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Preface


Daoism is an organized religious tradition that has been continuously developing and transforming itself through China, Korea and Japan for over two thousand years. It has now spread around the globe from Sydney to Toronto and includes among its followers people from a whole range of ethnicities and cultural backgrounds. Day by day, Daoism is truly becoming a world religion, but as it does so, it seems to resist being pinned down in neat categories. Not many people know what Daoism is, and when people do have an understanding of it, often it is quite different from someone else’s. One reason for this is that the history of Daoism is a marvellous history of continuous change rather than a linear progress or development. Daoism has no single founder, such as Jesus or the Buddha, nor does it have a single key message, such as the gospel or the four noble truths. Rather Daoism bears witness to a history of continuous self-invention within a vast diversity of environmental contexts.

In fact the human experience of change or transformation in our bodies and in the world around us lies at the heart of the Daoist experience in much the same way that faith in an eternal, unchanging deity lies at the heart of the Jewish–Christian–Islamic religious system. Whereas Western religionists seek to place their trust in an unchanging and invisible stability that somehow transcends the fleeting experience of time, Daoists recognize and celebrate the profound and mysterious creativity within the very fabric of time and space itself.

The most influential Daoist text, Daode jing (Scripture of the Way and its Power, c. fourth century BCE) names this mysterious creativity ‘Dao’, which can be translated quite straightforwardly as ‘way’ or ‘path’. The first line of the standard version of the text enigmatically warns, however, that ‘Dao can be spoken of, [but it is] not the constant Dao.’ No wonder, then, that Daoism has taken a vast array of forms within the East Asian cultural context. This book is a beginner’s guide to Daoism that takes seriously the task of naming the Dao, all the while acknowledging the constant change that continues to take place within Daoism. The way I have chosen to do this is to settle on eight keywords or fundamental themes that I believe lie at the heart of Daoism in its various cultural and historical forms. In each chapter I focus on one of these themes using it as a lens or a spotlight to illuminate a key aspect of the Daoist tradition.

Perhaps a more conventional way of explaining Daoism would be simply to offer a history of the development of Daoism, placing it in its changing socio-cultural context. The value of this approach would be that it would give the reader all the necessary facts about Daoism, however it would not do so well at the task of understanding what Daoism means as a historical and living religious tradition. I have chosen to concentrate on this latter task: to try to introduce what Daoism means, and more specifically to introduce what it means to someone, like myself, who lives in the twenty-first century Western cultural context. This is not to say that the standard historical approach is not as useful, but there is already a good introduction to Daoism that takes a historical approach: Daoism and Chinese Culture (Kohn, 2001). My aim is to offer a different sort of perspective, and I would like to explain why.

When teaching Daoism in universities, my experience has been that in order for students to understand Daoism it is necessary for them to change their expectations as to what religion is all about. To be sure there are gods and priests and beliefs and rituals in Daoism – and these categories are the bread and butter of religious studies – but I have discovered that approaching the study of Daoism with these traditional categories at the forefront of one’s mind is an unprofitable strategy. The fact is that Daoists construct their way of being religious in quite different ways than we might expect. For instance Daoists have gods, but these gods are not usually the superhuman creators of the world, nor are they the religious symbols for natural forces. In fact most Daoist deities are simply human beings who have learned to transcend the horizons of space and time, or worthy ancestors whose spirits deserve veneration. To understand what Daoism means, then, it is instructive to pay attention to our own cultural milieu, the values and concepts that we take for granted in our day-to-day lives. But on the other hand we must also look for the ways in which the various Daoist traditions operate quite differently than the cultures we are familiar with. By shuttling backwards and forwards between these two perspectives I hope to weave a picture of Daoism that is historically accurate and also culturally enlightening.

In order to grasp the many radical differences between our own worldview and that of Daoism it is necessary to look closely at some of the core values that inform classical Chinese culture. Such root metaphors and core motifs are embedded deep within the collective consciousnesses of the world’s divergent cultures, setting the terms of reference for the subsequent flourishing of its various traditions. This does not mean that cultures are forever bound to work out the destinies set thousands of years ago, for clearly cultures interact and are transformed by each other. Nevertheless the core motifs do play a significant role in how cultures develop, and it is important for the student of religions to pay attention to them so as to understand the fundamental differences between one religious worldview and another. If we fail to pay sufficient respect to these core motifs, then we will be more likely to misunderstand the culture or civilization in question, more likely to represent it in our own terms, and our own categories.

