with the broad typologies that dominated the study of
mysticism in the 18605 and 1970s.

That period’s phenomenological approach assumed that, ak leasat
somelimes, local beliels and attitudes mediated the core mystical
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experience, and this assumption sel the stage for the current debate
between the constructivists and their critics, Recent work on mysti-
cism may be situated along a continuum between the position that
each mystieal experience is different since it is mediated by the
tradition in which it oceurs, and the position that a aniversal ele-
ment ol the experience of “pure consciousness” exists in mystical
experience across traditions. The former position assumes that reli-
gious experience must pass through a series of cultural, doctrinal,
and personal filters and is therefore construeted within a tradition,
As championed in a pair of volumes edited by Stephen T. Katz
beginning with Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis in 1978, the
constructivist position assumes that “there are no pure {i.e., unme-
diated) experiences.”™ The latter position, developed to counter
the constructivist position, is represented in a 1990 volume edited
by Robert K. Forman called The Problem of Pure Consciousness.
Forman argues that since mystical union is by definition a state that
transcends ordinary consciousness Lo reach an undifferentiated
unity, it is the single experience that might be considered
unmediated by the filters emphasized by the constructivists.'
In one sense, the debate between those such as Forman who
argue that mystical experience is unmediated because it oceurs
on a level of pure consciousness and those such as Katz who see it
is as socially constructed is a reflection of a broader debate ahout
the nature of religious experience. In the latier context, Friedrich
Schleiermacher's attempts to portray religious experience as intui-
tive may be seen as a move to avert a Kantian reading of it ag
constructed through practical reason.

The constructivist position is not one that sheds light on neces-
sary conditions for applying the term mysticism to the Laozi, but
instead calls into guestion the possibility of upholding a cross-
cultural ideal of “mystical experience.” On the other hand, the re-
sponse Lo that position has served to illuminate the long implieit
understanding of mysticism as experience that cannot be mediated,
As such, the term mysticism has been j ncreasingly applied to a level
of experience that transcends the basic lerms of a tradition, what-
ever that tradition may be.

We have seen how the text of the Laozi has provided problems
for those who have tried to classify it using a criterion of mystical
union, and those who would lahel it simply a form of characteristi-
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cally Eastern mysticism. When one looks to the text for evidence of
a level of experience so hasic that it exists prior to any cultural
mediation, it is no longer possible to bracket the fundamental dis-
tinction between text and practice. The issue of how exactly one
infers experience from a text must be examined critically.*

Myslical Experience and Mystical Text

The gap between text and experience may not be as difficult to
bridge for a text that purports to directly record experience, such as
the Castillo Interior of Teresa of Avila, but the scope, ambiguity, and
abstract nature of the Laozi males any attempt to read it as a record
- or diary of mystical experience extremely problematical. There are
records of unions with divinities in the early Chinese tradition,
although these stylized poems, the Chuci ##F, have not been
treated in discussions of mysticism,” By contrast, the Laozi is con-
stituted of aphorisms and insiructions that are often didactic rather
than descriptive. A few isolated fragments (e.g., chapter 20) use first
person pronouns, and the few dialogical passages (e.g., chapter 77)
evidence little more than the addition of a rhetorical interlocutor. In
olher words, there are few explicit signs that mystical experience
was connecled to the text. )

Nevertheless, two dilferent approaches have been taken to infer
that such experience guided the composition of the Laozi. One ap-
proach has been to isolate a technical vocabulary that demonstrates
that the text is in some way the product of mystical experience.
Marcel Granet was an early exponent of the view that early Daoist
texts derived from religious practices. Writing in 1922, Granet pro-
posed that the Laozi, along with two other early texts, “can be
understood only by relating their ideas to the concrete religious
practices to which they correspond.” More recently, Harold Rc-:th
has argued for the hypothesis that the Laezi contains “philosophies
directly derived from the experience of practicing mystics.” Refer-
ences to the “bellows” (chapter 5), to “concentrating your breath”
(chapter 10), and the previously mentioned imperative to “Block
the openings/ Shut the doors” {chapters 52 and 56) have all been
read as references to meditation techniques.* Recent archaeological
evidence has been used to support the characterization of the Laozi
as a record of experience or as a manual for specialized techniques.
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Indeed, there is growing evidence that many medical and meditative
strategies kknown to have been practiced in the late Han dynasty
(e. 180 c.i.) onward existed in some form during the time that Lhe
Laozi was composed, raising the possibility that the text itself was
based on early medical or meditative practice. A recent volume of
essays in Chinese includes several atlempts to link such practice to
the Laozi. In it, Zhou Shirong M4 has noted the similarity be-
tween the terminology of chapter 4 of the text and that used in
traditional gigong. Zhou reads the chapter as a description of the
location, methed, and result of a type of breathing linked to longev-
ity practice.” Wei Qipeng WRUK has noted that the term pu ¥
“simplicity,” used frequently in the Luozi, is also used in corjunction
with certain medical regimens.” Whether or not statements as
strong as Granet’s and Roth's are true, it is difficult to avoid the
conclusion that the Laozi incorporates the language of and perhaps
even references to concrete medical or meditative practices of the
period.

