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PART I: 

-
JUSTIFICATION 

-



As an English major I feel that I have been taught to look at literature 

in a three step process. First, I read and think critically about what I have 

before me; second, I research and interpret that information; and finally I 

communicate my interpretation. This is the method that I chose in doing 

my Honors 499 Thesis Project". 

The body of work that I decided to work with is the Tao Te Ching by Lao 

Tzu. It is a text giving insight to the Chinese Philosophy of Taoism. I read 

the Tao and researched it and the method of communication I chose for my 

interpretation was a creative one. I decided to do a multi-media 

presentation using slides, videotape, music and a recording of someone 

reading the Tao. 

The video images would be located in between two slide screens which 

would represent the Yin and Yang of Chinese Philosophy and it's concept of 

opposite worlds. The video i~ages presented would be the place in which 

the two opposing worlds come together. The music would be a meditation 

tape entitled "Garden of Serenity". It consists of a mix of water sounds, 

Eastern Flute and temple bells and would provide the calm atmosphere 

that surrounds the Tao. The voice over would be a taped recording of 

Stephen Mitchell reading his own translation of Ihe Tao Ie Ching. I would 

serve Chinese herbal tea and cakes following the presentation, in order to 

facilitate a discussion about the Tao and create a relaxed, calm 

atmosphere. 



-

-

When shooting footage an-d taking pictures for the project, I would 

look for a continuity in form and pattern. This would be found in both the 

natural and industrial world. It would be my hope to find a link between 

all things and create the same "oneness" and "balance" that is the 

essence of Tao Te Ching. 



PART II: 

- INTRODUCTION TO THE TAO 

-



The Tao Te ching can be translated to mean The Book of the Way and of 

How It Manifests Itself in the world or quite simply The Book of the Way. 

It is 81 chapters long, with each chapter taking on poetic quality in both 

structure and metaphor (Mitchell, viii). It's content is plainly. what the 

title suggests. It is a book which gives guidance to those which wish to 

find the "Tao" or the "Way" of the universe as it appears in our natural 

world. It's principals are simple yet at the same time, rather elusive. 

Written sometime between 604-517 B.C. in China, the Tao Te Ching itself 

was manifest as a reaction against the staunch ritual and logic of the 

time (Koller, 231). 

Not much is known about the author of the Tao Te Ching; if there was 

anyone author at all. Chinese folk tales tell us of a mystical man who was 

born at the age of 70 on the fourteenth of September, 604 B.C .. He called 

himself Li Erh (Plum Ear), but since his hair was already white, the 

people called him Lao Tzu, meaning Old Boy. As Lao Tzu became disgusted 

with the decay of the Chou dynasty, he decided to depart, in pursuit of a 

more congenial atmosphere. When he was about to leave the Middle 

kingdom, a gatekeeper asked Lao Tzu if he would compose a book about 

life. Lao Tzu returned with his book, which he called the Tao Te Ching, 

gave it to the gatekeeper and headed West never to be heard from again 

(Welch, 1). 



-

The term "Taoism" itself is problematical. It serves the dual function 

of referring to both the "Philosophy of the Tao" and the "Religion of the 

Tao". There is a large difference between the two. The religion came about 

around 150 B.C. as a result of attempting to intellectualize the Taoist 

philosophy and ritualize it into a worshiping construct (Henricks, xi). As a 

result, Lao Tzu, the mysterious author of the Tao Te Ching. was dieified 

and worshipped. In studies relating to my work on the IaQ, I decided not to 

include the religious aspect. To me, it seemed that to turn the Tao Te 

Ching into a religion was to go against the very root of it's nature. Chapter 

38 of the IgQ suggests that when the Tao is lost, there is a downward 

spiral of corruption that ends with ritual and true faith leading to chaos 

and disharmony (Henricks, 7). Due to the nature of my Thesis, I also 

thought that it would be to my benefit to take a purist's view, 

concentrating on the Tao as a. philosophy and focusing on the original texts 

by Lao Tzu. 

The goal of my studies was to find an "essence" of the Tao that would 

be inherent in the personal experience of the Tao Te Ching. I did not want 

to Intellectualize the Tao and miss out on it's beauty and innocence, like 

Chapter 71 states, "Not knowing is true knowledge"(Mitchell~ 71). 

