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ABSTRACT 

This was a philosophical thesis concerned with two 

main tasks. On the one hand, concepts in the philosophy of 

Taoism are reviewed, interpreted and discussed. On the 

other hand, -the process of psychotherapy with a ·Taoistic 

fiame of reference is initiated and developed. The focus 

of this study was on Taoism; several concepts from the 

ancient philosophy of Tao are abstracted and investigated. 

The main goal of studying these Taoistic concepts was to 

see the possible implications TaoiSill might have for psycho

therapy. 

Inasmuch as psychotherapy deGls with human beings, 

an understanding of human nature is essential in the psycho

therapist's orientation. Aside from the Western concept of 

man derived from the philosophy of the ~vest, does Eastern 

philosophy, and particularly Taoism, have anything to con

tribute to the study of human nature or modern day psych

ology. This thesis was an introductory study on the Taoist 

conception of human nature and the implication this Taoistic 

framework would create for Western psychotherapy. 

Investigation revealed that S.'aoism did not only have 

contributions to make to Western psychology, but the fact 

that Taoistic philosophy provided for an integrative, holis

tic approach to human nature became an exciting by-product 

of this study. 
iii 



TAOISM AND ITS U1PLICATION FOR PSYCHOTHERZ\PY 

By 

Stella Shao Bass 

Approved: Date; 

iv 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

LIST OF Dil\GRAMS . . . . . . . . • . . • . . • • • • . vii 

CHAPTER 

1 

2 

3 

4 

INTRODUCTION . 1 

Statement of Issue 1 

Background and Significa~ce 
of the Issue . . . . • . . • 2 

Historical Overview of Taoism . 6 

Implication of Taoism for Psychotherapy . • 11 

PHILOSOPHY OF TAOISM AND SOME 
OF ITS CONCEPTS .. 

Introductory Comments. 

Central 'l'i1eme of Taoism • 

Concept of Unity . . . 
Concept of Wu-h'ei. . . . . 
Concept of Reversion . . .. 

Concept of Receptivity . 
'rAOISM AND PSYCHOTHERAPY • 

The Therapy Process .. 

. . 

. . 

. 

The 'Therapeutic Relationship . 

Examples • 

SU.MVLARY. . 

. . . 

. . . 

. . . 

. . . 

Conclusions. . . . . . . . . 
Hecornmendations. • • 

v 

14 

14 

17 

. . . 19 

. . . 24 

. 30 

. . . 47 

52 

52 

58 

65 

87 

87 

89 



Chapter 

Limitations of the Study 

REFERENCES 

APPENDIX • • 

. ~ ~ . . . . . . . 
. ,. . . ~ . . 

. .. . 
. . . ., . . ~ 

91 

94 

98 

vi 



Diagram 

1 

2 

LIST OF DIAGRAMS 

The Circular Movement of Change .... 

Tai-Chi Diagram .•• Yin-Yang Symbol .. 

vii 

Page · 

32 

41 



Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of Issue 

There has been in recent years an increasing aware

ness that psychotherapy theories are based upon some kind 

of philosophical framework. Inasmuch as psychology is 

concerned with man and his being, philosophical principles 

cannot be entirely disregarded. The approach of this study 

is to suggest that the ancient Chinese philosophy of Taoism 

does have implication for modern Western psychology. 

Certain Taoistid concepts will be extracted and interpreted 

which are particularly relevant to and can be inclusive as 

a basis for the practice of psychotherapy. Chapter 1 of 

this thesis wi~l be an introduction to the background and 

significance of the issue, a historical overview of Taoism, 

and the possible application of Taoistic concepts for 

psychotherapy. Chapter 2 will review the Tao Te Chino and 

the Book of Chuang Tzu; extract and define some of the con

cepts, and suggest their implications to psychotherapy. 

Chapter 3 will discuss the Taoistic therapy process; the 

therapeutic relationship, and some examples will further 

demonstrate the use of Taoistic concepts in a clinical 

setting. In suinmary, Chap·ter 4 will present a general con

clusion to the study. Recommendation for further inquiry 
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into Taoism and its relationship to Western psychology and 

other disciplines. Finally, some limitations on the study 

will be mentioned. 

Background and Significance 
of the Issue 

According to Patterson and Allport, theories in 

psychology, and especially in psychotherapy, rest on the 

investigator's conception of the nature of man; the philo-

sophical bases may be implicit or explicit in the various 

theories, but it is nevertheless present (Patterson, 1973}. 

Behaviorism and psychoanalytic points of view have a more 

implicit philosophical base; whereas, the humanistic, 

existential, Gestalt, objectivism and others have a more 

explicitly developed philosophical base for their theories. 

In considering the origin of the various theories, o~e is 

aware of the fact that they were all developed in Europe 

and Jl..merica, by Western man from his historical-cultural 

situation. Hence, until recently, most theories of psycho-

therapy and personality are based upon a Western philo-

sophical framework. 

Assuming that the broader the philosophical base, 

the more encompassing and powerful the theory, the assimila-

tion and inclusion of Eastern philosophy will necessarily 

enrich rather than retard in the progress of psychology as 

a science. It is toward the goal of broadening rather than 
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restricting and enlightening rather than obscuring the 

present field of psychology that Eastern philosophy has come 

to the attentior. of some in the study of the nature of man 

and his personality. With the counter culture movement over 

the past 20 years, there has been an increasing fanaticism 

in and conversion to Eastern wisdom. Meditation, yoga and 

occult practices have never been so popular; the dissatis-

faction with scientific specialization and rationalistic 

intellectualism are increasing. Fortunately there are men 

in the West who recognize that the answer for the Western 

man is not in the rejection of Western culture and knowledge 

for Eastern philosophy, but that of exploring and perhaps 

integrating some of Eastern philosophical concepts in the 

discovering of its implication for the Western man in his 

own culture. As noted by Watts (1961): 

It is hard to imagine anything more construc
tive to the psychotherapist than the opportunity 
which this (Eastern philosophy of liberation) 
affords. But to make use of it he must overcome 
the habitual notion that he has nothing to learn 
from "prescientific" disciplines, for in the case 
of psychotherpay thimmay be a matter of the pot 
calling the kettle ba ck. In any event, there is 
no question here of is adopting Buddhist or 
Taoist practices in the sense of becoming con
verted to a religion. If the Westerner is to 
understand and employ the Eastern ways of libera
tion at all, it is of the utmost importance that 
he keep his scientific wits about him; otherwise 
there is the morass of esoteric romanticism which 
awaits the unwary (page 29). 

Although the infiltration of Eastern ideas upon 

some of the Western scholars can no longer be denied, at 



present only a few theories in psychology are influenced by 

Eastern philosophy. One of the best examples is Jungian 

psychology. To quote from Jung .himself: 

When I began my life-work in the practice of 
psychiatry and psychotherapy, I was completely 
ignorant of Chinese philosophy, and it is only 
later that my professional experiences have 
shown me that in my technique I had been ur:con
sciously led along that secret way which for 
centuries has been the preoccupation of the best 
minds of the East (Wilhelm and Jung, 1931, page 
83) 0 

The level at which Eastern thought and its insights may be 

of value to Western psychology has also been stated by 

Murphy (1968), a psychologist who has edited a recent book 

called Asian Psychology. 

If, moreover, we are serious about understanding 
all we can of personality, its integration and its 
disintegration, we must understand the meaning of 
depersonalization, those experiences in which indi
vidual self-awareness is abrogated and the indi
vidual melts into an awareness which is no longer 
anchored upon selfhood. Such experiences are de-
scribed by Hinduism in terms of the ultimate unifi
cation of the individual with the atman, the super
individual cosmic entity which transcends both 
selfhood and materiality. . • . Some men desire 
such experiences; others dread them. Our problem 
here is not their desirability, but the light which 
they throw on the relativity of our present day 
psychology of personality. . . • Some other mode 
of personality configuration, in which self-awareness 
is less emphasized or even lacking may prove to be 
the general (or the fundamental) (l-:Iurphy, 1947, 
page 24). 

In reviewing recent litera.ture of thj.s field, one is irrune-
' V· ., 
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diately aware of the fact that there is andef±rrrte interest, 

among tl1e psychological profession, in Eastern philosophy. 
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Fromm and SuzuSi (1960) wrote a book on Zen Buddhism and 

Psychoanalysis. Brar (1970) wrote an article for the 

British Journal of Psychiatry on "Yoga and Psychoanalysis." 

Haimes (1972) has an article on "Zen Buddhism and Psycho-

analysis" in An International Journal of Psycho~~ in the 

Orient. In this same journal, Jung and Hisamatsu (1968) 

had an article called, "On the Unconscious, the Self, and 

the Therapy: A Dialogue." And in 1970 and 1971, there 

was a series called the Baba Ram Dass lecture at .the 

Menninger Clinic given by Richard Alpert, a former professor 

of psychology and therapist who turned to Raja Yoga for 

further enlightenment. 

Aside from general implications of Taoism to 

psychotherapy made by Watts (1961) in his book, Psychothera

E!!l East and ·w~st, and by \'7elch (1957) in his book, The 

Parti!1~ of t .he Way, nothing specific has been developed in 

assimilating or integrating Taoism as a philosophical frame-

' work for psychotherapy. ' 'Intensive literature research has 

uncovered one piece of work which is significant for this 

study: a dissertation written by Hung-Nin9 Chiang, Ph.D. 

of Brandeis University, in 1971, with the title of 

"Psychology of Tao and Its Modern Implications" (Disserta-

tion Abstracts International, 1971). In this research, the 

author surveys the field of psychology along a broad spec-

trurn of psychological issues, including learning, motivation, 

development, cognition, psychotherapy and practical problems 



of human controL Chiang (1971) made a comparison between 

Western psychology and the psychology of Tao, which re

vealed fundamental differences in the two psychological 

premises, research strategies, and analogical thinking, as 

well as practical application. 

Historical Overview of Taoism 

6 

What is Taoism or what was it? How may it be 

defined? Up to the present time there is not and never has 

been anyone able to define it with authority. Tao is not 

the name of a person, but a concept or idea. Taoism does 

not owe its name to its author, as Buddhism or Mohammedanism 

does. To most ordinary Chinese people, Taoism meant 

teachings covering a great range of occult practices alleged 

to have originated with the Yellow Emperor (third millennium 

B.C.) and the three immortal ladies who advised him in 

skills both mystic and erotic. To yogins steeped in the 

arts of rejuvenation, prolonging life and achieving one of 

several kinds of immortality, it meant both the above and 

the philosophy of Taoism, together with teachings of other 

sages and masters of secret or internal alchemy. To 

mystics seeking union with the "Sublime Tao," it meant the 

esoteric aspect of the teachings of both the philosophical 

and yogic treatises. To the bulk of Taoists it meant all 

these things together (Blofeld, 1973). But to certain 

Chinese scholars, Taoism meant the philosophy contained in 



a couple of volumes, about ~so,o~ years old, bequeathed 

to posterity by the sages of Lao Tzu and.Chuang Tzu. These 

two small volumes are a system of thought contained in the 

remarkable treatises called the Tao Te Ching, sometimes 

translated as Tao Teh King, and the Book of Chuang Tzu. It 

is this component of Taoism that this writer will deal with 

in terms of implications for psychotherapy. 

Of Lao Tzu there is very little known except for 

the facts that he was born in K'uhsien in 571 B.C.; he was 

a contemporary of Confucius, probably 20 years older; tft5t 

he came from an old cultured family and was a Keeper of 

the Imperial Archives at the Capital; ~ he retired and 

disappeared in middle life (Lin, 1948). Other stories 

that have passed down states that Lao Tzu grew tired and 

disgusted with the decay of the Chou dynasty and resolved 

to pursue virtue in a more conducive atmosphere. As he 

was leaving the Han-Ku pass, Yin Hsi, the keeper of the 

Pass asked Lao Tzu to write a book for him before the 

master withdraws himself from the world. Lao Tzu thereupon 

wrote some 5,000 characters which is the book of Tao Te 

Ching. Tao means "way" or "path"; Te means "virtue" in 

the sense of "power"; Ching means "classic". Tao Te Ching, 

therefore, . might be translated as "The Classic of the Way 
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and the Power" (Welch, 1957). Chuang Tzu died about 275 B.C., 

at what age it is not clear. A native of Meng-shien, his 
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only known position was that of an "Officer of the Varnish 

Grove." He was married, and was not known to have any 

children (Lin, 1948). Though very little is known about 

his life also, it is generally accepted that Chuang Tzu was 

a disciple of Lao Tzu and that h~ wrote the book attributed 

to him. The character of the two Taoistic teachings were 

almost identical even though they wrote in very different 

styles. While Lao Tzu spoke to the heart, Chuang Tzu 

spoke to the mind. The present writ~r finds that the two 

philosophers supplement each other; what may seem obscure 

in one is clarified in the other. 

At this point, it might be interesting to mention 

that Chinese and Western scholars have not been able to 

find conclusive evidence that these books were entirely 

written by these two men. Historians from early times have 

suggested that there might have been more than one writer 

for each of the books. Of more significance, perhaps, is 

to comment on the problem of translation. Not only is it 

extremely difficult to translate Chinese into English, two 

very different systems, but the text of these books are 

difficult to translate even for the Chinese. There are 

various reasons for this: One being the abstract and philo

sophical nature of the context and the use of paradox and 

metaphors; a second point which must be kept in mind is 

that the original text was written in Chinese of antiquity 



9 

which was in use before the development of classical 

Chinese. (Classical Chinese is to modern Chinese as 

Chaucerian English is to modern English.) If it is diffi

cult for Chinese scholars to translate these works, the 

problem for the Western translator is almost insurmountable. 

Many praiseworthy attempts have been made, especially in 

modern times when scholars of Chinese studies are not re

stricted in the Christian-missionary orientation. Up to 

the early 1900's, European and American scholars on 'l'aoism 

have rendered very little intelligible material on the 

subject (Parker, 1910). One last point on the problem of 

translation is related to the cognitive style and process 

of the translator as well as the basic difference in the 

two language systems. The Western mind is accustomed to 

think in a logical, concrete, linear, cause and effect 

fashion; hence, the English language is more definitive. 

The Chinese, especially in Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu, the 

thinking process is intuitive, experiential, and abstract; 

the Chinese language is completely suggestive and fluid. 

The below quotations have been included to give 

the reader an idea of the writings of Lao Tzu and Chuang 

Tzu. It is through this kind of renditions that the philo

sophy of Taoism are expressed. As with any kind of ethical

philosophical writings, meanings of the text can be taken 

on many different levels; everyone has interpreted it 



after his own fashion, just as everyone does even today. 

Although the profundity and vastness of the meanings in 

these books speak to every facet of life and to every 

human being alive, there are definite concepts which might 

be extracted for its implications on psychotherapy. 

There are ways but the Way is uncharted; 
There are~ names but not nature in words: 
Nameless indeed is the source of creation 
But things have a mother and she has a name. 

The secret waits for the insight 
Of eyes unclouded by longing; 
Those who are bound by desire 
See only the outward container. 

These two come paired but distinct 
By their names. 
Of all things profound, 
Say that their pairing is deepest, 
The gate to the root of the world 
(Tao Te Ching, translated in H.K., 1973). 

The Tao that cannot be named, told or discussed. 

