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Preface


Since the Tao of War takes Wang Chen’s commentary as its focus and many readers are already familiar with one of the readily available Tao Te Ching translations, we did not intend to append our own version of this famous classic. However, studying Wang’s thoughts in detail convinced us that his understanding of the Tao Te Ching necessitates a contextually modified translation to prevent considerable puzzlement about his exact meaning. We therefore decided to commence each chapter with the relevant verses rendered in accord with his vision and orientation, as well as his particularized pronouncements. 


In many instances the resulting translation differs somewhat from our basic inclinations. (Being a laconic and often enigmatic text, unless compelled to struggle with variant textual understandings and even mutually exclusive possibilities, one tends to read nebulously and unconsciously, somehow simultaneously absorbing the many implied and alternative meanings. However, definitive choices must be made in order to render problematic passages into English, thereby accounting for the significant variations in wording and style seen among contemporary versions.) Not only does Wang Chen sometimes choose unusual textual variants, but he occasionally diverges dramatically from one or another “accepted” understanding. At times his choices seem consciously intended to conform, if not contort, the text to his purposes and vision, but in fact many of them enjoy support from one or another antique commentary, as well as certain tomb text rearrangements. On reflection we found no instances in which his perspectives and interpretations were precluded.


Translations of the Tao Te Ching abound which might be consulted in conjunction with The Tao of War. The classic versions (with their accompanying introductions) by Arthur Waley (The Way And Its Power) and Wing-tsit Chan (The  Way of Lao-tzu) still hold great appeal. Wing-tsit Chan also includes incisive textual notes and some brief commentaries, all of which were expanded upon in Ellen M. Chen’s focused version, The Tao Te Ching: A New Translation with Commentary. John Wu’s Tao Te Ching is marked by a more political tone, one much closer to Wang Chen’s understanding. However, several relatively recent renditions also merit pondering, including D.C. Lau’s hybrid Tao Te Ching, Robert G. Henrick’s Lao-tzu Te-Tao Ching, Victor Mair’s Tao Te  Ching, and Stephen Mitchell’s Tao Te Ching. Comprehensive studies continue to appear, such as Michael LaFargue, The Tao of the Tao Te Ching, and Livia Kohn and Michael La- Fargue, Lao-tzu and the Tao-te-ching; the discovery of Han dynasty tomb texts has stimulated numerous conferences and a much revised view of the text’s historical evolution; and the pioneering work of Bruce and Taeko Brooks compels radical reinterpretation.


Wang Chen’s text may be found in the great compilation of Taoist writings known as the Tao Tsang, the major collected editions, and even the recently published Chung-kuo Ping-shu  Chi-ch’eng. Textual variations among the accessible editions are surprisingly few, easily emended wherever obviously corrupt or erroneous. (Although we have assiduously researched the text and pondered the translation and commentaries for some two years, the final work, being intended for readers with diverse interests and orientations rather than solely sinologists, has been spared the usual philological footnotes.) While it is uncertain which Tao Te Ching edition Wang Chen primarily employed — he clearly chose among variants in a number of cases — his comments suggest he was aware of Wang Pi’s version but normally gave preference to Ho-shang Kung’s. From his line by line notes, chapter arrangement, and chapter titles, he doubtlessly collated his comments to an eighty-one chapter version similar to the many presently available.


Thanks are due to Lee T’ing-rong for honoring the work with his calligraphy; to Max Gartenberg for his wise counsel over the years; and to our Saint Bernard, Zeno, for illuminating certain aspects of the Tao Te Ching.




Ralph D. Sawyer























Introduction



WANG CHEN AND HIS TIME


Stirred by the many sorrows warfare had inflicted upon China over the preceding two thousand years, the T’ang dynasty border commander Wang Chen pensively observed:




The armies of the Three Kings all acted in accord with the requirements of the moment. When their efforts were complete, they desisted. After standing down, their armies were not again employed. Yet some of their later descendants were arrogant, uncouth, brutal, dissolute, angry, greedy, boastful, or evil, so they created personal armies, regiments, states, and families. When they acted, it was to seize the strong; when they employed their armies, they sought victory. Even though their troops became weary and their provisions were exhausted, they still advanced and fought. Some did not desist and were engulfed; some were never satisfied and brought extermination upon themselves, exposing the people’s livers and brains on the road. Because of a single man’s anger or desire, all within the seas were poisoned and in pain, and disaster was rife throughout the land.





His words, universal in their depiction, could well have been written in any postwar period, in any age or country, East or West, including this very day.


Perturbed by the carnage that had again plagued even the glorious T’ang dynasty in the preceding eighth century, Wang Chen sought a solution that would end warfare and eliminate the horrendous destruction it wrought. Although ostensibly a Confucian, he found the means to rectify humanity’s self-destructive tendencies in the doctrines of the Tao Te Ching, a brief, already ancient philosophical work that had, at least in part, provided the initial intellectual inspiration for what evolved into the various forms of Taoism over the centuries from the late Warring States period (403–221 BCE) onward. The choice must be considered astonishing, not only because there were well-established, alternative possibilities—Confucianism and Buddhism—with strongly grounded theories of human nature and conflict, but also because prevailing interpretations of the Tao Te Ching had come to emphasize its mystical and even nihilistic aspects. However, the text must have appealed to Wang Chen because it provided a cosmological anchor for the patterns of human society and a transcendent explanation for the psychodynamics of conflict and contention, whose eradication had to be thorough to prove successful.


In the quest for a method to end warfare and coerce peace amid a world of selfish interests and conflicting desires, Wang Chen’s treatise constitutes a striking, worldly meditation upon the patterns and principles of the Tao Te Ching. It therefore also offers a highly nontraditional interpretation of the text itself (although growing evidence shows that at least some schools of thought understood the Tao Te Ching as a political, rather than purely individualist, writing). Wang clearly inclined to true pacifism but found its solution of deference and humility, of simply refusing to engage in combat and warfare, inadequate when confronted by great evil, by the extinction of one’s family and the extermination of the state. He read the Tao Te Ching closely for solutions and thoroughly embraced its concepts and ideas, but not without probing them within the context of a bureaucratized world of competing views and incessant bickering. Obviously struggling with the contradictions found within life and the Tao Te Ching itself, his commentaries sometimes vacillate between pure noncontention and a modified position of deference through power, as well as undertaking inactivity or actionless measures that participate in cosmic patterns and therefore entail no repercussions.


