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INTRODUCTION.*










IT occasionally happens that a sudden ray of clear and valuable
light is thrown upon a long-disputed subject from a source the very
existence of which was unsuspected, and the authority of which
would certainly never have been allowed. Just as an accident may
reveal what generations of scientific men have laboured in vain to
discover: just as a rank outsider may win a race, or the dart, shot
at a venture, bit the bull's-eye when trained archers have
discharged a quiversfull of arrows without success,—so may some
happy and spontaneous phrase, falling from one who approaches a
topic of interest or difficulty for the first time, fresh and
unencumbered by preconceptions or the dissertations of experts,
embody in itself the kernel of the enigma, and make the whole thing
promptly and for ever plain. And such a service has, I think, been
recently rendered to the cause of philosophical research in China.
A late able American writer, whose work on "Oriental Religions" is,
or ought to be, on the shelf of every reading man, has given to the
Confucian school, for the first time, its true designation of
Rationalist. Confucius was a Rationalist in every sense; his
folsowers are Rationalists; his philosophy was altogether
Rationalistic in its scope. The word is just the one we wanted, but
which we never found; and its universal acceptation, from
henceforth, can be only a matter of time. It is not only for
supplying us with a just descriptive epithet for the orthodox
philosophy of China, however, that we are indebted to Mr. Johnson.
As soon as ever the term Rationalism is recognised as belonging to
the system of Confucius, it will fall into deserved desuetude in
that sphere where hitherto it has usurped another's right. No word
could, in my opinion, be more inappropriate, or more unhappily
selected, as applied to the philosophy of Lao Tsze. That the
character TAO ### may be properly translated "reason" in
certain instances, I do not deny. That it approaches the idea of
λογος in the Johannine sense of the word appears generally allowed.
For the p. iirendering of it by "way" there are both
etymological and philosophical recommendations which may not be
overlooked. But that none of these is the true and actual meaning
of the word in its esoteric sense I hope to show in a few words,
submitting, at the outset, that no fitter illustration could be
offered of the fatality attending servile adherence to a literal
system of translation than the rendering, hitherto in force, of
Reason. The letter killeth; and in the present instance it has
killed all sense and meaning out of the word it was attempting to
explain.



   The position we take up, therefore, is a very
simple one. To put it algebraïcally, TAO is the x or
unknown quantity that we have to find. And the first thing to be
done is to see what is predicated of this mysterious Thing; how it
is described; with what attributes it is credited; where it is to
be found; whence it sprang, how it exists, and what its functions
are. Then we may find ourselves in a position to discover what it
is that answers to these particulars, and profanely to give a name
to that which its preachers themselves declared must be for ever
nameless.    We are told that it existed before the
time which had no beginning had begun. Chuang Tsze says that there
never was an epoch when it was not. Lao Tsze affirms that its image
existed before God Himself. It is all-pervasive; there is no place
where it is not found. It fills the Universe with its grandeur and
sublimity; yet it is so subtle that it exists in all its plenitude
in the tip of an autumn hair. It causes the sun and moon to revolve
in their appointed orbits, and gives life to the most microscopic
insect. Formless, it is the source of every form we see; inaudible,
it is the source of all the sounds we hear; invisible, it is that
which lies behind every external object in the world; inactive, it
produces, sustains, and vivifies every phenomenon which exists in
all the spheres of being. It is impersonal, passionless; working
out its appointed ends with the remorselessness of Fate, yet
overflowing in benevolence to all. "What is TAO?" exclaims Huai-nan
Tsze. "It is that which supports Heaven and covers Earth; it has no
boundaries, no limits; its height cannot be measured, nor its depth
fathomed; it enfolds the Universe in its embrace, and confers
visibility upon that which of itself is formless.



