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Introduction to the Special Theme “Daoist Philosophy and 
Philosophical Daoism: Conceptual Distinctions” 
 
The concept of “Daoist philosophy” is well established in the academic 
institutional order today. Universities offer courses on Daoist philosophy, 
publications appear under this title, and congresses are held to present new 
research in the field. We are well familiar with this term—but what shall we say 
when somebody asks us what Daoist philosophy is. A ready answer will be that 
Daoist philosophy is a system of thought in Chinese intellectual history, still 
living today, and we may mention some persons, texts and ideas usually 
attributed to it. But our interlocutor may not be satisfied with this description and 
asks further: What does Daoist philosophy distinguish from other approaches? 
Can we give him an answer in few words? Surely, we may say that Daoist 
philosophy reflects on the dao 道—but which philosophical reasoning in 
Chinese tradition does not do that? 

The concept dao is used across various intellectual traditions—without 
consensus over its meaning. Nevertheless, some descriptions of Chinese 
philosophy make the point that the different intellectual approaches converge in 
their quest of dao. The claim that diverse positions can be considered as 
particular, albeit partial comprehensions of the dao is a particular philosophical 
position itself—hold by the author of the “Tian Xia” 天下 chapter in the book 
Zhuangzi 莊子, but denied by the author of the “Qi Wu Lun” 齊物論 chapter in 
the same collection. In the eyes of the latter, there is no common conceptual basis 
behind the intellectual disagreement and we have to live with the plurality of 
divergent “guiding principles” or daos (cf. Hansen 1992, 268). Xunzi 荀子 
simply regards diversity as bias and distortion, while Mengzi 孟子 helds the 
view that the ideas of Mozi 墨子 and Yang Zhu 楊朱 are the greatest calamities 
in his time. Obviously, the disagreement about dao among the philosophers of 
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the Warring States Period is great. Many of these philosophers do not ascribe to a 
principle of reconcilability favored so much in later periods. 

Traditional historiography of intellectual discourse advanced the idea that 
diverse beliefs and approaches integrate into a single conception. The 
bibliographical treatise of the Han Shu 漢書 displays dao as the organizing 
principle of all traditions of knowledge. The canonical literature represents its 
centre, while other traditions of knowledge, situated in its periphery, point to it. 
Obviously, this order of knowledge resembles the belief of the imperial authority 
as a manifestation of universal and cosmic principles.  

This pattern of thought underwent certain shifts in medieval China, but dao 
still occupies the harmonizing central position. The Wen Xin Diao Long 文心雕

龍 (end of the 5th century CE) gives the responsibility for the flourishing of dao 
in politics and society over to the scholars at court, thus reconstructing the 
command for political unity and intellectual consensus on a conceptual basis of 
culture, literature and tradition. In consequence, not mere the canonical literature 
alone, but the whole corpus of literature (wen 文) with its manifold styles, forms, 
and voices represents the cosmic pattern (also wen 文), the warps and wefts in 
the fabric of dao.  

Intellectual historiography in the Chinese tradition often has doxographical 
intentions. The idea of the reconcilability of diverse traditions in a single superior 
conception is an important tenet for this purpose. The later idea of the 
“succession of the way” (dao tong 道通) revised the former order of knowledge, 
without giving up its overall organization. It identifies a lineage of mastering the 
true dao in history—among others, rather partial approaches. In spite of these 
doxographical attempts, the intellectual disputes among scholars, politicians, 
schools and traditions provide a quite different picture. They reveal rather the 
parting of the ways than their coming together.  

Do Daoists subscribe to a common conception of the dao? What 
characteristics may it have? I fear to give a precise definition will be a tedious 
undertaking. Scholars of Daoist religion sometimes favor this idea. For instance, 
Livia Kohn comprises the diversity of Daoist religious thinking with the words 
that “[a]ll Taoism centers around the Tao and its Virtue, around the ever 
transforming power of vitality and its deep and dark yet brilliant source” (Kohn 
1993, 12). Others scholars specify several beliefs and attitudes common to Daoist 
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thinking.1 For characterizing the so-called Daoist philosophical approaches, I 
fear, we cannot adopt these assumptions. Take the skeptical voice of Zhuangzi, 
for example, and his attempt to deconstruct the meaning of dao as a readily 
identifiable concept: “a road (dao) is made by walking on it”—this challenges 
the view that dao is a unitary entity and one and the same for everyone.2 The 
breadth of Daoist philosophy cannot be covered by referring to dao alone. 