Therefore Ether asked Infinite, "Do you know the 'l'ao?'l 
"I don't know," replied Infinite. 
He asked No-action the same question and No-action 

replied, "I know Tao." 
"So you know Tao. Can you specify?" 
"Certainly." 
"I know that Tao can be high, can be low, can be 

centered and can be dispersed. These are some 
of the specifications that I know." 

Ether told No-beginning of No-action's words and 
asked, "Thus· Infinit.e says he does not know and 
No-action says he knows. Who is right?" 

The one who thinks he does not know is profound, 
and the one who thinks he knows is shallow. The 
former deals with inner reality, the latter with 
appearance. 

Ether raised his head and sighed: "Then one 
who does not kno·..,r really knovrs, and one who knows 
really does not know. Who knows this knowledge 
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without knowing?" 

"Tao cannot be heard, .. said No-beginning, 11 that 
which is heard is not Tao. Tao cannot be 
seen; that which is seen is not Tao. Tao 
cannot be told; that which can be told is 
not Tao. Do you realize that which is invisi
ble in alL the visible things? Tao should not 
be named.n 

And No-beginning said, "If someone answers in 
reply to a ques ·tion about Tao, he does not know 
Tao. Even the one who asks about Tao has not 
heard Tao. Tao cannot be asked about, and to the 
question there is no answer. To ask about that 
which should not be asked is to land in extremi
ties. To answer a question which should not be 
answered is to fail to recognize the inner 
reality. If then those who do not recognize 
the inner reality try to answer questions who 
land in extremities, such people have neither 
observed the workings of the universe, nor do 
they realize the Ultimate Source. Therefore they 
cannout surmount the KunLun Mountains and travel 
in the realm of the Great Void" (The Book of 
Chuang Tzu [Lin, 1948, page 42]). 

Implication of Taoism 
for Psychotherapy 

What implication does the study of Taoism have for 

psychotherapy? The main resemblance between Taoism and 

_psychotherapy is in the concern of both with bringing about 

changes of consciousness, changes in one's ways of feeling 

about one's existence and one's relation to human society 

and the natural world (Watts, 1961). Assuming that psycho-

therapy is a process involving a special kind of relation-

11 

ship (Patterson, 1973), and assuming that specific dimensions 

of human encounters do lead to constructive change of one or 

both of the parties involved (Carkhuff and Berenson, 1967), 



there are some immediate parallels which can be drawn 

between the phraseologies of Lao Tzu and psychotherapy. 

During the early phases of therapy, the therapist listens 

to the client, guiding him by questions and silence rather 

than by command or advice; he seems to be practicing a 

kind of "Wu-Wei" or "actionless activity ... Like the Taoist 

master, he seems to carry on a "wordless teaching, .. and 

"when his task is accomplished, •.• everyone says, 'it 

happened of its own accord'." Furthermore, the therapist 

needs to have 11 discarded morality," recognizing the rela-

tivity of right and wrong, and help the client do the same. 

Is it not one of the goals of therapy to leave the client 

contented, quiet, ready to "fill his belly .•• all 

tangles untiedr all glare tempered, all dust smoothed ... 

Lao Tzu, in hiB phrase, "banishing wisdom, discard know-

ledge," teaches the therapist how to understand his client 

as an individual. As Theodor Reik puts it, "the therapist 

must forget what he has learned in courses, lectures, 

seminars, and books ••• and listen to his own response" 

(Welch, 1957). It might all be summarized in the words of 

Chapter 71 of the Tao Te Ching: 

Who knm\rs that he does not know is the highest; 
Who (pretends to) know what he does not know is 

sick-minded. 
And 'l.vho recognizes sick-mindedness as sick

mindedness is not sick-minded. 
The Sage is not sick-minded. 
Because he recognizes sick-mindedness as sick

mindedness, 

12 



Therefore he is not sick-minded {Tao Te Ching 
[Lin, 1948, page 297]). 

In the next chapter of this thesis, the philosophy 

of Taoism will be generally discussed, and specific con-

cepts will be categorized and interpreted. The philosophy 

of Taoism mainly deals with liberation 'which comes from 

changes in preception of the individual. Of the five con-

cepts which will be uiscussed, the concepts of "Wu-vlei" 

and "Receptivity" have to do with a way of being for the 

person, or his sense of himself in the world; the concepts 

of "Unity, .. "Reversion, .. and "Relativity" have to do with 

a person's attitudinal disposition toward human nature and 

13 

life in time and space~ These concepts are all related just 

as man's sense of himself is related to his attitude toward 

the world he lives in. It is only for ::he purpose of this 

investigation that these ideas are divided and analyzed 

separately. The underlying assumption in the philosophy 

of Taoism is that man's natural potential is for growth and 

that all life is a process. 



Chapter 2 

PHILOSOPHY OF TAOISM AND SOME OF ITS CONCEPTS 

Introductory Comments 

The great Taoist classics, the Tao Te Ching, opens 

with the pronouncement: 

The Way (Tao) that can be expressed in words is 
not the Eternal's Way; 

A name that can be expressed in words is not the 
Eternal's name (~ao Te Ching [Blofeld, 1973, 
page 18]). 

From such an opening it at once appears that Taoism is con-

cerned with something that is both profoundly essential to 

life and difficult to discuss in words. The original 

intention of this thesis was to review the two Taoist 

classics, the Tao Te Ching and the Book of Chuang Tzu, and 

to interpret t.:1e Taoist view of human nature as it related 

to psychotherapy. After reviewing some 20 translations 

and commentaries on the Tao Te Ching, this writer became 

aware of the fact that it would be imper:tinently bold to 

undertake such a task at this time and presumptuous to 

review the Tao Te Ching and the Book of Chuang Tzu without 

doing violence to both the audience and the writers. 

Various approaches have been taken in the transla-

tion of these Taoist books; the works have been translated 

from a historical point of reference, which refers to the 

14 



meaning of the original text in its historical context, 

and a kind of scriptural translation whereby ideas were 

paraphrased to illustrate the meaning of the books for 

readers today (Waley, 1934). Interpretations have been 

written by scholars of many different backgrounds; the 

texts of Taoism have been interpreted from the Christian-

religious point of view as well as from the science, the 

philosophy and the art field. Regardless of the approach, 

it is evident that the writings of the Taoist Classics are 

complex, controversial, and the literary style and ideas 

are mostly intangible and indefinite. The text of the 

Tao Te Ching and the Book of Chuang Tzu were written inten-

tionally in metaphors, paradox and symbols; the writers 

were concerned with the problems of human condition, not 

with a system of logic which can be analyzed and deduced. 

To illustrate the complexity of Taoism and its esoteric 

nature, following are two excerpts on the meaning of Tao 

written by scholars in the Chinese Classics (see appendix 

for further definitions of Tao): 

Lao Tzu's reflection on Tao is the regulating 
principle of human conduct, conceives man as an 
individuality and also as a member of the co~~unity 
. • . • The point is to transcend the relativistic 
view of things: Life and death, gain and loss, 
large and small, rich and poor, fine and ugly. 
Everything in existence as we have had it ever 
since the beginning of the world leads us to a 
dichotomous way of thinking. . . . Tao is the 
great principle regulating the course of nature. 
Tao is a path, a way or a course, but it is more 
than that, Tao is our actual walking on the path 
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or way; it is walking and walker itself. It is 
something which we can never be separated and of 
which we are not conscious even when we are using 
it every moment of our life ... (Suzuki, 1959, 
page 36). 

In the philosophic pattern of Taoism, all 
matter, living or lifeless, is part of one cosmic 
unit. Man is just a part of the universe as are 
the stars, mountains, streams, trees, grasses, 
raindrops, and living creatures of all kinds. 
Despite our ability to think and act, we can no 
more exist independently of the laws of nature 
than can other forms of creation. . . . While 
the universe functions smoothly and harmoniously 
in the endless span of time and space, man, a 
tiny particle in the vast creation, encounters 
almost continual wars and troubles. This is 
because the way of nature harmonizes with the 
principles of Tao, whereas man relies on his 
insignificant mortal faculties for guidance .. 
Tao is the mysterious principle of the universe 
(Wang, 1968, page 63). 

To translate Tao as "Way 11 is reasonable so long 
as we do not identify it with a technique, a recipe 
for happiness, which is only a small part of its 
meaning. It means also the principle of the uni
verse, that which maintains it and gives it motion 
and order. Just as the stars have fixed courses, 
so there is a course for man, a means whereby he 
may link his being with reality: a reality from 
which he has somehow become alienated {Tomlin, 
1968, page 249). 

' 

The many commentaries and notes on the meaning of 

Tao are very enlightening, but the crucial point does not 

rest on an intellectual understanding of the philosophy. 

The real value of the Taoist books lies in their wealth of 

suggestive hints and pregnant phrases, each containing a 

world of thought in itself and capab1e of expansion. 

Therefore, for the audience of these works, the goal was 

not to add information or knowledge about life on an 
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intellectual level, but rather, the meaning of Taoism 

becomes an inner experience for each reader which is at 

once spiritual and personal. Approaching Taoism as a 

thesis topic, this writer finds herself contemplating on 

the issue of how to present one's inner, spiritual under

standing of Taoism in a concrete, concise and verb~l form. 

ln some ways the verbal deliberations have already dis

counted the wealth and wholeness of one's spiritual experi

ence. But how else can one discuss and share ideas without 

word.s? With reservation and perplexity, in all humility, 

this writer will proceed to present the relevant concepts 

of Taoism, as she interprets them, which are related to 

psychotherapy. 

This section will begin with an overview or central 

theme of Taoism; the concepts of unity, Wu-Wei, reversion, 

rela~ivity and receptivity will be discussed, followed by 

each concept's implications for psychotherapy. These 

implications are merely suggestions which are far from 

being conclusive at this point. 

Central Theme of Taoism 

The central theme of both Chuang Tzu and Lao Tzu 

may be summed up in a single word: liberation. Essen

tially, they both addressed themselves to the same problem: 

How is man to live in a world dominated by chaos, suffering 

and absurdity (Watson, 1964)? This is the same question 



asked and approached by other philosophers; however, the . 

proposals put forward by most are usually based upon some 

concrete social, political and ethical reforms to solve 

the problem. Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu's answer to the 

problem begins with the individual; the individual's need 

to construct for himself a philosophy of life which is to 

maintain .and improve human existence. They begin with the 

observation of nature which contains the ultimate reality 

18 

or supreme principle that regulates all things, including 

man. It is a philosophy of transcendence whereby the indi

vidual reaches a different perspective of the world and 

himself; it is the final liberation for man to transcend his 

own finite perspective and view himself in the totality of 

all being and non-being. This liberation is basically 

dependent upon the changing consciousness of man, changing 

his way of feeling about his own existence and hence, the 

changing patterns of his relationship to nature and society. 

The task may be difficult, but the Taoist masters employed 

.every resource of rhetoric to awaken the reader to the 

essential meaninglessness of conventional definitions and 

values .and to free the individual from the bondage of social 

expectations and institutions which are often confused for 

reality. Grounded upon a wholly different type of thinking, 

as will be demonstrated in the discussion on concepts, 

Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu systematically attacked man's con

ventional system of values, concepts of time, space, 



reality, and causation as \'lell. The philosophy of Lao Tzu 

and Chuang Tzu is not negativistic; their attack on human 

conventions was to illustrate t~e absurdities of ordinary 

logic. It was a device they used to jolt the mind into an 

awareness of a higher form of reality or truth. The con

structive aspect of their philosophy may be appreciated by 

reviewing some of their concepts. 

Concept of Unity 

The fundrunental concept of Taoism is unity. Tao 

19 

is the unchanging unity underlying all the shifting plural

ity of the universe, the impetus giving rise to all forms 

of life and motion (Smith, 1968). In this concept of 

unity, all opposites are accepted as reality and blended 

in a process, all contrasts are harmonized and balanced. 

Things are related and yet have a certain nature of their 

own. If each thing is a totality from its own point of view 

and has its own function, then it appears that the changing 

viewpoint of the thinker does not alter the nature of things

in-themselves. The epistemological position of Taoism 

states that the most acute perception of reality is obtained 

when and only when the person forms an indivisible unity 

with whatever he is observing (Chiang, 1971). To appreciate 

a flower is not to stand separately and examine the petals, 

colors, etc., but to merge subjectively and experience the 

totality of a flower. To do this, one must transcend one's 
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own perspective and view the other as a totality in its 

own function. By this kind of transcendent experiencing 

and perception, one is able to ~ccept the differences and 

peculiarities of an individual without a sense of diffusion 

but having a sense of unification. This is in c;tirect con

trast to the traditional Western notion of objectivity of 

knowledge whereby true objectivity is obtained precisely 

at the point when the observer is excluded from the field 

of observation, and the object under observation is reduced 

to a thing-like quality, totally devoid of human values. 

This kind of knowledge has stimulated the advancement of 

technology and materialism but at the expense of retarding 

the growth of man's spiritual nature. And perhaps, this 

is the problem; the quality of life for mankind is not so 

much dependent on technology as it is o~ the development 

and awareness of man's true nature which is essentially 

spiritual. 

Implications for psychotherapy. The implications of this 

concept for psychotherapy are numerous, but the most 

interesting ones to this writer are related to an 

awareness of one's true nature and the relationship 

between the therapist and the client. To accept the 

essential unity of things as they are presupposes that 

a person is on the road to self-discovery and accepts 

his own true nature. To have a genuine insight into one's 
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being in the world and to develop one's true nature to its 

utmost is a dynamic process whereby one is consciously 

aware of the relationship between his own nature and the 

natural law of order. This is more than being self aware; 

it means a kind of movement and growth associated with the 
.. 

broadening of one's consciousness through assimilating the 

unfamiliar and being flexible in one's perception. It is 

when one discovers his own internal locus of evaluation ...... 1d 

is no longer dependent on external standards. As one 

becomes more integrated with nature and experiences the 

workings thereof, he is more capable of allowing others to 

be in touch with their potential to be themselves. It is 

the contention of this writer that the key to the value of 

psychotherapy lies in the therapist, not necessarily in his 

knowledge of theories and techniques. An ancient Chinese 

saying is that "If the wrong man uses the right means, the 

right means work the wrong v:my." This is in sharp contrast 

to the Western belief in the "right" method irrespective of 

the man ;,1ho applies it (Wilhelm and Jung, 1962). In psycho-

therapy, much depends on the man and little on the method. 

For the method is merely the path taken by a man; his frame 

of reference, his attitude, or his non-verbal communication 

is the most important aspect in the dynamics of the thera-

peutic session. 

In regards to the relationship between the therapist 

and the client, the concept of unity has another contribution 



to make. It is the ability to understand the client by 

merging with him, not observing him from any particular 

personality theory. It means to focus one's total being 

in sensing, on a non-verbal level, the client's experience 

of where he is at. This is closely related to Rollo May's 

concept of phenomenology: 

Phenomenology is the endeavor to take the 
phenomena as given. It is the disciplined effort 
to clear one's mind of the presuppositions that 
so often cause us to see in the patient only our 
own theories or the dogmas of our own systems 
the effort to experience instead the phenomena in 
their full reality as the present themselves. It 
is the attitude of openness and readiness to hear 
--aspects of the art of listening in psychotherapy 
that are generally taken for granted and sound so 
easy but are exceedingly difficult (May in Million, 
1973, page 204}. 

