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Abstract  This article aims to show that the concept of “naturalness” in the 
Laozi is able to provide cultural guidance concerning values for contemporary 
social development. Specifically, the Laozi’s concept of “naturalness”— 
manifested in the text’s exhortation to “honor the dao and exalt the de” and its 
statement that “the dao models itself on naturalness”—has profound ontological, 
political and social implications concerning “naturalness” that are strongly 
expressed through a variety of propositions including “achieving all through 
non-action” and “downsizing the state and simplifying the people.” With respect 
to the question about individuals living a life of appropriateness and establishing 
their destiny, the Laozi emphasizes such cultivation methods as “sticking to 
simplicity and authenticity” and “watching in quietude and observing in depth,” 
which are also infused with the conception of “naturalness,” which stresses the 
notion that understanding the harmony between man and nature can provide 
useful lessons for the development of contemporary human society. 
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The Laozi contains considerable philosophical content. Daoist philosophy takes 
dao 道 as its basic category, a term which in Chinese originally referred to a road 
or path but which has such extended meanings as “origin,” “rule,” and “principle.” 
Daoist philosophy advocates wu wei 無為 (non-intentional action), opposes you 
wei 有 為  (intentional action), and admires zi ran 自 然  (naturalness), 
distinguishing it from Confucian philosophy. This distinction may be attributable to 
geography, insofar as Daoism originated from the fishing and hunting-oriented Chu 
culture whereas Confucian thought came out of an agrarian context. 

Because of backward tools and poor productivity, early agrarian activities 
mainly took on the form of collective labor. The “Zai shan” 載芟 (The Mowing of 
Weeds) in the Zhou Song 周頌 (Odes of the Zhou Dynasty), a part of the Shi Jing 
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詩經 (The Book of Songs), declares, for instance, that “a thousand pairs of people 
are weeding” a square field. Such lands were usually publicly-owned, and had to 
be allocated regularly. In addition, agrarian activities necessitated water 
conservation1 and the building of larger irrigation projects, which was beyond the 
ability of individuals and possible only through collaboration. Such collaboration 
entailed certain norms, which facilitated the emergence of Confucian thought in the 
agrarian areas of the Yellow River basin in the Central Plains. Confucian thought 
laid more emphasis on the construction of a civilized system of rites and music. In 
comparison, Daoist thought originated in the territory of the state of Chu in the 
Yangtze River drainage area, where fishery and hunting prevailed over agriculture. 
Fishing and hunting activities did not necessarily require collective labor, and 
could be fully performed by individuals. This possibly influenced Daoist 
philosophy and laid a special emphasis on “naturalness,” that is, “being what it is,” 
making both human beings and objects “return” to their “roots.” 

It should be noted that the normal social life of human beings requires certain 
norms, and as such the construction of a system-oriented civilization following a 
Confucian model was necessary. However, if a society pays too much attention to 
pedantic external systems and rituals, and even canonizes them as unchanging 
classical li 禮 (rites), it can also engender the serious consequence of violating or 
overlooking human beings’ ultimately sincere nature. This is indicated in the 
“Lilou Shang” 離婁上 chapter from Mengzi 孟子, which discusses whether a 
brother-in-law is allowed to rescue a drowning sister-in-law in view of the ritual 
norm that “it is improper for men and women [of such a relationship] to come 
directly in contact with one another.” Daoists thus especially oppose the alienation 
of human nature caused by an excessive and abusive civilizational system, and 
respect individual differences and “naturalness” in compliance with the dao, 
holding that the construction of human civilization should conform to such 
“naturalness.” 

In history, Confucianism and Daoism supported and complemented one another, 
together constituting the mainstream of traditional Chinese philosophy. In the following, 
we will offer simple analysis of the philosophy of “naturalness” in the Laozi. 

1  The Ontological Sense of “Naturalness” in the Laozi 

With respect to the dao, the Laozi puts forwards two major philosophical views. 
                                                               
1 During the Warring States period and the Qin and Han dynasties, Chinese society witnessed 
several large-scale water conservancy activities, including the Zhengguo Canal, the Bai Canal, 
the Dujiang Dam, and the harnessing of the Yellow River; there were likely even more middle- 
and small-sized ones. Usually, the building of a water conservancy project involved more than 
one household, requiring comprehensive planning and thus group collaboration. 
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One is the theory of the dao as the very origin and the source of the generation of 
all things: “Out of the dao, the one is born; out of the one, the two; out of the two, 
the three; out of the three, the myriad things. The created universe carries both 
yin and yang; through the qi of vacancy it reaches harmony” (Laozi, Chapter 42). 
The other major philosophical view is a Dao-ontology, that is, the position that 
the dao is the foundation and original state of all things in the world:   

The dao that can be told of is not the absolute dao; the names that can be given 
are not absolute names. The nameless is the origin of heaven and earth; the 
named is the mother of all things. Therefore, one should always be free of 
passion to see the secret of life; always be with passion to see its manifest forms. 
These two (the Secret and its manifestations) are (in their nature) the same; they 
are given different names when they become manifest. They have the same 
source but may both be called the cosmic mystery: reaching from the mystery 
into the deeper mystery is the gate to the secret of all life. (Laozi, Chapter 1) 

