
A Chinese Sage

(Speaker, February 8, 1890.)

An eminent Oxford theologian once remarked that his only objection to modern progress was that
it progressed forward instead of backward--a view that so fascinated a certain artistic
undergraduate that he promptly wrote an essay upon some unnoticed analogies between the
development of ideas and the movements of the common sea-crab. I feel sure the Speaker will not
be suspected even by its most enthusiastic friends of holding this dangerous heresy of
retrogression. But I must candidly admit that I have come to the conclusion that the most caustic
criticism of modern life I have met with for some time is that contained in the writings of the
learned Chuang Tzu, recently translated into the vulgar tongue by Mr. Herbert Giles, Her Majesty's
Consul at Tamsui.

The spread of popular education has no doubt made the name of this great thinker quite familiar
to the general public, but, for the sake of the few and the over-cultured, I feel it my duty to state
definitely who he was, and to give a brief outline of the character of his philosophy.

Chuang Tzu, whose name must carefully be pronounced as it is not written, was born in the fourth
century before Christ, by the banks of the Yellow River, in the Flowery Land; and portraits of the
wonderful sage seated on the flying dragon of contemplation may still be found on the simple
tea-trays and pleasing screens of many of our most respectable suburban households. The honest
ratepayer and his healthy family have no doubt often mocked at the dome-like forehead of the
philosopher, and laughed over the strange perspective of the landscape that lies beneath him. If
they really knew who he was, they would tremble. Chuang Tzu spent his life in preaching the great
creed of Inaction, and in pointing out the uselessness of all useful things. 'Do nothing, and
everything will be done,' was the doctrine which he inherited from his great master Lao Tzu. To
resolve action into thought, and thought into abstraction, was his wicked transcendental aim. Like
the obscure philosopher of early Greek speculation, he believed in the identity of contraries; like
Plato, he was an idealist, and had all the idealist's contempt for utilitarian systems; he was a
mystic like Dionysius, and Scotus Erigena, and Jacob Bohme, and held, with them and with Philo,
that the object of life was to get rid of self-consciousness, and to become the unconscious vehicle
of a higher illumination. In fact, Chuang Tzu may be said to have summed up in himself almost
every mood of European metaphysical or mystical thought, from Heraclitus down to Hegel. There
was something in him of the Quietist also; and in his worship of Nothing he may be said to have in
some measure anticipated those strange dreamers of mediaeval days who, like Tauler and Master
Eckhart, adored the purum nihil and the Abyss. The great middle classes of this country, to whom,
as we all know, our prosperity, if not our civilization, is entirely due, may shrug their shoulders
over all this and ask, with a certain amount of reason, what is the identity of contraries to them,
and why they should get rid of that self-consciousness which is their chief characteristic. But



Chuang Tzu was something more than a metaphysician and an illuminist. He sought to destroy
society, as we know it, as the middle classes know it; and the sad thing is that he combines with
the passionate eloquence of a Rousseau the scientific reasoning of a Herbert Spencer. There is
nothing of the sentimentalist in him. He pities the rich more than the poor, if he even pities at all,
and prosperity seems to him as tragic a thing as suffering. He has nothing of the modern
sympathy with failures, nor does he propose that the prizes should always be given on moral
grounds to those who come in last in the race. It is the race itself that he objects to; and as for
active sympathy, which has become the profession of so many worthy people in our own day, he
thinks that trying to make others good is as silly an occupation as 'beating a drum in a forest in
order to find a fugitive.' It is a mere waste of energy. That is all. While, as for a thoroughly
sympathetic man, he is, in the eyes of Chuang Tzu, simply a man who is always trying to be
somebody else, and so misses the only possible excuse for his own existence.

Yes; incredible as it may seem, this curious thinker looked back with a sigh of regret to a certain
Golden Age when there were no competitive examinations, no wearisome educational systems, no
missionaries, no penny dinners for the people, no Established Churches, no Humanitarian
Societies, no dull lectures about one's duty to one's neighbour, and no tedious sermons about any
subject at all. In those ideal days, he tells us, people loved each other without being conscious of
charity, or writing to the newspapers about it. They were upright, and yet they never published
books upon Altruism. As every man kept his knowledge to himself, the world escaped the curse of
scepticism; and as every man kept his virtues to himself, nobody meddled in other people's
business. They lived simple and peaceful lives, and were contented with such food and raiment as
they could get. Neighbouring districts were in sight, and 'the cocks and dogs of one could be heard
in the other,' yet the people grew old and died without ever interchanging visits. There was no
chattering about clever men, and no laudation of good men. The intolerable sense of obligation
was unknown. The deeds of humanity left no trace, and their affairs were not made a burden for
prosperity by foolish historians.