The similarity between the vocabulary of the Laozi and early
medical or meditation texts, however, does not malke the Laozi one of
these texls. After all, the presence of the vocabulary of childrearing,
farming, schooling, or moneylending does not make it a primer on
any one of these subjects. The poetic form of the Lext is unsuited Lo be
read as a manual for a specific practice. The presence of specialized
vocabulary does provide proof that the aceretion of text that became
the Laozi took place against a background that included meditation
practices. Yet there is nothing to show that the use of meditational
vocabulary is anything bul metaphorical. Even il it was not meta-
phorical, the analysis of Zhou and Wei suggests that the goal of
meditation may have been more medical than experiential.

Another approach to linking the Laozi with mystical experience
has been to link its use of paradox to the experience of the reader
of the texl. Benjamin Schwartz has singled out the use of paradox
in the Laozi as a means of communicating the ineffabilily of
the Dao, and identified this as a universal criterion for mystical
literature:

The Daao in its aspect of the inefTable eternal is nondeterminate
and nameless. It cannot be identified with anything nameable.
... Here, as elsewhere, in all mystical literature, we find the
constant paradoxical effort Lo speak the unspeakable.*
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Schwartz makes a general claim about mystical texts, that they
tend to use paradex to create a discourse capable of pointing to a
type of truth that ordinary language cannot. When paradox is used
in this way, it is an attempt to “point to” something that cannot be
expressed using language. Michael A. Sells has compared the use of
such apophatic language, speech that negates, in several mystical
traditions, and argued that it functions within these traditions to
eliminate distinclions between immanent and transcendent.” It has
already been shown that various arguments that purport to demon-
strate that the text arose as a record or commentary on mystical
experience on the part of the author do not account for the form or
much of the content of the Laozi. Schwartz's approach, however,
{ocuses on the effect ol the text on the reader of the text, so that the
Lext becomes a member of Stanley Fish's category of “self-consuming
artifacts.”

This approach provides a criterion according to which the text
might be connected to mystical practice without bEiI.'lg a }‘ecord of
such practice. As a means of speaking about mystical 11te'rature
separately [rom a specific basis in mystical experience, the. existence
of an apophatic discourse generated by the use of paradox is a useful
criterion for determining whether or not the Laozi is a mystical text.
Fortunately, the Chinese commentarial tradition allows us to exam-
ine the way the paradox in the Laozi has been read. Livia Kohn puts

it this way:

[The Laoezi] conspicuously lacks conerete descriptions of mysti-
cal methods, physical or otherwize. Nor does it show t}l(? em-
phasis on the mind and on the development of the individual
known from later mystical literature. In other words, the
Daade jing, as it stands, is not obviously a mystical document.
It could equally likely be read as a work on ideal government or
on the moral and cultural decline of humanity. . . . On the other
hand, bj claims of the later tradition, the Deode jing is a
mystical text of the first importance.™

If the Laozi fails to fit the definition of a mystical text based on
direct testimony of mystical experience, the issue then becomes: has
paradox been read so ag to make the Laozi a “mystical text of the

¢ first importance™?
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The language of the Laozi is rich in contradiction, a fact that has
been pointed out by D. C. Lau.” Direct contradictions such as the
linked imperatives of chapter 63: “Do that which is doing-less, at-
tend to that which is attending-less, taste that which is tasting-
less,” are also common. Traditional strategies for interpreting the
self-contradictory language of the Laozi have varied from seeing
it as only an apparent contradiction to seeing il as apophasis
that preserves its internal tension to destroy the assumptions that
underlie ordinary discourse. Interestingly, it is the earlier com-
mentaries that generally follow the first course, and it is in the
Chan-influenced or post-Buddhist Confucian commentaries that the
second course is used.

