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Abstract Fully embracing previous achievements in the research of Taoist philosophy, this
paper attempts to create a sound analysis and investigation of the value concern of Taoism and
reconstruct a new set of Taoist philosophy conforming to the requirement of modern science
from the perspective of modern philosophy. The author sincerely wishes that the preliminary
understanding of the Taoist philosophy presented in this paper would contribute to the
construction of the Taoist philosophy.
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Introduction

Whether we can construct a new set of Taoist philosophy and how we can do this are
important academic issues of great significance. In the construction of Taoist philosophy,
there arise three puzzling problems: first, what is the main ideological theme? Second, what
are the main concepts and categories by which the main ideological theme is constructed, and
what are the relationships among them? Third, how can we translate the classical
philosophical concepts and categories into their modern counterparts without compromising,
or respecting their initial bearing and evolution under special historical contexts?

The core propositions and teachings of Taoism

The Taoist belief of immortality of human beings manifests the understanding of the ultimate
universe and life and demonstrates that the meaning and value of human beings lie in the
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release of potentiality of individual life and the accumulation of energy equaling to that of the
Heaven and Earth. Only in this way can the finiteness of an individual can be surpassed and
freedom be achieved. The body immortality manifests the way by which the timely finiteness
of the individual is surpassed. It emphasizes that the realization of freedom lies only in the
existence of the individual. It is the existence of the individual that demonstrates an
individual’s extrication from the great end: death. Otherwise, the absoluteness and perpetuity
of life shall deserve no reasonable interpretation. To illustrate that everything in the universe is
the manifestation of the motion and change of the qi, Qihua sanqing, an abbreviation of the
expression “three qings springs from the qi” or “the qi takes the form of three qings,”
constitutes the metaphysical basis of Taoism. Extrication from the predicament of the worldly
worries is the fundamental concern of every religion, and Taoism is no exception. What
makes the difference is that, other religions appeal to afterlife for the realization of the ideal
life. Quite the contrary, Taoism cares about how humans can live forever and never die and
holds that freedom and extrication should be achieved in this life. Only with the continuity of
the one and the same “self” without any interruption can the self of the present and this life be
connected with that of the future and the next life, and forever. Otherwise, the absoluteness
and the freedom would not be interpreted and testified.

Taoism has been emphasizing the value of life since it was founded. The tradition
originated with the idea “cherish life, and life is the first and foremost” (Taipingjing, Vol. 114)
and developed the notion that “Sheng is another alternative body of Tao” (in Laozi Xiang Er
Zhu, Chap. 25). And then a conception of “preferring leading a mouse life rather than being a
passing emperor” pronounced by Santiannei Jiejing came out during Liu’s Song Dynasty of
Southern Dynasties. It finally matured in Taishanglaojun Neiguanjing, a book that emerged
during Sui–Tang transition, summarized the ideal pursuit of Taoism as “Sheng and Tao
merging into an organic whole” or “Sheng and Tao become one and the same,” and penetrated
deeply into the Taoist understanding of the ultimate meaning of the universe and life.
Nevertheless, since the required form of expression and process of analysis of Taoist
philosophy are absent in the classical Taoist teachings, we should expound a theoretical
system for Taoist philosophy through the exploration of the kernel and value concern of the
classical Taoist creed and teachings with reference to the modern perspectives. In this way, the
gap between the traditional and the modern would be bridged, the latent value of Taoist
thought that exists in our lives will also be brightened and exploited, and Taoism in the
modernization process can also be clearly and positively defined in the value domain and can
also serve the society with its foresight capacity in a more appealing form of modern
expression.

The three ideological themes can be roughly split into five categories: “there-and-then and
here-and-now,” “the transcendental and the reality,” “the infinite and the finite,” “the
connotation and the symbol,” and “the lofty and the humble.” Mainly denoting the
relationship between human society and the ideal Heaven preached by religions, the category
“there-and-then and here-and-now” reflects whether the varied religions denounce or
pronounce the “here-and-now” world or whether they consider the “here-and-now” world a
complement for the “there-and-then world.” In a more concrete way, the category “the
transcendental and the reality” signifies whether the ideal world of heaven depends on or is
separated from the practical world. It offers an explanation of the existence and historical
process of human beings and demonstrates how the Savior or the ideal personality in the realm
of religion saves humans from the sea of worldly sufferings and how humans achieve freedom
of life with the view of establishing a practical example for the human ideal spiritual life.
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Essentially, a concrete form of the category “the infinite and the finite,” the understanding of
life and death, from the metaphysical point of view reveals the essence of the life-in-itself and
the essence of the world-in-itself. This is the part of Taoism that is most closely associated
with the rationalist philosophy. In the history of human civilization, the understandings of the
problem of life and death indicated in the systems of civilization with traditions of abstract
sophistication provide many and colorful spiritual resources, which still influence the minds
of hundreds of thousands until the present. Rich contents in accordance with the principle of
rationalist philosophy are included in the creeds of various religions, aiming at offering an
answer to the problem of whether life is meaningful or not.