Little being known about the author of the extensive Tao Te  Ching commentaries that comprise Essential Explanations of  the Tao Te Ching’s Martial Discussions, herein titled the Tao of  War, context must be sought in the wider history of the T’ang dynasty. From the date of 809 CE appended to his overview, it can be concluded that Wang Chen lived in the second half of the T’ang dynasty, an era when its initial glory had already declined under weak emperors who often immersed themselves in Taoist studies rather than exercise control of the government. Moreover, the empire had sustained an enormous blow from An Lu-shan’s violent rebellion, which had virtually torn the state asunder and caused the death of millions over nearly a decade, commencing in 755 CE. Although central government control had been restored by the time of Wang’s writing a half century later, unrest still continued even then: in more remote areas, recalcitrant military leaders retained substantially independent power, and in the border region, various steppe peoples, termed “barbarians” by the imperial government (in comparison with China’s vaunted civilization and culture), constantly posed threats and mounted incursions. Wang Chen’s own words show he personally witnessed the turmoil and travail in these remote areas, having been posted there in a subordinate military capacity during his career as a central government bureaucrat.


By the T’ang dynasty, whose founders have traditionally been viewed as semibarbarians themselves, essentially Confucian views had come to characterize state orthodoxy. Actual administrative practice, however, was a complex matter: imperial attitudes and policies fluctuated between activist intervention marked by caustic “realist” or “Legalist” practices and deliberate Taoist quietism, whose inactivity verged on a power vacuum. Although other avenues were available, Wang Chen would presumably have pursued his career as a bureaucrat by passing at least one or two government examinations and gradually being advanced through a series of general posts, coming at some point to be appointed an imperial censor (or inspector) charged with scrutinizing behavior in a designated provincial area. In this capacity, he was eventually assigned command responsibilities, suggesting he either had some background in military studies or subsequently came to know the military writings in the course of his duties. However, since his commentaries rarely quote the military classics but do cite passages from the Confucian canon, he may well have been entrusted with command without any martial expertise. This could account for his lack of interest in the Tao  Te Ching’s intriguing tactical concepts and unorthodox military principles.


His years of service on the border just when the central government was once again building strong armies and wresting back full control of the peripheral regions apparently impressed Wang Chen with the horrors of warfare firsthand. Certainly this experience was far more intense than any he was likely to have experienced in his childhood years, when he may have encountered remnants of the general suffering resulting from An Lu-shan’s rebellion. Apparently these sorrows prompted him to envision a realistic program for reducing conflict and ending warfare in the Tao Te Ching,  whose text was much favored by the avowedly Taoist T’ang dynasty. This provided Wang with a ready, acceptable justification for his ideas, as did the fact that the T’ang dynasty had also established China’s first semilegendary strategist, the T’ai Kung of early Chou fame, as its revered, state-sanctioned martial patron, in conjunction with Confucius as its cultural patron. His afterword, here somewhat abridged by deleting much honorific language of little interest, briefly discusses his motives and rationale:




I have heard that in antiquity, after Pao Hsi had completed Heaven and Earth and created patterns for the myriad things, he still felt that the August Tao was insufficient. Accordingly, he silently pondered the transformations, his vital essence moved to penetration and, without having spoken, Heaven began giving birth, without having spoken, Earth began nurturing. Therefore the Ho River gave forth the Dragon Diagram and the Luo River spewed forth the Turtle Books in order to display their writings. From these they were able to draw the hexagrams and images [of the 1 Ching], and govern written characters.




When the sprouts of wisdom and intelligence emerged, true simplicity submersively diminished, so the principles of these writings again became insufficient. Therefore was born our Emperor of the Dank Mysterious Origination, Lao-tzu, to speak for Heaven and Earth and excel in rescuing the distressed. For this reason, the sections comprised by his five thousand characters again and again express his earnestness and sincerity. They can be said to open the root and source of Tao and Te [Virtue], and reject the leaves and branches of language. Compared to essays, they are like the sun, moon, and stars shining in their revolutions in the Heavens; compared with the animals and plants, they are like the myriad things that fill up the Earth. If we speak about their instructions and admonitions, all behavior is completely prepared for men.


Now the civil rules the martial, while the martial prepares for the civil. These two handles must be implemented together. They come out together and always occupy the left and right [sides in court], so who can abandon them? Thus [in the Ssu-ma Fa] it is said, “One who forgets warfare will be endangered, one who is enthralled with warfare will perish.” From this one knows that armies can be employed, but cannot be loved. They can engage in combat, but cannot be forgotten. From the time the Yellow Emperor repressed the chaos brought about by Shao Hao, no age has lacked them. When the Three Kings flourished, even though they all possessed Sagacious Virtue, they still settled the realm with weapons. However, the armies of the Three Kings all acted in accord with the requirements of the moment. When their efforts were complete, they desisted. After standing down, their armies were not again employed. Yet, some of their later descendants were arrogant, uncouth, brutal, dissolute, angry, greedy, boastful, or evil, so they created personal armies, regiments, states, and families. When they acted it was to seize the strong; when they employed their armies, they sought victory. Even though their troops became weary and their provisions were exhausted, they still advanced and fought. Some did not desist and were engulfed, some were never satisfied and brought extermination upon themselves, exposing the people’s livers and brains on the road. Because of a single man’s anger or desire, all within the seas were poisoned and in pain and disaster was rife throughout the land. Lao-tzu felt grief over the situation, but rulers still could not abandon military forces, having no alternative but to employ them.


Now Sages do not employ the military out of indignation or anger, to fight to seize terrain, from greed or love, or to avenge enmity. They order and discipline their troops, nurture and store them, in order to be prepared against evil and overawe the unwise. They do not employ them in battlefield deployments, nor use them in aggressive attacks, nor for hunting in the wilds, nor for great strength. This is the profound principle of the Sage’s employment of the military.