To explain these two strategies, that of “embracing” the contra-
diction in a text and that of “explaining” it, one might consider for
a moment some possible responses a visitor to an art gallery might
have when faced with the famous Magritle painting of a pipe
that contradicts itself in its title “Ce n'est pas une pipe.” One re-
sponse would be to nod and accept the tension between the visual
and linguistic cues as a means to liberate one’s mind from limita-
tions imposed by the hobgoblin of consistency. Magritte used the
contradiction, perhaps as some try to use koans, as a form of therapy
that allows one to discard categories that block one's natural ability
to engage the Lranscendent. A related response to the painiing
would be teo focus instead on the assumption underlying any stan-
dard of consistency, whether it is a full-Nedged concept of rational-
ity, or simply a taste for titles that tell one what a painting is about.
Once one has called into question such a standard, one must exam-
ine the grounds concerning the asking of questions, thereby
translating the contradiction encountered in the gallery into a co-
nundrum concerning how one knows what one thinks one knows.
These two courses are similar in that the contradiction is accepted
as an argument that leads to the reexamination of the viewer's
assumptions, in the former case leading the viewer away [rom these
assumptions, in the latter encouraging the viewer to pay more
attention to them.

Alternately, the viewer might seck to resolve the contradiction
so that such fundamental assumptions are nol called into question.
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Perhaps the painter sought to point to the difference between rely-
ing on what one sees with one’s own eyes and what one reads.
Alternately, a claim might be being made about the difference be-
tween the general class represented by the word pipe and the very
specific pipe portrayed on the canvas. Finally, and perhaps most
literally, Magritte might simply be saying that a two-dimensjonal
representation of a pipe is different from a three-dimensional
wooden pipe. Among the visitors to the gallery who stop and look at
this work of art, most of these interpretations are probably repre-
sented each day.

These strategies of interpretation, as well as the general dis-
junction between approaches that “embrace” the contradiction and
those Lthat “explain” the contradiction, have analogies in the history
of interpretation of the Laozi, and indeed represent only some of the
ways that its contradictory language has been read. While it would
be difficult to come up with criteria for arguing that one of these
stralegics of interpretation is more “correct” than others, this
does not mean that there are no frames within which they may be
compared.

In examining the use of coniradiction in the Laozi, a primary
goal will be to distinguish between the resolvable instances of con-
tradiction and the ones that generate an irresolvable tension. Three
general categories of contradiction will be outlined: contradictions
arising out of incorrect perception, contradictions of action where
one thing leads to its opposite, and finally contradictions involving
things that are not themselves.

Conhradiclions o{. Parception and Reality

One of the most ubiquitous themes in the Laozi is that of incorrect
perceptions involving false semblances, as in phrases of the form
“(something) seems to be (the opposite of something).” The sage can
avoid this pitfall because he does not attempt to perceive the Dao in
an ordinary way:

This is the reason that the sage does not move but
nevertheless knows,

Does not look but nevertheless sees clearly,

Does not act but nevertheless accomplishes.™
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The mode of “seeing” in which the sage engages is not well-defined,
but it appears that his stiliness, sighllessness, and passivity guar-
antee a more reliable piclure of the world than ordinary percep-
tion. This exceptional ability allows the sage Lo use intuition and
inference to understand the Dao. There are many instances of false
semblances in the text, such as “The clear Dao scoms hidden.™
However, the claim ol semblance excludes the possibility of genuine
contradiction between the two opposing elements. These dichoto-
mies may be resolved rather elfortlessly into those between “conven-
tional” versus “true” sight, action, or knowledge.