This does not imply that the therapist is locked into the 

client's situ~~ion; on the contrary, understanding the 

client's feelings allows the therapist to accept his indi-
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viduality as well as his capacity for c~ange at that particu-

lar point. The manifestation of such an attitude would be 

a total lack of passing judgement upon another and/or 

superimposing one's values onto the other person. The 

attitude of acceptance and understanding of the client's 

nature would result in forming a working and cooperative 

relationship. The therapist i3 not above the client; he 

forms an equal relationship with the client and yet does 

not lose a sense of himself in his o~m essence which is 

connected with the Ultimate or "Tao." In substituting the 



word "therapist" for "ruleru and "leader," the following 

passages are illuminating: 

In the government by the best ruler, its 
effect is over the entire nation, yet it appears 
not to stem from him. He changes and influences 
all things, and the people are not dependent 
on him. His influence is there, but you cannot 
put your fingers on it, and everybqdy is pleased 
with himself. (The ruler) is one who stands on 
the fathomless and roams in the sphere of not
being (Chuang Tzu [Lin, 1948, page 118]). 

A leader is best 
When people barely know that he exists. 
Not so good when people obey and acclaim him, 
Worst when they despise him. 
"Fail to honor people, 
They fail to honor you;" 
But of a good leader, who talks little. 
When his work ·is done, his aim fulfilled, 
They will all say, "We did this ourselves" 
(Tao Te Ching [Bynner, 1962, page 48]). 
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This does not mean that the therapist does not have 

any constructs; the technical and diagnostic concerns are 

there but are on a different level from the understanding 

that takes place in the immediate encounter in therapy. 

The assumption is that the therapist, in the Taoistic 

sense, is in union with himself and the universe. By 

merging with the client, the unity in this context is the 

awareness and acceptance of differences and diversities as 

natural and whole. Therefore, the therapist can facilitate 

the client's awareness of his potential in reaching a new 

level of consciousness whereby changes in one's perception 

of his life alter one's sense of himself and his "problem." 



Concept of Wu Wei 

Literally, WU Wei means "doing nothing", which has 

often been misinterpreted to mean passivity with the 

co~otation of a defeatist attitude. A more accurate 

translation would be refraining from doing things contrary 

to Nature. The Taoists were impressed with the passive 

process of nature, its tranquility and freedom from effort; 
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Wu Wei or "inaction" is to be interpreted, not as a complete 

abzence of activity, but rather as a less amount of activity 

or an avoidance of the error of overdoing which defeats its 

own purpose (Gould, 1951}. Here is what Chuang Tzu has to 

say: 

Make not your mind a clearing-house of plans 
and strategy. Let things take their natural 
course, and do not presume to preside over the 
wise. . . . Be passive as a mirror. The Sage 
uses his mind like a mirror. It remains in its 
place passively, and it gives back what it re
ceives without concealment. Therefore it can 
overcome things without injuring them (Chuang Tzu 
[Lin, 1948, page 110]}. 

According to this writer's understanding, the con~ 

cept of Wu Wei has another meaning which can best be seen in 

the spontaneity of children. All day long, in the form of 

play, children are actively involved in expressing their 

natural selves through interaction with things and people, 

and yet, when asked by an adult what they have been doing, 

the common answer is "nothing." Like water running down a 

stream and fire burning, the child spontaneously "acts" out 

his essential nature without any awareness of his "acting." 
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So, Wu Wei means more than "non-action"; it is in the 

sense of non-attachment of oneself to the results of action. 

It imp:ies act1ng in a manner that entails the least involve-

ment and proceeds from the inner stillness of one's heart. 

One of the benefits of such spontaneous "action" is the 

lack of calculation and unnatural force ... lack of inter-

ference with the natural process. In human relations 

force defeats itself. Every action produces a reaction, 

every challenge a response. This is summarized in the 

Tao Te Ching: 

Such things (weapons of war) are wont to rebound. . . . 
The more laws you make, the more thieves there 

will be. . . . 
The Sage does not boast, therefore is given credit. • • . 
He who acts harms, he who grabs lets slip ..•. 
(Welch, 1957, page 20). 

The philosophy of Wu Wei or noninterference implies, there-

fore, the letting go of ego-bound actions, not striving 

after impossible ideals, allowing nature and people to work 

out their natural destiny and functions according to the 

law of cosmic order. It means refraining from forcing 

things to follow one's preconceived plan and .letting them 

happen in accordance with their intrinsic principles. The 

consequences of interference with nature may be seen in 

contemporary pollution problems, with man, in the philo-

sophical disorientation of the modern man resulting in 

accelerated neurosis and psychological deterioration. 

The practice of Wu Wei is related to and dependent 



on an understanding of other Taoist concepts, but the 

doctrine of "mind fasting" is perhaps th~ most interesting. 

It is in the nourishing of the mind through penetrating 

and realizing "l:he "emptiness of the spirit." According to 

the Chinese, it is the spirit of emptiness which pervades 

the whole cosmos as well as an individual's being. It is 

in the emptiness of the spirit where potentiality of growth 

develops. When the mind is clear, it thinks well. In 

this emptiness, the person becomes more open-minded which 

has the meaning of humility in Chinese. The following 

passage expresses the utility of not-being or emptiness: 

Thirty spokes unite around the nave; 
From their not-being (loss of their individuality) 
Arises the utility of the wheel. 
r.bld clay into a vessel; 
From its not-being (in the vessel's hollow) 
Arises the utility of the vessel. 
Cut out doors and windows in the house (wall), 
From their not-being (empty space) arises the 

utility of the house. 
Therefore by the existence of things we profit. 
And by the non-existence of things we are served 
(Tao Te Ching [Ling, 1948, page 87]). 

Meditation is one of the outcomes of the doctrine 

of "mind fasting", but the practice of "mind fasting" is 

a lot more than meditation. It is the mystical sense of 

identification with the mystery of being, the touching with 

the Infinite, the reaching into the core of one's being. 

It is the experiencing of life with one's whole being; to 

experience in unison with the entirety of existence and 

non-existence. Thus, the "I" becomes insignificant and the 
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universe including "I" is what brings significance to the 

experience. It is only when one's whole being breaks 

through the shell of its finite existence and identifies 

itself with the Infinite that one's life begins to have 

meaning and everything "I" experience is a universal event, 

and to that extent of great significance (Suzuki, 1959). 

In order to break through one's ego-feelings, one must 

have time to roam in the realm of the spirit, to cut away 

the layers of .ego-bound perceptions, and to practice Wu Wei 

or to do without much ado. It is the acceptance of "self

so-ness", the naturalness and spontaneity of one's being; 

Taoism maintains that one's essence is within himself, to 

discover it is to realize it is within oneself; and to 

realize it results in true humility. 

Implications for psychotherapy. The most significant 

aspect of this concept for psychotherapy is related to a 

way of being rather than doing, an attitude rather than an 

action, an attraction rather than compulsion. It is by 

"not doing" rather .than interfering which sets the thera

peutic mood for spontaneous transformation and changing of 

values in the individual. The Taoist concept of Wu Wei 

is related to an observing attitude; a person or an object 

must be understood in the environment where it is found, 

in its "natural" condition. Far from being willy-nilly 

and ignorant of environmental needs, the method of Wu Wei 
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requires maximum care, awareness and knowledge. In psycho

therapy, the gathering of history about a client is 

important not only for the therapist but also for the 

client himself to know his natural environment. The 

therapist clarifies for the client, through his own history 

and his present situation, who he is and what is his poten

tial for change. The therapist tries not to intrude, but 

is a part of ~he field with the client; he will attempt to 

move in accordance with the dynamism of the situation, not 

set himself apart from the client, while facilitating the 

client's awareness of himself. The therapist is willing 

to be led by the client's sense of himself and "here he 

wants to go. 

There is an obvious parallel here with the philo

sophy of Carl ?.ogers; nondirective therapy, in which the 

therapist simply draws out the logical conclusions of his 

client's thinking and feeling by doing no more than re

phrasing it in what seems to be the clearest form (Watts, 

1961). But the Taoist therapist would go a step beyond; he 

would encourage and stimulate an awareness of one's 

spiritual nature as well as his physical and social nature. 

Being genuinely at peace within himself, the therapist will 

be a model as well as a facilitator of growth and develop

ment for the client. By doing nothing unnaturally, the 

therapist would be comfortable in self revelations, by 

being in touch with the client, he would be focused in the 



client's needs and act accordingly with humility and com~ 

passion. But in the end, it is facilitating the broaden

ing of the client's consciousness which becomes most 

helpful. This is not done by lecturing but by showing 

the client his power and inner strengths, through his 

sense of himself, which can ultimately change and trans

form his values and perception. Thus, the therapist 

assists in th~ process of transformation; he tries to do 

nothing that is contrary to the individual's natural 

course of movement. Only when the client feels he is 

ready to move, will the therapist help in the process 

which is essentially the person's own process; when the 

client is not ready, the therapist, likewise can accept 

this and wait on him. 

Thus, rhe concept of Wu Wei is essentially related 

to each human being discovering his own potency, his own 

nature in relationship to the universe, which without 

much ado, will move in its own accord toward positive 

potentials. The assumption is that human nature can be 

trusted to grow and move toward harmony and balance with 

itself and the universe. In a very real sense, the Taoists 

had anticipated modern depth psychology by regarding the 

conscious assimilation of the unconscious as necessary to 

the integration of personality (Chiang, 1965). 

29 



Concept of Reversion 

The concept of reversion is closely related to two 

other 'l.'aoist concepts: The theory of cyclic changes and 

the lev~lling of all opposites. These three ideas are 

basic to the understanding of Laotsean and Chuangtsean 

philosophy and its practical teachings. It is difficult 
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to treat these subjects separately since they are so much 

interrelated; however, for the purpose of discussion, the 

concept of reversion and theory of cyclic changes will be 

examined apart from the principle of the levelling of all 

opposites which leads to the concept of relativity. A con

ceptualization of the ideas of reversion and cyclic changes 

is very difficult because the Western man is used to 

thinking in a linear fashion; history, time as well as 

growth and development are seen moving in a straight line 

(Chiang, 1971). But, when these ideas are comprehended, 

they can provide, for an individual, an awareness that life 

is a dynamic process of movement and change, and to adapt 

oneself to these movements is to identify with the Tao of 

reality by transcending ordinary reality. From this comes 

man's ultimate liberation. 

The concept of reversion simply states that in 

nature and human affairs any movement to an extreme in one 

direction is always followed by a movement in the opposite 

direction (Gould, 1951). 



"From the point of view of Tao, 11 says the 
Spirit of the North Sea, "What is higher class, 
and what is lower class?" For this is the 
doctrine of reversion. Do not clutter up your 
mind with hard and fast notions, for this would 
be running opposite to Tao. What is much and 
what is little? Be grateful for what you have. 
Do not follow stubbornly one course of movement, 
for this would be to deviate from Tao. . • • 
Flow everywhere, in the vast and limitless ex
panse, abolishing all boundaries. Love all 
creation equally. 

To take the phenomena of rise and fall, growth 
and decay, it does not regard rise and fall as 
rise and fall, it does not regard growth and decay 
as growth and decay. It does not regard beginning 
and end as beginning and end. It does not regard 
formation and dispersion as formation and disper
sion. 

When something reaches a limit, then it 
reverses its direction; when the end is reach, 
the beginning begins (Chuang Tzu [Lin, 1948, 
page 192]). 

According to Chuang Tzu, to understand reversion in nature 

31 

and human affairs is to perceive the universe in a cyclical 

movement. Imagine a circle where this movement goes from 

the left side of a circle, point A or Start to the top of a 

circle, point B or Depart, then it moves to the right side 

of the circle, point C or Extreme. To avoid staying in 

Extreme, the movement goes down to the bottom of the circle, 

point D or Return; thus the cycle is completed, moving in a 

circular direction (see Diagram 1). This whole process is 

the Taoist idea of change which provides a system of 

thinking (Tang, 1969). This is to demonstrate the theory 

of cyclic changes where the main focus is on the recurrent 



"Start 11 

Point B 
"Depart" 

Point D 
"Return 11 

Diagram 1 

Point C 
"Extreme" 

The Circular Movement of Change 

(Tang, 1969, page 24) 
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nature of changes., especially the phenomenon of periodic 

recurrence. In other words, this concept suggests the 

possibility of returning to states identical to ones that 

existed before. The important thing to remember about the 

concept of cyclic changes is that it represents patterns, 

tendencies ana trends of change; it is not strict deter

minism. The following discussion may throw light on the 

subject. 
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Fundamental to the cyclic concept of changes is the 

belief that changes and transformations are orderly, not 

chaotic. As in the natural cycles observed in seasons, 

growth and decay of living things, alternating day and 

night, there is a regularity and richness to the changes. 

The idea is that with all the ·fluctuations and oscillations 

there inhere a certain set of representative patterns of 

change that can be observed. Here is what Chuang Tzu has 

to say on the subject: 

Of the forces which are imperceptible forces, 
none is greater than that of change . . It transports 
Heaven and Earth toward the new. . • . Everything 
imperceptibly passes away. Therefore the "I" of 
the past is no longer the "I" of today, for how 
can we forever cling to what is past? Yet nobody 
in the world realizes this fact, but perversely 
says that we can attach ourselves to what we meet 
today and remain with it. How benighted this is! 
(Chuang Tzu: Commentary [Fung, 1953, page 213]). 

A second idea to the concept of change is that it is not 

wholly an extrinsic law that a person must obey. It is an 

intrinsic principle which is complex, but if understood by 



man, it is related to his freedom of choice and participa

tion in his destiny. The antithesis of change is the 

deviation from the natural course and rhythm of things, 

not rest and quiescence which are aspects of the unitary 

process of change. Therefore, change can be influenced by 

man but such influence is possible only going with the 

direction of change, not against it (Chiang, 1971). 
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Implications for psychotherapy. The most significant impli-

cation these ideas of reversion and cyclic changes have for 

psychotherapy is a notion of prediction and control--an 

expression of the human desire to anticipate events and 

do something about them, if possible. In Eric Erikson's 

Childhood and Society (1964), he discusses a process of 

metamorphosis in the life cycle of personality formation, 

not only the "life cycle" of the individual but also 

"cycle of generations" (Erikson, 1964). He stresses the 

need for meaningfulness in every stage of the cycle "turn-

ing back on its own beginnings, so that the very old become 

again like children" and even of the interdependence of 

cycles: 

.if we speak of a cycle of life, we really 
mean two cycles in one: the cycle of one genera
tion concluding itself in the next, and the 
cycle of individual life coming to a conclusion 
(Erikson, 1964, page 232). 

There is · a parallel between the Chinese conco/t of cyclic 

changes and Erikson's epigenetic theory of growth and 
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development (Chiang, 1971). The purpose of both is to have· 

comprehensive view of the varieties of human experience, 

enabling the individual thereby to shape his life into an 

organic whole. To have some notion of the complexity and 

dynaminism of changes and development in nature and human 

beings is to be able to generally predict that certain 

cause will have certain effects. Each organism must go 

through its natural stages of movement, and when the 

organism deviates from its organic path, it is at the point 

of "Extreme" where it must go to "Return" and keep moving 

toward the path which follows the Ultimate law of order or 

Tao. In psychotherapy, this way of thinking places a great 

value on the early detection of movement, thus enabling the 

individual to act upon it in its germinal phase if interven-

tion is necessary. As expressed by Lao Tzu: 

The difficult problems of the world 
Must be dealt with while they are yet easy; 
The great problems of the world 
Must be dealt with while they are yet small. 
Therefore the Sage by never dealing with great 

problems · 
Accomplishes greatness (Lao Tzu [Lin, 1948, 

page 52]). 