There exists a gap between the remote and beautiful there-and-then world and the practical
secular here-and-now world. And what is the way out? Religious rituals with rich
connotations constitute the bridge between Heaven and the earthly world and between
divinity and all kinds of creatures. Thereby, daily trivialities also possess loftiness and lead
people to the transcendental state of “being with the divinity” step by step. Almost all human
civilizations integrated by religion manifest human’s longings, complaints, and yearning to
confess oneself to the divinity in an exclusively symbolized way. As a result, it integrates itself
with the norms of ethics and law, absorbs the positive factors in human life, and eliminates the
negative elements and social centrifugal forces. Therefore, the more that one is close and loyal
to the practice of the valued ideal preached by religious teachings, the more praise and
acknowledgement he will receive. All the great personalities who emerged in various
historical stages were sincerely respected by their contemporaries, which was passed down
generation after generation because of their achievement of Tao. The great, lofty, and
immortal personality does not rest with descent, fortune, family status, or appearance.
Whether life is creative or degraded becomes the watershed of value judgment for Taoism.
The judgment of being sublime or humble, through specifications of concrete and different
ladders of the achievement of Tao, indicates that social members dwell in different spiritual
states, and this again corresponds to the attention given by the religious creeds to the value
problem.

The inner structure and inner interrelation of Taoist philosophy

According to the principles and notions mentioned above, we should concentrate our
investigation of the kernel of Taoist philosophy on the central issue of “extrication from
death” to explore the fundamental value concern and the outlook on life of Taoism.

The there-and-then world is not isolated from the practical here-and-now world, and “life”
and “death” each has at least three layers of content. The existence of the individual is a
natural process, of which death is a part, but the meaning of death varies from one to another.
Taoism channels natural life into value concern and emphasizes that the achievement of Tao is
the conquest of death. The reason why the there-and-then world represents the realization of
“rebirth” and perpetuity of life and becomes a criterion by which the extent of human practice
is judged is that only in the unity of time and space can life roost. Life, the most precious gift
given by God, requires serious treatment by everyone. Although the turnover of life into death
means that the universe is recalling something that initially belonged to it, it represents a
substantially different kind of value to the existence of the individual. Life is the universe’s
anticipation and appreciation of human spiritual creation, and death is the dark Acheron’s
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accommodation of the fallen soul. Perhaps, the transformation of life into death seems
extremely sharp and steep. Death’s concealing the splendor of life illustrates the inability of
life. Obviously, the “self” has lost its “subjectivity.”However, the wise men (the man who has
acquired intuition of the ultimate of the universe and life) think in a substantially different
way: they consider the endless life creation as a present in return for the wisdom of the
universe, which not only illuminates the universe but also achieves the perpetuity of life.
Whether the self is thoroughly crumbled by nature or stands the tests of nature by
accommodating it constitutes the difference between good and evil.

The difference arises once the natural lives of the individuals are placed in the there-and-
then heaven world, the here-and-now practical world, or the Acheron, which does not result
from the deliberate arrangement by the Creator but is a manifestation of the hierarchy of the
subjective self’s achievement of Tao. The notion that the individual is the unity of natural
existence and social existence preconditions the establishment of the value criterion and the
understanding of the meaning of life. According to the natural existence and natural properties
of the individual, reflecting on the value and the meaning of life, we can conclude that the
unity of the body and the spirit preconditions the existence of the individual, that the
perception, the feeling, and the will are the attributes of the organic whole of life, and that
death means separation of the body from the spirit or the exhaustion of the capacity of spiritual
action. However, natural life has been thrown into various groups of society; the value of the
subjectivity of the self that can perceive and practice lies in the surpassing of the confinement
of the necessity, the limitation of the self, and in the free steering of one’s life. Meanwhile,
consciousness of social value norms becomes one of the criteria by which we can judge
whether an ordinary life can reach the state of freedom or not.