* * It fills all within the Four Points of the Compass; it contains
the Yin and Yang; it holds together the Universe and Ages, and
supplies the Three Luminaries with light. It is so tenuous and
subtle that it pervades everything just as water pervades mire. It
is by TAO that mountains are high and abysses deep; that
beasts walk and birds fly; that the sun and moon are bright, and
the stars revolve in their courses. * *



When the spring-winds blow, the sweet rain falls, and all things
live and grow. The feathered ones brood and hatch, the furry ones
breed and bear; plants and trees put forth all their glorious
exuberance of foliage, birds lay eggs, and animals produce their
offspring; no action is visible outwardly, and yet the work is
completed. Shadowy and indistinct! it has no form. Indistinct and
shadowy! its resources have no end. Hidden and obscure! it
reinforces all things out of formlessness. Penetrating and
permeating everything! it never acts in vain."
   Such are a few of the attributes ascribed to the
nameless Principle we are considering. What ideas do they suggest
to our mind?—Such, I believe, as cannot be expressed in any single
word. Lao Tsze and his successors recognised the fact that for this
mysterious entity there can be no name, so they spoke of it as TAO.
We in the West have practically arrived at the same conclusion.
What is it, that makes flowers grow up and water flow down, which
causes the showers to fall and the sun to shine, which guides the
stars in their flaming courses, regulates the seasons, endows the
butterfly with its radiant hues, gives one man red hair and another
black, and, in a word, is the cause of every phenomenon we see, the
main-spring of the huge machine of which we form a part? We, too,
have failed to find a name for it, and so we call it
NATURE.* This, I believe, is the key to early Taoism.
Translate TAO, as used in this sense, by our common word Nature, or
Principle of Nature, and nine-tenths of the difficulties attending
the study of this beautiful philosophy vanish of themselves. Nor is
this true only of that phase of Taoism which deals with the
physical Universe. The instincts of animals and the workings of the
vegetable creation are not any more the endowment of Nature than
are the varying dispositions of mankind. The original constitution
of every man, then, being the direct gift of Nature—or rather, an
actual part of Nature itself—it follows that it should be jealously
preserved intact, in all its pristine purity. This is the grand and
primary object of Taoism—the preservation of one's Heaven-implanted
nature. And how is this to be accomplished? By imitating the great
Mother. Nature never strives; therefore the Sage should guard
himself from striving too. Nature is ever passive; therefore the
Sage should let things take their course, contenting himself with
following in their wake. Ambition, scheming, hatred lust—any
attention to external objects of whatever kind—are all so much
disordering, or spoliation, of the original nature of man, and
should therefore be utterly discarded. Even the active cultivation
of virtues, such as benevolence, rectitude, and propriety, is
condemned; Nature requires no action to stimulate her growth, and
all the Sage has to do is bring himself into perfect conformity
with her. All such passions, accomplishments, and attributes, being
the result of striving, are called, in the Taoist phrase,
the human nature of man, in contradistinction to
the heavenly or natural nature with which he is
endowed. "Wherefore," says Chuang Tsze, "do not develop this
artificial, human, or engrafted nature; but do develop
that heavenly nature which is your natural inheritance." In
Huai-nan Tsze's "History of Great Light" we have a still more
striking passage, in which the difference between the two natures
is lucidly explained. Speaking of those happy ones who, by having
arrived at a thorough understanding of the Principle of Nature,
have reverted to a state of pure repose, he says: "Nourishing their
constitutions by tranquillity, and letting their spirits rest in
indifference, they enter the Door of Heaven—i.e., Nature. And what
is it that is called Heavenly? It is that which is homogeneous,
pure, simple, undefiled, upright, luminous, and immaculate, and
which has never undergone any mixture or adulteration from the
beginning. And what is the Human? It is that which has been
adulterated with shrewdness, crookedness, dexterity, hypocrisy, and
deceit; wherefore it bends itself in compliance with the world, and
is brought into association with the customs of the age. For
example: the ox has horns and a divided hoof, while the horse has a
dishevelled mane and a complete hoof; this is the Heavenly—or
natural. Putting a bit into the horse's mouth and piercing the nose
of the ox; this is the Human—or artificial. Those who follow the
Heavenly are such as roam in company with Nature; those who follow
the Human are such as mix themselves up with the fashions of the
world. * * Wherefore," continues the philosopher, "the Sage does