Furthermore, anger is a contrary Virtue, weapons are baleful implements, and combat is strongly abhorred by all men. How can it be easy to employ baleful implements through contrary Virtue and thereby undertake what people strongly abhor? Thus, it is said, “All under Heaven will give their allegiance to one of superior Virtue; all within the four seas will give their allegiance to one of superior benevolence; an entire state will give their allegiance to one of superior righteousness; and a village will give their allegiance to one who esteems the rites. No man will give his allegiance to one who lacks these four virtues.” When men do not give their allegiance, rulers then employ the military. Employing the army being the way to endangerment, it is therefore said to be “a baleful implement.” Moreover, battlegrounds are termed “fatal terrain” [“ground of death”]. Therefore, kings must first concentrate upon Tao and Te [Virtue] and take the employment of the military very seriously.


I have also heard it said that rulers who establish dynasties are fervent in completing their achievements, whereas those who succeed them merely preserve them, holding on to their positions. Therefore, when the Sage takes what is necessary to be unnecessary, his armies and weapons can be disbanded. However, when ordinary men take the unnecessary to be necessary, combat and aggression will increasingly flourish. Thus, Lao-tzu was not simply satirizing the dukes and kings of his age but probably also cautioning rulers of later ages against lightly employing their armies. For this reason, he specially established these five thousand characters and first raised the essentials of Great Tao, Highest Te, self-cultivation, patterning the state, actionless affairs, and unspoken teachings, only after several tens of chapters beginning to truly speak about the military’s origins. Amid his deep sincerity and subtle instructions, there isn’t a chapter that does not entail some concept of the military. How is this? Probably because when rulers marked by the Tao came down to the end of the Shang dynasty, campaigns of aggression came to be mounted by the feudal lords. By Lao-tzu’s time, kings had long lost the masses and correct Tao. However, he could not directly upbraid them, so he fervently discussed the Tao of soaring vacuity and noncontention and the Virtue of pliancy and weakness, of being humble, in order to admonish them.


Now contention is the source of military combat, the foundation of disaster and chaos. The Sage wants to restrain it at its source and sever its foundation; therefore, throughout the Tao Te Ching, from beginning to end, Lao-tzu repeatedly takes noncontention as the essence. When no one contends, how will weapons and armor arise? For what purpose will forces be deployed for combat? Therefore, Lao-tzu repeated this over and over. How sincere his instructions, how sincere his instructions!








ASSUMPTIONS AND CONTRADICTIONS


In the traditional form already defined by the T’ang dynasty, the Tao Te Ching consisted of two parts, whose very titles reflect their thematic focus; the thirty-seven chapters of the Tao Ching, or Classic of the Tao, and the remaining forty-four of the Te Ching, or Classic of Te. The Tao Ching tends to ponder issues from a cosmological and metaphysical perspective, anchoring its observations and implications for humanity in the Tao’s ineffable pervasiveness throughout the phenomenal universe. The Te Ching, in contrast, is more oriented to questions and practices of government, emphasizing modes of action within the mundane realm, resolving the problems besetting society. The recent discovery of tomb texts with the traditional order reversed and minor variations in the wording and arrangement of some verses, as well as variant editions compiled by different commentators that have come down through the years, provides evidence that the Tao Te Ching’s basic format and contents were finalized by the Han dynasty. The tomb texts are inherently interesting and apparently suggest that the Tao Te Ching was originally conceived, at least by some interpretive schools, as a political text rather than the Taoist voyage of self-cultivation and metaphysical discovery it has long been considered. For our purposes, however, the book’s interpretation is defined by Wang Chen’s version, structured and informed solely by his understanding.


Scholarly opinion on the nature of the Tao Te Ching, its compilation process, and its probable composition date— presumably the fourth to third centuries BCE, during the Warring States period—differs significantly and vociferously. Despite its traditional attribution to the legendary Lao-tzu, who at best may have provided inspiration and some core material, it does not seem to stem from a single mind. Instead, it appears to be a much reworked and synthesized contemplation of various threads and contributions from several authors that achieves a defined but not entirely homogeneous perspective. Although several distinct voices are melded and incorporated into the Tao Te Ching, those voices are not totally integrated, with some remaining dramatically contradictory. Whether the resulting conceptual conflicts can be resolved by some greater vision or subsumed in some surpassing transpersonal power, concept, or entity that perhaps pervades the universe depends upon one’s assumptions and perspective. Even Wang Chen, who undertakes a consistent, envisioned reading of the text, at times seems to simply ignore or obscure difficulties. In most cases, though, his enthusiasm allows a cogent interpretation advocating the actionless course of virtue that leads to his ultimate objective of eliminating conflict. In addition, many difficulties easily dissolve in a maze of “chain arguments” whereby the reader is enticed through a sequence of conditions, each of which is presented as a highly plausible, if not necessary, consequence of the preceding situation. Since movement from premise to apparent conclusion is normally bereft of delimiting conditions and constraints, in an extreme case black can even be convincingly transformed into white. Moreover, the Tao Te Ching’s particularistic nature tends to elicit focused comments defined solely by each chapter’s unique concerns, with little or no reference to the greater text. Discrete but divergent views may therefore be enthusiastically espoused by the Tao Te Ching and promoted by Wang Chen without ever being perceived or pondered as contradictory.


Even though he often comments upon fundamentally metaphysical issues, for Wang Chen the Tao Te Ching is not an ethereal, nihilistic, contemplative work. Rather, it is an exposition of the Tao’s universal forces that provides a guide to resolving the horrendous problems plaguing humanity: greed, desire, militarism, and especially warfare. Moreover, he does not view it as a work intended for the weak and powerless or for recluses fearful of sullying themselves with the world’s affairs. He clearly regards it as being for rulers (honored with the rubric of “Sages”) acting from a position of power whose fundamental concerns include the people’s welfare and loss of their own positions. (As will be seen, humility and pliancy prove ideal redresses for power but simply doom the inherently weak to extinction.) For example, key verses of the chapter entitled “Know the Masculine” obviously speak to individuals in positions of ultimate temporal power:




Know the masculine, cleave to the feminine,  
Be a watery ravine to All under Heaven.
 By acting as a watery ravine to All under Heaven, 
 Eternal Virtue will never be estranged,  
And you will revert back to being a child.
 Know the white, cleave to the black, 
 Be a model for All under Heaven.
By acting as a model for All under Heaven, 
 Eternal Virtue will never err,  
And you will revert back to the unbounded. 
Know glory, cleave to disgrace,  
Be a valley to All under Heaven.