The establishment of Daoist philosophy owes much to the notion of a specific 
tradition of knowledge called “philosophical Daoism”. The term comes up at the 
beginning of the 20th century. I think it is important to show that Daoist 
philosophy today emancipated itself from this conceptual heritage. The concept 
“philosophical Daoism” attempts to draw a distinct line between a religious 
tradition and a philosophical tradition in the history of Daoism. This distinction 
was very useful to correct some misunderstandings in early descriptions of 
Chinese religion and philosophy, for instance, the identification of Laozi as the 
founder of the religious organizations in Chinese society.3 In contrast, modern 
research defines the beginnings of Daoism as a religion with the revelation of the 
god of the dao to Zhang Daoling in 142 CE. 

The expression “philosophical Daoism” was also used as the English 
equivalent for the term Daojia 道家 (School of the Dao) used by Sima Tan 司馬

談 and Sima Qian 司馬遷 in the Shiji 史記. Here the term traces a particular 
political theory, superior compared to others, back in history. The historical 
claims of Sima’s concept of Daojia was criticized very much, the arguments are 
well-known (Csikszentmihalyi and Nylan 2003; Smith 2003). 20th century 
historiography followed them using the concept “philosophical Daoism” either in 
order to summarize texts and thinkers of the pre-imperial era or to identify even a 
singular tradition of philosophical Daoism in Chinese history, while using the 
term Daojiao to refer to Daoist religions. 4  Especially the Xuanxue 玄學 

                                                               
1 Arthur Wright (1969/1970, 248 passim), for instance, singled out three attitudes and ways of 
thinking which he regards common to all Daoist subtraditions: the organic view of the universe; 
the esteem of primitive simplicity; and the belief in transcendence at least for some adepts. 
2 For a further discussion of the plurality of the ways, see Alan Fox’s paper in this issue.  
3 For instance, Schelling in his lecture about China in his series on the philosophy of 
mythology (Schelling 1857, 559 seq.).  
4 The term is used in the famous decree of emperor Wu of the Zhou from 573 CE on the rank 
of the three teachings. Daoism placed second after Confucianism and before Buddhism (see 
Zhou Shu, chapter 5, p. 83). Here, Daojiao means “the teaching of the dao” and refers 
simultaneously to religious organizations represented at court by Daoist masters (daoshi 道士). 
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(Learning of the Mysteries) of the 3rd and 4th centuries, was described as a revival 
of Daojia or philosophical Daoism and therefore called “Neo-Daoism”. Putting 
in context, the term Xuanxue summarizes the speculative approaches as a specific 
discipline revealing the more hidden ideas behind the knowledge transmitted by 
the canonical literature in the 5th century.5 In the Tang dynasty under emperor 
Xuanzong 唐玄宗, the content of this learning was defined at a more detailed 
level and equated with the exegesis of the Laozi 老子, Zhuangzi, Wenzi 文子, 
and Liezi 列子.6 Many thinkers like He Yan 何晏 (190–249) or Wang Bi 王弼 
(226–249), esteemed as the first great thinkers of the Xuanxue, however, are not 
so much interested in a revival of Daoist thought but to restore the authority of 
the canonical knowledge. The collapse of imperial power after the Han dynasty 
questioned the reliability of the transmitted methods to explore the mind of the 
ancient sages. The shifts in the political realm reveal the moves of rather 
indiscernible and remote forces behind the correspondence between heaven and 
mankind. Xuanxue-thinkers answer to this need while realizing the inefficacy of 
traditional exegesis. Their intellectual motivation in discrimination and 
speculation brings various strains of thought together. 7  Therefore, from a 
historical point of view, it is rather questionable to see in the Xuanxue a revival 
of the ancient “philosophical Daoism” and to call it “Neo-Daoism”. 

In medieval China, with the growing power of the Daoist religion, Daoist 
thought manifested itself as a second great intellectual system in Chinese history, 
as a metaphysical supplement to the ethical and political teachings of 
Confucianism and as a rival of Buddhist speculations. Consequently, institutions 
established by the political authority were devoted to the study of Daoist 
teachings. The canonization of Daoist texts followed the path of Confucian and 
Buddhist scholarship. The revival of imperial Daoist scholarship in later 
dynasties was motivated due to the political power of the Daoist religion, too. 
The combination of philosophical exegesis with religious and political 
motivations makes it difficult to locate a distinct philosophical Daoist tradition 
outside the religious organizations. Furthermore, the competition with the Daoist 
religion as well as the recognition of the Laozi and Zhuangzi as a classical 
literary heritage let Confucian and Buddhist scholars comment on Daoist texts in 

                                                               
5 Recorded for the years 436 and 438, see Song Shu, chapters 66 and 93, pp. 1734, 2293–94.   
6 Recorded for the year 741, see Jiu Tang Shu, chapter 48, p. 1164. 
7 For a recent study on the historical context of the Dark Learning see Yu (2016). 
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Song dynasty and later periods. To sum up, Daoist philosophy was done by 
Daoist masters, physicians, politicians, Confucian scholars and Buddhist 
monks—not by Daoist philosophers. To say it with Nathan Sivin, the term 
“philosophical Daoism” has no sociological meaning (Sivin 1978, 305).  