As the history of colonialism has demonstrated, it is a tendency of any civilization to construct representations of other cultures in ways that it deems convenient. Convenience has its many uses, which is, no doubt, why you are reading a beginner’s guide to Daoism. But convenience must also be balanced by attention to context. It may well be convenient to explore the wonderful exhibits in the British Museum on a wet Tuesday afternoon, but the intellectual value of that convenience depends on how well the curators contextualize their exhibits.

Although the academic study of religion generally holds that it is desirable that everyone in the world should become more acquainted with the world’s religious traditions, it also holds that academics, as stewards of public learning, have a special responsibility to ensure that the picture they paint of other cultures is properly contexualized and also intelligible to representatives of that culture. Of course the substance of scholarship is the debate over the various contexts in which scholars place their interpretations, and scholars often disagree with adherents of religious traditions who have their own agenda in representing their traditions in certain ways. But progress in understanding is only made through dialogue, and dialogue begins in listening to what the other has to say.

So rather than try to understand Daoism in the conventional terms of the Western academic study of religion, I decided to focus on the key themes that have surfaced with insistent regularity in my own study of Daoism: identity, way, body, text, power, light, alchemy, text and nature. Some of these themes are common to many religions, others are particular to Daoism. All of them recur in different forms and different contexts throughout Daoist history. By focusing on these key themes and showing the wide range of meanings they have, I aim to give you the tools to develop your own understanding of Daoism. I hope this strategy proves to be a provocative and illuminating way of grasping some of the most important features of the Daoist tradition.

Readers will also note that since the overall plan of the book does not follow a linear historical scheme, the actual text of the book also does not follow a strict linear scheme. You are thus invited to leap backwards and forwards through the chapters to pursue whichever themes or lines of thought are interesting, and from time to time in the text suggestions for how to do this are given. Of course it is also possible to start at the beginning and work your way forward, in which case readers will find themselves coming back to the same Daoist movements, but each time looking at them from a different perspective. In this way the text aims to mirror something of the recursive quality that the great scholar of Daoism Isabelle Robinet noted in her history of Daoism (1997, pp. 2–3). Before beginning the book, however, it is worthwhile acquainting yourself with some of the basic facts of Daoist history so that you will have a better understanding of what is going on in each chapter. To help you do this I have provided a very brief summary of some of the key Daoist movements that you will encounter throughout this book.

Daoism or Taoism?

The English language uses the Roman alphabet to make a phonetic transcription of the way words sound. Chinese, in contrast, uses characters that mostly convey the meaning of a word, not its pronunciation. About 5000 characters are in common usage, and it usually takes only one or two characters to convey the equivalent of an English word. In spoken Mandarin Chinese, each written character is pronounced using one of only 416 syllables, but the pronunciation of that syllable varies according to the dialect throughout China. A further complication lies in the fact that each syllable can be pronounced using a variety of tones, which also vary from dialect to dialect. The result is that the 1.2 billion Chinese people share a common written language, but there are many different spoken languages.

There are two common systems for representing Chinese using Roman letters. Both systems attempt to convey the pronunciation that is used in Modern Standard Chinese, commonly called Mandarin, the official language of the People’s Republic of China. The older system, called Wade–Giles after its inventors, is common in Taiwan and the United States. The newer system, called Hanyu pinyin, or just Pinyin for short, was developed by Chinese people for use in China, and is now increasingly common throughout the world. This book uses the Hanyu pinyin system throughout the text, but includes the Wade–Giles version in the Glossary of Chinese Terms, which precedes the Bibliography.

The Chinese character for ‘Way’ is Romanized as ‘Tao’ in the Wade–Giles system, and from this older Romanization system came the English word ‘Taoism’. In the more modern Hanyu pinyin system, however, ‘Tao’ becomes ‘Dao’. The sound they both intend to convey is like the Dow of the Dow-Jones Index, though slightly more aspirated. When Western scholars started to use the newer Romanization system, they also had to decide whether to keep using the older English term ‘Taoism’ or to coin a new word ‘Daoism’. Many scholars prefer the more familiar term ‘Taoism’ arguing that it is now an English word in its own right and should not be affected by changes in linguistic fashions. The term ‘Daoism’ is, however, becoming increasingly popular. One recent book that I coedited, Daoism and Ecology, contains an important explanation for the adoption of the new term, namely that ‘earlier discussions of the Daoist tradition were often distorted and misleading – especially in terms of the special Western fascination with the “classical” or “philosophical” Daode jing [Tao-teching] and the denigration and neglect of the later sectarian traditions’ (Girardot, Miller and Liu, 2001, p. xxxi). This book follows that lead and similarly uses the word ‘Daoism’ in order to distinguish itself from what ‘Taoism’ represented in the twentieth-century Western imagination.
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Timeline of Daoist history