Traditionally, such passages have usually not been read as any
more than a claim about the difficulty of accuralely perceiving the
Dap. While the Dao exists in a prelinguistic realm that, only the sage
can intuitively observe, there are also distinct physical traces of it
that the sage can directly observe. This is the dichotomy in chapter
L.between the “secrets” (miao ) of the Dao and the “manifesta-
Lions” (jico #1) of the Dao. The carliest parlial commentary on the
Laozi, chapter 20 of the Man Feizi, comments on the description
of the Dao as “a form without form, an image (viang %) without
substance™

People rarely see a living elephant (ximng) bul when they come
upon the bones of a dead elephant they imagine it alive on the
basis of their structure. Therefore all instances of what people
imagine by means of their traces are called images (viang),
Now, the Dao cannol be seen or heard, but the sage investi-
gates its manifestations and uses them to determinae its form,™

While the entire Dao is not directly perceplible, its form can be
known through a kind of imaginative inference based on a skeleton
provided by its trace image. This interpretation that it is possible
to know of the Dan, but impossible to accurately represent it in
the realm of the senses is shared by the later Xiang'er Ml
commnentary’s explanation of the same passage:

The most revered Dao is subtle and hidden without shape or
structure. Although one may follow its admenitions, sne can-
not see or know it. Those who today through false arls peink Lo
the “name and form” of the Dao, imposing fancy clothes, a
complete name, shape and size on it are all wrong. They are
entirely pernicious and deceptive.”
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This explanation of the phrase in chapter 14 of the Laozi sees the
Dao as being impossible to perceive in its entirety, as some charla-
tans might claim, but its admonitions are something that may be
followed. Again, the ineffability of the Dao is not a sign that any
knowledge of the Dao is impossible to express, but instead that it
may never be enfirely expressed.

Anocther type of explanation of the statements in the Lagzi that
call into question the validity of the perceptions is one which
stresses direct transmission of the Dao. This explanation posits the
possibility of the transmission of the Dao from one person to an-
other, but argues that, in the manner of Bodhidharma’s robe, it
must be passed directly from master to disciple. Closely tied to
arguments centered on language skepticism of the sort that popu-
late the Zhnangzi, such an explanation does not so much indict the
senses, but instead conventional ways of using the senses. In the
illustration of the opening lines of the first chapter of the Laozi in
the Han Dynasty Huainanzi, the story of Wheelwright Pian from
the Zhuangzi is invoked. In this story, Pian calls into question
whether knowledge can be passed on through books.” The second
chapter's admonition to wordless teaching is interpreted in the
Heshanggong commentary to mean that the sage “teaches and leads
them with his body.™ In common with the above strategy of using
“trace manifestations” this explanation resolves any apparent con-
tradictions inherent in the paradox of false semblances, and ex-
plains thent away. '

Contradictons of Action and C:_ﬁ'-eci-

This sort of resolution is more difficult to reach with the second type
of contradictory passage of the form “doing (something) leads to (the
opposite of something).” This type of contradiction is usually a char-
acteristic of the sage:

Therefore the sage puts his person last and it comes first
Treats his person as external and it is preserved

Is it not hecause he has no self-interest

That he is able to realize his self-interest?™®

While it is quite possible that the sage only appears to be putting his
person last, these passages carry with them no explicit indication
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that there is any difference between, for example, the “self-interest”
the sage is without and the “self-interest” that he realizes. The ques-
tion is whether these contradictions ought 1o be explained in the
manner of “apparent” contradictions as with those above, or whether
the contradiction expresses ingtead a deeper skepticism or criticism
of the idea of self-interest, or perhaps even the idea of the sage.

Traditional commentators generally favor a resolution of such
phrases, although the type of resolution varies. One strategy is o
distinguish between long and short temporal horizons. Some of the
earliest commentaries to the text favor this reading. The Western
Han Huainanzi illustrates the phrase “the sage puts his person last
and it comes first” with the following fish story:

Gongyi Xiu (K was Chancellor of the state of Lu who had
quite a taste for fish. A [delegation from anather] country
presented him with some fish, but Gongyi Xiu did not accept
them,

His disciples remonstrated with him: “Qur master has a taste
for fish but did not accept any, Why was this?

He answered: “Now, it wag exactly becanse I have a taste for
fish that I did not accept any. IfI had accepted the fish but was
dismissed from my post as Chancellor, then although I have a
taste for fish I could not provide myselfl any. By nol accepting
any fish I will also not be dismissed from my post as Chanceellor,
and will be able to provide myselfl fish into perpetuity.”