However, I also realized that I would need to rationalize and materialize 

some of it's concepts in order to meet the needs of my thesis. This would 
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definitely require some in-depth thought, so I decided to follow the 

advice of chapter 5 of the Tao and "Hold on to the center" (Mitchell, 5). 

strove to find a balance and harmony between thought and feeling, and 

accomplished it. The concepts that I chose to focus on and bring out in my 

thesis had to do with the Tao's view of "oneness" and it's notions of 

balance and harmony. 

The Tao Te Ching is pantheistic. It promotes the notion that everything 

is interconnected to everything else. There is a certain "oneness" in all 

things and they are centered in the Tao. Chapter 16 states that "Each 

separate being in the universe returns to the common source" (Mitchell, 

16). The common source is the Tao which "gives birth to all beings". This 

creates a harmony between humankind and nature. In the Tao, man or 

woman is not given dominion over nature, as in the Judeo-Christian 

construct, but is an intricate part of it. Nature, in turn, is then seen as an 

intricate part of him or her. These concepts are present in Native 

American spiritualism which also embraces an intimate relationship 

between humankind and Mother ~a~th. It suggests that there is a balance in 

the natural world that exceeds all else. No matter how "out of balance" 

things seem, as chapter 52 suggests, all things will return to the Tao 

(Mitchell 52). 

The Tao Te Ching is a book about balance. This is no surprise with the 
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prominence of the Yin Yang concept in Chinese Philosophy. For every 

action there is a cause and for every action, are-action. Everything is 

composed of a duality which in the center acheives a balance leading to 

monism. This monism is in turn a manifestation of the "oneness" of all 

things. Chapter 5 suggests that the Tao gives birth to both good and evil 

and that one should hold on to the center (Mitchell, 5). This is also seen in 

Chapter 28 stating "Know the male, yet keep to the female ... Know the 

white, yet keep to the black .. .'1 (Mitchell, 28). This concept of balance 

provides for the integrity of gray areas where Western thought, based on 

Judeo-Christian principals, have assigned absolutes, never entertaining 

the middle ground. The concept of good and evil is an example of this. The 

Tao sees one as being a necessary part of the other, while Christian 

thought separates them, destroying the unifying middle, thus breaking 

apart the balance. 

A realization of the oneness of all things, at all times, and keeping 

that in balance, is the key to the Tao. 



PART III: 

- INVITATION TO THE PRESENTATION 
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PART IV: 

- INFO HANDED OUT AT PRESENTATION 

-



"There was something formless and perfect 
before the universe was born. 
It is serene. Empty. 
Solitary. Unchanging. 
Infi n ite. Eternally present. 
It is the mother of the universe. 
For lack of a better name, 
I call it the Tao. 

It flows through all things, 
inside and outside, and returns 
to the origin of all things. 

The Tao is great. 
The universe is great. 
Earth is great. 
Man is great. 
These are the four great Powers. 

Man- follows the earth. 
The Earth follows the universe. 
The universe follows the Tao. 
The Tao follows only itself". 

-Chapter 25 of the Tao Te Ching 
by Lao Tzu 
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A Brief Introduction to .the Tao Te Ching 

The Tao Te chinQ can be translated to mean The Book of the Way and of 

How It Manifests Itself in the world or quite simply The Book of the Way. 

It is 81 chapters long, with each chapter taking on poetic qual ity in both 

structure and metaphor. It's content is plainly what the title suggests. It 

is a book which gives guidance to those which wish to find the "Tao" or 

the "Way" of the universe as ~t appears in our natural world. It's 

principals are simple yet at the same time, rather elusive. The Tao is 

pantheistic: everything which exists is part of the Tao and the Tao is a 

part of everything that exists. The Tao manifests the concept of active 

non-action expressed through the concept of the "uncarved block". Active 

non-action differs from pacifism in that it is not passive at all, but 

rather quite active. The Tao is both good and evil at the same time, yet is 

neither all along. One can begin to see the problems in trying to 

"intellectualize" the Tao with concepts such as these. The simple truth IS 

that it isn't meant to be. Written sometime between 604-517 B.C. in 

China, the Tao Te ChinQ itself was manifest as a reaction against the 

staunch ritual and logic of the time. 

Not much is known about the author of the Tao Te Ching; if there was 

anyone author at all. Chinese folk tales tell us of a mystical man who was 

born at the age of 70 on the fourteenth of September, 604 B.C .. He called 

himself Li Erh (Plum Ear), but since his hair was already white, the 

people called him Lao Tzu, meaning Old Boy. As Lao Tzu became disgusted 

with the decay of the Chou dynasty, he decided to depart, in pursuit of a 

more congenial atmosphere. When he was about to leave the Middle 

kingdom, a gatekeeper asked Lao Tzu if he would compose a book about 

life. Lao Tzu returned wit.h his b09k., which he called the Tao Te ChinQ, 

gave it to the gatekeeper and headed West never to be heard from again. 