In an evil moment the Philanthropist made his appearance, and brought with him the mischievous
idea of Government. 'There is such a thing,' says Chuang Tzu, 'as leaving mankind alone: there
has never been such a thing as governing mankind.' All modes of government are wrong. They are
unscientific, because they seek to alter the natural environment of man; they are immoral
because, by interfering with the individual, they produce the most aggressive forms of egotism;
they are ignorant, because they try to spread education; they are self-destructive, because they
engender anarchy. 'Of old,' he tells us, 'the Yellow Emperor first caused charity and duty to one's
neighbour to interfere with the natural goodness of the heart of man. In consequence of this, Yao
and Shun wore the hair off their legs in endeavouring to feed their people. They disturbed their
internal economy in order to find room for artificial virtues. They exhausted their energies in
framing laws, and they were failures.' Man's heart, our philosopher goes on to say, may be 'forced
down or stirred up,' and in either case the issue is fatal. Yao made the people too happy, so they
were not satisfied. Chieh made them too wretched, so they grew discontented. Then every one
began to argue about the best way of tinkering up society. 'It is quite clear that something must
be done,' they said to each other, and there was a general rush for knowledge. The results were so
dreadful that the Government of the day had to bring in Coercion, and as a consequence of this
'virtuous men sought refuge in mountain caves, while rulers of state sat trembling in ancestral
halls.' Then, when everything was in a state of perfect chaos, the Social Reformers got up on
platforms, and preached salvation from the ills that they and their system had caused. The poor
Social Reformers! 'They know not shame, nor what it is to blush,' is the verdict of Chuang Tzu
upon them.

The economic question, also, is discussed by this almond-eyed sage at great length, and he writes
about the curse of capital as eloquently as Mr. Hyndman. The accumulation of wealth is to him the
origin of evil. It makes the strong violent, and the weak dishonest. It creates the petty thief, and
puts him in a bamboo cage. It creates the big thief, and sets him on a throne of white jade. It is
the father of competition, and competition is the waste, as well as the destruction, of energy. The
order of nature is rest, repetition, and peace. Weariness and war are the results of an artificial



society based upon capital; and the richer this society gets, the more thoroughly bankrupt it really
is, for it has neither sufficient rewards for the good nor sufficient punishments for the wicked.
There is also this to be remembered--that the prizes of the world degrade a man as much as the
world's punishments. The age is rotten with its worship of success. As for education, true wisdom
can neither be learnt nor taught. It is a spiritual state, to which he who lives in harmony with
nature attains. Knowledge is shallow if we compare it with the extent of the unknown, and only the
unknowable is of value. Society produces rogues, and education makes one rogue cleverer than
another. That is the only result of School Boards. Besides, of what possible philosophic importance
can education be, when it serves simply to make each man differ from his neighbour? We arrive
ultimately at a chaos of opinions, doubt everything, and fall into the vulgar habit of arguing; and it
is only the intellectually lost who ever argue. Look at Hui Tzu. 'He was a man of many ideas. His
work would fill five carts. But his doctrines were paradoxical.' He said that there were feathers in
an egg, because there were feathers on a chicken; that a dog could be a sheep, because all names
were arbitrary; that there was a moment when a swift-flying arrow was neither moving nor at
rest; that if you took a stick a foot long, and cut it in half every day, you would never come to the
end of it; and that a bay horse and a dun cow were three, because taken separately they were
two, and taken together they were one, and one and two made up three. 'He was like a man
running a race with his own shadow, and making a noise in order to drown the echo. He was a
clever gadfly, that was all. What was the use of him?'

Morality is, of course, a different thing. It went out of fashion, says Chuang Tzu, when people
began to moralize. Men ceased then to be spontaneous and to act on intuition. They became
priggish and artificial, and were so blind as to have a definite purpose in life. Then came
Governments and Philanthropists, those two pests of the age. The former tried to coerce people
into being good, and so destroyed the natural goodness of man. The latter were a set of
aggressive busybodies who caused confusion wherever they went. They were stupid enough to
have principles, and unfortunate enough to act up to them. They all came to bad ends, and
showed that universal altruism is as bad in its results as universal egotism. 'They tripped people
up over charity, and fettered them with duties to their neighbours.' They gushed over music, and
fussed over ceremonies. As a consequence of all this, the world lost its equilibrium, and has been
staggering ever since.

Who, then, according to Chuang Tzu, is the perfect man? And what is his manner of life? The
perfect man does nothing beyond gazing at the universe. He adopts no absolute position. 'In
motion, he is like water. At rest, he is like a mirror. And, like Echo, he answers only when he is
called upon.' He lets externals take care of themselves. Nothing material injures him; nothing
spiritual punishes him. His mental equilibrium gives him the empire of the world. He is never the
slave of objective existences. He knows that, 'just as the best language is that which is never
spoken, so the best action is that which is never done.' He is passive, and accepts the laws of life.
He rests in inactivity, and sees the world become virtuous of itself. He does not try to 'bring about
his own good deeds.' He never wastes himself on effort. He is not troubled about moral
distinctions. He knows that things are what they are, and that their consequences will be what
they will be. His mind is the 'speculum of creation,' and he is ever at peace.