not allow the Human to disorder the Heavenly—he suffers no injury
to be done to his true nature; nor does he permit Desire to disturb
his natural feelings. He acts exactly as he ought, without
considering what he shall do beforehand; he is trustworthy, without
promising; he obtains all he wants without anxiety, and he brings
all his designs to completion without doing anything himself. His
Spiritual Palace"—a Taoist euphemism for mind—"being replete with
pure sincerity, he assists the Creator Himself in the government of
men."    This leads me to the consideration of what
may be termed the first development of the Naturalistic theory. In
order to bring himself into conformity with Nature, it is
imperative that the Sage should remain always and completely
passive. This is expressed by the formula wu wei, which may be
variously rendered "non-exertion," "not-doing," "inertia,"
"absolute inaction," or "masterly inactivity." In addition to the
idea of undisturbed quiescence it embraces also that of spontaneity
and designlessness; so that even the rigid adherence to an inactive
policy is robbed of its virtue if it be adopted with intent. The
very effort to obtain possession of Nature, says Chuang Tsze,
defeats itself, for the simple reason that it is an
effort. A man must be passionless as well as motionless; he must be
content to leave himself to the influences which surround him, and
discard all thoughts of helping on the work; he must banish all
desire from his heart; he must concert no schemes and form no
plans; he must never anticipate emergencies, but simply mould
himself according to any circumstances that may arise. And
especially is this of importance in the world of politics. Here the
formula wu wei must be translated "non-interference"—that
wise and far-sighted policy the world is so slow to learn. The
Taoist condemns over-legislation, and justly points to the peddling
meddling system of a so-called paternal government as the cause of
anarchy and ruin. Never do anything, he says, for the mere sake of
doing it; never do anything that is not absolutely necessary; leave
the people to develop their own resources, and feel their own way
to tranquillity and prosperity. Let Nature work unimpeded, in
social and political life as well as in the sphere of physics or of
morals; then your subjects will be contented with their lot, and
your kingdom free from conspiracies, dissensions, and disaster. Do
nothing to disturb their primitive simplicity. Do not seek to
replace their rough instruments of labour by complicated machines;
such refinements lead to luxury, to scheming, to ambition, and to
discontent; the very exercise of such ingenuity implies a scheming
mind; therefore, discourage artificial innovations. The secret of
happiness is to be found in quiescence, simplicity, and content;
and the only way to attain to these is to bring body, passions,
intellect, and will into absolute conformity with Nature.
   The descent from these sublime and simple ethics
during the Han and succeeding dynasties was fatally rapid. They
soon became obscured in a mist of hocus-pocns and imposture, in
which idolatry, the prolongation of life, the elixir of immortality
and the transmutation of metals played a prominent part. With this
degraded phase of Taoism we have nothing whatever to do. It is only
sad to reflect how soon and how irrevocably the ancient doctrines
of Lao Tsze and his successors fell into desuetude, and have since
endured the reproach of their enforced association with a system of
superstitious folly. The fine indifference of the old Taoists to
life and death, wealth and penury, has given way to sordid avarice
and attempts to prolong the existence of the material frame; the
pure code of the Naturalistic philosopher has been reversed; his
precepts are forgotten, his dignity dishonoured. But the canons of
Taoism proper are still open to us, and they are deserving of
careful study. The "orthodox" theories of the Rationalist school
have surely had an ample share of attention from Western scholars,
while the independent doctrines of the rival teachers remained for
a long time neglected. And yet the Naturalists are far bolder and
more original in thought than the Rationalists; they are trammelled
by no slavish reverence for departed kings and exploded platitudes;
their minds are free, their theories striking, and their practice
pure. It is only regrettable that the extreme obscurity of their
style should have laid them open to misrepresentations and
misconstructions on the part of members of the Confucianist school,
which have brought them into undeserved discredit. This is more
particularly referred to on another page. Meantime it must gladden
the hearts of all true students to see that some little interest is
at last being taken by European writers in the beautiful philosophy
of Nature preached by the founder of Taoism; the study of which, I
make bold to add, cannot fail to yield rich stores of pleasure to
everyone who takes it up, be he scholar, dilettante, or divine.