Control thus can be achieved in the easiest and most natural 

way; it involves the individual's participation in the pro-

cess and his responsiveness to his internal and external 

needs. 

More specifically, a real comprehension of these 

ideas of reversion and cyclic changes have certain 
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manifestations in a psychotherapeutic setting. It means 

that the therapist will encourage and facilitate the acqui-

sition of self-knowledge for the individual, he will engage 

the client in a constant scrutiny of his own sense of 

himself and to qbserve nature, he will come to understand 

the cyclic pattern of his own behavior as well as the fact 

that nature al~o manifests this cyclical pattern. In 

particular, the therapist will guide the client's perception 

to observing the natural cycles of nature, to take him to a 

more transcendental way of viewing himself as a whole or
(! 

ganism in connection with the cosmi~ unity. The therapist 

"' will be in touch with the natural reality of growth and 

exhibit a positive faith in the movement of the organism to 

achieve its po.tential. He will understand the movement of 

people to "Extreme", and yet, he will believe in the process 

of change through the movement back to "Return". The thera-

pist, then, will allow the natural process of growth to take 

place in the client's own time, trusting always that he will 

grow toward a more positive form of functioning. Even 

though one is in a crisis or at the point of "Extreme", 

transformation is taking place in this movement. 

Often people are not aware of their own participation 

in the decision making process of their lives; they feel like 

victims whereby everything is being done to them. Weariness 

of life and discontent is a condition of the mind induced by 



circumstances. It is easier to change one's condition of 

mind than to change one's circumstances, for the one is 

wholly within one's own control, while the other is largely 

subject to the will of others (Old, 1939} ~ One of the most 

important functipns in psychotherapy is to validate the 

individual's potency about his own life; an ·understanding 

of the concepts of reversion and cyclic change leads the 

therapist to a basic belief in human nature which will 

implicitly give power and hope to the client. To be even 

more specific, step one is to help the individual recognize 
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that his free will, responsibility and merit lie in the mental 

attitude that he assumes toward the affairs of life; changes 

in one's attitude can often change his values and his func~ 

tioning and even the behavior of others relating to him. 

Step two is to show the client this internal process by 

pointing out to him, his actions and behavior which shift 

with his change of mental attitude; this can be seen in his 

day to day living as he talks about his functionings with 

people and events. This writer believes that the dynamic 

process of these two steps, onf a week to week basis, can 

give an individual a real sense of power and freedom of 

choice. 

Concept of Relativity 

When the people of the Earth all know beauty as 
beauty, 

There arises (the recognition of) ugliness. 



When the people of the Earth all know the good 
as good, · 

There arises (the recognition of) evil. 
Therefore: 
Being and non-being interdepend in growth; 
Difficult and easy interdepend in completion; 
Long and short interdepend in contrast; 
High and low interdepend in position; 
Tones and voice interdepend in harmony; 
Front and behind interdepend in company. 
Therefore the Sage; 
Manages affairs without action; 
Preaches the doctrine without words; 
All things take their rise, 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. 
It is because he lays claim to no credit. 
That credit cannot be taken away from him. 
(Lao Tzu [Lin, 1948, page 47]). 

The concept of relativity refers to the fact that 

ultimate reality is dependent on the person's ability to 

see the relativity of all things. It is the human mind 

which employs moral judgements and mental distinctions such 

as "right11 and "wrong", "true" and "false", "is" and "is 

not", "affirmative" and "negative", etc. / rn empirical 

existence one draws innumerable distinctions that make for 

a dualistic view of the universe; the Taoist asks whether 

within these alleged dualities any real distinctions exist. 

An understanding of the concept of relativity allows for 

growth of intuitive knowledge 3S opposed to the usual way 

of thinking which involves intellectual dissection and 

analytical reasoning. The value of intuitive knowledge is 

the path to pure self-consciousness leading to one's 
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realization of his inner essence, at which point there is 

no separation between the knower and the known, subject and 

object. inner and outer, etc. (Suzuki, 1959). Ordinary 

cognitive scheme is when one distinguishes between unames" 

(words) and "realities" (things). This scheme is inadequate 

because of its limitations, its finiteness; it is dependent 

upon one's perception and conception. The same things has 

many appearances, depending upon the perceiver; that same 

thing can appear differently to different people if their 

perspectives are different. The same thing appears differ-

ent to one person if one changes his perspective. Therefore, 

the conc~et of relativity suggests that one keep in mind 

that all distinctions are superficial; to transcend the 

relativistic view of things is to be able to see a thing in 

its proper perspective, from its own point of view. It is 

to reconcile opposites and dualities, moving toward a higher 

level of consciousness. 

The levelling of all opposites is basic to the idea 

of relativity in that things and events have their opposites 

but cannot exist without each other; this is the theory of 

interdependence of polarities. 

Nevertheless, life arises from death, and 
visa versa. Possibility arises from impossibility, 
and visa versa. Affirmation is based upon denial, 
and visa versa. Which being the case, the true 
Sage rejects all distinctions and takes his refuge 
in Heaven. For one may base it on this, yet this 
is also that and that also has its "right" and 
"wrong". Does then the distinction between this 



and that really exist or not? v1hen this 
(subjective) and that (objective) are both 
correlates, this is the very "Axis of Tao." 
And when that Axis passes through the center 
at which all infinities converge, affirmations 
and denials alike blend intq the infinite One 

The possible is possible: the impossible is 
impossible. · Two operates, and given results 
follow; things receive names and are said to be 
what they are. Why are they so? They are said 
to be so! Why are they not so? They are said 
to be not so! Things are so by themselves and 
have possibilities by themselves. There is 
nothing which is not so and there is nothing 
which may not become so. . Therefore take, 
for instance, a twig and a pillar, or an ugly 
person and a great beauty, and all the strange 
and monstrous transformations. These are all 
levelled together by Tao. Division is the same 
as creation or destruction, for these conditions 
are again levelled together .••. (Chuang Tzu 
[Lin, 1948, page 50]). 

The basis for the levelling of all opposites is in the 

40 

Chinese cosmology which states that all things in the universe 

are produced by the mutual interaction of two principal forces, 
· tn ~ 

Yin and Yang. The original mean~s of tne terms Yin and Yang 

were the shady and sunny sides of the mountain, respectively, 

but the expressions were carried over to mean 11 two alternating 

primal stages of being" (Chiang, 1971). Hence, what Yin-Yang 

symbolism represents is not dualism, but non-dualism; this 

symbolism suggests the interdependent rather than competing 

or opposing nature of opposites. As seen in the Tai-Chi 

symbol for Taoism (see Diagram 2), each of the two components 

contains in itself the seed of its opposite--a reminder that 

neither component is pure in content. In terms of any kind 
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Diagram 2 

Tai-Chi Diagram •.. Yin-Yang Symbol . 

(Chiang, 1971, page 345) 
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of metamorphosis, there consist, always, two alternating 

and complementary modes of movement; there is no pure love 

without hate, no happiness without sadness, no progression 

without regression, etc. Opposing forces are aspects of one 

unitary process; only with the recognition of such kind of 

dynamics can one transcend toward the union with Tao or to 

understand the idea of multiplicity in unity. This, perhaps 

is what Jung was suggesting in his idea that making oppo

sites conscious means reunion with the laws of life repre

sented in the unconscious, and the purpose of this reunion 

is the attainment of conscious .life (Wilhelm and Jung, 1962). 

Implications for psychotherapy. The most obvious implica

tion of the above concepts to psychotherapy is in the 

endeavor of individuals wanting to achieve a balance way of 

living and a higher integration through ~he process of 

psychotherapy. This is one of the goals .of psychotherapy 

and can be seen in the recent interest in Humanistic 

psychology, Existential psychology, Gestalt therapy, Psycpo

synthesis, and even in Family psychodynamics and Couple 

counseling. The key words are balance, harmony, growth, 

wholeness, integration, awareness, self-actualizing, and so 

forth. • . . The process and techniques of therapy may be 

different, but the goals are similar in attempting to create 

some form of harmony within the individual as well as with 

the systems which the individual participates in life. 
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It is in the process of psychotherapy that these 

concepts become most relevant. Two of the most important 

contributions to the process of therapy have to do with a 

way of thinking; a type of thinking which understands the 

"recessive" nature of all forms and a kind of thinking which 

can tolerate ambiguity. One might summarize · this kind of 

mental activity as a relativistic thinking process. The 

psychological implications of this are applicable both to 

the therapist and to the client since this understanding 

effects the whole process of life •.. not only in the 

therapeutic sessions. 

To restate from the discussion above on the concepts 

of reversion and relativity, there are two dominant themes 

in Chinese thought derived from the philosophy of Taoism. 

This is in regards to metamorphosis or change. One, there 

is an orderly progression by way of two alternating modes 

of existence, and two, the presence of an inseparable reces

sive component within the dominant one (Chiang, 1971). These 

themes are quite un-Western; however, Abraham Maslow in his 

study of the actualizing person, Carl Jung in his study of 

depth psychology, and Eric Erikson in his study of develop

mental stages, to name a few, have come close to this way 

of thinking. To give one example, Erikson in his Childhood 

and Society (1963)t cautions that the positive sense (such 

as the sense of trust) is not an achievement secured once 



and for all at a given stage, but must be interpreted in 

terms of "favorable ratios" between the positive and nega

tive. The idea is that the therapist and the client must 

not attempt to solve problems in a definitive manner; with 

every advancement in therapy, there may be setbacks. The 

important thing is that there is some movement toward 

growth, remembering that growth is in a cyclical pattern. 

Hence, there is no such thing as arriving or achieving a 

state of perfect mental health and no such thing as a self

actualized person. The focus is in the releasing of poten

tials in each person, a creative movement toward a more 

harmonious and balanced psychological state. 
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To give some examples of therapeutic implications in 

the idea of the "recessive" mode of behavior, take the 

case of depression. A person suffering from depression must 

not be misled into thinking that he will get rid of his 

depressions as such, but that he will be able to move towards 

less depressive states through a transformation of his mental 

attitude. This does not mean to learn suffering and accept 

that state; it does mean that a person in becoming aware of 

the process of his depression become unafraid of such nega

tive feelings and gains control of his potency for movement. 

In the therapeutic session, the client will become in touch 

with his capacity for satisfying emotional states, remember

ing that depressive states are just as natural and necessary 
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for growth. Once a person is liberated from this fear of · 

lack of control over his own emotions, his creative inner 

potential will begin to blossom. This process involves 

internal and external manipulation of the forces interacting 

with the person ' ·s mode of existence. Another example is in 

the case of emotionally disturbed children. Often parents, 

teachers and therapists concentrate on the problem the child 

is facing, trying to cure that child of a certain symptom 

such as nightmares or school phobias. To understand the 

problem and/or the cause of the problem ·is a very small 

part of therapy; the focus must be on the positive aspects 

of the child's behavior and encourage him to rely on his 

good feelings about himself. In this process, too, all those 

involved with the child must not expect growth to go in one 

linear direction but that setbacks are accepted as a natural 

part of development even though the concentration is focused 

on the positive aspects of functioning. Abraham Maslow in 

his article on "Defense and Growth" illustrates the same 

point (Millon, 1973). 

The feeling of ambivalence and/or a tolerance for 

ambiguity is another important contribution made by the 

Taoist idea of relativistic thinking process. In traditional 

psychoanalysis, ambivalence is used to term two opposing kinds 

of feelings directed toward an object and/or a person which 

is unconscious and the resolution of which is necessary in 
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order for any kind of movement to take place (Freud, 1965}. 

To the Taoist, the term ambivalence implies a natural, 

conscious mental process which is involved in most feelings: 

the presence of ambivalence does not mean a need for resolu

tion. It is precisely the acceptance of ambivalent feelings 

which creates a .tolerance for ambiguity and hence, the 

ability to make decisions and move on. To give an example: 

Take the case. of the feelings of love; in any intense and 

intimate relationship were love is involved, there usually 

are ambivalent feelings going on. A person does not con

stantly have a sense of pure love toward the love object; 

a denial of such ambivalence will be revealed in one's be

havior and attitude which would be incongruent to his 

understanding of love and cause him to try harder to be 

"loving. " This creates a vicious cycle o;.;rhereby the more 

one tries to demy the negative, unloving feelings, the more 

difficult it is for him to love. The problem here lies in 

the fear of ambivalent feelings; as if to have any unloving 

feelings means the total negation of love. It seems, then, 

it is the fear of ambivalence which causes paralysis, not 

the acknowledgement of a@bivalence which actually frees a 

person to move toward his desires of loving. This is 

applicable in a reverse way also. If a person insists that 

he absolutely hates his mother without being able to get in 

touch with some feelings of love for her, he will be stuck 
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at that place, unable to move o~t of the hate stance he has 

taken. This again . produces sufficient amount of conflict 

within the person to impair him toward any kind of movement. 

Finally, in the therapeutic process, the therapist must 

accept his own·ambivalent feelings toward the c~ient; a 

tolerance for ambiguity in both the process and the indi

viduals is a good start for movement and growth. 

Concept of Receptivity 

The concept of receptivity is related to all the 

concepts which have been discussed so far; as a matter of 

fact, the basis for receptivity involves an understanding of 

all the previous Taoist ideas. The outcome of practicing 

Wu Wei, having a sense of unity and being aware of reversion 

and relativity is to become like the female, the infant, 

wa·ter, the valley and the uncarved block. The qualities 

associated with these symbols are contrary to the ordinary 

values of strength which are implicated in the male symbol 

of the West. Lao Tzu places great value on what are regarded 

as the feminine qualities of receptivity, gentleness, and 

yielding; he repeatedly made paradoxical statements in 

reversing ordinary ideas of desirable and useful traits. 

He says that true strength is associated with softness, 

tenderness, and physical weakness, while hardness, vigor, and 

forcefulness are disadvantageous traits. Lao Tzu contends 

that growth and open-mindedness requires flexibility, whereas 



rigidity leads only to premature closure and stagnation. 

These ideas are expressed in various forms in the writings 

of Lao Tzu: 

When man is born, he is tender and weak; 
At death, he is hard and stiff. 
When the things and plants are alive, they are 
. soft and supple; 
When they are dead, they are brittle and dry. 
Therefore hardness and stiffness are the companions 

of death, 
And softness and gentleness are the companions of 

life (Tao Te Ching [Lin, 1948, page 305]). 

Nothing under heaven is softer or more yielding 
than water; 

But when it attacks things hard and resistant 
There is not one of them that can prevail, 
For they can find no way of altering it. 
That the yielding conquers the resistant 
And the soft conquers the hard 
Is a fact known by all men, yet utilized by none 
(Tao Te Ching [Waley, 1949, page 238]). 