Since rulers are invariably tempted to lives of false glory and opulence through abusing their powers, actions that easily rebound and sow the seeds of calamity, Wang Chen’s commentary to this chapter stresses the importance of cleaving to the dark, silent, and lowly as a necessary corrective:




Now anyone ruling men already has heroic talent, strategic ability, robust demeanor, and fierce spirit [ch’i]. Moreover, since they dwell in the realm’s most honored position at the pinnacle of millions, are protected by six armies, and attended by the hundred officials, even without being evil they will be severe, even without getting angry will be awesome. Thus, Lao-tzu wants them to constantly cleave to feminine tranquillity, being just like a watery ravine to All under Heaven, because watery ravines are void, empty, and receptive, terrain that stores illness and accepts contamination. In this way, their Virtue will never depart from their bodies.





Similarly, in commenting upon “Holding and Filling,” Wang observes:




Human nature relies upon weapons. Thus, when an ordinary fellow carries a sharp three-foot sword or brandishes a dagger several inches long, he may even succeed in insulting the Son of Heaven or coercing the feudal lords into sanctioning visible alliances and accepting clandestine orders. How much more so anyone who occupies the ultimate position of imperial power and possesses a million-man army?





Surprisingly, in “There Is Something Turbidly Complete,” the Tao Te Ching cosmologically and metaphysically anchors the ruler in the Tao, Heaven, and Earth:




There is something turbidly complete,  
Spawned before Heaven and Earth. 
Silent and still,  Solitary and unchanging, 
 Everywhere active, unimperiled. 
It can act as the mother of All under Heaven. 
I do not know its name but designate it as Tao. 
If I am forced to characterize it,  It is called great. 
Being great, it goes beyond; 
 Going beyond, it is distant; 
 Being distant, it then reverts. 
Thus, the Tao is great; 
 Heaven is great;  
Earth is great; 
 The king is also great. 
In the cosmos, these are the four greats;  
The king dwells among them. 
Man models on Earth;  
Earth models on Heaven;  
Heaven models on Tao; 
 Tao models on the natural.





Wang Chen then proceeds to validate the king as an active participant in the universe’s unfolding and therefore the progenitor of political programs that will benefit the people:




Now “great” refers to being inexhaustible, unbounded. Moreover, among the multitudinous directions, there isn’t anywhere that the expansive, great Tao does not go. This “going” is like dispersing [going beyond]. Endlessly dispersing, it must go far. When it goes far and reaches the pinnacle, it invariably returns, so this is termed “reversion.” This states that the Tao is active and present everywhere and thus acts as the mother of All under Heaven. The mother is the ancestor of the Tao, while the ancestor is the One. Thus, [in “Those in Antiquity Who Realized the One,”] the Tao Te Ching states, “Kings and lords realized the One and thereby exemplified truth for All under Heaven.” This is what is meant by saying that one who can rectify the masses can be king. For this reason, the three realms of Heaven, Earth, and Man model on each other in order to attain the Tao. The Tao models on naturalness, so if the king models on naturalness, he will be able to complete his affairs.





Wang Chen’s interpretive method is thus based on a focused understanding of the text as describing political measures derived from the metaphysical patterns of the very cosmos itself that can resolve the apparently insurmountable problems of warfare and stop its endless carnage. His comments therefore comprise an envisioned reading structured in terms of certain parameters. More than a simple amalgamation of derivable principles and bureaucratic practices, it is a synthesis that turns out to be grounded upon essentially Confucian assumptions of the efficacy of true Virtue rather than the debased form witnessed in contemporary practice. (This view of virtue reflects the Tao Te Ching’s repeated condemnation of pedantic, hypocritical virtue in contrast to real, original Virtue.) In formulating comments that advance this overall vision, Wang Chen tends to gloss over—or simply not be troubled by—contradictions within the Tao Te Ching itself. He also ignores serious clashes between some of its bold statements and Confucian premises and remains largely oblivious to the text’s implications for personal survival and the quest for transcendence in a troubled age. Moreover, even though Wang clearly attained a penetrating grasp of the abstruse observations and metaphysics of the Tao Te Ching—the focus of Wang Pi’s and other traditional commentaries—his notes deemphasize them. Except when deliberately appealing to what might be termed “Taoist protoscience” to justify explanations, he concentrates instead upon more mundane issues of diminishing government and ending conflict.


Although Wang Chen titles his work Essential Explanations  of the Tao Te Ching’s Martial Discussions, his treatise—for that is what his extensive commentaries really compose, a dispersed but distinct volume keyed to the Tao Te Ching’s chapters—is driven by his major concern for ending warfare, humanity’s great scourge. In consequence, he never discusses the tactical and strategic principles found in the Tao Te Ching  that are mirrored in the two late Warring States military classics known as the Six Secret Teachings and Three Strategies. Moreover, he assumes, if subconsciously, that human nature is essentially consistent, free of significant anomalies; therefore, when the government implements appropriate measures and ensures that certain values and practices are embraced, they will be universally accepted and applauded. Thus, in concord with Mencius, he believes that because the appeal of true righteousness is universally strong and undeniable, the Virtuous ruler can successfully counter violent incursions merely through his great righteousness, which will shame the enemy into withdrawing. Such belief obviously reflects radical faith rather than simple naïveté, for Wang was certainly aware of innumerable historical villains and incorrigibles yet apparently continued to assume that everyone shared a common humanity, that no one would fall outside the domain of the affectable and affected. Such faith could only derive from the Tao’s pervasiveness, for if the Tao, although ineffable and transcendent, provides the patterns for the universe and its workings, it is inescapably applicable to all human beings. No real theory of human nature would be required, even though there were many such theories by Wang Chen’s time, ranging from viewing man as inherently evil to inherently good, with variations on admixtures and indeterminacy. An assumption similar to Confucius’s famous statement that “by nature, men are alike; in practice, they differ” would suffice.






THE TAO OF GOVERNMENT


Contrary to nihilist and anarchist readings of the Tao Te  Ching bent on discerning some sort of idealized, free-form social existence uncontaminated by any government, the book’s authors assume the presence of a ruler exercising administrative control over a functioning bureaucracy. “With Government, Order the State” clearly annunciates this principle:




With government, order the state;  
With the unorthodox, employ the military; 
 Without mounting affairs, seize All under Heaven.