Here, the dao is divided into two types, namely the absolute dao and the dao that 
can be traced. The traceable dao can be depicted, but the absolute dao cannot; 
because it cannot be named, it remains an absolute name. The dao exists through 
all of history and continues up to the present; at the same time, it existed even 
before heaven and earth. It is the original form of all things in the universe, and 
the originator of the nameless. After the emergence of things, the dao simply 
exists within these things, and acts as their foundation; in this sense, the dao is 
the wan wu zhi mu 萬物之母 (mother of all things). Because of its manifest 
merit in producing all things, it is the named in this case. The dao presents itself 
through wu ming 無名 (the nameless) and you ming 有名 (the named), and 
neither “the nameless” nor “the named” can depart from the role of the dao; as 
such, they have the same source but bear different names. Although one is 
metaphysical and the other is physical, both “the nameless” and “the named” 
have the same dao going through them, and thus both can be called “xuan” 玄 
(mystery). People can find the role of the dao through its form, and can trace 
back to its form through its role. Therefore, the dao shows its forms immediately 
through its operation, and that can be thought of as the xuan zhi you xuan 玄之又

玄 (deeper mystery). For these reasons, the Laozi holds that all the mysterious 
and wonderful changes in the universe come out of the dao—that the dao is the 
door for the appearance of all wonders. In this way, the Laozi advances an 
ontology that treats the dao as the root of the universe and all things within it. 

In the opinion of the Laozi, therefore, the generation of all the things in the 
world has its cause, which is none other than the dao; after their generation, all 
things have their own nature, which is the de 德. The de is the sign and particular 
image of the dao. The dao is a metaphysical form of principle; it embodies itself 
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through all things, actualizing its actual existence in light of the situation of tian 
xia 天下 (the world). Thus, all things display the dao and the de. Both the dao 
and the de are honored not because they have authority or command over 
things—quite naturally—because of the nature of all things. The genesis, growth, 
and maturation of all things, including their persistence and end, are due to the 
dao; the dao and the de, as the nature both of human beings and all the other 
things, essentially display their various existence- and life-related value criteria. 
That is what is meant by the statement that:  

All things are produced by the dao, and nourished by its outflowing operation. 
They receive their forms according to the nature of each, and are completed 
according to the circumstances of their condition. Therefore, all things without 
exception honor the dao, and exalt the de. This honoring of the dao and 
exalting of the de is not the result of any command, but always a spontaneous 
tribute. (Laozi, Chapter 51) 

The zun dao 尊道 (honoring of the dao) and the gui de 貴德 (exalting of the de) 
are major parts of the Laozi’s philosophy. 

The honoring of the dao and the exalting of the de necessarily call for the 
value-equality of the nature of human beings and that of all other things. Because 
human beings and all other things are equal in nature, no human or object is 
abandoned. The dao is mysterious, wonderful, and inclusive precisely because it 
can actualize the nature of all existences, anywhere, in accordance with it. When 
they model themselves after the naturalness of the dao, human beings can 
overcome their own partiality and errors, conforming to nature. This causes both 
human beings and other things to gui gen 歸根  (return to the root) and fulfill 
their nature, and does not entail their imposing their will upon other human 
beings or things. As is said in the Laozi,  

When things [in the natural world] have displayed their luxuriant growth, we 
see each of them return to its root. Returning to their root is what is called 
stillness, and stillness is called going back to destiny. Going back to destiny 
means finding the unchanging rule. To know that unchanging rule is to be 
intelligent; not to know it leads to wild movements and evil issues. The 
knowledge of that unchanging rule produces tolerance; tolerance leads to 
impartiality. From this impartiality comes kingliness of character; he who is 
king-like goes on to be heaven-like. In that likeness to heaven he possesses the 
dao. Possessed of the dao, he endures long; to the end of his bodily life, he is 
free from danger and decay. (Laozi, Chapter 16) 

Both the return to the root and destiny necessarily require naturalness and 
non-action. On the basis of this, the Laozi holds that “naturalness” is the most ideal 
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state for human beings, and also a value norm in interpersonal relations. In the state 
of “naturalness,” each human being fulfills himself in accordance with his own 
nature, and remains naïve and simple like a newborn baby. However, the 
development of civilization and the accumulation of knowledge may result in the 
inauthentic state in which people do not return to their nature and restore their 
original states. Thus, the Laozi stresses rectifying—through “naturalness,” the value 
principle of the dao—the disorder of social ethics and the splitting of human nature 
caused by civilization, actualizing the original and true existence of human beings. 

How, then, to realize this? The Laozi emphasizes the unity of the dao and the 
de, the oneness of the dao and objects, and the combination of form and function. 
The dao and the de prevail through individuals, families, states, and the world, 
through all things, and thus “with the dao cultivated in the individual, the de will 
become genuine; cultivated in the family, the de will become abundant; 
cultivated in the village, the de will multiply; cultivated in the state, the de will 
prosper; cultivated in the world, the de will become universal” (Laozi, Chapter 
54). If people honor the dao and exalt the de, cultivating themselves with both, 
then they will come to embody their own natural virtue; if the state is governed 
with the dao and the de, then morality will be greatly strengthened; and if they 
lead the populace all over the world, then morality will be practiced by all 
humans. Because the dao and the de prevail through individuals, families, states, 
and the world, and because each human being has the mental capacity for value 
consciousness, all people can achieve oneness with the dao as the original form 
by developing their own virtues. This is “naturalness.” Thus the Laozi says: 
“How irresolute did those [earliest rulers] appear, showing [by their reticence] 
the importance which they set upon their words! Their work was done and their 
undertakings were successful, while the people all said: ‘We are as we are, of 
ourselves!’” (Laozi, Chapter 17). 