	11046–221 BCE

	Zhou dynasty




	552–479 BCE

	Traditional dates of Confucius




	Fourth century BCE

	Probable dates of earliest versions of Daode jing and the Zhuangzi




	350–270 BCE

	Zou Yan formalizes system of five phases




	Third century BCE

	Qu Yuan composes shamanic-inspired Chuci




	Third century BCE

	Probable date of bamboo-strip version of the Daode jing discovered in the Guodian excavations




	221 BCE

	Qin ruler proclaims himself ‘First Qin Emperor’ (Qin shi huangdi)




	206 BCE–9 CE

	Former Han dynasty




	168 BCE

	Date of the silk cloth version of the Daode jing discovered in the Mawangdui excavations




	141–87 BCE

	Reign of the Wu emperor of the Han dynasty, said to have been fascinated by immortality




	60 BCE

	First record of the ingestion of an alchemical elixir of immortality




	25–220 CE

	Later Han dynasty




	142

	Way of Orthodox Unity (Zhengyi dao) founded in 142 CE by Zhang Ling




	200

	Xiang’er commentary on the Daode jing




	215

	Zhang Daoling’s grandson, Zhang Lu, cedes power to Cao Cao, effectively ending the original Way of Orthodox Unity




	Third–fifth Centuries

	Taiqing (Great Clarity) alchemical movement flourishes




	226–249

	Wang Bi, philosopher and commentator on the Daode jing




	283–343

	Ge Hong, literatus and alchemist




	330–386

	Yang Xi, religious visionary and medium




	364

	Shangqing revelations begin through Yang Xi




	390s

	Ge Chaofu, descendant of Ge Hong, compiles Lingbao scriptures




	365–448

	Kou Qianzhi (365–448), Daoist instrumental in establishing the theocracy known as the Northern Celestial Masters




	406–477

	Lu Xiujing, Lingbao reformer and compiler of early Daoist canon




	440

	Kou Qianzhi invests Northern Wei dynasty Emperor with Daoist registers and proclaims him the Perfected Lord of Great Peace




	450

	Daoist theocracy dismantled




	520

	Daoists engage Buddhists in the first of a series of formal debates




	456–536

	Tao Hongjing, Shangqing patriarch




	581–618

	Sui dynasty




	618–906

	Tang dynasty




	647–735

	Sima Chengzhen, Shangqing patriarch




	721

	Sima Chengzhen ordains the Tang dynasty Xuanzong Emperor (713–756)




	960–1279

	Song dynasty




	1113–1170

	Wang Zhe (aka Wang Chongyang) founder of the Way of Complete Perfection




	1115–1234

	Tartar Jin dynasty rules in the north




	1119–1182

	Sun Bu’er, famous female Daoist and disciple of Wang Zhe




	1130–1200

	Zhu Xi, Neo-Confucian philosopher and polymath




	1148–1227

	Qiu Changchun, disciple of Wang Zhe, who travels to meet Chinggis Khan




	Mid-thirteenth century

	The thirty-fifth Celestial Master was given authority over the ordination of Highest Clarity priests




	Mid-thirteenth

	Daoists lose a series of debates held at the Khan’s century court




	1280

	Yuan dynasty established when Chinggis Khan’s grandson, Kublai assumes the throne of China




	1317–1328

	Liu Dabin (last major Shangqing patriarch) active




	1368–1644

	Ming dynasty




	1445

	Compilation of the Daoist Canon




	1644–1911

	Qing dynasty




	1656

	Establishment of the Dragon Gate (Longmen) branch of the Way of Complete Perfection




	1911–1948

	Republic of China (continues in Taiwan after 1948)




	1949–

	People’s Republic of China (PRC) proclaimed in mainland China




	1966–1976

	Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution; many Daoist temples destroyed




	1980–

	Liberalization of religion in the PRC begins under Deng Xiaoping




	1997

	Hong Kong reverts to PRC




	1999

	Macao reverts to PRC







Historical introduction


There is no established consensus on how to divide up the history of Daoism, and any scheme of periodization inevitably reflects the particular judgements of the individual historian. The present chapter contains a fairly standard historical survey of Daoism in China. It largely ignores the history of Daoism in Korea and other East Asian countries where Daoism flourishes in dialogue with, but independently from, Chinese Daoism (for the history of Korean Daoism see Jung, 2000). The reason for this largely reflects the fact that Daoism has been studied in the West almost exclusively in reference to China, because the bulk of historical documents dealing with Daoism are written in classical Chinese.