It goes without saying that individual life is the very performer of active perception and
practice. The Taoist sublime understanding of the finite lies in the notion of breaking the
destiny of the time-limited life and therefore realizing the perpetuity of life. Not in the ethereal
Heaven or in the illusory afterlife but in the growth of life does the self finally fulfill the value
and meaning of the individual existence through his deep apprehension of the world.
Neisheng Waiwang, a principle representing the value concern of the principle of Shengdao
Heyi in the practical world, works as a criterion for the degree of realization of the value of the
self. Neisheng denotes intuition of the universe and the existence of the individual and the
surpassing of the finite life. Waiwang means construction of a reasonable and just society
through an individual’s spiritual achievements and letting those who have not reached the
realm of freedom also enjoy the blessing and beneficence of life. Spiritual achievement of Tao
and freedom should be practiced and realized in such a life process. Taoism holds that this is
the only criterion with perpetuity and absoluteness for the intuition of the Tao, or the testifying
of the Tao, and the accomplishment of the Tao. Only this can bring us to reality, not illusion.
All the things acknowledged by the humans practically and directly possess their value and
meaning through specific individual life. Death denies the value of creation and the dignity of
the existence of the individual. It becomes a matter of course that the achievement of Tao
surpasses death.

Through in-depth analysis of the empirical phenomena and exploration of the organic
function, Taoist philosophers believe that, through the adjustment of an individual’s inner
energy or the complement of the outer material elements, one can restore damage to the initial
inherent harmony caused in the course of perception and practice and can regain a rebirth and
become “the absolute” that never fades. Only through the perception of and practice in the
objective world can the inner attributes and structure and the outer functions of life be
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uncovered. The most prominent energy of life lies in the intuition of the essence of the
universe and the free choice of life. The Heaven is a healthy development of the practical life
and value of the self, the Acheron, the direct denial. The reality, although not perfect, still can
be accepted grudgingly. Only in the contradiction between worry and uneasiness, anxiety and
longing, and suspicion and expectation exhibited in the real society and by putting religious
care of value into practice wholeheartedly can the self create happiness of “this life” and
realize future perpetuity. To life, reality is a crossroad with hopes and traps, and opportunity is
concerned not with which reality to choose but with the creation of a future without
escapement from reality and the melting of the self into the there-and-then world. Hereby, the
whole system of Taoist value unfolds.

To explore the origin of existence and the motion mechanism of everything in the universe
based on previous achievements in this domain, Taoism points out that Yuanqi, a certain kind
of crude and primitive air, is the most elementary element of everything in the universe;
Yuanqi is the unity of Yin and Yang. The conflicts and contradictions between Yin and Yang
produce the motion and evolution of everything, and the inner structure and relationship
between the superior and inferior and between the principal and the subordinate of the
regularity and the necessity of the motion of the things in the universe rest on the extent to
which the Yuanqi polymerizes. The hiding and the appearance and the existence and the
disappearance of things in the universe, as a matter of fact, are manifestations of the growth
and decline of the relative strength of the two sides, Yin and Yang. No matter how long
individual things in the universe exist, the absoluteness of their birth, evolution, and death is
irresistible. But Yuanqi, and the universe as a whole, can live forever and never die. Applying
the notion to the issue of immortality of life, we can, through intuition of the essence of
universe and life and through reasonable manipulation of the material means, overstep the
limit of finiteness imposed on individuals and finally fulfill the complete accomplishment of
the potentiality of life. After that, the human world would become paradise, and the earthly
world would become the Heaven world.