He who knows the male, yet cleaves to what is 
female 

Become like a ravine, receiving all things under 
Heaven, 

And being such a ravine 
He knows all the time a power that he never calls 

upon in vain. 
This is returning to the state of infancy. 
He who knows the white, yet cleaves to the black 
Becomes the standard by which all things are tested; 
And being such a standard 
He has 'all the time a power that never errs, 
He returns to the Limitless. 
He who knows glory, yet cleaves to ignominy 
Becomes like a valley that receives into it all 

things under heaven, 
And being such a valley 
He has all the time a power that suffices; 
He returns to the state of the Uncarved Block. 
Now when a block is sawed up it is made into 

implements; 
But when the Sage uses it, it becomes Chief of 

all .Hinisters. 
Truly, "The greatest carver does the least cutting" · 
(Tao Te Ching [Waley, 1949, page 178]). 
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Following the idea of receptivity, Lao Tzu expound_s 

on the doctrine of simplicity, weakness, having no desires 

and having no knowledge. Further explanation of these 

ideas are necessary in order that one does not regard 

Taoism as negatiye morality. For instance, having no 
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desires simply means having no impure or ego· bound desires, 

not having no desires at all. Knowledge in the sense of 

cleverness and cunning is to be discarded, but knowledge of 

harmony and the eternal, contentment, where to stop, and 

the self is highly valued. Simplicity does not mean a 

return to primitivism and renunciation of civilization; it 

stands for a simple life that is free from cunning and 

cleverness, is not devoted to the pursuit of profit or 

marked by hypocritical humanity and righteousness, but is 

characterized by plainness, tranquility, honesty and purity 

(Waley, 1949}. Again, weakness is not to be taken literally. 

Weakness is seen as necessary in life as strength; weakness 

is often an outward expression of real strength; weakness, 

in the long run, usually overcomes strength. In other 

words, what the ,.,orld sees or defines as strength is real 

weakness, and what the world sees as weakness is true 

strength; it is a matter of ordinary perception as opposed 

to transcendent perception. 

Implications for psychotherapy. What does this concept of 

receptivity have to do with psychotherapy? One of the most 



obvious implications this concept has for psychotherapy i~ 

in the attitude and manner with \'lhich the therapist func-

tions in the therapeutic session. To be receptive in the 

Taoist sense means permeability, like Tao, is "ready to 

receive all thin~s". It means to be flexible and gentle, 

to be open and accepting of the client and his life style. 

Most of all, it means to lie low and let the client come 

forth to a sense of himself. Another facet of this impli-

cation for psychotherapy has to do with re-educating or 

redirecting the client's ordinary perception of life. In 

the doctrine of no desire, no knowledge, simplicity and 
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weakness, the application of which does not mean to renounce 

life and become an ascetic, but the emphasis is on seeing 

through some of the conventional values. It is the idea of 

"being in the world but not of it" (New Testament). As 

expressed by Watts (1961) in his concept of liberation! 

It cannot be stressed too strongly that libera
tion does not involve the loss or destruction of 
such conventional concepts as the ego; it means 
seeing through them--in the same way that we can 
use the idea of the equator without confusing it 
with a physical mark upon the surface of the earth. 
Instead of falling below the ego, liberation sur
passes it (page 32). 

· To summarize, the idea is to flow with life, doing 

all things to the best of one's ability but not having an 

attachment to anything. In this way, one returns to a 

deeper insight of his nature, living an eternally creative 

life; to live a life of circles whose circumference is 
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infinitely expanding, that is, whose circumference is no 

circumference (Suzuki, 1959). Therefore, the client needs 

to see that it is not by having more knowledge and ration-

ality that he will understand himself better; one under-

stands himself better as he moves out from his own internal 
.• 

sense of himself, trusting his inner power for living. It 

is not in ha~ing more desires that he will lessen his 

frustrations and anxieties; it is by not striving but using 

every opportunity that presents itself, accepting new paths 

without expectations which will less anxiety and frustra-

tion. To become more simple, one becomes profound; to 

admit to weaknesses, one becomes strong. It is the under-

standing of .this writer that Lao Tzu was not trying to 

replace logic, rationality and the scientific method of 

functioning for intuition, subjectivity and spirituality, 

etc.; but that he is suggesting an interplay ofboth sides. 

This will be further discussed in Chapter 4. 



Chapter 3 

TAOISM AND PSYCHOTHERAPY 

The Therapy Process 

The basic assumption in psychotherapy as a process 

is the possibility of change. The concept of change in the 

human personality depends largely upon the philosophical 

framework of the various approaches to therapy and human 

nature. For .the Taoist, change is not only a possibility 

but a natural phenomena of any living organism; hence, the 

goal of the therapy process is not so much upon change 

as the acceptance of change as part of the living process 

and the facilitating of the client's emergence as a con

structive and potent person. Personality development is 

seen as metamorphosis ..• the process of gradual unfolding 

of latent potentialities which is both natural and inevit

able but which perhaps has been disabled and hindered by 

certain aspects of a social system. An individual approaches 

psychotherapy when he is stuck; like a rat running around in 

a maze, he is unable, on his own, to see any way out. He 

may be at a point of intense emotional crisis; he may have 

a specific problem, some situational difficulties or a 

particular decision to make. Or he may be in the process 

of realizing his inner potential and .needs support in his 

growth. Regardless of the client's initial presenting 
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problem, the therapy process must go deeper into the 

client's understanding and ~xperience of himself in rela

tionship to his natural world. Dealing with the allevi

ating of symptoms alone will not help the client to crea

tively move through the living process; when p~essures 

of life develop again, the same ·or other symptoms again 

will emerge 6ausing the individual to feel helpless and 

impotent. For the Taoist, life is not to be lived free 

of problems; life is to be experienced passionately, 

intensely and fully but with detachment .•. this is 

liberation. 

The intent of this approach to the Taoistic 

therapy process is not to negate, but rather to subsume, 

the potentially significant contributions of the various 

orientations to psychotherapy. The th~~apeutic base for 

the therapy process may be qualitatively different, but 

all existing research and theories must not be considered 

irrelevant. As a matter of fact, for the Taoist therapist, 

the more knowledge of psychotherapy approaches he is 
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exposed to, the more he will experience the interrelatedness 

of the various theories because this integration will create 

for him a more transcendent point of view whereby he can be 

more spontaneous and free with his own intuition rather 

than being dependent upon any one technique. Transactional 

analysis may be appropriate if the presenting problem of the 
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client is mainly dealing with relationships. Learning 

theory approaches to psychotherapy may be used if the client 

has specific phobias or specific behavior patterns which 

need to be altered for normal functioning. Gestalt therapy 

may be employed when a client is very much out of touch with 

his own body whereby there is a dichotomy between one's 

psychological and physical states. Vocational testing and 

counseling may be incorporated when a person is trying to 

find meaningful work in his life sitaution. Existential 

psychotherapy may be involved when a person finds life to 

be meaningless and experiences an inner emptiness, when a 

person can neither accept life nor death~ Psychoanalytic 

orientation is very helpful in understanding the dynamics 

of the personality of the client. Client-centered 

approach is very necessary in facilitating the client's 

sense of himself. All or any of these approaches may be 

included in the therapy process, but for the Taoist thera

pist, the focus is upon man as a part of the cosmic whole. 

human condition is perceived as a unity with the natural 

order of all living processes. 

The Taoistic therapy process involves two basic 

concerns: on the one hand, the concern is with the indi

vidual organismic balance and harmony in the face of life 

situations which include crisis, problems and pain; on the 

other hand, which may be even more significant, is the 



sense of unity of the individual organism with the natural 

world of order as seen in nature. Pathology is viewed as 
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a result of the disturbance of the organismic balance, 

functioning "out of step" with other living movements in 

nature. The focus, then, is on the changing consciousness 

and values of the individual whereby one does not perceive 

himself as a separate entity from the cosmic whole. Psycho

therapy is an emotional as well as rational process that 

helps facilitate one's perception of himself and the 

natural world he lives in. It is a process whereby the 

client becomes increasingly more aware and sensitive to 

his own nature as he realizes a relationship between his 

own essence with all living things. This is the path to 

liberation; this does not mean an individual is freed from 

his life circumstances or the pressure and conflict he 

must face in daily living. It does mean that in changing 

the consciousness and values of the individual, he will 

perceive situations and himself in a different light; he 

will be able to see through the many myths and realities 

which are involved in any human life process. He will 

sense an integration within and without himself. 

Basic to these objectives of therapy above is the 

changing of one's perception. This is a dynamic process 

whereby the realization of one's inner essence releases 

one's potential for growth and movement. The key.word in 
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the Taoistic therapy process is movement; using whatever 

resources both within and outside of the therapy sessions, 

the client is assisted in moving out of his place of "being 

stuck" and into the movement of the life process. Similar 

to all other fo~s of psychotherapy, relationship and com

munication are of the utmost importance. The therapist 

"empties his tnind 11 and tries to be completely in touch 

with the client as an individual unity in his environment. 

Changes in perception for the client are very subtle and 

slow at first; this process is facilitated by the therapist's 

reflections of what the client is feeling and thinking of 

himself as well as by questions and discussions of alterna

tive ways of dealing with situations. Movement comes from 

the client when he is willing to experiment with new and 

revised ways of handling his situations and relationships; 

movement may also be on an emotional, psychological and 

philosophical level whereby the individual feels and sees 

things in a different light. 

Somewhat different than other forms of psychotherapy, 

the Taoist therpist focuses on the transcendental aspect of 

man. Perceiving all human behavior to be related to man's 

sense of himself and his values about life, the Taoist 

therapist uses every interaction and every therapeutic situ

ation to bring forth the client's understanding of himself 

as a man in the total life process. The therapist is con

cerned with the client's immediate problems, but this is 
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not his main concern. The Taoist therapist uses the crisis 

situation to encourage the client to discover for himself 

a system of values and philosophical concepts which he may 

be guided by. Like the Taoist masters, the therapist may 

attack and qu~st~on the individual's existing concepts; the 

therapist will help clarify the inconsistencies of an 

individual's needs and his perception of societal values. 

The Taoist therapist will point out the absurdity of some 

perceptions and values which may have caused the client to 

be in a "crisis" in the first place. The client will be 

encouraged to flow with life processes, to follow the 

natural and honest path, and to let go of one's own narrow 

views; he will be guided to a more transcendent perspective 

of the world and himself. 

Characteristic of Taoistic therapy is that the 

process is both affective and cognitive, phenomenal and 

didactic. Self-awareness and perceptual field of the 

individual client is only important in the initial phase 
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of therapy. Once the individual becomes aware of his 

selfhood, he is encouraged to move out of himself into the 

life process around him. Self discovery is only important 

inasmuch as the understanding of the self is related and 

integrated with the unity of all living things. The experi

ence of oneself is vital only in relationship to the capa

city to fully experience natural and other people. Re

directing and re-educating the traditional Western way of 



thinking is an essential process in therapy; the client is 

taught how to think in a more relativistic manner, to view 

life in a more cyclical pattern. The Taoistic process is 

concerned with the client's way of being as well as his 

attitudinal disposition toward the world he lives in; the 

concepts of Wu Wei, or refraining from doing things con

trary to nature, and Receptivity, or to be open, flexible 

and permeable, must be experienced and practiced by the 

individual, and the concepts of Reversion, or the idea of 

cyclic changes and levelling of all opposites; Unity, or 

the acceptance of opposites and contrasts as a harmonious 

and balanced whole; and Relativity, or the ability to see 

ultimate reality as being relative to one's perception 

must be comprehended in order for the client to move out 

of himself and into a more transcendent place of being. 

The Therapeutic Relationship 
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The working direction in the Taoistic therapy 

process is a dynamic movement involving the therapeutic 

relationship. The therapeutic relationship begins with the 

therapist. The clients and their problems are as varied 

as the different types of personalities in this world. 

There may be general categories of personality types, but 

each client and his mode of functioning is individualistic. 

The therapist has no control over what the individual client 

is all about, but he does know something about himself, and 



he does have responsibility toward his part of the rela

tionship. The Taoist therapist is anchored and centered 

in himself but he is spontaneous, fluid and dynamic in the 

therapeutic relationship. The therapist has tested out the 

concepts of Taoism in his own life and has a basic sense 

of unity between himself and the natural world. The thera

pist accepts his natural self-so-ness, is able to see the 

diversity in unity of all things, is flowing rather than 

struggling with the life process, is aware of the concepts 

of cyclical changes and relativity in life situations. 

However, to implement Taoistic therapist does not 

mean tha·t the therapist preaches about Taoism; as a matter 

of fact, the client does not need to understand Taoism at 

all. The word Tao need never be mentioned in the therapy 

sessions. The therapist may suggest the concepts of Taoism 

as an alternative way of looking and dealing with one's 

life circumstances, but it is the client who, in the end, 

will know what is most helpful to him in his search for 

balance and harmony. The Taoist therapist trusts himself 

and his own nature in relationship to the natural world; 

therefore, he trusts the potential worth of the individuals 

he comes in contact with. The therapist is in touch with 

his own fears and hopes; hence he is able to emphathize 

with the client. He understands that balance and harmony 

is a cyclical process; it is not a state a person achieves 
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once and for all. Therefore, the therapist is flexible, 

accepting, fluid and dynamic; his main concern is to bring 

the client to accept and experience the fluidity and the 

flow of life, moving toward a more transcendent point of 

view. The therapist is completely focused on the client 

and his unique dynamics, but he is spontaneous ·and natural 

in his interaction which may serve as a model for the 

client to trust himself to become increasingly more spon

taneous and natural. 

The stages of Taoistic therapy are not in a linear 

fashion whereby problems are diagnosed, history is taken 

and a specific plan of treatment goals implemented. The 

implementation of Taoistic therapy is not in stages and 

does not have any particular chronological order; on the 

other hand, it is not completely esoteric and spiritual, 

disregarding the client's real and concrete problems. 

Within the therapeutic relationship, situations are dealt 

with by both the client and the therapist. Individual 

history, diagnosis, and therapeutic goals are discussed, 

reviewed, and clarified by the client himself with the 

therapist as the facilitator. This relationship may be 

described as an .. interwoven" process. The therapeutic 

relationship is in a cyclical pattern, going from layer 

to layer of ever deeper and broader communication whereby 

the client comes to a different perspective of himself, 
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his problems, and his view of life. The individual sessions 
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are initiated by the client; what seems urgent to the 

client at the time is dealt with both experientially and 

cognitively, but the therapist introjects Taoistic concepts 

when appropriate. This means that to integrate Taoistic 

concepts into the client•s situation, the timing and rele

vancy of each concept with the client's immediate "space"-

where he is at psychologically and situationally--is very 

important. The client's historical and development back

ground as well as his view of his problems are not dealt 

with once and for all, but all these factors are "inter

woven" through the whole therapeutic process; when rele

vant and significant, the continuity and relatedness of 

all aspects of the client's past and present dynamics are 

exposed and felt by him, focusing always on the pattern of 

unity of his l1fe process. 

Whatever may be the raw material given in each 

therapeutic relationship, there is a continual and constant 

process of cooperative weaving; at times the weaving is 

mainly involved with the background, at other times, de

finite patterns may emerge ..• new colors or material'may 

be included and integrated into the whole piece of work. 