The history of Daoism can conveniently be divided into four periods: proto-Daoism, classical Daoism, modern Daoism and contemporary Daoism. Although these labels tend to suggest a gradual historical development, it does not follow from this that Daoism has been steadily developing in a linear fashion towards some ideal state, nor is this meant to imply that the ‘classical’ period is somehow ‘better’ than the ‘modern’ period.

The first period, proto-Daoism, covers the time from antiquity up to the second century CE. The reason why this period is called ‘proto-Daoism’ is that we have no knowledge of any formal Daoist religious organizations at this time. Despite this fact, it is necessary to include this period in any understanding of Daoism because many of the core values and motifs of Daoist philosophy and religion were shaped during this period, and one of the most important Daoist texts, the Daode jing, was written during this period. Evidence for our understanding of proto-Daoism derives largely from textual materials and archaeological evidence about the functioning of ancient Chinese religion.

The second period, that of classical Daoist religion, starts in 142 CE when Zhang Daoling established the Way of the Celestial Masters, also known as the Way of Orthodox Unity, the first successful organized Daoist religious system. Daoist priests today claim to be ordained in a lineage that stretches back to this original founder. Two other important movements developed later during this period of classical Daoist religion: the Way of Highest Clarity (Shangqing Daoism) and the Way of Numinous Treasure (Lingbao Daoism). This period, between the second and the seventh centuries can be called the classical period because scholars of Daoism look back to this time (known also as the medieval period of Chinese history) as the era in which many Daoist practices, texts and rituals initially took shape. Also during this period, Buddhism was brought to China by missionaries from India and Tibet. Buddhist ideas and practices were absorbed into Daoism (and vice versa) but there were also periods of intense rivalry between Daoists and Buddhists. The classical period of Daoism ends with the Tang dynasty (618–906), one of the high-points of Chinese civilization from the point of view of the development of art and culture. During the Tang dynasty Daoism became fully integrated with the imperial court system, particularly under the reign of the Xuanzong Emperor (713–56). During this time Daoism functioned as the official religion of the imperial court and exerted supremacy over Buddhism.

The Tang period is also important in Daoist history because Daoist missionaries were also sent to Korea by the Tang court in the seventh century, in part to help the Korean court restrict the spread of Buddhism in Korea. According to the Korean Daoist history, the Haedong chondo rok written by Han Muwae (1517–1610), two Korean monks also went to China to study Daoism, and brought back their teaching to Korea. These types of officially sanctioned exchange were no doubt facilitated by the fact that Daoism had an identifiable role at the imperial court.

The third phase of Daoism may be said to begin with the break-up of the Tang empire, and the increasing syncretism between Buddhism, elite Daoism and localized religious cults that have been documented from the Song period (960–1279) onwards. This modern period also witnessed the founding of the Daoist movement known as the Way of Complete Perfection (Quanzhen dao) by Wang Zhe (1113–70). The Way of Complete Perfection is the major monastic form of Daoism that exists to this day alongside the more community-based priesthood of the Celestial Masters. The Way of Complete Perfection is devoted to the practice of internal alchemy, in which the energies of the body are refined through breathing and other forms of meditation into ever subtler forms, thus promoting longevity and even, in a few rare cases, the possibility of totally transcending the ordinary finitudes of human existence. The Way of Complete Perfection is also marked by its aim to ‘harmonize the three teachings’ of Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism, and became highly influential under the Mongol Yuan dynasty after Wang Zhe’s disciple Qiu Changchun (1148–1227) undertook a three-year journey to the court of the Mongol warlord, Chinggis Khan. Despite the rhetoric of harmonization, further acrimonious debates with Buddhists developed at this time, and when the Daoists lost a series of these debates in 1281 many Daoist texts were burned. Despite this setback, Daoism flourished during the subsequent Ming dynasty (1368–1644) and the year 1445 saw the compilation of the Daoist Canon (Daozang), a compendium of some 1500 Daoist texts, under the patronage of the Yongle Emperor. In the Qing dynasty (1644–1911) Daoist ideas and practices became more entrenched in popular religious culture. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that we have better historical evidence of the way popular religion functioned since many popular Daoist morality texts were published and the practice of Daoist-inspired arts such as taiji quan (Tai Chi) and Qigong (Ch’i-kung) became increasingly widespread.