All this is of course excessively dangerous, but we must remember that Chuang Tzu lived more
than two thousand years ago, and never had the opportunity of seeing our unrivalled civilization.
And yet it is possible that, were he to come back to earth and visit us, he might have something to
say to Mr. Balfour about his coercion and active misgovernment in Ireland; he might smile at some
of our philanthropic ardours, and shake his head over many of our organized charities; the School
Board might not impress him, nor our race for wealth stir his admiration; he might wonder at our
ideals, and grow sad over what we have realized. Perhaps it is well that Chuang Tzu cannot return.

Meanwhile, thanks to Mr. Giles and Mr. Quaritch, we have his book to console us, and certainly it is
a most fascinating and delightful volume. Chuang Tzu is one of the Darwinians before Darwin. He
traces man from the germ, and sees his unity with nature. As an anthropologist he is excessively
interesting, and he describes our primitive arboreal ancestor living in trees through his terror of



animals stronger than himself, and knowing only one parent, the mother, with all the accuracy of a
lecturer at the Royal Society. Like Plato, he adopts the dialogue as his mode of expression, 'putting
words into other people's mouths,' he tells us, 'in order to gain breadth of view.' As a story-teller
he is charming. The account of the visit of the respectable Confucius to the great Robber Che is
most vivid and brilliant, and it is impossible not to laugh over the ultimate discomfiture of the
sage, the barrenness of whose moral platitudes is ruthlessly exposed by the successful brigand.
Even in his metaphysics, Chuang Tzu is intensely humorous. He personifies his abstractions, and
makes them act plays before us. The Spirit of the Clouds, when passing eastward through the
expanse of air, happened to fall in with the Vital Principle. The latter was slapping his ribs and
hopping about: whereupon the Spirit of the Clouds said, 'Who are you, old man, and what are you
doing?' 'Strolling!' replied the Vital Principle, without stopping, for all activities are ceaseless. 'I
want to know something,' continued the Spirit of the Clouds. 'Ah!' cried the Vital Principle, in a
tone of disapprobation, and a marvellous conversation follows, that is not unlike the dialogue
between the Sphinx and the Chimera in Flaubert's curious drama. Talking animals, also, have their
place in Chuang Tzu's parables and stories, and through myth and poetry and fancy his strange
philosophy finds musical utterance.

Of course it is sad to be told that it is immoral to be consciously good, and that doing anything is
the worst form of idleness. Thousands of excellent and really earnest philanthropists would be
absolutely thrown upon the rates if we adopted the view that nobody should be allowed to meddle
in what does not concern him. The doctrine of the uselessness of all useful things would not
merely endanger our commercial supremacy as a nation, but might bring discredit upon many
prosperous and serious-minded members of the shop-keeping classes. What would become of our
popular preachers, our Exeter Hall orators, our drawing-room evangelists, if we said to them, in
the words of Chuang Tzu, 'Mosquitoes will keep a man awake all night with their biting, and just in
the same way this talk of charity and duty to one's neighbour drives us nearly crazy. Sirs, strive to
keep the world to its own original simplicity, and, as the wind bloweth where it listeth, so let Virtue
establish itself. Wherefore this undue energy?' And what would be the fate of governments and
professional politicians if we came to the conclusion that there is no such thing as governing
mankind at all? It is clear that Chuang Tzu is a very dangerous writer, and the publication of his
book in English, two thousand years after his death, is obviously premature, and may cause a
great deal of pain to many thoroughly respectable and industrious persons. It may be true that the
ideal of self-culture and self-development, which is the aim of his scheme of life, and the basis of
his scheme of philosophy, is an ideal somewhat needed by an age like ours, in which most people
are so anxious to educate their neighbours that they have actually no time left in which to educate
themselves. But would it be wise to say so? It seems to me that if we once admitted the force of
any one of Chuang Tzu's destructive criticisms we should have to put some check on our national
habit of self-glorification; and the only thing that ever consoles man for the stupid things he does
is the praise he always gives himself for doing them. There may, however, be a few who have
grown wearied of that strange modern tendency that sets enthusiasm to do the work of the
intellect. To these, and such as these, Chuang Tzu will be welcome. But let them only read him. Let
them not talk about him. He would be disturbing at dinner-parties, and impossible at afternoon
teas, and his whole life was a protest against platform speaking. 'The perfect man ignores self; the
divine man ignores action; the true sage ignores reputation.' These are the principles of Chuang
Tzu.

Chuang Tzu: Mystic, Moralist, and Social Reformer. Translated from the Chinese by Herbert A.
Giles, H.B.M.'s Consul at Tamsui. (Bernard Quaritch.)