Regardless of the size or the composition of the total 

piece, there emerges a unity and wholeness to the completed 

work. The relationship in Taoistic therapy may be seen as 

a creative process whereby doing and not-doing, questioning 



and answering, supporting and compassionately attacking, · 

may all be involved. In this movement, the therapist 

assists the client to experience fullness and emptiness, 

love and hate, joy and depressions, action and non-action; 

the client may or may not change specific behavior 

patterns, but his perspective will be altered which will 

have certain implications for him. 

An example of the subtle interweaving process can 

be seen in the history of art where, traditionally, the 

Western notion of art composition emphasizes multicolors 

and patterns leaving very little blank spaces. As with 

Chinese paintings, the Taoistic therapy process includes 

"blanks" or "holes"; emptiness and holes are resources for 

receptivity. In the example of the weaving procedure, 
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holes are part of the pattern; the therapist is comfortable 

with unanswered aspects of life, with silent spaces in their 

dialogue, and with the blanks or the sense of emptiness in 

one's life periodically which are accepted as part of the 

total pattern. The crucial point is that the therapist 

has no preconceived idea of a particular composition or 

pattern for the client. The therapist cooperates in 

weaving the patterns of the client's life according to his 

sense of himself; regardless of how fragmented the pattern 

may seem to the client, it is the therapist's role to 

demonstrate the unity of the pattern to the client. 



The Taoistic therapist is both active and passive, 

reflecting and introjecting. The key to this process is 

a constant checking in with the client's sense of himself; 

how natual each idea, each feeling and each experience is 

to the client. ~his · is not just a verbal process. The 

therapist will often ask the client to experiment with a 
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new mode of behavior if the client is beginning to perceive 

things in a different .light. At times, it may be appro-

priate for the client to spend an hour a week learning to 

experience 
il 

nature, or st±ence, or some form of art, 

" leading into some kind of regular and daily meditation 

practice. At other times, the client may need to test out 

his broader consciousness in relationships and social 

systems; this may mean searching out for new experiences 

or it may mean remaining in the same old situation but 

seeing the circumstances in a different manner. To bring 

the person to a more simplistic and transcendent point of 

view is to assist the client in coming out of himself into 

a unity with the cosmos. Problems are not necessarily 

solved; they may be altered or dissipated in their own time, 

but the therapist does not attempt to remove symptoms for 

the sake of removing them. Again, it must be repeated that 

this does not mean the therapist is unconcerned with the 

immediate problems of the client which may be causing him 

real pain. It does mean that the therapist is sensitive 
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enough to foresee the danger of being stuck in the client's 

immediate problems, thereby facilitating a dependency rela

tionship without stimulating and/or validating the client's 

own inner potency. 

In discu~sing the therapeutic relationship, this 

writer is suggesting some ideas on the makin·gs of a 

Taoistic therapist. The therapeutic relationship is pri-

.marily dependent upon the credibility of the therapist as 

a person. It is not his knowledge of psychology nor his 

apparent intellect nor his charming personality which 

creates an authentic interaction and hence relationship. 

However, the therapist's openness to life experience, his 

willingness to take risks and make mistakes, his wisdom 

about human nature and about himself, his basic trust in 

himself and his client, are some of the factors involved 

in his credibility as a person in the "helping role". The 

issue, then, is not just with the techniques one uses but 

rather a way of being for the therapist, his philosophical 

orientation to the nature of things. To implement the 

Taoistic therapeutic relationship is to be open and sugges

tive; it can be both directive and non-directive, supportive 

and non-supportive. It is the spontaneity of the therapist's 

behavior which becomes a model for the client; it is the 

dissipation of fears and blocks which enables the client to 

expose himself fully and experience his own mode of living. 



The therapist may be likened to an artist, involved in a 

creative process whereby the client is also encouraged to 

try living creatively and sensitively in and out of the 

therapy sessions. 

Examples 

Psychotherapy in the Taoistic orientation does not 

take on the medical model whereby t4e client is~consider~d , . 

"sick" and the therapist "heals" the "illness". Therapy 

as well as l±fe is considered an open-ended process moving 

in a cyclical pattern. The beginning and ending of one's 

· life experience are associated with one's birth and death; 

everything in between is a process of awareness and inte-

gration of one's experience · of himself in the living move-
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ment. Therapy, as a process interwoven with all other life 

experiences cannot be viewed as a closed case at any point; 

even with the termination of the therapy, one's life is 

still in process and open-ended. . .how and when one inte-

grates the concepts experienced in therapy cannot ever be 

fully determined. Hence, the examples given below are not 

complete case studies, with an ending; Taoistic therapy 

may be viewed as something which was introjected at one 

point of a person's life, to form any kind of conclusions 

would be inconsistent to the Taoistic philosophy. 

The following examples are single interviews taken 

out of three on-going cases; these sessions will not be 
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analyzed and discussed. The reader is asked to draw impli-

cations for himself; what the examples illustrate will 

depend largely upon the reader's understanding of the 

Taoistic concepts. Example A demonstrates the use of the 

concept of Unity and Relativity; Example B involves the 

concept of Reversion and the interdependence of opposites, 

and Example C illustrates the need for the practice of Wu ~'lei 

as well as an understanding of the concept of Cyclic Changes. 

Example A. 

A good runner leaves no track. 
A good speech leaves no flaws for attack. 
A good reckoner makes use of no bo.l ts, 

And yet cannot be opened. 
A well-tied knot makes use of no rope, 

And yet cannot be untied (Lao Tzu [Lin, 
1948, page 156]). 

Cl. I have been rereading my journal which I 
started keeping when I first came in to see you. 
God, such ~ painful experience, I had to put it 
down •.. but you know something? I'm really be
ginning to see why I do the things I do; I know 
what I need and want, and I'm trying to be more 
in control of my circumstances. • . . I make 
my own choices now. 

I had sex with Paul last week and was depressed 
for a whole day afterwards; I knew it wouldn't \vork. 
But I felt sexual towards him so I went through with 
it; I felt awful because there is no communication 
between us. He wasn't even interested in how I 
felt. I started to talk to him but I decided he 
wouldn't understand anyways. But I feel O.K. 
since I knew I had to have sex with him once more to 
confirm my own feelings. 

Th. You look and sound like you are pleased 
with the way you feel about yourself ... that's 
great! You mentioned that at times it was very 
painful for you to read your journal about yourself, 
and again you experienced depression after having 



sex with Paul; how was it for you? How did you 
handle these negative feelings? 

Cl. I don't know; I'm not sure wha·t' s happen
ins. I use to get really scared when I get de
pressed; six months ago, I would still be blaming 
myself for sleeping with Paul again. But, even 
while I was feeling awful on Sunday, I thought to 
myself that it was something I had to do and I 
did it .•. and it was no big deal. I felt low 
and it was no big deal! I didn't sit there and 
try to analyze or justify myself; I just sort of 
let it go .•. do you know what I mean? 

Th. ¥es, when you feel like you have some 
control of what you're up to, you can sort of 
move on ... making mistakes sometimes and feeling 
low or sad at times, but you are not dwelling upon 
all the negative aspects of things. Is that right? 
Does thcit sort of fit into how you are feeling? 

Cl. (nodding her head, but looking rather sad 
all of a sudden) Yea, but something is making me 
feel kind of scared ... I'm feeling good within 
myself and you know how much I've gone through. 
I mean,. it's really exciting that I no longer 
walk around feeling helpless and lousy about 
myself. B~~, I feel so lonely: no, I don't mean 
to say tha~ either because I like being alone. 
I also like having company. I know I can have 
relationships if I want; I'm pretty outgoing. I 
guess what I am feeling is a sense of "aloneness". 
I wish I could share what I have been going through 
with someone. I wish my parents would be willing 
to listen to me and really hear me. I tried talk
ing to my mother this summer. I was so excited 
and wanted so much for her to know what is happen
ing to me. She is very intelligent and she should 
have understood. But you know what her response 
was .•. she didn't hear a thing I said; she 
literally cut me off by ending the conversation 
with the statement that I should find a nice 
Jewish boy to marry and then I would be happy ..• 
(Cl. starts ~rying at this point) ... why, why 
can't she experience what I was trying to share 
with here. I love my parents, and I want to have 
them understand and know me as I'm getting to know 
myself. . . . 
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Th. (gets out of her chair and puts her 
hand on Cl.'s shoulder) You still feel frus
trated, don't you, that you can't communicate 
with your mother. Your crying seems to indicate 
more than just frustration; what else are you 
feeling righ now .•• 

Cl. I'm so Goddarnn mad at my parents! I 
mean, they are not dumb people; I told you, my 
father is a genius who entered college at the 
age of 14 and my mother and he both have Ph. D.'s 
in physics. I hate them for what they have done 
to me interrns of my feeling dumb about myself; 
but they are my parents and I want to relate to 
them .•• I want them to know me as I really am, 
not their image of me. I really have changed 
a lot you know ... I don't want to hate them but 
I do when I can't share anything with them. 

Th. O.K. I hear several things happening 
here and I would like to sort some of these 
things out with you. Correct me and interrupt 
me if what I'm about to say does not fit to 
your own feelings about these issues. (Cl. 
nods her head) First of all, you are really 
excited and happy experiencing your own poten
tials for living your own life; you are no longer 
dependent and at the mercy of public opinions and 
evaluations of your behavior. You feel free but 
you also feel a lot more responsible for your 
own actions. This new sense of yourself, with 
the positive and negative aspects involved, is 
really creating some good feelings for you. But 
at the same time, perhaps because you feel your 
parents will not share this new experience of 
yours, you feel alone and unrelated to anyone 
else which scares you. 

Cl. Yea, I've become awfully independent, 
I like it but I know I have my dependency needs 
too. I like to be able to share myself with 
someone. 

Th. It sounds like you are getting into 
dichotomies again. Does being independent mean 
the opposite of being dependent to you? 

Cl. Well, they are opposites, and I seem to 
either be too dependent or too independent •.• 
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Th. Does being independent mean being alone 
and not having any needs of wanting to share your 
existence? 

Cl . . Something like that •.. intellectually 
I know I am-both independent and dependent, but 
I don't know how to get it together. 

Th. Mary, close your eyes for a few minutes 
and take three deep breaths. . Now, without too 
much thinking, try to recall an experinnce which 
was really fun for you, something which made you 
feel really happy and delighted all over •.. 
(Cl. talks about a particular incident and her 
experience of it.) Good, now do you feel the 
high and good feelings? (Cl. is giggling and 
bubbling with enthusiasm in relating this feel
ing.) That's fine. You are recalling an experi
ence which you felt and is still capable of 
sensing on a gut level. Remember, this is you! 
(Pause} Keeping your eyes closed, I would like 
you to recall a very sad and negative experience 
which hurts and causes you great agony. I don't 
want you to think about it, I would like you to 
relate the experience on a gut level. (Cl. twists 
her posture, hads go into fists •.. and she begins 
to relate her bitterness, anger, pain and sadness 
of a particular incident.) O.K. Tnese are your 
feelings and this is you also. Now, open your 
eyes, get up and stretch, if you like. Would you 
say that joy and sadness are opposites? 

Cl. Yes! They sure feel different. 

Th. And yet, both of these experiences stemmed 
from you. You were capable of intensely feeling 
both of these very different and perhaps opposite 
feelings. (We do the above exercise a few more 
times in relationship to love and hate, feeling 
empty and full, and ending with independence and 
dependence.) 

Cl. Hey, I'm getting it; I think I understand. 

Th. Whether you understand it intellectually 
is not really the issue. Just tell me one thing. 
Did you have to struggle to get it together? I 
mean the opposite emotional states .•• 
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Cl. No, they are all part of me and my 
experiencing of things. 

Th. Does it feel strange to you to have 
opposite feelings? 

Cl. No. I wouldn't be human if I didn't 
feel both sides of any of these states. 

Th. What are we really talking about then? 
Let's get back to your initial concern ... 

Cl •. It's beginning to make sense to me. 
I've been struggling too hard, worrying too 
much about what's happening to me. Trying to 
get things together which are in fact together 

.I'm not making much sense, am I? 

Th. Verbally, it may not sound very pro
found, but I know what you are sensing intui
tively. Some things are difficult to express, 
but not all experiences need to be expressed. 
I think you are sensing a kind of integration 
with yourself; I think you are feeling that 
opposites are really interdependent upon each 
other. . . 

(Cl. and Th. st:.ared at each other for a few seconds; with 

smiles on each face, they communicate an understanding 

that is beyond words.) 

Th. In regards to your relationship, at 
present, with your parents, I think you · 
wanted some clarification ••• 

Cl. Yes, I haven't written to them for a 
month because I just don't know what to do. 
I'm so angry at them. 

Th. From what we've just gone through, I 
don't think we need to discuss your ambivalent 
feeling of love and hate toward any person. But 
from what you've said, I velieve the issue is 
more in regards to be able to share your experi
ences with your parents; you cannot understand 
why they cannot see things the way you see 
them. • • uhmrnmm? 
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Cl. Yea, why can they see things???? 

Th. Tell me, Mary,. everything you know 
about your mother and the kind of family she 
comes from; 'tvhat are some of the experiences 
she has had as a child, an adolescent and as 
an adult. What are your grandparents like? 
Tell me what ever you know or have heard about 
your mother ... tell me her past first, then 
tell me of your perception of her 'at present. 
You are going to be telling me l::mt I want you 
to hear yourself, O.K.? 

(Cl. tells the story about her mother, then we do the 

same thing in regards to her father.) 

Th. Well, Mary, what do you think? Did 
either one of them come from the same kind of 
socio-cultural background which you have experi
enced? Are their personalities that similar to 
yours? 

Cl. No. My grandmother still tries to 
dominate my mother and· tell her what to do. 

Th. May we assume then that their particu
lar environment had something to do with the way 
they each perceive things? 

Cl. I think so. I think that is why my 
mother is so timid about telling me how she 
feels about things. She says she does not want 
to be authoritarian like her mother. 

Th. Let's get back to the issue. You are 
angry with your parents because you don't feel 
like they will ever understand and accept you 
the way you are. Hy question is: Do you under
stand and accept your individual parent for who 
he or she is and where she or he is at? 

Cl. But I'm their daughter; they should 
know me. 

Th. I've noticed that you used the word 
"should" a couple of times this session in 
regards to your parents. Whenever a person 
says "should", he has a preconceived idea of 
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how things are to be. You are frustrated and 
angry because your parents are not perceiving 
things the way you are, but if you can put 
yourself in their shoes, is it not possible that 
your parents are doing the same thing to you? 

Cl. You know what they did to me? (Cl. 
goes on and on about the negative things her 
parents have "done" to her.) 

Th. Stop. Look, Mary, you are 23 years old. 
I'm getting tired of hearing you rap about your 
parents.at this point. We've gone over that at 
other sessions already. To talk about feeling 
alone. People, particularly your parents can't 
understand you. Are you willing now to look at 
them as individuals? Are you willing to attempt 
to understand them according to their particular 
psychological and social environments? 

Cl. You sound angry. 

Th. I am because I am getting frustrated in 
seeing you stuck in this place. You've come a 
long ways in understanding yourself from your 
situation. Now, you've got to get out of your
self and see others from their situation ... not 
until you ~re able to understand that each person 
perceives things according to his nature and en
vironment, will you be able to get out of this 
sense of aloneness. 

Cl. Is that why I feel so alone? 