From this point of view, the Laozi’s unique thinking about the relations 
between the “ontological origin” and human beings takes a path of internal 
transcendence featuring “tian ren he yi” 天人合一 (the oneness of heaven and 
humans) and displaying a precious spirit of “naturalness,” which is quite 
different from the path of external transcendence that substantiates and 
formalizes the origin. This is doubtless significant for each individual in  society 
who is actively fulfilling his or her own value. 

2  “Naturalness” in Political Life 

In politics, Daoism stresses that both social life and governance should follow 
the pattern of “naturalness,” and that is the ultimately ideal state of society. The 
Laozi holds that a ruler with the highest virtue does not deliberately act or 
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operate when he rules; instead, he governs with non-action by conforming to the 
nature of human beings and the principles of things. Thus the Laozi says: “He 
who gets as his own all under heaven does so by giving himself no trouble [with 
that end]. If one has trouble [with that end], he is not equal to getting as his own 
all under heaven” (Laozi, Chapter 48). It also says: “Therefore the sage manages 
affairs without doing anything, and conveys his instructions without the use of 
speech” (Laozi, Chapter 2). And, “there are few in the world who attain the 
teaching without words, and the advantage arising from non-action” (Laozi, 
Chapter 43). Thus, “in loving the people and ruling the state, can he not proceed 
without any (purpose of) action?” (Laozi, Chapter 10).  

Daoism’s “wu wei er zhi” 無為而治 (governance through non-action) does not 
mean doing nothing; instead, it means acting in compliance with the internal 
principles of the development of things and with their natures, and only in this 
way can one achieve everything by doing nothing. Here “non-action” or 
“non-intentional action” refers to the avoidance of blind action. If one follows 
the principles of things instead of acting blindly, he will reach the state of 
achieving everything, that is, he will succeed in everything. The dao has no 
subjective or private intentions, it simply acts in compliance with the nature both 
of humans and the myriad things, and is therefore able to achieve everything. If a 
ruler empathizes with his people and governs in compliance with the nature of 
things instead of running the world using his personal ideas, then the people and 
things in the world will be governed well and will benefit. This is governance 
through non-action. Therefore, the Laozi especially opposes intentional actions, 
saying that:  

If anyone should wish to get the world for himself, and to effect this by what 
he does, I see that he will not succeed. The world is a thing beyond human 
apprehension, and cannot be got by active doing. He who would so win it 
destroys it; he who would hold it in his grasp loses it. (Laozi, Chapter 29) 

This passage stresses that the rule of the world, or even a single state within it, 
should be based on naturalness and cannot be done simply with the actions of a 
ruler dominated by his subjective will. 

In the view of the Laozi, a particular ruler should run his state with a view 
towards the great dao: if the ruler does not restrain or encourage anything, the 
people will return to simplicity and authenticity. If, however, the ruler governs 
by means of strict supervision and control, his people will become cunning and 
hard to rule because such a ruler does not follow the naturalness and non-action 
of the dao. This is when artificial systems and norms come into existence, 
including benevolence, righteousness, and rites. This is a sign that the loyalty and 
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trust between people is on the verge of extinction, and it is the beginning of 
social disasters. Thus, the Laozi says:  

In the world, the multiplication of prohibitive measures increases the poverty 
of the people; the more implements to add to their profit that the people have, 
the greater disorder is there in the state and clan; the more acts of crafty 
cleveness that men possess, the more do strange contrivances appear; the more 
display there is of legislation, the more thieves and robbers there are. (Laozi, 
Chapter 57) 

So, if a ruler governs his state through non-intentional action, his people will stay 
naive and kind; if a ruler does not trouble his people for no good reason, his 
people will live a better life; if a ruler stays indifferent to fame, power, and 
self-interest, society will have a healthy atmosphere; and if a ruler does not 
indulge his desires, the social ethos will feature simplicity and integrity. 

The Laozi does not oppose all civilization systems; rather, it is only against the 
alienation of human nature all-too-often caused by them. As it says: “Then 
human civilization arose and there were names. Thanks to the availability of 
names, one knows where to stop. He who knows where to stop can be free from 
all risk of failure and error” (Laozi, Chapter 32). And: “The unwrought material, 
when divided and distributed, forms vessels. The sage, in conformity to it, 
becomes the head of all the officers (of government); and in his greatest 
regulations he does not employ so many measures” (Laozi, Chapter 28). The dao 
evolves into concrete things, which are in good order because they are connected 
with the dao. In compliance with this order, the sage establishes official ranks 
and systems, which are extensive and profound, requiring no interference. 
Operating on its own, it leads to governance through non-action. The systems of 
civilization were established by ancient sages in accordance with the nature of 
human beings and other things, but once these political systems became 
excessively bloated, they lost their naturalness. Once such systems—which do 
not conform to the dao and thus are not natural—are employed to rule the people, 
they come to contradict the original nature of both people and things. This leads 
to the suppression and alienation of human beings’ original nature. The Laozi 
thus argues that it is necessary to establish political systems in accordance with 
the nature of human beings and things, but also that such systems must not go too 
far, lest they exceed their bounds. These systems should not be empowered to 
function against the nature of human beings or things, for then they not only fail 
in their purpose of governing the world, but also lead to chaos. 