Footnotes p. i * Originally read before the North-China
Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, on the 21st September, 1880.
p. iii * Compare Plänckner and Hardwick, referred to in
my Chuang Tsze, page VII. Nature, in the sense of an abstract
cause, the initial Principle of life and order; the hypostatic
quiddity which underlies all phenomena and of which they are a
manifestation only.








THE KAN YING PIEN.*










THE Supreme One, Lao Tsze, said:



   Happiness and evil do not come spontaneously; it
is men who bring them upon themselves. The consequences of virtue
and vice follow each just as the shadow follows the form. Now there
are spirits in Heaven and in Earth whose business it is to
investigate the sins of men, and who shorten their lives according
as their transgressions are serious or venial. If a man's span of
life be thus abbreviated, he will spend it in poverty and waste,
and meet with constant disasters. Everybody will hate him;
punishments and miseries will dog his footsteps; blessing and good
fortune will hold themselves aloof; a baleful star will bring him
sorrow; and when his time is up, he will die. Besides this, there
are spirits in three of the stars in the constellation of "God's
Chariot"† who record the sins and crimes of men in the Upper
Sphere, and cut off their days; and there is also a spirit in the
body of each man which ascends to the Tribunal of Heaven upon a
certain day, once every sixty years, to report the sins he has
committed. And at the end of every month the Spirit of the Hearth
does the same. All men who have committed great sins are deprived
of twelve years of life; those whose sins are less serious lose
only one. Now there are several hundred different kinds of sin,
both small and great, which all you who wish to live a long life
must be careful to avoid. Advance in all that is in harmony with
the right; retreat from everything that is opposed to it. Walk not
in the paths of depravity, nor deceive yourselves by sinning in the
dark where none can see you. Accumulate virtue, and store up merit;
treat all with gentleness and love; be loyal, be dutiful; be
respectful to your elder brothers and kind to your juniors; be
upright yourselves, in order that you may reform others;
compassionate the fatherless and widow; reverence the aged and
cherish the young; do not injure even little insects, or grass, or
trees. Pity the wickedness of others, and be glad of their virtues;
succour them in their distress, and rescue them when in danger;
when a man gains his desire, let it be as though his good fortune
were your own; when one suffers loss, as though you suffered it
yourself. Never publish the failings of another, or make a parade
of your own merits; p. 104 put a stop to evil, and afford
every encouragement to virtue; be not grasping, but learn to
content yourself with little. When you are reviled, cherish not
feelings of resentment; if you receive favours, do so as
deprecating your deserts; be kind and generous without seeking for
any return, and never repent of anything that you may give to
others. This is to be a good man; one whom Heaven will defend, whom
all will respect, whom blessings and honours will accompany, whom
evil will not touch, and whom all good spirits will protect. All
the desires of such a man will be realised, and he may reasonably
hope to attain to immortality. A man whose wish it is to become a
Heavenly Immortal must perform one thousand three hundred works of
merit; he who only aspires to earthly immortality—to become endowed
with supernatural powers—can gain his end by performing three
hundred virtuous acts. But if any person acts in opposition to what
is right and turns his back upon the truth, becoming expert in
wickedness and hardened in cruelty; if he secretly injures the
gentle and the good, abuses his sovereign and his parents in
private, treats his elders with disrespect, rebels against his
employers, deceives the simple, slanders his fellow students,
brings false accusations against others, and plays the hypocrite
generally, prying into the shortcomings of his own relatives and
then bruiting them abroad; if he is peevish, wilful, and unloving,
perverse and headstrong, calling good evil and evil good, doing
what he ought not to do, and leaving undone what he ought to do; if
he tyrannises over his subordinates, appropriating to himself the
merit of their work, flatters his superiors and anticipates their
intentions; if he is ungrateful for kindness received, and
cherishes unceasing resentment for grievances; if, as a mandarin,
he neglects the welfare of the people, brings sedition into the
State, rewards the undeserving, punishes the innocent, condemns men
to death for filthy lucre, ruins others in order to secure their
positions, slaughters those who have tendered their submission in