This is an individual who understands how to act toward
others and how to act toward himsell.™

In this story, the correct self-interested action changes depending on
the time frame being considered, and so0 the sage appears to have no
short-term self-interest precisely because he has long-term self-
interest. In two other early commentaries, the long-term benefiis of
longevity are seen to outweigh other short-term benefits. The
Heshanggong commentary explains that “the sage puts his person
last and it comes first” (chapter 7} means that “the people of the
world revere him; ‘comes first’ means long life,” while he “treats his
person as external and it is preserved” means Lhal,

the common peaple love him as if he were their father and
mother, while the spirits and speclers assist him as if he were
their baby. Because of this his person will exist eternally,"
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A similar understanding of the passage may be found in the Xiang'er
commentary, where several “conventional” modes of putting oneself
first are revealed to actually be inellective means to that end;

He who seeks long life does not belabor his essential thoughts
with the pursuit of wealth to nourish himself. He does not,
without achievements, coerce the ruler and receive a salary to
glorify himself. ITe does not eat the five Havors to indulge
himsell. His clothes are inferior and his shoes have holes in
them so as not to clash with those of regular people. All these
are ways in which he “puts his person last.” However, looking
at it from the perspeciive of his gaining the long life of the
immortals, reaping good fortune ahead of the regular people,
these are how he “comes first.”™

Pulting oneself last and having oneself come first are not embraced
as opposiles in these readings, but rather as referring to fundamen-
tally different types of action.

While such explanations of action and effect contradictions are
the rule, the reading of Song commentator Ge Changgeng #&)
provides a contrast. The Ge commentary provides the following
perspective on “the sage puts his person last and it comes ﬁl;st": "‘I
am Heaven and Earth, and Heaven and Earth are me.”* This
interpretation of the passage signals a style of interpretation that .is
fundamentally different from the earlier commentators, one in
which the tension of the contradiction is used to eliminate distine-
tions between the individual and the natural. This is an interpreta-
tion that might well be categorized as evidence of an extrovertive
mystical experience by Stace.

.5:.3]{%6011 hraclichons

The third and final form ef self-contradiction is the general formula
“(something) which is not (something),” In the Laozi, there are both
indirect and direct instances of such formulas. The sage is the one
who “dwells in doing-less aflairg and practices not-saying teach-
ings.™" Earlier we saw that the way the sage goes about this is to
wei wowei 131ER “do that which is doing-less” {chapter 63), & mode
certainly related to the imperative xue buxue R4 “learn not
to learn.”™ This approach is certainly appropriate to the object of
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these (non-) actions, since the Dan is wuzhuang zhi zhuang Wk ik
“the shape without a shape.”" The direct symmetry of these phrases
would seem to indicale thai there is more to these passages
than simply a condemnation of a “conventional” notion of action or
learning.

Traditionally, however, this class of self-contradiclion has also
often been resolved using the interpretive strategy of explaining
away the contradiction. For example, the Heshanggong commentary
reads the characier xue # in “learn not to learn” ns “true learning”
in the first case and as “conventional learning” in the second case. It
reads:

The sage studies what ethers cannot study,

Others study wisdom and falsehood, the sage studies
spontaneity.

Others study governing the world, the sage studies
governing himself,

|So he] preserves the Dao’s trueness."

Governing oneself is simply another type of studying, and the appar-
ent contradiction is explained away. In the same way, Wang Bi
reads “taste that is tasting-less” as referring to actual substances
that have no discernible taste.”” These interpretations suggest that
it is possible to explain away any of the contradiclions in the text,
even the most elemental ones, in terms of categories like those of
“conventional” versus “exceptional.”

Nevertheless, some traditional commentators have taken the
contradictions in these passages as indieative of an irresolvable
tension, This is the case for three such commentaries, the Tang or
pre-Tang commentary attributed to Gu Huan Hifk (420483 C.E.),
and the eleventh-century Song commentaries of Ge Changgeng and
Su Che #¥ift (c. 1100 c.5.). For Gu Huan, the apophatic discourse in
the Laozi was intended to dissolve the distinctions between doing
and not doing certain things. For example, he understands the
statement “do that which is doing-less” to deny the difference be-
tween doing and not doing:

Struggle to grasp the source of the mind, do not lose its true
radiance. Once its radiance is emitted, doing is the same as the
doing-less. This is what it means. So doing is doing-less and
doing-less is doing.*
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Gu alfirms the destruction of the opposition in a similar way when
the text speaks of learning “not to learn™

Learning is not learning and not learning is learning. Not to
engage in learning is different from not learning and is [also]
different from learning. So the Xishengjing V5.8 [Scripture of
Western Ascension] says: “I lewn without anything to learn
and s0 can understand the natura:.™?

