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            Al Chung-liang Huang

         
 
         THE LAST MORNING I was with Alan Watts was spent in his mountain library overlooking Muir Woods, drinking tea, playing a bamboo flute, and plucking koto strings among the eucalyptus. We had just taught for a week together at Esalen Institute, Big Sur, and on the ferryboat of the Society for Comparative Philosophy in Sausalito. I was helping him with research on his book, and he had just finished reading the manuscript of my book, Embrace  Tiger,  Return  to  Mountain. We were sitting on the library floor, comparing notes, nodding, smiling. Suddenly Alan jumped to his feet and joyously danced a t’ai  chi  improvisation, shouting, “Ah-ha, t’ai  chi  is the Tao, wu-wei,  tzu-jan,  like water, like wind, sailing, surfing, dancing with your hands, your head, your spine, your hips, your knees … with your brush, your voice … Ha Ha ha Ha … La La Lala ah ah Ah …” Gracefully he glided into the desk seat, rolled a sheet of paper into the typewriter, and began dancing with his fingers, still singing away. He was writing a foreword for my book, composing a beautiful introduction to the essence of t’ai  chi.  It was probably one of his last actual writings before a strenuous European lecture tour took him away from his desk and from his new ways of spontaneous, joyous writing.
         
 
         Alan was going to allow his book on Taoism to write itself. He knew, as a scholar, that he was turning out another of his famous themes-and-variations on the meeting of East and West. But as a man of Tao, he also realized that he must give up controlling it intellectually. For as the subject itself clearly maintains, “The Tao that can be Tao-ed is not the Tao.”
         
 
         After so many years of writing beautifully the unwritable, Alan Watts was finally stepping aside, letting his writing happen. He turned to me for reflections. He wished to tune in body and mind totally with the movement of the Tao, in t’ai  chi.  Alan was enjoying his newfound energy. He wrote the first five chapters with a great sense of discovery, lucidity, and creative insight. All of us who shared in the progress of this book felt confident that it would be his best, surely the most alive and useful. We could not wait for him to finish it.
         
 
         From the beginning I had felt honored and happy to be of help to him. Alan was especially interested in the ways I read the original Chinese texts. We both found excitement in deciphering the difficult passages, loaded with ambiguity and multiple interpretative possibilities. We would look at all the existing translations, debate, digest, and dismiss them, and then start afresh, attempting a new, on-the-spot translation to satisfy us.
         
 
         Alan helped me to feel at ease with my lack of fluency in the English language. He said to me often that my broken Chinese-English rendered the Chinese philosophy more explicitly, and that I must not try so hard to improve it. As a teaching team we complemented each other. We were an ideal combination to help people experience what they think they know—taking them out of their heads into their bodies, then back again into their body-mind entity. Finally, Alan asked me to illustrate the book entirely with brush calligraphy. We agreed that the free-flowing brush strokes of the cursive (grass style) would most vividly bring out the watercourse way of the Tao.
         
 
         After he had finished the chapter “Te—Virtuality,” Alan said to me with a special glint in his eyes, “I have now satisfied myself and my readers in scholarship and intellect. The rest of this book will be all fun and surprises!” Alan had hoped to bring the Tao to his readers the way he practiced and experienced it in everyday living. Many new vistas had opened in Alan’s life. He was like a child again, willing and able to set forth upon new courses and follow the inevitable turning of energies.
         
 
         During our last seminar at Esalen together, at the finish of an afternoon session when the high-flying spirit had set everyone smiling, dancing, and rolling up and down the grassy slopes, Alan and I started to walk back to the lodge, feeling exuberant, arms around each other, hands sliding along one another’s spine. Alan turned to me and started to speak, ready to impress me with his usual eloquence about our successful week together. I noticed a sudden breakthrough in his expression; a look of lightness and glow appeared all around him. Alan had discovered a different way to tell me of his feelings: “Yah … Ha … Ho … Ha! Ho … La Cha Om Ha … Deg deg te te … Ta De De Ta Te Ta … Ha Te Te Ha Hom … Te Te Te …” We gibbered and danced all the way up the hill. Everyone around understood what we were saying. Alan knew too that he had never—not in all his books—said it any better than that.
         
 
         At the Alan Watts memorial celebration in the Palace of Fine Arts in San Francisco, someone in the audience shouted to Jano Watts: “What was it like to live with Alan?” Her answer: “Never dull. He was a man full of fun and surprises. And the biggest surprise of all was on November sixteenth last year.” During that last evening of his life Alan Watts played with balloons. He described the weightless, floating sensation as being “like my spirit leaving my body.” In the night he went on to a new journey of the spirit, riding the wind, laughing joyously.
         
 
         He left behind, us, the living, missing him terribly for his bravura human aliveness. He left also empty pages, a proposed two more chapters of “fun and surprises” of the book he had begun on the Tao. Many of us with whom he discussed this work, or who met with him during the summer-long seminars on Taoism while The  Watercourse  Way  was happening, knew that in the final two chapters of the intended seven Alan hoped to let it be seen how the ancient, timeless Chinese wisdom was medicine for the ills of the West. Yet, paradoxically, it must not be taken as medicine, an intellectually swallowed “pill,” but allowed joyously to infuse our total being and so transform our individual lives and through them our society.
         