Wang Chen’s comments simply reiterate the lines, emphasizing the active Confucian virtue of uprightness: “States are ordered through government. Here ‘government’ means uprightness. When the ruler leads with uprightness, who will dare not be upright?”


The Tao Te Ching and Wang Chen’s commentaries portray the ideal government and its impact upon the people in a coherent, if not always consistent, manner. At its core lies an image of government existent but virtually imperceptible, effective but amorphous, only sensed, never really perceived. The defining vision in “Those beneath the Ultimate Know” expresses this image:




Those beneath the ultimate know it exists;  
The penultimate attracts them and their praise. 
The next they fear,  
While the lowest they detest.
• • •
Achievements successful and affairs complete, 
 The hundred surnames all view it as naturally stemming  from their efforts.





Wang Chen’s exegesis draws upon the Tao Te Ching’s highly visible theory of historical devolution, discussed below, to explicate the concise meaning of the verses:




When the Great Tao was implemented in remote antiquity, the highest Virtue was not regarded as Virtue. Therefore, the people below knew only that there was a ruler above them, nothing more. They were employed every day but simply didn’t know it.




By middle antiquity, benevolence and virtue were simultaneously bespread. Benefits and beneficence reached them daily, so the people loved the ruler and gave him their allegiance. Since they praised his attractiveness, his activities gradually became apparent.




Kings subsequently governed with righteousness, inflicting punishments and imposing fines for minor offenses, wielding shields and armor for major ones, so the people feared them. Next in order came those who governed with the li [rites, rituals, and forms of socialized behavior], but the li grew vexatious and brought confusion to sincerity. Death cheated life, so the people reviled the ruler. Moreover, people do not trust sincerity that does not proceed from the inner heart. Language was embellished in the quest for mutual deception, and some people valued words alone. How tragic!




For this reason, the king ought to complete tasks he does not dwell in, cleave to undefeatable affairs, and cause the people to be ignorant of his imperial power. This would then be viewed by everyone as “naturally stemming from their efforts.” Excellent.





A slightly earlier chapter entitled “Those in Antiquity Who Excelled as Officers” describes the nebulous appearance of ancient rulers who realized the highest forms of government:




Those in antiquity who excelled as officers 
 Were subtle, ethereal, dankly mysterious, and penetrating,  
Profound beyond recognition.





Wang immediately links them to the ethereal Tao: “‘Those in antiquity who excelled as officers’ refers to those superior officers known as Sages and Worthies who occupied royal positions. ‘Subtle, ethereal, dankly mysterious, and penetrating’ all being aspects of the Tao’s employment, they cannot really be grasped.”


In this simple hierarchy of governments, the worst is detested because it causes rancor and annoyance, pain and suffering, and generally violates the Tao, conceived as oriented toward benefiting rather than harming. Although unmentioned in the Tao Te Ching, people oppressed and on the verge of extinction will react by fomenting revolution and overthrowing the ruler, resulting in great turmoil and suffering for all living creatures. However, somewhat short of this dire extreme looms caustic government, counseled against in “People Do Not Dread Awesomeness”:




Do not vex them in their dwellings; 
 Do not repress their means to life. 
Only when there is no repression 
 Will they be unoppressed.





Furthermore, according to “The Government Is Morosely Quiet,” a direct relationship apparently exists between harsh governments—with their intrusive laws and measures, onerous ordinances, and required observances—and the nature of the people:




When the government is morosely quiet,  
The people will be heartily substantial. 
When the government is caustically intrusive, 
 The people will be morally deficient.





Wang’s commentary then seizes upon the fundamental Tao Te Ching theme of keeping the people simple by abandoning wisdom:




Those who would practice the Tao of rulership must conceal their wisdom and intelligence, be liberal in their instructions and commands, and constantly be morose, for then the people will naturally be simple and unadorned. When superiors have caustic, pedantic minds, the people below will invariably be deceptive and contrary, sneaky and irresponsible, neither sincere nor trustworthy.





The most detestable government veers far beyond merely onerous and annoying measures by callously exploiting its citizens solely to profit the ruling class, thereby destroying the people as well as compelling them to commit criminal acts to survive:






The people are famished because their superiors consume  excessive taxes,  
Making them hungry. 
The people are difficult to administer because their superiors  are active,  
Making them difficult to govern. 
The people are untroubled by death because their superiors  seek life’s abundance, 
 Making them oblivious to death.




Wang Chen aptly concludes his notes to “The People’s Hunger” by stating, “This chapter asserts that misery and famine stem from the ruler’s establishing numerous labor services, heavy military impositions, and onerous taxes, thus taking in a great deal. This certainly is true!”


In “If I Minutely,” a similar portrait is preserved—one that no doubt reflects conditions in the Warring States period, when many rulers mercilessly exploited the common people while themselves pursuing pleasure and practicing debauchery:




The court is thoroughly scoured, 
 The fields extremely weedy, 
 The granaries very empty. 
They wear colorful, embroidered clothes, 
 Bear sharp weapons, 
 Surfeit themselves with drink and food, 
 And have wealth and goods in surplus. 
This is termed the boasting of robbers; 
 It is not the Tao!





Wang Chen sympathetically observes:




Although the court and offices have been swept clean and scoured, the fields are heavily overgrown, the storehouses and granaries exceedingly empty, but militant ministers and martial generals are unlimited. Whether merited or not, they all wear fine silks and bear weapons such as daggers and swords. Sated with drink and food, they store away the goods and bribes that they rapaciously seize. The people, despite their own insufficiency, still have to support the houses of those who enjoy excess. This truly may be described as the “boasting of robbers and brigands.” How could it ever be termed the Great Tao? Thus, Lao-tzu sighed deeply over the distress besetting his degenerative era and created this chapter to caution and upbraid the world about excess.





PROBLEMS



The Root Cause of Disorder 


The Tao Te Ching’s authors discerned two causes for human suffering: man’s tendency to conceptualize and thereby impute values, and the existence of desire. The former unfolds in “All under Heaven Know,” a chapter whose initial verses became so famous as to enter the language as a common saying:




All under Heaven know the beautiful as beauty, so there  is ugliness; 
 All under Heaven know goodness as the good, so there is  the not good. 
Therefore, being and nonbeing mutually produce each other; 
 Difficult and easy complete each other;  
Long and short shape each other;  
High and low contrast each other; 
 Notes and echoes harmonize with each other; 
 Front and rear follow each other.