In the exploration of the interrelationship between the finite self and the infinite universe,
Taoism went through various stages of cosmology and ontology. The pursuit of immortality
of life by returning to the origin and source is aimed at returning to the source and origin that
continuously creates, the Yuanqi. This notion is developed from an understanding of
cosmology, which, if reviewed philosophically, is an analogy drawn between the existence of
the individual and of the universe. The ontological considerations show that the spiritual
activities, the perception, the feeling, and the will are actually manifestations of the essential
being of self. Thus, the traditional theory of the unity of body and spirit progressed into the
theory of the nature of mind with ontology as its theoretical backing. With regard to the mani-
festation and the inner cause of motion and change, Taoist ontology commenced in the South–
North dynasties and matured in the Sui–Tang dynasties, culminating in Chongxuanxue.
Originally, it is an inheritance and development of the thought of Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi in the
pre-Qin period, Xuanxue metaphysics in the Wei–Jin dynasties, and the teachings of
Buddhism. Investigating the history of the evolution of Taoist thought, we find that the two-
fold requirement of understanding and practice determines the extent to which the Taoist
philosophy develops. The historical achievements made in the Sui–Tang Dynasties became a
marked milestone in the history of Taoist philosophy. This is because the Neidanxue in the
Song–Jin–Yuang dynasties is the lineal inheritance of the thought of Chongxuanxue, while
the latter is the perfect intensified synthesis of its previous philosophical thoughts. It is of
great philosophical significance that mature Taoist Neidanxue reasonably and completely
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absorbs the positive elements of the various aspects of Taoist thought and practice, restages
the birth and growth of the universe through exploring individual life, and uncovers the
essence of the universe, and therefore, its content can better stand the tests and be universally
practiced. Its practical achievements can endure challenges from simple empirical facts and
rationality.

In the logical construction of Taoist philosophy, the four concepts, sheng (the life), qi (the
air), Tao (the way), and xin (the mind), are of overwhelming importance and became the
kernel categories of Taoist philosophy. By taking a universal stance of philosophizing, we can
see that an analysis of their connotation and interrelationship is like an exploration made by
classical philosophy of two problems: the problem of being as being and the problem
concerning the relationship between the individual existence and the essential being, put in
the traditional Taoist words, the problem of the relationship between you (being) and wu
(nonbeing). Taoism is well known for its discovery of the wu (nonbeing), of which the most
fundamental meaning is “free of specification” and the other meaning is “potentiality.” It
differs from other things that are tangible and can be quantified. However, the absolute wu
does not exist. Sheng is the yardstick used for discriminating potentiality and reality; however,
both are manifestations of different levels of obviousness of the same Yuanqi. It makes the
problem of the relationship between the finiteness and the infiniteness more prominent, and
the ontological explanation of the relationship between finiteness of individual things and the
infiniteness of the universe is the fundamental premise of Taoist philosophy. In the field of life
outlook, if we accept that every individual is a member of the universe, we must tackle the
contradiction between the practically impossible perpetuity of finite individuals and the
ultimate ideal. Taoist philosophers accepted the theory of yinyang wuxing, which took its
mature form in the Han dynasty and held that the human body is a self-sufficient system and a
concrete and micro representation of the universe and that the continuous complement of the
motion energy of the Yuanqi for life can dynamically balance an individual’s energy and
realize a human being’s perpetuity of life. But the ultimate extrication rests on the spiritual
achievement of Tao, which is the only basis of the perpetuity of life. If there exists any minor
and slight insufficiency in the apprehension of the essence of the universe and life, the creative
energy of life will not be completely manifested in the world. This is not only a loss of active
creativity but also a manifestation of an inadequate realization of self-value. The meaning of
perpetuity of life does not lie in the exemption from the decay of body, and connotation of
immortality, in the ultimate sense, means existing forever with the universe. As far as the
essential meaning of life and death goes, the difference between longevity and dying young
rests with whether the potentiality of life has been thoroughly and completely exploited.

Thinking over the Taoist understandings of the purification and the perpetuity of life
carefully, we find that they are originally explanations of questions in different fields. To the
human spiritual life, perception, practice, and value are all concrete manifestations of different
aspects of meaning. To the cool-minded Taoist philosophers, the ultimate pursuit of perpetuity
of life is always considered the final limit of the realization of self-value, which means that the
existential meaning of the individual self has arrived at the same height as the universe has.
This is, by no means, a defense of the fact that life can achieve perpetuity but a symbolized
expression of transcendency. The identity of being and existence has successfully
demonstrated that the essence of the self does not differ from that of the universe. And the
universal essence of the universe emerges only in the purified mind of the self. Hence, only by
seeking help from exploration of the essence of the self, other than the description and
interpretation of it, through the accumulation of knowledge, can the self spiritually embrace
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the whole world and overcome the estrangement between the finite self and infinite universe.
Basing its thoughts on the value of the existence of the individual, Taoism underwent changes
in its logical structures and established the unity of body and spirit as the premise of the
meaning and value of individual life. The development of perception and practice gives the
initially empty life a richer content and depth. Only after the insight and awareness of the essential
meaning of the universe and life have been achieved can the self break through the limits of
empirical experience and realize complete inosculation between the mind of the self and the
reality of the universe.