 
         Elsa Gidlow, Alan’s longtime friend and neighbor, discussed this with me often. She confirmed our talks by writing the following:
         
 
         
            It was his vision that modern technological man, in attempting absolute control over nature (from which he tended to see himself divided) and over all the uses of human society, was caught in a trap, himself becoming enslaved. Every control requires further control until the “controller” himself is enmeshed. Alan was fond of pointing to Lao-tzu’s counsel to the emperors: “Govern a large country as you would cook a small fish: lightly.” But it should be understood that Alan never saw “the watercourse way” in human affairs as a flabby, irresponsible, lackadaisical manner of living. The stream does not merely move downhill. The water, all moisture, transpires from the earth, streams, rivers, the ocean, to the upper air, a “breathing out,” and then there is the “breathing in” when the moisture is returned downward as dew, as rain—a marvelous cycle, a living interaction: nothing controlling anything, no “boss,” yet all happening as it should, tse  jen.
            
 
            Just how Alan would have communicated in his final chapters his insights into the need of the West for a realization and a living of the Way of the Tao, we can only guess. What we do know is that it transformed him as he allowed it to permeate his being, so that the reserved, somewhat uptight young Englishman, living overmuch in his head, in his mature years became an outgoing, spontaneously playful, joyous world sage. He believed that a widespread absorption of the profound wisdom of Taoism could similarly transform the West. This book was to be his contribution to the process.
            

         
 
         So, when all fingers pointed toward me to undertake completion of this book, I realized that I must not try to imitate Alan or get into his mind, but attempt to show, from my knowing him, where he had arrived. My initial thoughts were sentimental and tributary. I began to relive my memories of Alan Watts. I wanted to share with the readers the total man Alan, not just his brains and words. I wrote about our first meeting dancing on the beach at Santa Barbara, our first Oriental meal together when Alan spoke more Japanese than I. I wrote about exciting events and moments in our many joint seminars which clearly demonstrated Alan’s natural Tao as teacher-man.
         
 
         I remembered one New Year’s Eve celebration when we inspired a blind drummer to beat out the rhythm of our cursive, calligraphic dialogue. How everyone picked up the splash-splatter motions of our ink brushes and began dancing spontaneously their own individual body-brush strokes. Another time when Alan and I guided a blind girl into our mind-body by touching and moving with her so she could gradually see and feel through her inner visions. I recalled rituals and games we played: weddings conducted out of rigid procedures into a true spirit of love and union; impromptu chanoyu  or tea ceremonies with unauthentic equipment, yet performed and observed in reverent essence.
         
 
         Alan Watts was a philosophical entertainer. He knew himself to be so. His foremost concern was enjoyment for himself and for his audience. He easily lifted the usual academic seriousness, along with dutiful learning, to new and higher planes of joyous playfulness in natural growth.
         
 
         And yet, all this remembrance is only thoughts of the past. What is happening to Alan now? What are his current, ongoing “fun and surprises”?
         
 
         On New Year’s Eve 1973–4, during Alan’s forty-nine-days’ Bardo Journey (the Tibetan and Chinese concept of the intermediate stages between death and rebirth) and only a few days before his fifty-eighth birthday, I had an unusual dream about juxtaposed time-space-people. It was in China, I thought, during a chanting session with the monks for my father’s Bardo. Then the place became Alan’s circular library where Alan himself was conducting the service, speaking in my father’s voice in Chinese. I was playing the flute, but the sound I made was that of a gong, mixed with beats of the woodblock. Then Alan changed into my father, speaking an unrecognizable yet perfectly intelligible language. The booming, resonating voice gradually became the sound of the bamboo flute I was playing, reading his lips. My vision zoomed close to the dark moving void between the lips, entering into a sound chamber swirling with colors and lights, deeper and deeper into the stillness of the continuing sound of the bamboo. I woke up not knowing who, when, or where I was. Next thing, I was flying in the sky (was it by plane?) to arrive at Alan’s library by midday New Year’s.
         
 
         For the first time since his passing in November I felt I was truly close to him. Sitting on the deck outside the picture window before which Alan’s ashes rested on the altar, I let the sound of my bamboo flute echo over the valley and hills.
         
 
         It was a clear and beautiful day. Later, I put on Jano’s climbing shoes, threw a blanket wrap over my neck, took Alan’s Tibetan walking staff, and walked down the small path into the depth of the woods. The sound of the bamboo carried everything inside me to Alan, to everything that is the eternal spirit-body. On my return by the same path, just before I reached the top, an orchidlike flower burst into full bloom before my feet. I asked the orchid, “What is everyday Tao [image: ]?” The orchid, Lan—the second syllable in Alan’s Chinese name—answered, “Nothing special, really.”
         