The fourth period, since the advent of Western colonial powers in the nineteenth century, has been a near-total catastrophe for Daoism, particularly during the period of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (1966–76) when many Daoist temples were destroyed and the overt functioning of the religion to all intents and purposes ceased to exist in mainland China. Since 1980 Daoism has begun to be practised openly again in China and a new generation of Daoists are struggling to rebuild their temples and recover their tradition. On the other hand, through the emigration of many Chinese people across the world, Daoist temples have been established in Europe, the Americas and elsewhere and many popular Daoist practices such as Qigong and taiji quan (Tai Chi) have taken root in the West. Until recently it was not certain that Daoism had survived this cataclysmic upheaval, but the study and practice of Daoism is flourishing once again in China and throughout the world.

Proto-Daoism

Laozi and the Daode jing

The person most revered in the whole of Daoism is known to us simply by the epithet Laozi, which can be translated as ‘the Old Master’. The earliest biography of the Old Master is contained in the Shiji (Records of the Historian c. 90 BCE) by the great Han dynasty intellectual Sima Qian (145–86 BCE). Sima Qian identifies Laozi as an archivist named Li Er or Li Dan at the Zhou dynasty court (1046–221 BCE). During his life he is said to have instructed the Chinese philosopher Confucius (traditional dates 552–479 BCE) on matters of ritual. When Laozi retired from the court, he set off on a journey west, but was stopped at the Hangu Pass by the gatekeeper, Yin Xi, who asked him to compose a text outlining his philosophy of dao (way) and de (power, or virtue). The result was the text known to us as the Daode jing (The Scripture of the Way and its Power) or simply as the Laozi. The Daode jing, along with the Bible, is one of the most widely translated books in the world and continues to exert a profound influence on Chinese culture.

Sima Qian’s biography formed the kernel out of which grew the most important myth surrounding Laozi as a manifestation or incarnation of the Dao itself. According to this myth Laozi continued his journey west and appeared in India, as the Buddha, and in the far west, as Mani, the prophet who founded the influential dualistic Christian sect known as Manichaeism. This myth moreover was used to lend authority to those Chinese rulers and revolutionaries who shared Laozi’s surname, Li, and thereby claimed the mandate of heaven to govern the Chinese empire.

Apart from Sima Qian’s biography and the myth of Laozi’s transformations, we have very little historical evidence about Laozi in his original guise, but we do know more about the book that is attributed to him. The Daode jing is a compilation of terse aphorisms about the Way (dao) and its Power (de), that totals some 5000 Chinese characters. Some of its sayings, such as ‘The journey of a thousand miles starts with a single step’ are well known. Others are obscure and difficult to comprehend. The text exists in a standard edition made by the commentator Wang Bi (226–49 CE), but recent archaeological finds at Mawangdui and Guodian have unearthed earlier versions on silk and bamboo strips, respectively. The standard edition is divided into eighty-one chapters and two parts. Part I (chapters 1–37) is known as the Daojing (Scripture of Dao); Part 2 (chapters 38–81) is known as the Dejing (Scripture of De).

The text speaks of Dao as the formless and ineffable Way that is the wellspring of creative power for a universe of constant transformation. The Dao is the mother of heaven and earth and is the spontaneously self-generating life of the universe. Everything in the universe has its own virtue or power (de) which, if permitted to flourish, brings a natural order and harmony to the world. Human beings, however, have the capacity to deviate from or simply ignore this natural order by imposing their will upon the world and by giving free rein to powerful emotions such as desire, hatred and greed. When human beings abandon the natural way they develop large-scale societies governed by draconian rulers at war with each other. The enlightened ruler or sage, however, can cultivate order and harmony within a small community by cultivating spontaneity within himself and by following a path of non-aggressive action. By virtue of his own charismatic power, order will naturally arise within human societies, because in the feudal hierarchy of ancient China, the ruler was seen as the foundation and embodiment of the whole people. The text of the Daode jing and the myth of Laozi as the supreme sage and recurring manifestation of the Dao together lay the foundation for an important theme in Daoist history, though one which is not so evident today, namely the close and often antagonistic relationship between Daoist religion and Chinese imperial authority (see chapter 4).