In the field of human life, Gehong’s heroic spirit of “robbing the heaven and the earth of the
creation power” is the very manifestation of the foregoing thought of Taoism. Between the
individual existence and the essential being, on the one hand, the more profound the under-
standing of the mechanism of individual life is, the more complete the achievement of Tao is,
i.e., the understanding of the essential being of the self. On the other hand, the more
reasonable an adjustment to the “ought to” state of the self-life one makes, the longer the life
will last, the more abundant experience one will absorb, the more complete knowledge one
will embrace, and the more creativity one will contribute to the society. In regard to the
conscious pursuit of human life, it means the restaging of the motion, change, and inner
mechanism of the universe in the existence of the individual. Once the mind of the self
apprehends the relationship among the inner structure, attributes, and the outer function, it
attains the intuition of the universe, or put it in another way, the realization of the freedom of
the human life. “Perpetual,” as a matter of fact, is the synonym of “infinite.”The perpetual and
perfect there-and-then world implies a finite practical world with which it confronts. Practical
meaning admits of no hasty denial but is eventually infinitely distant from the Perfect Good.
Only by breaking the chain of life-and-death can the self be heightened to the completely pure
and perfect perpetual world.

On the other hand, what makes the universal essence uncovered by the spiritual achieve-
ment of Tao the determining power and fundamental yardstick of all values is that the Taoist
and the Taoist elaboration of the you and wu has logically established the absoluteness and
perpetuity of the Tao and accordingly expounded the relative value of the human cultural
creation, regardless of the ethics, law, or the knowledge used for dealingwith theworld. The principle
shengtao heyi points out that, in theworld filledwith everlasting vitality, life is the greatest and direct
value of Tao, which is, of course, the deep insight into the existence of the individual and the
relationship between the individual existence and the essential being. Even more important, the
practical individual is the individual thing, and the individual grasps Tao by the heart and the heart is
enlightened by the Tao (Taishang Laojun Neiguanjing). The meaning of life exempted from the
threat of death completely lies in the insight into the universe and human life. Shenxian (the celestial
being), “the absolute” surpassing of the limit imposed by life and death, through the sincere
practicing of the being of life and the intuition of the universe, achieves the infinitely vertical and
horizontal expansion of the finite life and is free of any earthly involvement and thus enjoys a perfect
and purified life. Thus, the transformation from a commonmortal to the shenxian is themost brilliant
achievement of human life. It is because of the intuition of mind possessed by the existent individual
that the value judgment could discover and interpret the meaning of the world and therefore become
the yardstick used for measuring other values.

It is because of the Tao itself that its absoluteness and perpetuity constitute the cause and
origin of the being. Therefore, Tao, whose most fundamental content is ziran wuwei
(inaction), becomes the cause of the being of all other things. It is clearly elucidated by the
School of Zhuang that “The being is not born out of the being, but, just the opposite, the non-
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being. While the non-being still has a being, that is non-being.”1 How does a finite individual
attain absoluteness and perpetuity? The Taoist explanation starts with a double-fold angle.
Exploring the existential value of the subjective self by appealing to the identity of being and
existence, the self is the potential shenxian, and the shenxian is the realized self. Looking into
the creation and activity of the subject-self, we find that the breakthrough of the infiniteness of
the self and the attainment of the freedom in the practical world require the subject-self’s
complete exploitation of the inherent nature. On the one hand, the capacity of understanding
should be exerted to the utmost; on the other hand, it should not exceed the inherent limit to
destroy the inherent harmonious structure and order. Extending to the field of understanding,
it expresses the integration of knowledge and value. All knowledge can be given full scope to
perform and can thus tackle the complicated issues of perception and practice. While with
respect to life outlook, it is the wisdom’s purging of the vulgar ideas and the Taoist
philosophers’ expressions of “no self,” “no mind,” and “no feeling” that indicate the
accomplishment of the purification process of the mind. Now, the gap between the human and
the God is abridged, and the vulgar becomes a sage and gains a rebirth. The principle that
things will develop in the opposite direction when they become extreme determines the
splitting and changing of everyone’s energy and materializes my thorough extrication and
intuition of the essence of the universe and the meaning of life. Then, the individual will find
that the world is perfect when confronting it; therefore, freedom is the consciousness and
compliance of the necessity and the law. All the value and meaning manifested by human
spiritual activities are the concrete content in the process of realizing freedom and are the
dimensions from which the individual self understands the world. Nevertheless, only after
thorough purification and the complete exploitation of the potentiality can the mind of the self
grasp the ultimate entity, Tao.