Based on the above reasoning, the Laozi puts forward its political idea of xiao 
guo gua min 小國寡民 which represents its vision of ideal rural society. The 
Laozi says:  



The Philosophy of “Naturalness” in the Laozi and Its Value For Contemporary Society 347 

Downsize the state and simplify the people so that the tools are not used 
despite the sufficient supply of them, and so that the people care much for the 
way of the ending of their lives and do not migrate far. Thus, though they have 
boats and carriages, they have no occasion to ride in them; though they have 
buff coats and sharp weapons, they have no occasion to don or use them. Make 
the people return to the use of knotted cords [instead of written characters], 
then they will think their [coarse] food sweet; their [plain] clothes beautiful; 
their [poor] dwellings places of rest; and their [simple] customs wonderful. In 
this way, the people to the end of their days will never disturb their neighbors 
although they live so close that they are within sight of each other and can 
even hear each other’s chickens and dogs. (Laozi, Chapter 80) 

This is the ideal state or rural life for the Laozi. Here, term xiao 小 can be used 
as a verb, meaning to “decrease” state affairs. As the state is large in size, 
however, state affairs are naturally many. For the Laozi, “to decrease” state 
affairs does not mean to eradicate or reduce their total number. But because the 
state does not intervene in people’s normal production or life, or at least will 
seldom do so, it follows the naturalness of the dao. The fewer such activities a 
state performs, the less governance through actions it enacts. This is the 
implication of the “decrease” in state affairs.  

The Laozi frequently mentions a large state, as when it states, “Ruling a large 
country is like the frying of small fish” (zhi da guo, ruo peng xiao xian 治大國,
若烹小鮮) (Laozi, Chapter 60). This passage suggests that the wisdom of best 
running a large state is like the frying of small fish, which should not be turned 
frequently, such that governance should not disturb people with too many 
unnecessary activities. The Laozi also suggests that the ruler hinders agricultural 
production if he interferes too much, negatively impacting the people’s life and 
thereby also the amount of state taxes he can collect. The Laozi also says: “What 
makes a great state is its being like the lower reaches of a river. It is the 
concourse of the world, it is the female in the world. The female always 
overcomes the male by quietude. Quietude means the same as the lower reaches 
of a river” (Laozi, Chapter 61). This passage suggests that a large state should 
stay modest and act in a non-active way, and hold the female position because 
the yielding female often overcomes the powerful male; this is the way of 
non-action and quietude.  

Additionally, the phrase gua min 寡民  here does not refer to “a small 
population,” as in the usual interpretation; instead, it can mean “to simplify the 
people,” referring to their “abstinence” (gua yu 寡欲) and “simplicity” (chun pu 
淳朴). For example, the Laozi says:  

If we could renounce our sageness and discard our wisdom, it would be better 
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for the people a hundredfold. If we could renounce our benevolence and 
discard our righteousness, the people would again become filial and kindly. If 
we could renounce our artful contrivances and discard our [scheming for] 
gains, there would be no thieves nor robbers. Those three seem to be marks of 
civilization, but are simply inadequate. Hence here is offered a suggestion: 
Stick to simplicity and plainness, and stay away from selfish ends and many 
lusts. (Laozi, Chapter 19) 

Signs of ostentation and artful prettification, sheng zhi 聖智 (sageliness and 
intelligence), ren yi 仁義 (benevolence and righteousness), and qiao li 巧利 
(contrivances and benefits) cannot be used to run the world; they can only stir the 
nature of the people, as when, according to Ge Hong 葛洪, “Scholars, although 
recommended as learned, read few books; and people, renowned for their filial 
piety, have their fathers live alone” (“Chapter 15: On Recommendation,” from 
The Outer Chapters of Baopuzi 抱樸子外篇 ). Although state and society 
appreciate certain external systems or forms, they often lack essential spirit—this 
is what the Laozi means to say.  

“To simplify the people” means to lessen their desires. With fewer desires, 
people will become simple and less specious and, despite the availability of 
sophisticated tools, they will have no special affinity for them, because they feel 
peaceful inside and are not endlessly rapacious. If society is peaceful and the 
state runs well, the people will cherish life, and will not have to flee the state, 
rendering boats and wagons useless. If the people are simple and have nothing to 
do with rapaciousness, they will not be involved in fierce fights, rendering armor 
and weapons useless. This is the ideal rural society in which the people are 
simple and naive; meanwhile, because they live a good life with adequate 
supplies, they enjoy a satisfactory social environment, and their customs are 
good. They will have no artful mind caused by greed to trade for selfish interests 
or caused by greed, even though they are settled so closely that they can hear the 
barking dogs and crowing roosters of their neighbors. People from neighboring 
states will not bully or attack one another either. 