Th. I think you will discover the answer 
yourself as we go along. I hope for you to test 
some of these things out and see for yourself if 
that is what is going on. . . . Our time is about 
up, and I think we've gone through a lot already 
today. We will continue with this next week. 

Cl. I have a lot to think about. 

Th. I would prefer you don't think about this. 
We will continue with this process, and as things 
make sense to you, you will subjectively integrate 
them into your system of being. 

C. I am feeling a bit confused. 
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Th. That's fine. 
things intellectually. 
your flute? 

Don't try to clarify 
Are you still playing 
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Cl. Yes, I love the space of being alone 
with my music. 

Th. Are you still taking walks in the 
park? 

Cl. Yes. That's really relaxing for me. 

Th. This week when you go for a walk, I 
would like you to forget yourself. Try to 
blend yourself with a tree or a blade of grass 
~ •• don't think or verbalize anything; just 
sort of become one with whatever part of nature 
which attracts your attention. Lose yourself in 
that process and don't look at it from your per
ception of it. This is very difficult but try 
it; we'll talk about it next time. 

This was the sixteenth session with the client, 

Mary. Initially she came into therapy because of the 

confusion and depression she experienced after she broke 

up with her boyfriend. Soon after she passed the "crisis", 

she began the movement toward a fuller sense of herself. 

She is a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of the University of 

California at Los Angeles. The interaction with her is 

very aggressive and open; she is quick to hear and compre-

hend. The sessions move fairly fast; she thinks and acts 

quickly. The therapist, functions and moves with her on 

her level. The relationship is intense but honest. Each 

may question the other at any time .. Her natural instinct 

seems to move toward a more transcendent place of being; 

The sessions go at her pace ... weaving her life patterns. 
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Example B. 

Reversion is the action of Tao. 
Gentleness is the function of Tao. 

The things of this world come from Being, 
And Being (comes} from Non-Being (Lao Tzu 
[Lin, 1948, page 207]}. 

Cl. Hey 1 I'm sorry to call you in but I'm 
really in a mess. I've got to get some help. I'm 
so nervous I'm afraid that they are going to get 
me to explode again. . . . You've got to go with 
me and represent me. You've got to be my mouth
piece; explain to them my problems, you understand 
me, don!t you??? 

Th. Wait a second, Lenny. Slow down. (Pause} 
I don't mind coming in; remember, I had told you 
it was O.K. to call the office. I'm off for the 
summer, but I am on-call. Now, what is all this 
about? Who is going to get you to explode? 
Explain to me what you are talking about? 

Cl. It's the Social Security Board ... they 
wouldn't give me my disability. (Cl. fumbles 
in his pocket and comes out with a wrinkled 
piece of paper.} Here, they want me to show up 
at this meeting; they have all rr,y records from 
the doctors and psychologists. But they want to 
question me, and I know I'll get mad ... if they 
make me mad, I'm liable to hit the ceiling and 
hurt someome •.. I know they will get me mad!! 

Th. (Reads the letter first.} Lenny, this 
letter states that their decision to give you 
disability money will mainly be dependent upon 
the records they will receive from your doctors, 
psychologists as well as the welfare worker. 
Have you contacted these people? Do they know 
that the records have to be in? 

Cl. Yea, yea ... I think they are all in so 
why do they want to get me? I'm dependent on 
t.his money; if they get me to explode, I'm afraid 
they will not give the money to me, and I have a 
right to support my family ... I've tried to get 
training and it hasn't worked. 

Th. O.K. Lenny. You're very upset now be
cause you are really worried about this meeting; 
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you are afraid of what you will do, or rather 
what they will make you do. (Cl. nods his head) 
You asked me a little while ago if I understood 
you. Yes, I understand something about you, and 
I think you understand something about yourself. 
It is true from your past, your tendency is to 
explode and get yourself into trouble ..• but 
~hat was the past. Do you remember that time 
with the welfare worker in regards to you car? 

Cl. Boy, how can I forget that. I thought 
I was going to end up in the psych ward again I 
was so furious. 

Th. At that time, you were accused of some
thing which you were innocent of but do you 
remember how you handled that? 

Cl. Well, I remember you explaining to me 
that the welfare worker is only human and he 
can make mistakes too ••. I remember him attack
ing me, but I· didn't say anthing until he was 
finished. I stated my story and then just left 
it there .•. I didn't get mad that time and 
didn't .feel like punch,ing him. 

Th. And what happened? 

Cl. Things got worked out. I got my back 
check. I was really angry, but after we had 
talked about it a couple of sessions, when I 
actually faced the welfare worker, I was able to 
hold my tongue ... I guess I got most of the 
anger out with you. 

Th. How did you feel about that afterwards? 

Cl. Oh, I was pround of myself. I didn't 
look down upon myself, so even if he looked down 
on me, I didn't care ... I thought he was the 
foolish one for attacking me. 

Th. Lenny, you know you have a temper, but 
do you know from that experience, that you are also 
able to keep your cool? 

Cl. Yea, but you helped me with it. 

Th. Was I there? Did I keep your mouth shut? 
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Cl. No. . • 

Th. Well, was it me or you handled that 
situation? 

Cl. I guess I did. 

Th. Yes, you did it all alone. Sure, we 
got some things sorted out, and you were able to 
see why you get into that kind of explosive state. 
But look, you are moving and learning new ways of 
handling things, and in that particular situation, 
you proved to yourself that you are changing. 

Cl. Boy, I still get awfully mad though. 

Th. I expect you to. There are a lot of 
things in this world that will make us made, and 
there were a lot of things in your past which 
should have made you made. I think \vhat you are 
saying is that you don't want to be out of con
trol with your madness. You want to be able to 
trust yourself. 

Cl. I can trust myself if no one kicks me; 
people will keep kicking you when you don't 
kick back, you know. 

Th. Did the welfare worker keep kicking you 
when you didn't kick back? 

Cl. Well, not that time. 

Th. Tell me Lenny, what it's·like when you 
lose your temper ••. 
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(Cl. retells some of the times when he has lost his temper.) 

Th. How did you feel about yourself in that 
kind of situation, and where did it get you? 

Cl. It got me in trouble, and I'm telling 
you, it makes me feel mao at myself too. I 
don't like scaring people. 

Th. Tell me again how it was for you when you 
are able to hold your tongue; how did you feel 
about yourself when you were able to just let 
some things go. . • 



(Cl. tells of a few times when he didn't lose his temper, 

when he handled things calmly.) 

Th. And what did you think of yourself. 
what kind of person did you see in yourself? 

Cl. Well, for one thing, I didn't get 
depressed afterwards because I didn't get angry. 
I also felt I was just as good as any of the 
people who \-Jere attacking me 

Th .. So, you are saying you like that part 
of yourself. 

Cl. Yea, sure, when I can keep my cool. 
It feels good like I have some power ... I 
didn't feel \'lOrth a damn when I explode. 

Th. Lenny, you are used to thinking of 
yourself as a time bomb; periodically you explode. 
What you are not used to is seeing the part of 
you which does not explode and can handle things. 
Can you, right now, feel that both of these sides 
are you? The scale has been tipped to the side 
of your temper, but you are gaining on the other 
side where your anger does not need to come out 
in a temper every time. 

Cl. I guess I do know that deep down. You 
know, the kids don't get to me like they use to 

.they're not any different, but I feel differ
ent and things don't upset me like they use to. 

Th. That's really great. Just remeffiber 
thought that there are always two sides to a 
coin, and it might do a lot of flipping on you 
... the important thing is to accept both of 
these sides in you; keep moving and trusting 
yourself ... we'll see what happens. 

Cl. I guess I get impatient and then I sort 
of scare myself. 

Th. I can understand that. (Pause) Now, in 
regards to this hearing. . . . It will not take 
place for another three weeks. I would like you 
to think about this yourself for a week; I will 
go with you if you still feel the same fear next 
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week. Personally, I feel you can do it by 
yourself. Even if they attack you, I don't 
think you are going to just explode ... oh, 
you'll get mad alright, but you are not going 
to kill anyone in the process. 

Cl. I feel a little silly now. I imagine 
I can do it O.K. 

Th. It's not silly to be concerned and try
ing to predict what might happen. It shows that 
you know yourself well enough that you want to 
prevent some of the same kind of behavior from 
happening. I think this a very good sign that 
you understand you are changing but that changes 
are never complete at any particular time. I 
would like you to think about it for a week though; 
let me know next week if you still feel like you 
need me to go with you. 

Cl. O.K. But right now I think I'd like to 
do this by myself just to see if I can do it. 

Th. That sounds good to me. Let's leave it 
open though, O.K.? 
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This was the tenth session with the client, Lenny. 

He is 46 years old with a family of eight children; the 

family moved out to California from New Mexico and have 

been on welfare. Lenny did not finish seventh grade and 

has so many medical problems that he has beeri unemployable 

for the last several years. Initially Lenny came in to 

therapy because of his relationship with his children. 

Soon, his biggest handicap was exposed ... his temper. 

He is learning how to handle his anger toward society and 

his depressions about himself, but the main focus has 

been in changing his perception of himself and eventually 

about the kind of world he lives in. He is motivated but 



he is very concrete. The sessions move slowly, his 

problems are handled as it comes up but his need for a 

different perspective of himself is never overlooked. 

Example C. 

Stretch (a bow) to the very full, 
And you will wish you had stopped in time. 

Temper a (sword edge) to its very sharpest, 
And the edge will not last long (Lao Tzu 
[Lin , 19 4 8 , page 7 9 ] ) . 

c11 • Well, Addie seemed to have had a really 
good session with you this morning. 

c1 2 . She didn't want to talk about it, but 
she sure looked happy about something. 

Th. Addie and I made an agreement that our 
sessions will be confidential except for speci
fic information which she gives me permission 
to share with you. Does that sound all right 
with you? She may share whatever she likes with 
you but only if she wishes to do so. 

c12 . That's fine. I understand kids need 
privacy, and I'll remember not to ask her any
thing. Although until she met this boy, we had 
no secrets ... she and I used to be able to dis
cuss everything. 

Th. I think it is wonderful that your family 
has ah·mys been so open with each other. (Pause) 
Addie is going to be 18 soon and it is a good 
sign that she is beginning to feel a little bit 
of a separate person. Perhaps she cannot ver
balize things at this point and therefore it is 
difficult to share any of ther feelings with you. 

Cl1 . How is Addie? What is your opinion; 
is she going to be tricked by this kid? We cer
tainly haven't handled things right. Whatever 
we have done has not worked. 

c12 . Addie has always been bery naive; she 
is influenced easily and I'm afraid this kid has 
swept her off of her feet. She's never had a 
boyfriend before you know, and she has not even 
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dated much. Now, I keep telling her she's got 
to go out with more boys •.. besides, this kid 
is not our kind of people. He comes from a 
background which is very limited; Addie, herself, 
sometimes feels embarrassed by the way he acts 
in public. We take her to' plays and nice res
taurants; we travel and go to concerts •.• I 
just don't see what they have in common. 

Th. Mrs. X, I know you are very upset right 
now and you are assuming that Addie does not 
know what she is doing, and because of your 
concern for your daughter, you are worried that 
she is 9oing to make a mistake! It is common 
for a mother to have such concerns. But let's 
not predict anything •.. you also feel angry at 
her boyfriend and seem to think it was all his 
fault. 

c12 . Well, I just think he is using her. 

Th. Mr. X, I would like to get back to some 
of your questions first, and then we'll talk more 
about what is going on. Addie is a strong girl 
and has handled this crisis well. Although the 
immediate worry with you is whether she is getting 
herself into something she will be sorry for; I 
see the issue to be more with Addie as a person. 
What does she know about herself, what are her 
needs ... but anyways, I would like to hear from 
you in terms of how you have been handling the 
situation and how you are feeling right now about 
it. 

c11 . Well, she has been going with this kid 
for a year now. She met him at work. Y-'le were 
very nice to him at first, but then her grades 
went down, she started doing things she has never 
done before ... when she got in trouble with the 
school was when we started putting our foot down. 
We told her she was not allowed to see him any
more. We didn't allow him to call her at the 
house. Well, we didn't know it, but she was 

. sneaking off to see him at every chance; she 
would like to us about where she was going, etc. 
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(Both Mr. and Mrs. X went through the details of how their 

daughter became less and less manageable; they felt out of 



control with her and accelerated their rules and demands . 

in an attempt to stop her from seeing this boy.} 

Th. As parents, you are both suffering a 
lot right now; you feel powerless and frustrated. 
You want what you feel is best for her but you 
see her going to the other extreme of where 
you wish she would be ... perhaps part of your 
suffering also stems from your fear of _what is 
going to happen; you feel stuck with her and 
it's like having to watch your child drown ... 
do these ideas fit in with how you are feeling? 

e1 1 . Suffering is a mild term for what we've 
been going through. I haven't slept well for 
over a week; I walk around work like a Zombie. 

e1 2 • I just don't know where I have 
failed her ... (Mrs. X begins to cry} 

(Th. reaches over and touches Mrs. X, handing her the box 

of Kleenex. } 

Th. Look, the situation is far from being 
hopeless. You feel badly because right now 
you can't see your way out of this situation. 
But by the very fact you are here, shows me 
that you do have some hope. Let's see what we 
can do. 

e11 . Yes. I want to know what we have done 
wrong. I want to know what we can do now. 

Th. Mr. X, in business, you take risks, 
right? You have certain bases for your decisions 
and then you carry the decision out. Sometimes 
it pays off and sometimes it does not; of course 
you make decisions according to what you estimate 
is going to pay off. Most of the time, the deci
sions stimulate advancement for the business, but 
aren't there times when something does not result 
according to you account of things? 

ell. y f es, o course. 

Th. Well, 
your children. 
did. You love 
invested a lot 

it is the same with dealing with 
You had reasons to do what you 

your daughter and you have both 
of your energy and time in doing 
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the best according to your understanding of 
things. No one needs to blame themselves or 
anyone else for what has happened. Ne are not 
here to see whose fault it was .•. you had 
your reasons for doing what you did. 

ell. . .• but it didn't work! 

Th. Try right now, putting yourselves in 
Addie's shoes. Imagine yourselves to be 17 
and in love for the first time .•. you love 
your parents and don't want to hurt them but 
you re~lly want to see your boyfriend too. 

el2. I remember when I fell in love with 
my first husband; it was during the war, and 
we were afraid we would never see each other 
again, so we got married. . What a 
mistake; I didn't know what a good marriage 
was like until this time. 

Th. So, because of the war, you were pushed, 
sort of, so to speak, into a marriage which you 
might have held off. 

e1 2 . Yes, I think so. You know, in those 
days we were not so liberated in terms of sex; 
you had to get married first. And I remember 
having desires ... 

Th. It sounds to me like you are worried 
that Addie might get married out of having sexual 
desires. (el2. nods) But there is no war now, 
what's pushing her to feel so desperate about 
this boy? 

e11 . Us. We have made it impossible for her 
to have any kind of open relationship with her 
boyfriend. She must feel even closer to him 
since she can no longer talk to us. I don't 
thnk she trusts us. 

Th. In the first place, Addie is a separate 
person from either one of you. She has some of 
your values; perhaps, a lot of .your values, but 
she is still a separate person. Secondly, you 
talk about trust; do you trust her? 