At the beginning of the 20th century, the historiography of Chinese philosophy 
tries to isolate a specific Daoist philosophical tradition out from Chinese 
intellectual history. Such attempts are paired with contempt towards the Daoist 
religions. Xie Wuliang 謝無量, for instance, sees in the Han period a turning 
away from the spiritual teaching of Laozi and Zhuangzi to practices and recipes 
which helped the adept in his ambitions and endeavors. This “inflection to the 
concrete body” subsequently resulted in the establishment of Daoist religion.8 
Hu Shi 胡適 gives account to the dominance of the superstitious thinking in 
Chinese society in general and among the political authorities in particular in 
order to explain why Chinese philosophy in Han times did not further march on 
the path of natural philosophy laid out by Laozi9—in other words, why the 
Chinese mind stepped back from enlightenment into superstition. A flare of 
Christian morality shines through these judgments. Many intellectuals in the first 
half of the 20th century held the philosophical Daoism of antiquity in high esteem 
while facing the contemporary religious practices rather with a disparaging 
attitude. This value judgment somehow continued to persist in the distinction 
between Daoist philosophy and religion for some time, at least until the second 
half of the 20th century when a series of seminal studies revealed the history, 
rituals and ideas of the Daoist religions. The scholarly outlook changed, but the 
conceptual distinction between philosophy and religion was carried further.  

Obviously, “philosophical Daoism” is not a very advantageous notion. It easily 
let one think along rather questionable historical constructions as mentioned 
above. I suggest reconsidering the distinction between philosophical Daoism and 
religious Daoism, as some recent studies do. The scope of studies in Daoist 
philosophy also shows that the opposition of two distinct theoretical realms in 
Daoism is not a fruitful approach. From a philosophical point of view, concepts 
of Daoist religion can be treated philosophically and enrich the field of Daoist 

                                                               
8 Xie (2011, 118): “Later periods gradually moves to the concrete body and took material 
essences for assistance” (後世漸趨於具體而假物質以為輔). Xie wrote his History of Chinese 
Philosophy (中國哲學史) in 1906.  
9 Hu (2014, 379), first published 1919. 
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philosophy. Research in the contexts of the pre-imperial texts, on the other hand, 
exhibits their religious voices. Thus, “Daoist philosophy” should be understood 
differently and should better not identified with the term “philosophical Daoism,” 
even though hermeneutical studies on the Laozi Dao De Jing 老子道德經, the 
Zhuangzi and the Liezi still represent an important part of research in Daoist 
Philosophy today. Daoist philosophy cannot be defined along historical 
conceptions. Daoist philosophy includes works on the Zhuangzi and Laozi 
written by Confucians like Wang Fuzhi 王夫之 (1619–1692) or Buddhists like 
Hanshan Deqing 憨山德清 (1546–1623). Daoist philosophy also embraces the 
political thinking expressed in so called Huang Lao 黃老 texts elaborating on the 
Dao De Jing and Legalist ideas. Furthermore, Daoist Philosophy reflects on the 
theoretical speculations expressed in texts about ritual and practice of Daoist 
religious communities. Ge Hong 葛洪 (283–343 or 363), for instance, left a very 
impressive work with the Bao Pu Zi 抱樸子 for further philosophical research. 
Finally, Daoist philosophy brings philosophical speculation and textual research 
with new approaches together. In the field of ecology, ethics, aesthetics and 
phenomenology, only to mention but a few, we see how Daoist philosophy 
contributes to a new understanding of contemporary questions. These 
developments clearly show that Daoist philosophy emancipated itself from 
earlier historically motivated definitions. 

The first contribution “Approaching Laozi: Comparing a Syncretic Reading to 
a Synthetic One” by Thomas Michael raises the question of the origin of the Dao 
De Jing again. His study provides a substantial critique of the work of 
Hongkyung Kim published 2012, who argues for a syncretistic composition, i.e. 
that the Dao De Jing synthesizes the positions of different schools and 
intellectual traditions similar to the Lüshi Chunqiu. According to Kim’s 
syncretism hypothesis, a distinct tradition of this hybrid teaching does not exist 
before the date of blending the doctrines of the various schools together. Thomas 
Michael, on the contrary, points out the difficulties of the syncretism hypothesis 
basing his arguments both on the historical context and the textual structure. 
According to him there must have existed an “advocational unity” of the Dao De 
Jing which transmitted the sayings first in oral form together with practical 
knowledge on yangsheng techniques. In my eyes, his considerations and 
conclusions are very convincing. Thomas Michael refers to traditions of 
asceticism and other practices of austerity in early China, obviously different 
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from the yangsheng practices known to us from the textual corpus of Mawangdui. 
Precepts in the Dao De Jing, for instance, request the adept to abdicate from 
pleasures and desires while Mawangdui yangsheng texts rather focus on 
balancing and regulating bodily and mental activities and emotions. Short, 
Thomas Michael’s study contributes a coherent picture of the origin and early 
reception of the Dao De Jing which is worth to elaborated and discussed further. 