-

Please write down any reactions or feelings that you have 

towards the presentation as a whole. It will be valuable to me 

on both a personal and academic level. Thank you. 



PART V: 

- INTRODUCTION TO PRESENTATION 



--
First of all, I would 1 ike to thank all of you for coming. I 

understand that this is a particularly busy week for everyone 

and its my hope that i can provide a momentary oasis or relief 

from the stress. 

The invitations you received not too long ago, invited you 

to an experience of the tao. It's my guess that not too many 

people were real clear as to what the Tao is and let me state 

that that is not necessarily a bad thing. You bring with you an 

innocent perspective to this experience. After reading the very 

brief introduction to the Tao, which I gave you when you came in. 

you can see that Taoism is an eastern philosophy. It's a 

philosophy that has fascinated me ever since I first stumbled 

upon the .I?:.9. ...... .l.~_ ..... G.hJ..Q . .9.. by Lao tzu four years ago in Bracken 

Library. After that. my interest was sparked and in my spare time 

I read a few various books deal ing with the Tao. 1 iking some and 

disliking others. It was a process of subtle learning. Looking 

back on varying experiences in my life. with the gift of 

hindsight. I realized that the ideas expressed in the Tao Te ...••....................... _ ...... 

. G .. Q ... LQ_.g .. had had a profound effect. whether I real i zed it at the 

moment or not. The more I looked the more I saw that the Tao 

continually had a way of quietly floating to the surface, 

effecting calm ripples across my life. This project is a perfect 

example. 



It all began one afternoon when Mrs. Cooksey and I had a 

meeting of the minds and spirits and she agreed to be my advisor 

on my thesis endeavor. Only. at the time my intention was to 

write a study on either the presence or absence of spirituality 

in western literature. After a few brainstorming sessions. the 

spirituality began to take on a direction: the East. We both had 

a tremendous interest in this part of the world and our 

discussions were on fire. Books deal ing with these themes were 

fly i n g t h r 0 ugh the air. .? ... ~.D. ...... ~(l .. 9 ......... ~ .. b .. ~ .... A..r.: ... ~ ..... .9...t ... M . .9. ... ~ .. .9. .. .r.: .. c.:.y. ... c.:.J ... ~ .. 

. M.~.J .. (l .. != ... ~ . .Q.~.Q_.c.:_.~.. • QQ.~. • I.b .. ~ .... T.~ . .9. ....... .9. .. f... .... .f'. .. .9. .. .9. ... b .. ! Wa ita sec 0 n d I tho ugh t. The 

I.~..9. .. _ .. .9...f. .... .f'.. . .9. . .9. .. b. there it is again, that Tao thing - maybe i 'd better" 

pay attention. So i told Mrs. Cooksey about my ongoing interest 

in the Tao and decided to focus in on that. My thesis changed 

form as I decided to tackle "The presence of Taoism in Western 

literature. As I began reading further on in the subject of 

Taoism, I once again found myself entranced by the lao Tzu texts. 

It was then that another new direction took hold as I decided to 

look at the I..~..9.._ .... T.~ ..... G. .. tU .. I}.g. i tsel f as 1 i terature. Mrs. Cooksey was 

behind me 1001. I dove into texts, we discussed. compared-it's 

interesting to note on a sideline that Taoism as a philosophy 

parallels very closely to the Hopi Indian spiritualism of the 

South Western United States. We took these ideas and ran. but I 

began to notice some big difficulties that I was having in 

trying to "understand" the Tao. 



-

-

-

That night I came face to face with both the problem and the 

solution. I was reading the .T.~ . .9. ....... 9...f ....... Pooh and came across a 

paragraph that stopped me dead in my tracks. It 1 ik'ened a 

scholarly dissertation of the Tao to that of an "intellectual 

mortitian". who is able to pick it apart but will never see the 

life in it. This bothered me. This really really bothered me. 