The author of the Laozi concluded that the times in which he lived were an age 
of immorality, during which wars and slaughter were endless, and he felt that war, 
weapons, and killings were all sinister things:  

Sharp weapons are instruments of evil omen, and even hateful to some 
unhuman things, therefore whomever embraces the dao does not like to 
employ them.…Weapons are instruments of evil omen, and not the 
instruments of the superior man; he uses them only on the compulsion of 
necessity. Calm and repose are what he prizes; victory [by force of arms] is to 
him undesirable. To consider this desirable would be to delight in the slaughter 
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of men; and he who delights in the slaughter of men cannot get his will in the 
world…He who has killed multitudes of men should weep for them with the 
bitterest grief; and the victor in battle holds a funeral instead of celebration for 
his victory. (Laozi, Chapter 31) 

For the Laozi good weapons are evil and repugnant. A superior man should not 
feel proud of them; even when forced to use them, he should not wage war to 
satisfy his own desires. Even the side which was good at and won the war should 
not love it, for the prettification of war ruins people’s morality and distorts their 
minds, resulting in bad, sanguineous social practices. Further, the Laozi asserts 
that such bellicose, violent people are unlikely to fulfill their ambition of winning 
the world. 

Of course, Laozi knew well that war was sometimes inevitable, and he 
revealed his helplessness and sorrow in the face of this reality. He deeply felt the 
atrocity of war, stressing that the winning of a war warranted no joy: the 
victorious army should hold funerals instead of celebrations, for war and killing 
are a tragedy for the whole of human society.  

The Laozi concludes that those who assist the ruler in ruling with the dao must 
have a clear mind, and must not depend on force to conquer the world. People 
who are fond of military force will certainly suffer from the same as they 
imposed upon others; it states, “He who assists a lord of men by following the 
dao does not impose authority upon the world through weapons, for such things 
are wont to rebound. Wherever an army has been stationed, briars and thorns 
spring up. In the sequence of great armies there are sure to be bad years” (Laozi, 
Chapter 30). It also states, “When the world lives in accord with the dao, racing 
horses are turned back to haul refuse carts. When the world does not live in 
accord with the dao, war-horses have to be bred in the border lands. There is no 
greater curse than the lack of contentment, and no greater sin than the desire for 
possession” (Laozi, Chapter 46). Laozi opposed war and called for peace, 
standing up for the interests of the populace and articulating them. 

This strand of Laozi’s thought was inherited by Wang Bi 王弼 (226−249), a 
Wei-Jin dynasty philosopher who applied it to the state’s political affairs. Wang 
Bi stressed that an ideal state should “respect the fundamental and renounce the 
incidental.” As he pointed out, legalists respected good order and emphasized 
inspecting and restraining everyone with law; logicians valued the correlation of 
names and reality and emphasized rectifying and affirming everything with the 
logicality of speech; Confucians exalted virtues and recommended virtuous 
people; Mohists thought highly of frugality, trying to impose their values upon 
people in defiance of human nature; and Eclectics admired the strong points of 
the various schools, collecting and summarizing them so as to put them into 
practice. However, Wang Bi also thought that to inspect and restrain everything 
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by law will inevitably cause deceit and falsity; to affirm and correct things with 
the logic of speeches may lead to a lack of tolerance; to praise virtuous behaviors 
kindly and recommend them may engender disputes; to practice frugality 
coercively and in defiance of human nature would certainly result in contrariness; 
and to collect the strong points of the various schools might easily bring about 
disarray. All these are caused by the use of derivatives and the abandonment of 
the origin: it is impossible for things to stick to their nature once they lose the 
dao, which they should embrace. 

To Wang Bi’s thinking, exhausting the wits of the wise and virtuous to rectify 
society’s deceit and falsity is not so good as using the simple and original side of 
human nature to eliminate greed. Similarly, strengthening increasingly degraded 
habits through the establishment of benevolence and righteousness is not so good 
as sticking to plainness and strengthening people’s human nature. Moreover, 
facilitating things by means of more invention is not so good as using abstinence 
to eliminate showy competitions. According to Wang Bi, the main way to prevent 
evil is to maintain the real and original sincerity of things, and not to arduously 
boast about what is good for opposing evil; the main way to extinguish 
promiscuity is to eliminate luxury, and not to make it more prominent. 
Meanwhile, the main way to ward off thieves and robbers is to get rid of people’s 
strong greed and desires, and not to prohibit them with severe punishment. The 
main way to reduce disputes is to belittle the virtuous and talented and to prevent 
the people from quarreling, and not to be good at adjudicating lawsuits. In other 
words, the key to preventing conflicts lies in deprecating virtues and talents, and 
also avoiding judicial solutions. 

Thus, in Wang Bi’s eyes, when a ruler governs the people it is advisable to 
make the latter indifferent to what they are doing but not to directly rectify their 
wrongs; to make them free of desires but not to hinder the satisfaction of such 
desires; and to preempt bad things, rectifying them before they begin to move in 
undesirable directions. The governance of state and society is no more than 
sticking to simplicity so as to renounce holiness and wisdom, and discarding 
selfish interests and personal desires so as to get rid of artful contrivances and 
gains. Therefore, the main points of Daoist thought are to make clear the nature 
of all things by exploring their sources; to judge the cause of confusion and 
ignorance about things by deducing the mysterious depths; to follow the nature 
of things instead of acting blindly; to get rid of desires rather than take subjective 
actions; to respect the fundamentality of the dao while extinguishing particular 
things as derivatives; and to guard the dao as the Mother so as to preserve all 
things originating from the dao. 
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3  “Naturalness” and a Life of Appropriateness 

For personal cultivation, the Laozi values pu 樸  (simplicity) and zhen 真 
(authenticity), thinking that these are the origin or foundation of the dao. As the 
text says, one should “stick to simplicity and plainness, stay away from selfish 
ends and many lusts, renounce learning and remove worries” (Laozi, Chapter 19). 
It also asserts that, “He who knows how glory shines but keeps to obscurity will 
be like a spacious vale for the world, to which all people submit themselves. 
Being a vale for the world, he will have his de which always suffices, and return 
again to simplicity” (Laozi, Chapter 28). Here, “simplicity” (pu) refers to natural 
integrity, the natural state of human beings and all other beings before they are 
cultivated; this “simplicity” is the intrinsic, definitive property of human beings 
and of all other things, i.e. “authenticity” (zhen). “Simplicity” is relative to 
“objects” (物 wu), and “objects” are concrete things after differentiation; 
“simplicity” is thus the natural wholeness before differentiation, and the phrase  
“return again to simplicity” just means a return to naturalness. 