In practical life, the ideal personality identical with the Tao cannot not be conquered by
anything. Concretely speaking, the ideal personality can eliminate its infinite wisdom, which
springs from the enlightened intuition of the mind, no matter if it faces the emotional and
desire perplexities arising from the natural needs of life, or the regulation from the earthly
value norms, or even the ignorance of the infinite world when confronting it, and can still live
easily without any earthly worries. This indestructible personality power attracts people
closely and tightly, and the insight arising from the spiritual achievement of Tao points out the
direction for the development of human beings. In some sense, the growth of the future human
lives is a demonstration of the transcendental state achieved by theWiser. However, analyzing
the self’s achievement from the epistemological perspective, we shall reach a conclusion that
it is still a manifestation of the principle of ziran wuwei. This is because of the fact that only
when the energy of individual existence is reasonably displayed in the world can the self-
value be successfully demonstrated and that any slight timidity will cause the estrangement
between the individual existence and the essential being and, thus, a life-long regret. Thus, the
world is splendid because of life, and life is magnificent because of the manifestation of
meaning.

Among the most characteristic Taoist theories, the function of the rationalist thinking is to
explain the value ideal of shengtao heyi. The logical construction of Taoist philosophy is
based on the Taoist value concern, and its reasoning process and its explanation of the
interrelationship between its various contents thus conforms to the Taoist spiritual
temperament and the contemporary analysis of value ideal. It goes without saying that the

1Gengsangchu, Chapter 23.
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logical construction of Taoist philosophy should, based on a clear specification of the
structure of the value system of the Taoist teaching, uncover the interrelationship between its
themes and justify the Taoist value concern and its pursuit of ideals, through the apprehension
of the ideological theme and connotation of Taoism.

The position and the features of Taoist practice

Religious practice is the direct extension and manifestation of its value concern and ultimate
pursuit. Taoism considers the morality, the ethics, the law, and the norms regulating the
secular society an important part of life practice and admits their positive effects and practical
justification but denies their dominating status in the process of fully exploiting the
potentiality of the individual. It is this kind of value concern that initiates the special path of
Taoism for life practice. Later on, Taoist practice was named as Neidan and Waidan, which
absorbed almost all the scientific achievements made in the ancient times. However, in the
field of everyday life, Taoism expresses the Chinese longing for the pursuit of the present and
the future concretely and intricately through complex and varied sacrificial rites. The rites,
closely combined with the practice of production, become the great force for shaping the
personality of Chinese people. Therefore, the Taoist value concern and its ideal pursuit
determine its way of practice, and the way of Taoist practice and its splendid achievements
jointly lead to Taoism’s continuous creation and reform in return. However, its inherent
defects seriously hinder its process of modernization.

Life is a miracle of the universe, and its riddle is one of the most complex problems that
humans face and one that humans will always encounter and deal with. The path for life
practice is jointly built by the Neidan and the Waidan. Waidan, though, cannot fulfill the
Taoist pursuit of the perpetuity of life practically and logically and tightens the Taoist
connection between nature and knowledge and practice of individuals. AndWaidan, a way of
practice embracing various disciplines of knowledge and guided by great ideals, constitutes a
strong drive for social and cultural progress. It has been proven that the practice ofNeidan can
effectively adjust and regulate one’s physiological and psychological processes. The
acknowledgements of the practice and the value of Neidan by Taoist philosophers and
practitioners reflect a kind of deep and direct experience that differs substantially from the
logical construction of knowledge. It is another issue whether one can attain his intuition of
life through this way of practice. However, we should first bear in mind that Neidan and
Waidan are not just the operative techniques used for adjusting and regulating the body and
the mind but also the highest mission of leading people to exert their potentiality to the utmost
and attain their intuition of the essence of life. We should be highly cautious and alert when
facing the extremely comprehensive and complex Taoist exploration of life.