war, degrades the upright and shelves the virtuous, oppresses the
orphan and persecutes the widow, accepts bribes for violating the
law, treats the straight as if it were crooked and the crooked as
if it were straight, regards trivial misdemeanours as grave crimes,
and waxes still fiercer against those who deserve death instead of
pitying them; if he is aware of his own faults yet does not reform,
knows what is good yet does not do it; if he lays his own crimes
upon others, places hindrances in the way of such men as
physicians, diviners, astrologers and physiognomists, blasphemes
the virtuous and holy, and intimidates or insults the wise and
good; if he shoots birds and hunts animals, routs hybernating
insects and reptiles out of their burrows, frightens birds at
roost, stops up the holes of the former and overturns the nests of
the latter, injures a fœtus in the womb or breaks eggs in the
process of incubation; if he wishes that misfortune may come on
others, detracts from their achievements and merits, exposes other
people to danger and keeps on the safe side himself, injuring them
in order to secure his own advantage; returns evil for good,
suffers private ends to interfere with public interests, takes
credit to himself for the ability of others, conceals their
virtues, mocks at their physical deformities, pries into other
people's private affairs, squanders their property, makes mischief
between blood-relations, tries to deprive others of what they
specially love, eggs people on to commit sin, boasts of his own
influence and power, puts others to shame in the desire to get the
better of them, destroys crops, and upsets intended marriages; if
he is arrogant on the score of ill-gotten gains, sneaks shamelessly
off from the results of his own evil deeds, claims credit for
kindnesses he never showed, denies the bad offices he actually
performed, brings evil on others with malicious intent, schemes
after unmerited reputation, hides wicked designs in his heart,
effaces goodness in others and harbours vice in himself, takes
advantage of his own power to vex and harass his neighbours, and
complies with tyrannical designs to kill or wound; if he wantonly
cuts things to pieces with scissors, slaughters animals without
regard to the proprieties, throws away grain, teases and worries
dumb creatures, breaks up homes and seizes all the valuables they
contain, floods people's houses with water or burns them with fire,
overturns and disturbs customs in order to prevent a man from
accomplishing his ends, spoils implements so as to render them
useless, desires to deprive others of their rank and influence and
to make them lose all their wealth, conceives lustful desires at
the sight of beauty, borrows money and then longs for the lender's
death, hates and vilifies those who do not accede to every request
he makes, attributes the misfortunes of others to their sins, mocks
their personal defects, represses those who have laudable ability
and parts, injures persons by sorcery and foul arts, kills trees by
means of poisonous drugs, cherishes hatred to his teachers, runs
counter to his parents and elder brothers, takes away other
people's property by main force, or insists upon it being given
up—bent on getting it by hook or by crook; if he acquires wealth by
robbery and extortion, schemes after promotion in sly and underhand
ways, is unjust both in the bestowal of rewards and the infliction
of punishments, overindulgent in ease and pleasure, threatening and
tyrannical to his inferiors; if he blames Heaven and decries men,
finds fault with the wind and curses the rain, for his misfortunes;
if he is much given to going to law against others, join in
friendly associations with bad men, pays heed to the talk of his
wife and concubines but turns a deaf ear to the admonitions of his
parents, forsakes old friends for new ones, speaks good words while
his heart is full of evil, is covetous of gain, hoodwinks and
defrauds his superiors, brings reproach on others by falsehood,
reviles men and then plumes himself upon his candour in doing so,
abuses the gods and poses as a man of integrity, runs counter to
the established rule of right, neglects his own kin and transfers
all his attention to those who are in no way connected with him,
calls Heaven and Earth to witness about trifles, and swears by the
gods about low and disreputable matters; if he repents having
bestowed alms or given presents, borrows and fails to repay,
schemes after and meddles with what lies beyond the scope of his
own functions, passes all bounds in lasciviousness, assumes an
appearance of gentleness while fierce and cruel at heart, gives
people dirt and filth to eat, puts them in positions of perplexity
by left-handed dealings, uses short measures and light weights in
trade, adulterates good wares with stuff of inferior quality,