According to the Laozi, the establishment of moral norms and value criteria 
should not go against human beings’ natural makeup, for only in this way can it 
guarantee the sincerity of good moralities. Without sincerity, good deeds too 
often result in various artificial and inauthentic rites and ethics, which restrain 
human nature and cause its alienation. Society is riddled not only with 
interpersonal deceits and hypocrisy but also high-sounding vanity. Only by 
making people return to the zhen (genuineness) of pu (simplicity) and su 素 
(plainness), that is, by making people respect simplicity and sincerity, can 
various social defects be removed, and can people treat one another honestly and 
follow their own original nature for good. 

Then, how to bao pu shou zhen 抱樸守真 (stick to simplicity and authenticity)? 
The Laozi especially emphasizes jing guan 靜觀 (watching in quietude) and 
xuan lan 玄覽 (observing in depth). And it says: “By cleansing visions through 
mysterious observation, can you become without flaw?” (Laozi, Chapter 10). It 
also says: “The state of vacancy should be brought to the utmost degree, and that 
of extreme quietude guarded with vigor. As myriad things take shape and rise to 
activity, I thus watch the return to the root” (Laozi, Chapter 16). Only when it 
stays in the state of vacancy and quietude can the mind achieve its ming 明 
(enlightenment), i.e. the true intelligence that naturally reflects things.  

The mind, however, fails to be vacant and quiet because it is full of desires and 
thus cannot work naturally or freely, being burdened by external things. Values, 
judgment and appraisal are often attached to certain particular standpoints, and 
false discrimination often results in the blindness or obstinancy of the mind. This 
leads to a confrontation between various opposites: between objects and the self, 
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being and non-being, difficulty and ease, length and shortness, height and 
lowness, musical notes and tones, front and back, mishaps and fortune, good and 
evil, beauty and ugliness, or honor and dishonor, among others. When a person 
imposes a certain standard upon all people or objects, for example one that 
defines beauty and good, it would instead make things ugly and evil. Thus, the 
Laozi asserts,  

When all in the world know the beauty of the beautiful, there arises ugliness; 
and when all see good in the good, there occur evils. Therefore, being and 
non-being are interdependent in growth, difficulty and easiness produce one 
another, length and shortness are indicated in comparison, the ideas of height 
and lowness arise from the contrast of the one with the other, the musical notes 
and tones become harmonious through the relation of one with another, and 
being before and behind give the idea of one following another. That is an 
unchanging rule. (Laozi, Chapter 2) 

So it is with popular notions of disaster and fortune, honor and shame, and so on. 
All such notions emerge out of false value discrimination, and each pair is 
interchangeable, but all are relative and unnecessary, and thus have no normal 
forms to grasp. Only by weakening or removing such ideas can human beings 
naturally respond to things, actualize differences, and thus grasp the original and 
genuine state of things: 

Therefore, the sage manages affairs without doing anything, and conveys his 
instructions without the use of speech. All things spring up, but he does not 
turn away from them; he gives them life, but does not take possession of them; 
he acts, but does not appropriate; accomplishes, but claims no credit. That is 
why the credit cannot be taken away from him. (Laozi, Chapter 2) 

The removal of false value discrimination by means of quietude and non-action 
enables people to treat various things the same way, and to show indifference 
both to the noble and the humble rather than going against things due to 
self-interests; hence, they can act smoothly and respond to things in a natural 
way (Li 2010, 43). 

With regard to the cultivation of human beings, the Laozi emphasizes that one 
should “embrace the one as the pattern for the world” (Laozi, Chapter 22), and 
that “for regulating the human [in our constitution] and rendering the [proper] 
service to the heavenly, there is no better rule than to be sparing” (Laozi, Chapter 
59). It concludes that sticking to simplicity, authenticity, and quietude and 
following naturalness are important for human beings’ efforts to cultivate their 
minds and natures and conform to the dao. The human mind and nature are 
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actually quiet and clean, but this state is ruined by unnatural behaviors; as for the 
individual’s cultivation of mind and nature, one can return to the innate state of 
the dao so long as he follows naturalness and non-action and stays vacant, 
spiritual, profound, and still, as well as quiet and moderate.  

The Laozi’s philosophy of naturalness was inherited by Zhuangzi. The concept 
of “being free and easy” (xiao yao 逍遙) found in the Zhuangzi also refers to the 
naturalness and freedom advocated in the Laozi. In the chapter called “Xiaoyao 
You” 逍遙遊 (Free and Easy Wandering), Zhuangzi points out that all existences 
in the universe are complete in nature, and have their natural freedom. Existences 
vary in sizes, life-span, traits, and destiny, but the value of their existence is the 
same: so long as they give full play to and actualize their real nature, they all can 
achieve the freedom that they deserve. 