Starting with the value norms and the standards of value judgment put forward by Taoism
and through the explanations of the contents on various layers of its value system, Taoism sets
forth a mutual-corresponding way of practice. The life practice of Waidan and Neidan is
central to the system, and the practice of the social value norms regarding the self and the
society are important parts of the value system. Taoism holds that the accomplishment of
personality should rely on the conscious adaptation to this value system. Practice, as the
foremost religious element, takes on the form of the unity of life practice and moral practice in
the Taoist creed system. Life practice embraces the double-fold content, wisdom, and
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perpetuity of life. Moral practice displays individuals’ responsibilities for the earthly world
through concrete activities of practice in answering the call of religious faith and test the
extent of its adherents’ acceptance of their faith. The concrete criteria are reflected in the
conscious practice of taboos, dharma, moral convictions, andNeidan andWaidan. The way of
practice established through the intuition and insight of the process of self-life activities is
combined with the standardized and systematized life practice constituted by the symbolized
contents of the rites. They are linked up because of faith.

Now, Taoist life practice can be divided into three interrelated layers of contents, with the
life practice as the core or chief axis and the moral practice and living practice as the two
wings. In this way, the Taoist life practice becomes a whole covering all the content of human
life. These pluralized ways of practice provide people in various periods of history with a
reliable path for their self-realization and thus greatly enrich the Taoist value ideal. Since life
practice relates to every aspect of material production and spiritual life, the realization of one’s
ideal value leads every person in the secular world to unify life practice and the material,
spiritual, and cultural creations and to experience satisfaction in the spiritual world. In a more
universal sense, Taoism should logically consider it a way of life for achieving self-
transcendency based on the existence of individuals. The standardized and proceduralized
methods, manifested by the concrete forms of practice and symbolism, become the bridge and
medium by which the world of meaning can be disclosed. The secular and ordinary activities
are endowed with holiness and loftiness, and activities of the individuals and the universe will
strike a sympathetic chord, even to a limited extent. The participation of the finite self in the
world makes the world and the self a closely organized whole that cannot be split and makes
the meaning and value of the universe and human society manifest in the spiritual world of
individuals. Therefore, Taoism holds that to be a good man is the most fundamental
requirement for every member of a society. To be a good man is to obey various concrete
regulations put forward by Taoist creeds and to conform to the order of the universe and the
essence of the self through active practice.

A brief comment

The theory taking life to be the unity of body and spirit, in the fundamental sense, is more
reasonable when compared with the theory that separates body and spirit. But to some extent,
it can also obscure the distinction between body and spirit. This is the major problem that the
reformation of Taoist philosophy faces. In connection with this problem, the heavy emphasis
on life makes the spirit of being martyr for religion in Taoism, even in the whole Chinese
traditional culture, not as obvious as that in Islam and Christianity. Owing to the profound
influence of the naturalist life outlook of the Taoist school of Lao Zi (老子) and Zhuang Zi
(庄子), Taoism, in its whole system of teachings, does not take the good and the evil in the
universe and in life to be two opposites and does not take the good to be the conquest of the
evil. Positively speaking, Taoism opens itself to foreign cultures in a welcoming manner, of
which the assimilation of Buddhism into Chinese culture and the infiltration of Manichaeism
into Taoism are examples. Negatively speaking, cohesion and purity are certainly
discounted. If it is the case that purity is not a synonym of monotony and cohesion, not
the opposite of absorption, then the problems, such as how to maintain Taoist advantages,
how to purge or reinterpret the witchcraft factors in Taoism that do not consistent with
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modern life, and how to heighten the rational characters, should be seriously dealt with in the
process of modernization of Taoism.

It is true that, in its long history of evolution, the Taoist value system and way of life
established along the development of the relationship between the nature and the society with
the self as the center has underwent some changes. The problem is that Taoist understanding is
initially based on the conformity with empirical facts but is greatly exaggerated. From the
point of view of understanding and sympathy, the exaggerated parts should be thought as re-
flections of the free and eternal pursuit of good will. However, to make it consistent with the ideas
of modern life, we should restore its original scale and border without sacrificing the ultimate
ideals of Taoism. We should also carefully analyze those factors that conform to the empirical
facts and exploit their potential values.

In brief, in spiritual makings, Taoism tends to be realistic, progressive, and practical
without contradicting with the ideal, the modest, and the speculative. The two aspects seem to
be woven into the Taoism. Taoism has a cultural character full of lingering charm, which is
hard to be expressed clearly by any single standard of evaluation criterion and structure of
thought. Maybe that is the reason why Taoism has its everlasting charms.
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