In unveiling the relative, mutually defining nature of all concepts, its first verse furnishes Wang Chen with a well-founded, viable explanation for the origin and development of human conflict itself:




The Tao Te Ching speaks of beauty in contrast to ugliness. When all the people under Heaven “know the beautiful as beauty,” they will have long recognized ugliness. When all the people under Heaven “know goodness as the good,” they will have long known the ungood. . . . As soon as things have names and people have emotions, right and wrong, other and self already exist in their midst. When right and wrong, other and self exist in their midst, love and hate will arise and attack each other. When love and hate arise and attack each other, warfare will flourish. However, combatants do not invariably employ shields and halberds, hatchets and axes. Ordinary men confront each other with their hands and feet, insects and animals with their claws and teeth, and birds with their beaks and talons. All of them are disciples of combat. But when it comes to kings and nobles’ taking action, there isn’t one who doesn’t employ metal [weapons] and leather [armor]. No calamity exceeds this!





The desires, being an inherent part of human nature, were viewed by Wang Chen and some of the later Taoists as ineradicable and problematic. (In his comments to “Eliminate Sagacity, Abandon Wisdom,” Wang Chen observes, “Moreover, the great outlines of human nature are preserved in thought and desire, so they can be constrained but cannot be eliminated. Thus, Lao-tzu encourages kings and feudal lords to minimize them.”) According to the Tao Te Ching, difficulty arises because the desires easily come to obsess people and compel immediate action to satisfy them, irrespective of the imminent consequences. Thus, “The Five Colors Compel Humans,” another extremely well known chapter, fulminates succinctly:




The five colors cause human eyes to go blind;  
The five notes cause human ears to go deaf;  
The five flavors cause human mouths to err;  
Racing horses and hunting cause human minds to go mad. 
Products difficult to obtain cause human activities to be  hindered. 
For this reason, the Sage acts for the belly and not the eyes,  
So he rejects that and takes this.





A part of Wang’s commentary emphasizes the key concept of “products difficult to obtain”—objects that come to be desired because people value them due to the process of conceptualization—in stimulating antisocial actions: “When rulers value ‘products difficult to obtain,’ thieves and brigands will be spawned. When thieves and brigands appear, armies will arise. There is no greater harm than armies being mobilized. This will ‘cause human activities to be hindered.’ Certainly this is true.” Thus, the desires not only debilitate the body and perturb the mind but also create the impetus for theft and violence, for men’s seizing and forcefully pursuing what they believe essential to their happiness.


Apart from any innate tendency to drift away from the natural harmony and tranquillity of a life lived in accord with the Tao, the abrasive government actions reviewed above constitute the second cause of disorder. Active, caustic administrations not only stimulate disquiet but impel the people to anger and misery. However, “creating values” and “esteeming wisdom” impinge even more pervasively, if indirectly, upon the people. An explanation provided by “In Antiquity, Those Who Excelled in the Tao” includes an ideal solution:




In antiquity, those who excelled in the Tao  
Did not intend to enlighten the people but to stupefy them. 
People are hard to govern when their wisdom is manifold. 
Thus, one who governs a state with wisdom is the state’s  brigand;  
One who does not govern with wisdom is the state’s  benefactor.





Wang’s commentary concisely unfolds the psychodynamics and implications:




By nature, the common masses are shallow and debased. Before wisdom and thought emerged, sly deceptions were first practiced. Did the resulting rancor and murmuring discriminate between right and wrong, contrary and according? The common people preferred to know who soothed, who brutalized. Some of them gathered like ants to form parties in the provinces; others arose like hornets amid the rivers and mountains. Ten thousand men responded to every evil leader who laid plots. Campaigns of rectification were constantly mobilized against them, so isn’t this indeed what is meant by “one who governs a state with wisdom is the state’s brigand”? This says that if you increase the knowledge of the common masses, they will all become thieves capable of harming the state. Therefore, anyone who ensures the people preserve their stupidity, directness, simplicity, and purity can achieve good fortune and blessings for the state.





Since wisdom facilitates the appearance of evil and disorder, minimizing and rejecting it provide an obvious solution, just as advocated in “Eliminate Sagacity, Abandon Wisdom” (although both sagacity and wisdom should probably be understood in mundane terms, as skillful techniques and the ordinary knowledge of Confucian bureaucrats, rather than as penetrating understanding of the Tao):




Eliminate sagacity, abandon wisdom,  
The people will benefit a hundredfold. 
Eliminate benevolence, abandon righteousness, 
 The people will revert to filiality and parental love. 
Eliminate skill, abandon profit,  
Robbers and brigands will be no more. 
As civilizing influences, these three being inadequate, 
 Cause the people to have something to which they adhere. 
Display simplicity; 
 Embrace the unadorned. 
Diminish yourself;  
Minimize your desires.





In envisioning such highly visible Confucian virtues as righteousness and benevolence, combined with the effects of wisdom, contributing to the problem, these verses strongly reflect the devolution-from-virtue sentiment prominent throughout the Tao Te Ching. In his exegesis, Wang Chen therefore immediately perceives that an end to violence and harmful acts could be achieved by rejecting righteousness and benevolence in their debased forms:




This chapter advocates eliminating visible sagacity and abandoning boastful, deceptive wisdom, for then the people will receive great benefits said by the chapter to be “a hundredfold.” Moreover, benevolence stems from inhumanity, righteousness from unrighteousness. If you eliminate wanton benevolence and cunning righteousness and ensure [that] relatives naturally unite in harmony, filiality and parental love will be restored. Furthermore, if you eliminate licentious artifice and abandon selfish profit, weapons and armor will not be flourished. When weapons and armor are not flourished, robbers and brigands will not arise.





While emphasizing the concept of simplifying the people’s desires and knowledge, the third chapter, “Do Not Esteem Worthies,” expands the specific measures any government should undertake:




Do not esteem Worthies 
 To keep the people from being contentious. 
Do not value products difficult to obtain 
 To keep the people from committing robbery. 
Do not display what is desirable  
To keep the people’s minds from being perturbed. 
For these reasons, the Sage’s administration 
 Makes their minds vacuous but satiates their bellies, 
 Weakens their intentions but strengthens their bones. 
He constantly causes the people to have neither knowledge  nor desire,  
Ensures the wise dare not act. 
Acting through actionlessness,  
Nothing will be unordered.