To develop from zi ran 自然 (naturalness) to zi you 自由 (freedom) is a core 
value criterion of Lao-Zhuang philosophy when addressing personal matters and 
interpersonal relations. Human beings are unnatural and unfree because of the 
many restraints upon them, all of which come from “having something to await” 
(you dai 有待) and “having a self” (you ji 有己). A human being may have 
desires involving the calculation of losses and gains, the pursuit of fame and 
interests, and the yearning for life and the fear of death, all of which will hinder 
the mind’s peacefulness and freedom. Therefore, one cannot achieve real 
freedom if he starts with “having something to await” or “having a self.” Only 
when he reaches the realm of “having nothing to await” and “having no self,” 
totally untying the knots of “having something to await” and “having a self” 
which restrain him, can he really achieve naturalness and freedom. Once he 
reaches the realm of a fully realized person—a godlike one or sage as described 
by “free and easy wandering” who can acclimatize himself both to spatial and 
temporal changes, and who makes all responses naturally—will he be able to 
achieve eternal spiritual life without the burden of tangible things (Li 2010, 52). 

The ideal of Daoism is that everyone can live an unrestrained, natural, and free 
life. To fulfill this wish, Zhuangzi suggested the qi wu 齊物 (equality of all 
things), which can also be viewed as a further development of ideas in the Laozi. 
According to Zhuangzi, all existences are one if viewed from the perspective of 
the dao: “The dao goes through all existences and links them as a whole,” and all 
such existences are equal. Here, the “equality of all things” does not mean 
eliminating the factual differences between things; instead, it seeks to actualize 
the value-equality of various things on the precondition that individuality and 
difference have been affirmed. In Zhuangzi’s opinion, things vary, and each has 
its own qualities; the existence of each quality has its reasonability.  

Zhuangzi argued that human beings may suffer back pain and become 
half-paralyzed if they sleep in damp places, but loaches are especially fond of the 
damp of mud; people tremble in fear when they are in trees, but monkeys think 
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them the safest places. Mao Qiang and Li Ji were at one time thought the most 
beautiful women in the world, but fish would hide in deep water and birds would 
fly away at the sight of them. The battering ram known as Liangli was perfect for 
seizing a castle, but useless when a small hole had to be dug: all tools have their 
own uses regardless of their sizes. Racing horses can make a hundred miles a day, 
but cannot catch a mouse as a young cat does, because different animals have 
different skills. An owl has such sharp eyesight that it can see the smallest things 
at night, but could not make out a hill in front of its face in broad daylight, 
because all things have their own different qualities. 

How then to resolve this problem? The Laozi answers that one should “always 
be free of passion to see the secret of life; always be with passion to see its 
manifest forms” (Laozi, Chapter 1). If we want to understand the differences 
between the individualities of different things, we can make ourselves stay in a 
mental state free of passion; in other words, we can temporarily suspend or reset 
our “selves,” losing ourselves in Zhuangzi’s terms. In this case, man’s 
subjectivity does not occur, and the objective side of things will present itself: 
“The returning to the roots is the state of stillness; that stillness may be called 
going back to destiny” (Laozi, Chapter 16). “All things have their own 
constitutions if watched in quietude,” hence man will be able to objectively 
understand and identify the particular feelings of loaches and monkeys.  

At the same time, however, we should stay in the state of passion. The reason 
is that human beings differ from eels and monkeys, and humans should not lose 
their unique feeling as a human being when they understand and identify the 
feelings of loaches and monkeys. This requires specifying the differences 
between human beings and loaches or monkeys, and to “be always with passion” 
(chang you yu 常有欲). Hence one will be able to “observe boundaries” (guan qi 
jiao 觀其皦) with the jiao 皦 signifying “clearness” and “boundary.” 

The idea of the “equality of things” in Zhuangzi is thus an inheritance and 
development of the Laozi’s ideas of “being always free of passion” and “being 
always with passion.” To Zhuangzi’s thinking, all things have their own natural 
qualities, which is “naturalness” or “heavenliness.” His admonition to conform to 
the naturalness of all things is just the same as the Laozi’s proposition that “the 
dao models itself on naturalness” (Laozi, Chapter 25). This demands that people 
“be always free of passion,” and that is just what is meant by the assertion that 
“when we look at things in the light of the dao, they are neither noble nor mean” 
(“Qiushui” chapter of the Zhuangzi). In Zhuangzi’s opinion, people fail to realize 
the “equality of things” because they blindly stick to the subjective “I,” engaging 
in false value discrimination. An illustration of this: people usually think that a 
large-size jewel has more value than an ordinary piece of bread. When one is 
starved, however, the value of bread is far greater; when a young man makes a 
proposal to a girl whom he adores, the value of the jewel becomes manifest. So, 
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with respect the full embodiment of their proper values, the jewel is equal to 
bread, and there is no question as to which is more valuable. 

Now that all things fully display the proper states of their own natures and 
destinies, they are equal in fulfilling their existence value; therefore, those who 
are in conformity with the dao can create a platform for all things to realize their 
inborn nature and destiny. In this way, all things can achieve universal equality 
in the fulfillment of value. To create a platform for the value fulfillment of all 
things, one should do as the Laozi says, that is, stay in the state of “being always 
with passion,” treating each thing in the appropriate way. To eat bread when 
hungry and wear a jewel to adorn oneself is to have all things follow their own 
natures and fully display the proper state of their nature and destiny. When there 
is a perfect platform for displaying its value, one should admit that even rubbish 
would not be inferior to other things in the sense of value fulfillment. 

