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Four Levels of “Imitation of the Tao” in Laotze’s Sayings
(A Summary)

TANG CHUN-I

This essay is a new study of the thought of Laotze as a continuation
and supplement of ‘my paper, “The Six Mear Laotze’s Tao”, pub-
e, Studies Commemorating the Golden
Jubilee of the sity of Hong Kong 1964. In this essay the signi-
ficance of Laotze’s Tao and correspondingly man’s understanding and
practice of the Tao are vertically classified, through textual and philosophi-
cal classification, into four levels. So it is quite different from my former
paper which merely horizontally analyzed the Laotze’s Tao into six mean.
ings.

Each of the four “levels” has its philosophical significance and definite
logical status in a hierarchy of Laotze’s thought, and they can be under-
stood clearly. This enables us to resolve some apparent mconsmtencxes
in Laotze’s sayings which have perplexed hlS commentators.

The first section of this pa r is'an mtroductxon concentrated on a
discussion of the four sentences in Chapter 25 of Laotze. These four
sentences are roughly translated as “The Man imitates the Earth, the Earth
imitates the Heaven, the Heaven imitates the Tao and the Tuo imitates
itself as such.” Together with other sayings of Laotze they are elucidated,
according to their grammatical structure and a semantical analysis, as in.
dicating man’s four ways of imitation of the Tao. In the following four
sections each of the “four levels” is elaborated through the correlation and
implications of Laotze’s sayings.

In the second section, the Tao is analyzed as general ways of myriad
things in their natural tendencies, and man’s imitati he. Tao is des-
cribed as so humbling hnnself as to be closed to Thus man can

exist in the Earth* ’s Tao may be considered as
a means and not a
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In the third section, the Tao of the Heaven is explained as a synoptic
idea of general ways in the first level; man’s imitation of the Tao of the
Heaven is from a non-utilitarian motive, and the 7ao should not be taken
as a means and must be taken as an end. The sense of justice and mercy
in Laotze’s thought are explicated as correlations of Laotze’s idea of the
Tao of the Heaven.

In the fourth sectlon, the Tao 1tself as transcendmg the myriad thmgs
of Earth and
consists in the w ;
contemplation of the Tao as revealed in the self-transcendency of all things.
The metaphysical concepts of being and non-being, voidness and fullness,
and attachment and detachment are touched upon in this section.

In the fifth section, man’s imitation of the Tao itself as itself is taken
as the highest level of Laotze’s thought. Here the Tao as itself is natural,
permanent and eternal, and is so revealed in man’s imitation. Man’s imita-
tion of the 7Tao consists in his everlasting act of creation without possession
and in his serene contemplation of the transparency of all bemgs and
actualities through their non-being and voidness

; ! four levels is discussed. The
ways for ascendi m the lower to't gher level are pointed out, some
sayings of Laotze which are connected with the different levels are quoted
and explained, four meanings of “implication between thesis and antithesis”
are correlated with the four levels, and the characteristics of the Tao are
summarized with synthetical statements of the former sections.

In the sixth

In the last section, the problem of whether the Laotze’s Tao should
be interpreted as a substantial being or not is discussed, and the conclu.-
sion is that this problem can be approached from different points of view;
but this essay does not discuss it in detail.