The second contribution “A Process Interpretation of Daoist Thought” is 
devoted to the Dao De Jing, too. Alan Fox criticizes the hypostatization of the 
dao in many common interpretations and translations. His own approach 
proceeds from Whitehead’s conception of process as the fundamental structure of 
reality. In Whitehead’s view, entities should be understood in their becoming.10 
Individual entities or occasions originate from the process of “concrescence” “in 
which the universe of many things acquires an individual unity in a determinate 
relegation of each item of the ‘many’ to its subordination in the constitution of 
the novel one” (Whitehead 1978, 210). Whitehead’s ideas have inspired many 
thinkers of Chinese philosophy in recent times and encouraged them to interpret 
the philosophy of the Yi Jing, the Dao De Jing or Neo-Confucian metaphysics 
along this conceptual framework. Alan Fox’s study, however, leads to a new 
perspective on the Dao De Jing which constitutes in the re-evaluation of the two 
forms of dao mentioned at the beginning of the first chapter. Actual processes 
(dao ke dao) are opposed to ideal or normative processes (chang dao). Only 
actual processes represent reality while ideal processes a continual but 
hypothetical realization of an intrinsic potency in the structure of actuality.11 As 
Alan Fox explicates, this realization is only possible without interference and 
obstruction from outside. It only can approximately achieved, but never realized 
entirely, due to the interrelatedness of all individual processes. Thus, the Dao De 
Jing encourages its readers to strife for the goal to complete individual existence 
along its own direction while avoiding any disturbance and interruption. Alan 
Fox’s reading deconstructs the metaphysical claim of dao as a higher substance, 
unchanging in itself which originates and changes all temporal forms of reality 
continuously. Consequently, it is not possible any more to establish a duality 

                                                               
10 “That how an actual entity becomes constitutes what that actual entity is” (Whitehead 1978, 
23). 
11 Alan Fox uses the gerund daoing instead of simple the noun to stress dynamic character of 
dao and speaks about “actual daoings” and “ideal daoings.” 
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between an ephemeral world and the transcendent dao. I am sure that his 
interpretation will provoke further discussions about the philosophy of the dao. 

Our third study “Ji Kang on Nourishing Life” is devoted to the otherwise so 
little-treated philosophical thinking of the Wei and Jin period. David Chai gives a 
close reading and a brilliant exposition of this important treatise (Yangsheng 
Lun). His interpretation clearly shows the parting of Ji Kang’s motivations in 
nourishing life from contemporary religious practices. In his treatise, Ji Kang 
gives importance to purifying the mind whereby diverting the conception of 
nourishing life in a completely new direction. From another perspective, I think, 
Ji Kang’s philosophy can be seen as facing the contradiction between 
determination and freedom. Human nature is determined in manifold ways, and 
nothing else than aging, dying and the fixed life-span illustrate this fact better. 
But Ji Kang does not pursue the aim to prolongate life through drugs and herbs 
(as it would be fruitless in any event), but propagates purifying the mind as a way 
to live an autonomous life. The human mind is conceptualized not only in its 
relations to the external world. Instead the mind has the ability to take itself and 
its own faculties as its own object. Some scholars observed the correspondence 
between Ji Kang’s idea of the purifying mind with beliefs of early Daoist and 
Buddhist religion (Friedrich 1984, 63–66). Although Ji Kang opposes 
contemporary religious beliefs, it is interesting to see that his ideas are shaded 
with religious connotations, too. 

The last contribution “The Symbolism of the Body in Daoism” is devoted to 
the conception of the body in Daoist religious literature and practices. The 
importance of the concept of the body for understanding Daoist rites and 
practices was brought forth with the work of Kristofer Schipper (The corpse 
taoïste / The Taoist Body). Cheng Lesong gives an illuminative summary of the 
research in the field of religious Daoism and enriches his exposition with further 
examples from Daoist texts. Following the studies of Nathan Sivin and Deborah 
Sommer, Cheng Lesong first examines the terminology in non-specific religious 
texts (medicine et cetera), and, in a second step, contrasts these notions with 
descriptions of the body in Daoist ritual texts as it is laid out in contemporary 
research (Catherine Despeux, Isabelle Robinet and others). His comprehensive 
survey gives a wonderful insight into the understanding of the body as a symbol 
connecting the practitioner with the cosmic realm.  
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