Here the commentary is explicitly challenging the identification of
not learning with not engaging in learning, implying that there is a
“not learning” that transcends the simple opposition of taking part
in iearning versus not engaging in learning. In this manner, the Gu
Huan commentary attempts to point to something that surpasses
learning and not learning, thereby embracing rather than explain-
ing the contradiction in the original text.

The Song commentators are also interested in eliminating the
distinclion between a thing or action and its opposite, and in this
way peinting to something that transcends such oppositions. Ge
Changgeng uses the Buddhist metaphor of the “bright mirror hang-
ing on the platform” from the Liuzu tanjing ~<HUNEE (Platform
Suira of the Sixth Patriarch) to explain how the sage “knows with-
out moving” (chapter 47)."" Su Che does net see the mind as what
exists behind the distinctions, but rather the Neo-Confucian idea of
principle (Zi). Su Che uses the same concept of transcendent prin-
ciple to explain the chain of sentences in chapter 22 of the Laozi that
begins “bowed then preserved”

In mioving, the sage must follow principle, where principle
exists it may be straight or bowed. He simply must penetrate
it, If he penelrates it then he will not be bogged down. If he is
not bogged down then he will be preserved.”

The effort that the sage makes to penetrate principle is on a level
different from physical attributes that are manifestations of sub-
stance (gi %) 14 is through this dichotomy that Su addvesses the
stark contradiction “learn not to learn™

The sage . . . is not without learning. He learns and does not
learn. So although he learns he nevertheless avoids doing
harm to principle. Only then can inner and outer be vacuous
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and clear. Solitarily acling-less, he can complement the
spontaneity of the myriad things and rely on his own sell-
realizalion,™

In this interpretation, the sage is not “without learning,” but instead
combines the polar opposites of learning and not learning. By spe-
cifically affirming that the sage both learns and does not learn, Su
embraces the tension that allows him to define a mode of action that
resembles learning but is at the same time [undamentally different.
As with the Ge commentary, the tension of the seli-contradiction is
preserved and the text is read apophatically.

While it is the case that commentators disagree over whether
contradiction in the Laovzi should be read as apophasis or not,
there is an important conclusion here concerning traditional read-
ings of the text. It is not the case that the history of the text's
interpretation clearly supports a reading of the Laozi as a mystical
text according to the critevion established by Schwartz. Even
with the most stark contradictions, it is chielly in the post-Chan
Buddhist commentaries that the contradiction is embraced as
apophatic language rather than explained away. Traditional com-
mentators on the Laozi have not necessarily interpreted the text as
containing apophalic language that preserves a tension peinting to
inelfability.

Mystical Theory and Mystical Practice

It may seem surprising to iry to deny Lhe Laozi the therapeutic
effect of apophasis, the one type of mystical experience that might be
definitely connected with the text because it arises from the very act,
of reading it. Yet many traditional commentators sought to explain
away the text’s contradictions, calling into question even this link to
experience. Thus, not only are explicit references to mystical experi-
ence lacking in the text, but it does not seem that the earliest
commentators even read the text as an attempt. Lo express knowl-
edge implicitly gained through such experience, To the degree that
mysticism has been fundamentally understood as a form of religious
experience, then, it is not possible o stale authoritatively that the
Laozi is a *mystical” text.

This gap between text and experience is perhaps why il was
possible to find aws with the atlempts to categorize the Lanzi as
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mystical according to the use of the term by the successive genera- .

tions of scholars during this century. Indeed, it might be argued that"
the compilation is pointedly abstract, with its systematic omission
of proper names or dates and simple language. Herbert Giles's
1905 Religions of Ancient China makes a somewhat derisive refer-
ence bo Laozi's doctrines along these lines: “Such a system was
naturally far better fitted for the study, where in fact it has always
remained, than for use in ordinary life.”™ Yet how can one spealk of
the possibility of having knowledge of a prelinguistic Dao without an
attempt to tie it to experience? Returning for a moment to the moc%e
of Magritte-style self-reference, this sort of theoretical discussion is
not as foreign as it first seems—this article is doing precisely that.