The Zhuangzi


The Zhuangzi is one of the most popular classics of Chinese literature, and revels in a philosophical dexterity and rhetorical sophistication that ranks with the highest achievements of many cultures. It is supremely witty and imaginative. Although this work has always been classified as a Daoist text, it is interesting to note that it has never been particularly important as a Daoist religious scripture. Rather, within Chinese and Western culture the text represents a form of Daoism centred upon the Daoist sage as the supremely self-realized individual who wanders free from the conventions of culture and society. This work has a universal appeal that can readily be appreciated by those with little or no background in Daoist thought and religion. The work does, however, contribute to our understanding of Daoism because its view of the perfected person (zhenren) was instrumental in the development of Daoism as a personal spiritual quest. In this form of Daoism the sage is not viewed in socio-political terms as the ruler of a nation, but rather as someone who is utterly unperturbed by whatever might happen to him and apparently unconcerned with all the affairs of politics and business. In the Zhuangzi, the sage is thus a supremely self-realized person who roams freely throughout the world impervious to the vagaries of his or her fate.

The edition of the Zhuangzi that we rely upon today was put together by a commentator, Guo Xiang, around 300 CE. The Han dynasty historian Sima Qian attributes the text to a man known as Master Zhuang (Zhuangzi) who lived in the third century BCE. It is evident, however, that the thirty-three chapter text as we have it today has gone through several processes of editing, and thus the whole text is usually referred to as ‘the Zhuangzi’ in order to distinguish it from ‘Zhuangzi’, the sage who is probably the author of most of the first seven chapters, known as the ‘inner chapters’.

The emphasis in the Zhuangzi is on the spontaneous transformation of things in the natural world and the impossibility of fixing words or human principles onto this world. The text thus ridicules the attempts of philosophers and statesmen to impose some sort of human order onto the world and instead speaks of meditative practices such as ‘sitting in oblivion’, ‘breathing through the heels’ and ‘fasting the heart-mind’. These practices aim to break down the conventional distinctions between self and world. The result is that the realized or perfected individual will be instinctively attuned to the spontaneity of the Dao and able to accept all that befalls him or her with absolute equanimity. Moreover such a perfected person has plumbed the depths of the Dao and possesses a holistic wisdom that is beyond conventional knowing. Such a person ‘wanders freely’ on the Dao, roaming in a kind of liberated, ecstatic state. Commentators have also drawn parallels between this type of ‘wandering’ and the voyages of the soul conducted by shamans, in which the practitioner engages in a vision quest or journey to the spirit world.

In the Daoist tradition, the text was profoundly influential upon the Shangqing (Highest Clarity) Daoist movement that began in the fourth century CE. Shangqing Daoists adapted some of its key practices such as ‘sitting in oblivion’ into spiritual practices that aimed to unite the adept with the full range of spiritual powers in the cosmos. Uniting with these spirits, imaged as the constellations of stars in the night sky, freed the individual from the conventional bounds of life and death and transformed him into a celestial immortal.

Most Western commentators have focused on the philosophical aspects of the Zhuangzi, particularly its brilliant arguments for epistemological scepticism and moral relativism. Zhuangzi argues that words cannot adequately grasp the reality of things, which are in constant flux, and consequently there is no way for people to decide on what is true. Debates are merely exercises of rhetoric in which the winner is simply the one who is more skilled in speaking. Ultimately there is no way to know whether our language really matches reality at all. This line of argument may be viewed as developing out of the first stanza of the Daode jing which states that ‘the way that can be told is not the constant Way’.

The Neiye (inward training)

The third ‘proto-Daoist’ text that is important for understanding the foundations of Daoism is the Neiye (inward training). This text is contained within a broad-ranging compendium known as the Guanzi, and, for a long time was not considered an important proto-Daoist work. Recently, however, scholars have come to reconsider the text and to see it as a forerunner of the longevity practices and breath meditation that became an important constituent of the later Daoist tradition (see Roth, 1999). Like the Zhuangzi, the text is more concerned with the individual than society. The ‘inward training’ to which the title of this work alludes is a training of the internal energy systems of the human body so as to produce a refined and potent form of the vital energy (qi) that makes up the cosmos. This refined form of vital energy is known as vital essence (jing). Cultivating vital essence within the body enhances the circulation of qi. This text is considered an important Daoist text because by guiding and directing the energy of the human body it is possible for the body to become more aligned with the vital energy of the cosmos and in so doing the practitioner of inward training will have ‘attained the Dao’.
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