After all That was exactly what I was striving to do. My whole 

goal was to "intellectualize" this philosophy into.3, nice little. 

neatly packaged paper complete with lots of words ending in 

"isms". reassurances from "experts" and black and white answers 

to all of it's paradoxes. After accomplishing that. I would be 

conqueror of the Tao. free to basque in complete understanding 

and hailed in academic triumph. So basically. I had the rug 

pulled out from underneath me. What was I going to do? The answer 

came to me the next day while I was on a long car trip. I was 

noticing the passing scenery and all of it's beauty and non

beauty. when it occurred to me. that it was all a manifestation 

of the Tao. The exciting thing is that this was not a thought. 

but a feel ing. For a fleeting moment I felt a connection with my 

surroundings-even at 75,-i mean 55 mph. As the weekend passed. I 

kept reflecting back upon that single moment. I began to wonder 

if it were possible for me to capture it somehow? Maybe I could 

do it in a story or a song? But the more I thought about it. the 
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more I realized that those were creative areas of my life that I 

controlled too much. leaving little room for chance. I wanted to 

find something that I knew a bit about but was still naive enough 

so that spontenaity was free take place. That's when the idea of 

media came into play. I had an idea of how to take pictures and 

shoot videos but not much experience at all. It was perfect. I 

could try to capture an essence of the Tao in fleeting moments 

that would represent my own metaphorical interpretation. The 

images would offer enough room so that a view would feel free to 

draw his or her own connections. The more I thought about it. the 

more excited I got. I wrote down ideas. visualized the whole 

event over and over in my head. I would use videotape footage in 

the middle and slides on each side. I would incorperate all of 

the senses: smell. I would have insence: taste. I would serve tea 

and Chinese cookies; hearing, I would have a voice-over of 

somebody reading the Tao to meditative music and sight. with all 

of the images. It would be a feast of multi images and multi 

moments. As the following week went on. my enthusiasm lost it's 

steam. I was in the stage that is usually fatal for ideas whose 

novelties wear out. I was in the "this is stupid" phase. Once you 

get into the planning stage of any seemingly infallible idea. 

vast amounts of skepticism sweep in and if you're not careful. 

they can destroy. It almost happened to me. I had put my concept 



aside and began thinking once again for something "not so dumb". 

Then something peculiar happened. I was in the library and 

bumped into a friend of mine, Julia. I told her that I was in a 

bind because I needed a definite concept for my thesis and very 

innocently, she suggested that I do a multi-media presentation of 

my own interpretation. I didn't bother for the same event to take 

place again. I know a big hint when I hear one and I took heed. 

After some planning and much frustration as to how the media 

services work on this campus, the last week of September I was on 

my way. Arm e d wit hac 0 p y 0 f the T..~.9._ ... .I..~ ........ c::. .. b .. t.Q ... g.. i n my b a c k p 0 c k e t , 

a camera in my right hand and a video camera in my left, I set 

out to find what I could find and let what ever, find me. I spent 

the semester filming, taking pictures, taking notes, writing, 

making self discoveries, and at times getting completely 

frustrated, all of which were related to this project. I began to 

see connections between all of my classes within this project and 

likewise with my life. It became a large part of me and I a large 

part of it. I hoped to create a moment. Nothing more. A fleeting 

moment that gives a sensation, leaving a taste in the palatte. 

wanting more. 

Each one of you have been invited here specifically, because 

you have effected my 1 ife in your own special and pE~rsonal ways. 

Somewhere along the line. our paths have crossed. leaving me 



richer from the experience. There are others, who can't be here 

in this room, but they are indeed with us. 

To all of you, I say thank you. I wouldn't be here now if it 

weren't for the fact that you are you. I present this. my gift 

to you- a part of me-an essence of the Tao. 



PART VI: 

- PERSONAL REACTION 

-
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I have to say that I was extremely pleased with how my presentation 

went. I know the work I put into it, paid off. 

For the final I had a definite pattern as to how the slides and the 

video's would go together, but at the same time it wasn't strict. I 

allowed for spontaneity to occur. Every time I practiced the presentation, 

the music, words, slides and video all started at slightly different times. 

This made the effect just a bit different each time. When I presented it 

on Monday night, the variables came together the best I had seen yet. As a 

matter of fact, my timing got off in the slide sequence and what resulted, 

worked equally or even better than I had originally planned. 

While I didn't get any formal reaction sheets back from the audience, I 

received some very encouraging comments. They ranged from tears; to one 

person telling me that they had been awake all night, thinking only about 

the Tao and their experience; to one person telling me that she felt 

compelled to buy a copy of the Tao of Pooh. To know that something I 

created made this much of a positive impact, is a very rewarding 

experience. 

This thesis has been a fountain of experience and personal growth that 

I feel has made a difference in my life. Someone asked me later that 

Monday night how I felt, now that my thesis was all over. I thought about 

it and replied, that even though it may be over, it had only just begun. 
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