Therefore, “having myself” is to discriminate things and “not having myself” 
is to treat them equally, and these two should be organically combined. Only 
having themselves, people are trapped in their knowledge and intentions, and 
they blindly stick to their deliberate discriminations and impose their own 
intentions upon others while thinking highly of themselves and belittling others. 
Only not having themselves, people might deny and eliminate the differences 
among things, and coercively equalize things despite their being different. 
Therefore, Daoism argues that all things in the world, including human beings, 
run in parallel, complementing and fulfilling one another and constituting the 
whole despite varying widely. 

4  “Naturalness”: How Humans and Nature Get Along Well 

Daoism noticed very early that human beings are not the masters of nature, nor 
can they exist independent of it. They are a part of nature, and they and nature 
should be interdependent, improving one another, getting along well, and 
integrating. Laozi says: “Humans model themselves after earth, earth after 
heaven, heaven after the dao, and the dao after naturalness” (Laozi, Chapter 25). 
All things in the world, including human beings, innately bear the dao or nature 
in an ontological sense; and all things, including human beings, are the full 
unfolding of this dao or nature in the ontological sense. Thus, all things and 
human beings have to follow these rules and laws to integrate themselves with 
the heavenly dao if they want to have success. As the Laozi explicitly points out, 
a human being should hold a respectful attitude toward heaven, the dao, and 
naturalness, and respect the laws of nature; humans in conformity with the dao 
should not violate natural laws, and should follow them instead. Only in this way 
can they achieve oneness with heaven and earth, and reach the realm of the dao. 
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This idea from the Laozi is inherited by the Zhuangzi, which advocates not 
breaching naturalness with artificiality. It is because human beings often seek for 
the full satisfaction of their desires, thinking of themselves only instead of nature. 
A passage from Zhuangzi illustrates this well:  

The ruler of the southern ocean was Shu, the ruler of the northern ocean was 
Hu, and the ruler of the centre was chaos [Hundun]. Shu and Hu met in the 
land of Chaos, who treated them very well. They consulted together how they 
might repay his kindness, and said: “Humans all have seven orifices for the 
purpose of seeing, hearing, eating, and breathing, while this ruler alone has not 
one. Let us try and make them for him.” Accordingly, they dug one orifice in 
him every day; and at the end of seven days Chaos died. (“Yingdiwang” 
chapter of the Zhuangzi) 

To our thinking, humans have a similar relation to nature. If people hold to an 
absolute anthropocentrism, conquering and transforming nature instead of 
“joining to assist the evolution and procreation of Heaven and Earth” (canzan 
tiandi zhi hua yu 参赞天地之化育) (Zhu 1983, 32), then such behaviors will be 
like Shu and Hu killing Chaos when they go beyond their bounds. Therefore, 
people should follow the inherent laws of nature when they work to transform it, 
rather than simply doing as they wish; otherwise, they would actually take away 
from the vigor of nature despite thinking they were restoring it. 

The harmonious life of humankind depends upon harmony between human 
societies and nature. People can experience the beauty of nature only when they 
integrate into it. Daoist culture tends to think that nature, apart from its 
significance as material and resources, also takes itself as a value standard, 
providing the spiritual value of natural beauty for human life. For example, 
Zhuangzi, which inherited and developed ideas from the Laozi, announces that:  

Heaven and Earth proceed in their operations in the most admirable way, but 
they say nothing about them; the four seasons observe the clearest laws, but 
they do not discuss them; all things have their complete and distinctive 
constitutions, but they say nothing about them. The sages trace out the 
admirable operations of Heaven and Earth, and reach to and understand the 
distinctive constitutions of all things; and thus it is that the Perfect Man [is said 
to] do nothing and the Greatest Sage to originate nothing, such language 
showing that they look to Heaven and Earth as their model. (“Zhibeiyou” 
chapter of the Zhuangzi) 

Heaven and earth as nature are of great beauty although they say nothing about 
their beauty; the four seasons observe the clear law of alternation although they 
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say nothing about the law. Things in nature have their own rules for their 
generation, growth, and constitution although they say nothing about their rules. 
The “Greatest Sage,” who is able to really integrate himself into nature, can 
know well and follow the laws of nature, appreciate nature’s beauty, and join in 
its evolution. 

Ecological problems are caused by humankind itself, mainly by the pattern of 
its activities and development. To resolve ecological problems, humans should 
review their own behaviors and restrict their endless greed. We can realize the 
harmonious development of both human beings and nature only when we respect 
nature, protect the environment, and follow rules concerning the evolution of 
nature. Since early modern times, anthropocentrism has led people to 
over-exploit nature, and exhausting too much of it and its resources have resulted 
in ecological crises. This has directly threatened humankind’s survival and 
development. The Daoist culture represented by the Laozi holds that human 
beings and nature form a whole and have their own operational rules, and that 
nature not only belongs to human beings, but to all lives on the earth. We should 
honor its dao and exalt its de, following the dao of heaven and earth, and create 
and sustain an environment in which humans and nature get along well. Only in 
this way can we guarantee the sustainable development of mankind. Such values 
are still inspiring even today. 
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