Most scholarship in the history of religions, and in mysticism
theory in particular, assumes that some commonality underlies the
diverse traditions being examined, whether that commonality is
supernatural or psychelogical. By placing the Dao prior to the for-
mation of categories, the Laozi is performing much the same theo-
retical move we have already seen made by Forman in the
discussion of mystical experience and Schleiermacher in the discus-
sion of religious experience. Like these later theorists, the Laozi is
trying to evoke an unmediated moment that is not reducible to
ordinary modes of knowing. This is close to the way that Wayne
Proudfoot understands the use of Dao in the Laozi:

The term [Dao] acts as a formal operator, or placeholder, ays-
tematically excluding any differentiating description or predi-
cates that might be proposed. The term functions in this way
regardiess of its meaning or connotations.™

Proudfoot goes on to draw the parallel between the use of placehold-
ers like “Dao” in mystical texts and those like “numinous” in the
literature of the history of religions.” In this sense, the Laozi has
more in common with Rudolf Otto’s discussion of Meister Eckhart
than with Eckhart’s writing itself. In this analysis, the text is less
an expression of an experience of an ineffable Dao than a compila-
tion ol attempts to describe it ‘
Taking a step bacl, the question arises: what could the compiler
of the Laozi have in common with a scholar such as Otto, so tempo-
rally and culturally distant? One answer might be that bctth. are
attempting to find a hidden thread that runs through a multiplicity
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of data. Early writers like Jia Yi ¥l (200—168 B.c.5.) state that the
numinous thread of the Dao is what runs through the phenomenal
world, and is the sum of the “techniques” (shee i) that ave used Lo
act in that world.™ The Laozi itsell may best be understood as a
composite text organized along thematic principles, centered on the
various methods that people have evolved o speak about the Pao.
The earliest classification of the Laozi in China, attributed to the
late second-century m.c.i. historian and astrologer Sima Tan o]l %,
associates the text with a group intent on developing methods that
drew on the expertise of each of the existing traditions.” The Dao
was what united the approaches of these traditions, the common
denominator that was behind “the great order of the yin-yang lin-
eages,” the “good points of the Confucian and Mohist lineages,” the
“essentinls of the Nominalist and Legalisi lincages,” that Lhe group
selected out. The Dao, then, was also a way of speaking about a
unitary phenomenon that appeared in dilferent guises once it was
constructed in different Lraditions.

To be sure, this does not rule out the possibility that one ol the
mediated manifestations of the Dao might be knowledge acquired
via mystical union with ultimale reality. It is possible that the
compiler of the Laozi was using the possibility of personal knowl-
edge of such a mystical Dao to show the possibility of having similar
knowledge in other spheres. Such a theory would provide a connec-
tion between philosophical aspects and the political and moral as-
pects of the Laezi. That there exisis a {ranscendanl Dac Lhat
undergirds reality provides a precedent for the sage ruler's ability to
access political and moral knowledge directly—thereby undermin-
ing the ultimate authority of alternate traditions and texts devoted
to rulership and ethies (e.g., Conlucianism). The Laozi is then not an
account of mystical experience, but an attempt to describe a “phe-
nomenon” in the same way that scholars of mysticism do,
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The Laozi in the Context o"'
C’:al‘ly Daoist My::iicnf Praxis

Harold D. Roth

To know others is to be clever
To know oneself is to be clear . . . {(Laozi 33)

Jnlraduction

ne of the few areas of agreement between sinclogists and
scholars of Comparative Religion is in regarding the Laozi
as an important worl of mysticism. Scholars from Wing-
Tsit Chan to Benjamin Schwartz in the former group and from
Walter Stace to Wayne Proudfvot in the latter group share this
common understanding of the text as they make use of it in a wide
variety of intellectual endeavors.' While this is by no means a
unanimous view (see the conirary opinions of D. C. Lau and Chad
Hansen), it is certainly held by a great many scholars.” Despite this
surprising unanimity, when one examines the views of these schol-
ars more closely, there is an equally surprising lack of a comprehen-
sive discussion of why they regard the Laozi as a mystical text in the
first place.
Some scholars simply use the term “mysticism” uneritically, asin
Chan’s accurate but overly general observation that the Laozi is
a “combination of poetry, philosophical speculation, and mystical
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