Wang’s extreme explanation, which follows, clearly reflects his belief that the Tao Te Ching presumes not only the imposition of government but also significant activity, often in very Confucian terms. (That activity, however, continues to be termed inactive or actionless, as will be further discussed.)






Clearly this does not mean that rulers avoid employing the Worthy and capable to keep the people from becoming contentious. Moreover, the legendary Sage Rulers, Five Emperors, early kings, and hegemons without exception all esteemed the three affairs [of serving Heaven and Earth and governing men] above and respected the hundred officials below, regarding the harmonious assistance of their court ministers, chancellors, and inner palace women as valued resources. Does this suggest they didn’t esteem the worthy? Certainly not!








Moreover, “products difficult to obtain” are always unusual items from distant regions. If the ruler unrestrainedly esteems them, the people will supply and transport them endlessly. When they then start to seek them out and seize them from each other, if this isn’t robbery, what is? When robbers and brigands begin to flourish, weapons and armor will appear.




Furthermore, everyone wants precious items and beautiful women, but the Sage, penetrating to the principles of things, doesn’t allow them to perturb his inner self, to throw his mind into chaos. Accordingly, the Sage “makes their minds vacuous,” eliminating the dross and stopping conception. He “satiates their bellies” so that they cherish loyalty and embrace sincerity. He “weakens their intentions” so that they are humbly compliant and externally inoffensive. He “strengthens their bones” so that they are solid and secure and internally prepared. “He constantly causes the people to have neither knowledge nor desire,” leading by example in order to rectify them. He “ensures the wise dare not act.” Accordingly, the Tao Te Ching subsequently speaks about being inactive to directly warn rulers not to undertake military affairs and warfare. As the Analects states, “What did Emperor Shun do? Making himself reverent, he correctly faced south, that’s all.” If every ruler could attain Shun’s Virtue, how would All under Heaven not be ordered? Thus, the chapter concludes, “acting through actionlessness, nothing will be unordered.”





In the Warring States period, civilization suddenly burgeoned with new ideas, technical skills, materials, and even population, while the people were simultaneously being decimated and the terrain laid waste. Yet it might be remarked that outside the few growing cities, the landscape was populated with small villages and towns, much as described in “A Small State with Few People.” For the vast majority of people, life would have been extremely simple; therefore, further simplifying it would require little effort and few “sacrifices.” However, by Wang Chen’s time, two centuries of high T’ang culture had seen extensive developments in many aspects of civilization, both material and cultural (including the early stages of printing), that had created a dramatically more varied style of life and an opulent culture filled with music, literature, and foreign curios. Returning to simplicity would therefore have required vast changes, considerably transforming urban life and even village practices, where timeless ways still fundamentally prevailed. Wealthy families, powerful temples, and a growing bureaucracy all enjoyed an unshakable presence by the time of Wang’s writing in the early ninth century CE, creating a complex world with a markedly advanced infrastructure that affected every aspect of the people’s lives. In this context, his continued advocacy of the Tao Te Ching’s core vision of simplicity becomes a drastic measure, one unlikely to have received any real support even if it provided a solution to the factionalizing forces confronting and debilitating the T’ang.


One other chapter, “With Government, Order the State,” provides further insights into the psychodynamics of disorder, concluding with four lines that formulate the essence of Sagely policy:




As the realm’s prohibitions and interdictions  are multiplied,  
The people grow increasingly impoverished.
As the people’s sharp implements multiply, 
 The state becomes increasingly muddled.
As human skill and artifice multiply,  Rarities are increasingly brought forth.
As laws and edicts are further publicized,  Robbers and brigands are increasingly numerous.





Somewhat abridged, Wang’s commentary surprisingly ventures into fundamental economic issues, decrying the pernicious results of government impositions and excesses in causing unrest:




Lao-tzu speaks about the realm’s prohibitions and interdictions’ being multiplied because whenever [the ruler’s] fishing and hunting exhaust the marshes and numerous prohibitions are imposed on other sources, the people’s material resources will be insufficient and profits will not circulate below. Since the people become increasingly impoverished, isn’t Lao-tzu’s lament appropriate! Moreover, if forcing All under Heaven to display tactical plans and take up sharp implements isn’t muddled, what is? “Muddled” is like chaotic.




“As human skill and artifice multiply, rarities are increasingly brought forth” that will inevitably perturb the minds of superiors. “As laws and edicts are further publicized, robbers and brigands become increasingly numerous,” meaning that the people do not fear death.





Wang Chen often attributed the causes of strife and conflict to extensive breakdowns in the social values and fundamental courtesies defined by the conventions of his time, on the assumption that the original core of Confucian virtues, such as righteousness and benevolence, should prevail. (He little valued the debased, merely conscious or hypocritical, forms of virtue, as his commentary to several of the devolution chapters reveals.) In a remarkable meditation prompted by a chapter that merely mentions noncontention, “The Highest Good Is Like Water,” he postulates strife as innate and goes on to reprise the causes of conflict:




In dwelling, focus on terrain;  
In mind, focus on profundity;  
In associates, focus on benevolence; 
 In speech, focus on sincerity; 
 In administration, focus on governing;  
In affairs, focus on capability;
In movement, focus on timeliness. 
Only by not contending  Will there be no rancor.







Now human nature cannot avoid strife; only Sages can be free from conflict. Furthermore, the disciples of combat are legion. Whenever I examine the causes of strife, I find that they all originate in being thoughtless, neglecting the li and the laws, not being fearful, and not exercising forbearance. Therefore, the chaotic and contrary invariably fight, the resolute and strong invariably fight, the brutal and overbearing invariably fight, the enraged invariably fight, the extravagant and profligate invariably fight, the braggarts and boastful invariably fight, those who would conqueror invariably fight, the contrary and perverse invariably fight, the ambitious invariably fight, the courageous and fierce invariably fight, love and hate invariably fight, the purely licentious invariably fight, and the favored and favorites invariably fight. If a king is marked by any one of these, armies will be raised within the four seas; if a feudal lord is marked by any one of these, armies will certainly clash within his state; if a high official is marked by any of one of these, brigands will bring chaos and defeat to his family; if a common man is marked by any one of these, harm will befall him personally. For this reason, any king who knows the Tao for appointing officials and bringing security to the people must first eliminate these diseases. If he brings it about that there is no contention, warfare can be extinguished. When warfare can be extinguished, weapons will naturally be put away. Therefore, the crux lies in not being contentious.