(Mrs. and Mrs. X looked at each other and then looked at 

the Th.) 
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Th. Well, trust is a difficult subject to 
analyze; just think about it for now. What is 
happening is that things have gone to an extreme 
and you are afraid that is the end. Well, look 
at your own lives; have yo~ been in crises 
before when everything seemed hopeless? And 
what happened? 

c11 • The situation I went through with my 
first wife was terrible. Four years I · had to 
cope with her medical and psychiatric problems. 
During that time, I thought I've had it, and yet, 
so much has happened since then that is really 
rewarding. 

Th. So, you can understand when I say that 
life is a process; as long as you are alive, 
things are moving and changing. . . . We don't 
know what the future holds, but we do know that 
things don't stay static. Things are bad now 
but you don't need to feel completely helpless 
and hopeless ..•• 

c1 2 . I guess I have been feeling pretty de
pressed and anxious. I just keep thinking we've 
got to do something. 

c11
. And out of desperation, I've been just 

acting ..• punishing her, threatening her; I 
just wanted to control the situation. 

Th. Yes, I can understand that. Right now, 
do you think you can try to see the situation 
from Addie's point of view? 

Cl 1 • and Cl2. Yes, think so ••.• 

Th. We, as parents, have a tendency to think 
and feel like the children are part of us. It is 
most difficult to see one's own children from 
their situation and their social and emotional 
environment. But when we do, it can help us have 
a little more understanding of that particular 
person. 

c1 2 • I don't think I've really saw her as an 
individual who is growing up. 

Th. Now, another thing that is happening is 
that whenever we don't know what to do, there is 
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a natural tendency, according to the way we were 
educated, to v1ant to do something. To do and to 
act implies to us a way of solving problems. 
Sometimes it is more helpful when you don't know 
what to do, do nothing! 

c1 1 • What do you mean? If I see my child 
drowning, I can't just do nothing •. 

Th. Of course not. But this is why it is 
so important to see your daughter from her point 
of view; is she drowing according to her? Your 
actions have resulted in certain reactions from 
her. Both of these actions may be unnatural. . . 
you didn't want to do what you did, and she didn't 
want to do what »She did. 

Cl2. I see what you're saying. I suppose 
things with Addie and her boyfriend may not have 
gone this way if we didn't get so scared that 
she was going to ruin her life. 

Th. Yes. And that brings us to the issue 
of whether you trust yourself as well as Addie; 
do you feel she wants the best for herself .. 
that she too wants to be happy with her life? 

c11 . I guess she is old enouqh to know 
something about that. 

Th. To do nothing does not mean you are 
completely passive and permissive. What we are 
talking about is that one tries not to force 
actions that are contrary to what is happening, 
making things worse. Most of the time we cannot 
force the outcome anyways. In this situation, 
your daughter may have just wanted to test things 
out. Addie doesn't know if this boy is going to 
make her happy for the rest of her life ... she 
doesn't even know, at this point, what she really 
wants. We are really talking about letting things 
go for a while and see what happens. 

Cl2. That is going to be awfully difficult. 
I can't hardly talk to either one of them. 

Th. \-'Je 've gone through some different ways 
of looking at thingsi we'll go over that again 
in the next session. Meanwhile, we need to 
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become more concrete in terms of how you are 
going to turn this cycle around and begin some 
kind of communication with your daughter and 
her boyfriend. 

e11 . I sure agree with that. What can we 
do? They could start by apologizing .. 

Th. Fr'om what I could gather from Addie, 
that is precisely what she wants to do ·also. 
She is feeling badly for the pain she has 
caused you . 

. • but what about her boyfriend? 

Th. We don't know about him, but you can 
find out. What about setting up a meeting 
with all four of you. All of you need to have 
a time to express to each other what has been 
going on and what your concerns are ..•• 

e12 . You mean with you? 

Th. No, I don't think that is necessary. 
You can handle that yourselves. You have to 
be aware of the fact that all three of you have 
the same goals in mind, and that is Addie's 
happiness. She would probably like to have some 
feedback from you in regards to this boy, but 
it cannot be done if you think Addie doesn't 
knm..r at all what she is doing and that he is 
completely wrong for her. 

e11 • I'm still pretty angry at this kid, 
but I'm willing to meet with them. I think it 
is a good idea for us to patch things enough so 
that we can at least move on to whatever ... 

Th. Addie will be talking to you ..• she 
wants to meet and talk. 
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This is the first session with Addie's parents who 

are upper-middle class business people. Addie was referred 

when she was caught attempting to run away with her boy-

friend. Addie is being seen separately; the parents are 
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being seen for a few sessions in order that they will have 

a better understanding of their family dynamics. Mr. and 

Mrs. X are receptive and honest people who are trying 

their very best to cope with this situation. They are 
,. 

sincere and willing to experiment with new modes of 

behavior. They seem to sense the process of life and are 

beginning to get back into some kind of movement. 
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Chapter 4 

SUMMARY 

Conclusions 

The foregoing chapters have been concerned with two 

main tasks. The first task has been to examine some of the 

concepts of Taoism associated with human nature; Chapter 2 

suggested some of the same concepts which may be relevant 

to psychotherapy. The second task has been an attempt ·to 

demonstrate the application of Taoist thought in the prac-

tice of psychotherapy; Chapter 3 discussed the therapy 

process from a Taoist viewpoint. Far from being conclusive 

at this point, these two tasks seem to indicate that there 

may be some value in pursuing this line of thinking. 

Psychotherapy with its basis in psychology has been moving 

from a more precise and scientific system such as behavior-

ism toward a more organismic and phenomenological approach. 

There was a time when psychologists, anxious to be scien-

tific, were indoctrinated in the belief that the ordinary, 

common "everyday .. processes by which a person directly 

comes to know and understand one another or one's self are 

completely untrustworthy and sources of self-deception. 

This led to the belief that psychologists should be labora-

tory scientists, not concerned with understanding the 
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wholeness and uniqueness of individuals but rather concerned 

with finding general laws about behavior of people (Holt, 

19 69} • 

Man, as a member of a species, can be described as 

a statistical unit; otherwise nothing general could be 

said about him. For this purpos.e he ha's to be regarded as 

a comparative unit and hence, the development of psychology. 

However, of paramount importance is the distinction between 

"understanding" human nature and having "knowledge" about 

mankind in general. Theories derived from "knowledge" are 

necessarily statistical, or an ideal average which does 

away with all exceptions at either end of the scale and 

replaces them by an abstract mean. This mean is quite 

valid, though it need not occur in reality. To approach 

"understanding" one oneself or another human being, one must 

lay aside all scientific knowledge of the average man in 

order to .adopt a completely new, open and unprejudiced 

attitude toward the unique individual who in the end is the 

only real object of investigation for psychotherapists 

(Jung, 1957). 

It is within the framework of this kind of "searching 

inquiry" that has led this writer to the present study of 

Taoism and its possible implication for psychotherapy. The 

conflict between the more structured, well defined paradigm-

based theories for psychotherapy and the more idiographic, 

heuristic, holistic and humanistic theories of psychotherapy 

. I 
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is not an either-or proposition, but rather, it is a kind 

of two way thinking or attitude: doing one thing while not 

losing sight of the other. This thesis is an initial 

attempt at integrating rather than polarizing the various 

approaches to psychotherapy. The focus has been on Taoistic 

thoughts, but according to Taoism, one thought does not 

replace another; the cognitive need in man is not separable 

from his aesthetic need. The plead is to steer away from 

the rigid and the traditional monistic view to a more 

integrative and pluralistic view of human nature and psycho-

therapy. To what extent Taoism may serve as an integrative 

force remains to be studied. 

Recommendations 

I am convinced that, although we cannot pre
dict the ~uture, with understanding Man can, to 
a considerable degree, influence the course of 
coming events in his favor ... a new transforma
tion is occurring in the circumstances of human 
life .... Man's past performance should not 
be taken as the only basis for judging his 
future (Salk, 1973, page 5). 

Perhaps the most exciting result of this investiga-

tion, has been the potential, far-reaching implications of 

Taoistic philosophy. So many ideas .have flooded through 

this writer's mind during the process of writing this thesis. 

Aside from the implications of ~aoism for psychotherapy, 

which has been barely touched upon, many of the Taoistic 

concepts seem to be related to various other aspects of 

hQ~an situation in global terms. The future of mankind 
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seems to be dependent upon some new transformation which 

requires the building of a language that goes beyond 

dichotomies where "reason" and "intuition" are not mutually 

exclusive opposites but complementary parts of a whole that 

is human consciousness. How do people stretch the human 

mind beyond the limitations men have arbitrarily accepted 

as "normal"; and what is required to look at oneself and 

the world with such a mind. 

Of special interest are the implications of Taoism .. 

to creativity, motivational constructs, learning paradigms 

and the concern with the problems of human condition. What 

would be the effect of Taoism on scientific research.? How ~ I 
would the study of child development and learning differ 

when approached from some of the Taoistic concepts? What 

would become of art and creativity from the Taoist point of 

view? The concern is not only with how Taoism and Wes~ern 

psychology differ, but also how they may be mutually 

related. Specifically, how does one change his perception 

and enlarge his consciousness; what are the dynamics 

involved in the process of metamorphosis? 

From this initial study, this writer would like to 

see further interest and research in the practical applica-

tions of Taoistic philosophy. Traditional approaches in 

any of the fields mentioned earlier have striven to reduce 

all facets into a single outlook, but the view advocated by 
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Taoism is simply to recognize and accept the multiplicity 

and interrelatedness of any discipline. Psychology, from 

the Taoistic framework, seem to possess a crucial integra-

tive function for the meeting of arts and sciences, the 

meeting of mind and body. Integration rather than separ-

ateness seems to be the trend for the future of mankind; 

the study o~ Taoism may provide the necessary basis for 

some kind of orderly and natural movement toward this 

integrative force. 

In regards to the present thesis, recommendations 

need be made along further clarification and identification 

of the relationship between Taoism and psychotherapy; what 

are some of the more specific tendencies for the Taoistic 

therapy process. Do these Taoist concepts actually facili-

tate the changing perception of human consciousness; how to 

explore this process. Should Taoistic concepts be con-

sidered in the psychotherapist's orientation; what are the 

potentials for the emergence of a Taoistic therapy evolving 

from Taoism. Finally, how does one evaluate Taoistic 

therapy; what guidelines would be used to determine the 

effectiveness of such therapeutic introjections on a clini-

cal level. 

Linli tations of t}1e Study 

The limitations of this study are directly related 

to the negative connotations from the philosophy of Taoism. 
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Taoism is open, accepting and synergic; it is character-

ized by a "broad valuing of the totality of life" (Chiang, 

1971). However there are pitfalls in the interpretations 

of Taoistic approach. The tendency, for the Taoist 

follower, is to be fascinated by the complexity of nature, 

accepting it as is without attempting to do anything about 

it; a tendency toward easy compromises and an uncritical 

syncretism may be characteristic of some Taoists. vfuile 

Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu did not equate a superficial accep-

tance with genuine acceptance that is based upon deep 

understanding, the two levels of acceptance could be easily 

confused. 

So it is with this thesis; many of the concepts 

mentioned have more than one level of meaning which could 

easily be confused and misinterpreted. Therefore, the 

implications of Taoistic concepts for psychotherapy can 

also be misleading. The language used, the words chosen to 

describe Taoism become crucial in such a study. How does 

one convey a foreign idea without developing some kind of 

new meaning to old terms. The approach of this study was 

focused on the Taoistic point of view, but a comparison 

between Taoistic psychotherapy and the various forms of 

Western psychotherapy might have been more illuminating. 

Such a comparative approach may be more capable of de-

scribing the mut\}al interdependency of the two thoughts. 
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Finally, the limitations of this study are 

associated with any kind of new, innovative and pilot 

projects; the initial attempt to launch into an unknown 

field creates many uncertainties which can only be deter-

mined by trial and error in time and space. Clinically, 

the implications of Taoism for psychotherapy have not been 

tested by enough case studies nor by enough therapists to 

evaluate the values thereof. The whole area of Taoistic 

concepts need further study; how these concepts may have 

implications for psychotherapy need more clarification of 

the goals of psychotherapy as well as a new system or frame-

work to describe the therapy process. 

In spite of all these problems, the intention for 

this thesis was to stimulate and perhaps encourage further 

interest in this field ..• a field which may have profound 

implications for the future of psychotherapy as well as 

mankind. It is with this kind of creative spirit, willing 

to take the risk of all its limitations, this thesis on 

Taoism is submitted. 
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APPENDIX 

Tao has the essence of both Spirit and 
Substance, therefore, Tao is not God, nor nature 
but comprehends both. It is the natural expres
sion of inherent virtue •.. (Old, 1939, page 5}. 

Taoism, as a philosophy, therefore, may be 
summed up as follows: It is a philosophy of 
the essential unity of the universe, of reversion, 
polarization, and eternal cycles, of the levelling 
of all differences, the relativity of all stan
dards, and the return of all to the Primeval One, 
the divine intelligence, the source of all things 
(Lin, 1948, page 14}. 

The word "Tao", to the Taoist means a combina
tion of the undifferentiated unity from which the 
universe evolved: the supreme creative and sus
taining power which nourishes the myriad creatures: 
the way in which nature operates: and the course 
which men should follow in order to rise above 
worldly life and achieve harmony with the Ultimate 
(Blofeld, 1973, page 23). 

Tao is the way that those must walk who would 
"achieve ~ithout doing". But Tao is not only a 
means, a d~~trine, a principle. It is the ultimate 
reality in which all attributes are united, "it is 
heavy as a stone, light as a feather"; it is the 
unity underlying plurality ... (Waley, 1934, page 
50) • 

Tao means Reason ... not the reason of the 
rationalist, nor the rationality of argument, but 
the Universal world-order, or in other words, the 
eternal Reason of the divine dispensation, the 
Logos, to which man looks up with reverence •.. 
(Carus, 1964, page 15). 

Tao in its transcendental aspect and in its 
physical manifestation is nameless. It is the 
Quintessence of Reality, and out of it comes 
Truth. Tao is a moral principle or virtue. . • 
{Giles, 1905, page 23). 
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Appendix (continued) 

Meaning of Tao: Tao as non-being is not 
negative, it is positive in that non-existence 
is basic to existence. Einsteinian law of space 
and time--which is nothing, yet directs the 
motion of particles--comes closest to Lao Tzu's 
concept of non-existence. The three fundamental 
categories of reality are Tao or law, non
existence and existence (Chan 1 1963, page 54). 

The great contribution of Lao Tzu was his 
recognition of Tao as the source of both being 
and non-being, of yin and yang and the function 
of Tao as the basis for the interaction of 
opposites. Tao constitutes the oneness underly
ing all the diversity and multiplicity of the 
world. • . . A feeling for what Tao is can be 
achieved by considering the functioning of Tao, 
which can be seen partially through nature ..•• 
Tao does not strive or contrive to accomplish, 
but letting things be accomplished in a natural 
and spontaneous way (Koller, 1970, page 231). 

Tao Te Ching based its teaching on ultimate 
reality.--To define a thing is to indicate both 
what it is and what it is not. Tao is all 
embracing--an eternal, simple, "Uncarved Block". 
Names appe~~ only when the block is carved .•.. 
Knowledge of Tao does not come by study or reason, 
but by intuition (Gould, 1951, page 149). 
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