amasses wealth by foul means, forces virtuous folk to commit evil
deeds, insults and deludes the simple; if he is insatiably
covetous, if he invokes imprecations on people to get at the bottom
of any difficulty, or is given to bad conduct under the influence
of liquor, or wrangles and quarrels with his own flesh and blood;
as a man, neither loyal nor good—as a woman, neither gentle nor
compliant—the one always at logger-heads with his wife, the other
disrespectful to her husband; if he is given to vaunting his own
praises, and for ever envying the good fortune of others; if he
treats his wife and children badly, or, in the case of a woman, if
she behaves indecorously to her parents-in-law; if he conducts
himself contemptuously to the Tablet of a dead person, turns a
disobedient ear to the commands of his superiors, busies himself
about useless matters, acts insincerely towards others, calls down
curses upon himself or his fellows, cherishes unreasonable hatreds
and undue partialities, steps over wells and stoves instead of
walking round them out of respect to the presiding deities, jumps
over any victuals or persons that may lie in his way, injures his
children or destroys a fœtus in the womb; if he is addicted to
occult or secret practices, to singing and dancing on moonless
nights or on inauspicious days in the last month of the year, to
weeping and giving way to anger early in the morning on the first
day of a month, to spitting, evacuating, or blowing his nose
towards the north—where the gods reside,—to reciting ballads,
singing songs, or weeping, towards the fireplace—thus failing in
respect to the Spirit of the Hearth,—to using the fire of a
cooking-stove to burn incense with, or to employing unclean fuel in
the preparation of food; if he neglects to cover himself when he
gets up during the night, inflicts punishments on any of the eight
festivals, spits at meteors or falling stars, points at lightning,
or at a rainbow, or at anyone of the Three Luminaries; if he gazes
for any length of time at the Sun or Moon, burns grass or shoots
birds in the spring, utters curses towards the north, wantonly
kills tortoises or strikes at snakes; if a man is guilty of any of
these crimes, the God who rules over human destinies will,
according as the sin is trivial or serious, abbreviate his span of
life. When his time is finished, he will die; and if any of his
sins be left unatoned for, they will be visited upon his sons and
grandsons. If a man has laid unjust hands upon the goods of others,
the responsibility will descend to his wife and family, and they
will gradually drop off and die; if not, they will either be bereft
of their property by water or fire, or they will lose it
themselves, or fall a prey to disease, or be the victims of false
accusations—in order that full satisfaction for their ill-gotten
gains may be exacted. If a man puts others to death illegally, his
weapons will be turned against himself, and he will in his turn be
killed. If a man acquires riches by unjust means, it will be as
though he had eaten poisoned meat in his hunger and drunk poisoned
wine in his thirst; his appetite will not be left unsatisfied, but
death will inevitably result. Now if a virtuous thought arises in a
man's heart, even though it be not put into practice, he will be
accompanied by good spirits; but if a thought of wickedness arises,
even though it be not carried out, all bad spirits will follow in
his wake. If a man, having committed some bad act, afterwards
repents and reforms, avoiding sin and striving to be good and
virtuous, he will eventually be rewarded and blessed, and the evil
that would have come upon him will be turned into a blessing. Thus
all that good men say is good, all that they look at is good, all
that they do is good; every day they live is characterised by
goodness in these three forms, and in three years Heaven will send
them happiness. But all that bad men say is bad, all that they look
at is bad, all that they do is bad; every day they live is
characterised by these three forms of badness, and in three years'
time Heaven will send them a curse. Why, then, do not men force
themselves to walk in the paths of virtue?    The
Divine Man, who existed in the Beginning of All Things, said: If
one reads a page, daily, of the admonitions thus offered by the
Supreme One, his sins will be blotted out. If he abides by them for
a month, his happiness and prosperity will be established and
prolonged. If he acts in accordance with them for a year, seven
generations of his ancestors will be enabled to enter Paradise. If
he never departs from them, and becomes not weary in well doing,
his span of life will be lengthened; the Celestial Gods themselves
will reverence him, and his name will be enrolled among the spirits
of the blest.
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