Although a number of works composed in the Warring States period conclude that warfare is innate to man and society, no such view characterizes the Tao Te Ching, despite its acknowledgment that strife and conflict inimically pervade human society. However, Wang Chen perceives conflict as inherent to human nature: it inevitably erupts whenever the forms governing the social and political realms—in particular, the laws and the li—are neglected, allowing minor selfish acts to irritate others and major offenses to result in combat. Since his analysis of strife prompts him to advocate the simple social constraints mentioned in the chapter as correctives for contentiousness, the only problem becomes how to implement them.





The Baleful Nature of Weapons and Warfare 


The history of China being essentially one of warfare, and the Tao Te Ching having been composed during the aptly named Warring States period, the famous opening verse of “Superlative Weapons” not surprisingly condemns weapons:




Superlative weapons being inauspicious implements, 
 There are things that detest them. 
Thus, those who attain the Tao do not dwell among them.





Unfortunately, China’s tenuous geopolitical history bears stark witness to the Tao Te Ching’s perspicacity because millions perished in repeated dynastic upheavals, millenarian revolts, and foreign invasions. Soldiers were slain and ordinary people died, both directly and indirectly, as famine followed destruction and pestilence ravaged the countryside.


“Assisting the Ruler with the Tao,” one of the Tao Te  Ching’s crucial antiwar chapters, extends warfare’s condemnation to the army itself, decrying the calamities associated with its presence and passage:




One who assists the ruler with the Tao  Does not coerce the realm with weapons. 
Such affairs easily rebound. 


Wherever the army has encamped, 
 Thorny brambles will grow. 


After large armies have flourished,  
There will certainly be baleful years.





Wang Chen’s commentary, here somewhat abridged, cites several historical giants who eventually perished through relying upon force: 




This whole chapter specifically admonishes generals, chancellors, and ministers who would assist their rulers by saying, “One who assists the ruler with the Tao does not coerce the realm with weapons, [for] such affairs easily rebound.” In explication, I would like to raise a few examples—men such as Li Ssu, Chao Kao, Pai Ch’i, and Meng T’ien. None of them assisted their rulers in accord with the Tao but directly, through martial strength, were brutal and strong. They bit off and swallowed up territory, seized and struck, burned the Book of Odes and Book of  Documents, buried Confucian scholars, and slaughtered more than four hundred thousand troops from Chao. Wherever they encamped, they ravaged and massacred, causing nothing to be left behind. The first Ch’in emperor, although alone in imperial power, looked down upon the realm like a great bird of prey but still wasn’t satisfied in his heart. Even when Heaven’s emolument was exhausted [and his dynasty collapsed], the poisonous remnants still resulted in mutual destruction and harm. In no time at all, the earth itself was cracked and rotting. . . .




Furthermore, “Wherever the army has encamped, thorny brambles will grow. After large armies have flourished, there will certainly be baleful years.” In addition, the daily expenses for mobilizing an army of one hundred thousand will be a thousand catties of gold. When an army of a hundred thousand is in the field, a million men will wander the roads. Add to this the murderous spirit, impulse to harm, and drought and pestilence that follow, no disaster exceeds this.





In view of warfare’s baleful effects, “About to Seize All under Heaven” warns against seizing the empire by force, contrary to efforts visible throughout the Warring States period:




Those about to seize All under Heaven and act upon it 
 I perceive will not succeed. 
All under Heaven is a Spiritual vessel;  
It cannot be acted upon,  
It cannot be held. 
Those who would act on it, defeat it; 
 Who would hold it, lose it.







“To act on it” refers to mobilizing the army and flourishing weapons. Thus, Lao-tzu says that “All under Heaven is a Spiritual vessel; it cannot be acted upon.” “Cannot be acted upon” means that shields and halberds cannot be employed to capture it; anyone who proceeds in this fashion will certainly be defeated. Even someone who temporarily gains hold of it will still quickly turn about and lose it.





A later chapter, “Those Who Study Daily Increase,” directly restates these consequences in terms of pursuing actionlessness:




Those who would seize All under Heaven 
 Always do so with the absence of affairs,  
For the presence of affairs  
Makes it impossible to seize All under Heaven.





Wang Chen then analyzes the core teaching in terms of how war efforts affect the people:




When a ruler mounts affairs, he confiscates the people’s wealth through military and civil taxes; when he acts, he harms the people’s basic nature and their very lives with shields and halberds. Under such conditions, his relatives will be estranged and his troops rebellious, the state extinguished and the people endangered, so how will he be able to seize the minds of All under Heaven? Thus, the Tao Te  Ching states he will be “incapable of seizing All under Heaven.”





As he observes in his commentary to “The Highest Good Is Like Water,” “when armies fight for a city, the slain will fill the city; when they struggle for territory, the dead will fill the fields.” Furthermore, his notes to “Realizing the Pinnacle of Vacuity” conclude: “A monarch incapable of knowing the truly constant Tao—who indulges his tastes and desires, wantonly initiates inauspicious activities, mobilizes the shields and halberds, and circulates his poisonous venoms—will certainly be repaid with calamity and disaster.”


Based upon “Tao Gave Birth to the One,” Wang sees the army’s employment as invariably self-defeating because strong armies, as will be seen below, entail their own destruction:




Thus, some things, being diminished, are augmented; 
 Some, being augmented, are diminished. 
What people teach I also teach: 
“The strong and powerful do not attain a natural death.” 
I take this as my chief instruction.







When Lao-tzu says that he must use the admonitory teachings of others to instruct men, he means that people who don’t understand the Tao of augmenting and diminishing simply rely upon troops and love weapons. The brutally strong who slight their enemies will inevitably suffer the humiliation and destruction of defeat, will overturn their armies and bring about the slaughter of their cities. Since it is obvious that they will prematurely lose their lives, he comments, “the strong and powerful do not attain a natural death.” Since no calamity greater than this can befall state rulers, Lao-tzu concludes, “I take this as my chief instruction,” thereby asserting that no admonition is more important than this.
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