 
         We do not hear nature boasting about being nature, nor water holding a conference on the technique of flowing. So much rhetoric would be wasted on those who have no use for it. The man of Tao lives in the Tao, like a fish in water. If we try to teach the fish that water is physically compounded of two parts hydrogen and one part oxygen, the fish will laugh its head off.
         
 
         In the past months, after I had struggled to fill in the empty pages of this book and ended up throwing all my attempts in the wastebasket, I suddenly remembered one morning at a Chicago seminar. Alan was unusually tired and feeling slightly inebriated when one super-intellectual-bigger-than-life question was put to him. Several moments elapsed. During that time, a couple of us who had been with Alan the night before and earlier that day knew for certain that Alan had simply decided to take a short catnap, while everyone else expected, and therefore saw, that he was deep in meditation, thinking that one over. When he finally came to and realized he had totally forgotten the question, he managed with great finesse and eloquence to come up with an even-more-super-intellectual-bigger-than-the-biggest-life answer to dazzle us all.
         
 
         I can hear Alan laughing now. Every time I find myself stuck in my thinking, I turn to him. And in all our spiritual dialogues, Alan’s answers have been consistently and simply, “Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ho Ho Ho Ho Ho Hahahahahahahahahahah ha …” Let us laugh together then, wholeheartedly, all human beings of the Tao, for, in the words of Lao-tzu, “If there were no laughter, the Tao would not be what it is.”
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         CERTAIN CHINESE PHILOSOPHERS writing in, perhaps, the —5th and —4th centuries explained ideas and a way of life that have come to be known as Taoism [image: ]—the way of man’s cooperation with the course or trend of the natural world, whose principles we discover in the flow patterns of water, gas, and fire, which are subsequently memorialized or sculptured in those of stone and wood, and, later, in many forms of human art. What they had to say is of immense importance for our own times when, in the +20th century, we are realizing that our efforts to rule nature by technical force and “straighten it out” may have the most disastrous results.1
         
 
         I doubt that we can give a scientifically exact and objective account of what was in the minds of those philosophers because they are too far away in time, and history fades away like the reverberations of sounds and of traces in water. The precise meanings of the Chinese language of those days are hard to establish, and although I appreciate and try to follow the methods of exact scholarship, my real interest is in what
          these far-off echoes of philosophy mean to me and to our own historical situation. In other words, there is a value in the effort to find out what did, in fact, happen in remote times and to master the details of philology. But what then? Having done as well as we can to record the past we must go on to make use of it in our present context, and this is my main interest in writing this book. I want to interpret and clarify the principles of such writings as the Lao-tzu [image: ], Chuang-tzu, [image: ] and Lieh-tzu [image: ]  books in the terms and ideas of our own day, while giving the original texts as accurately translated as possible—that is, without undue paraphrase or poetic elaboration, following the principles of that master translator Arthur Waley, though with some minor reservations.
          
 
          
          
         It will be obvious that I am heavily indebted to the work and the methods of Joseph Needham and his collaborators at Cambridge University in the production of the many-volumed Science  and  Civilization  in  China,  and though I am not regarding this work as if it were the voice of God, it is, for me, the most marvelous historical enterprise of this century. Needham has the knack of putting out fully documented scholarship as readable as a novel, and, both through reading his work and through personal conversation, my understanding of the Tao has been greatly clarified. He also understands that writing history and philosophy is, like research in science, a social undertaking, so that his work is somewhat more of a conducted chorus than a solo. I think it unfortunate that, especially in America, Sinologists tend to be cantankerous, and hypercritical of each other’s work. Needham, on the other hand, is invariably generous without surrender of his own integrity, and I shall try, in what follows, to show how the principle of the Tao reconciles sociability with individuality, order with spontaneity, and unity with diversity.
         
 
         In sum, I am not attempting to conduct a popular and statistically accurate poll of what Chinese people did, or now do, suppose the Taoist way of life to be. Such meticulous explorations of cultural anthropology have their virtue, but I am much more interested in how these ancient writings reverberate on the harp of my own brain, which has, of course, been tuned to the scales of Western culture. Although I will by no means despise precise and descriptive information—the Letter, I am obviously more interested in the Spirit—the actual experiencing and feeling of that attitude to life which is the following of the Tao.
         
 
         A.W.

      
            1  Note that I am following Joseph Needham’s simplification of dates by substituting the symbols – and + for B.C. and A.D., which are inelegantly inconsistent and not internationally comprehensible, since the first stands for the English “Before Christ” and the second for the Latin Anno  Domini, “In the year of our Lord.” Curiously, neither B.C nor A.D. is listed in the index of Abbreviations and Signs in the Oxford  University  Dictionary (1955).
            

         



      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Prolegomena
            
 
            
               [image: ] 
               

            

         
 
         BIBLIOGRAPHY
         
 
         TO AVOID TIRESOME FOOTNOTATION, bibliographical references to Western sources are simply indicated as, e.g., “H. A. Giles (1)” or “Legge (2),” so that by name and number a detailed identification of works consulted may be found in the Bibliography. There is a separate bibliography for original Chinese sources, and the references to these are italicized, as Chuang-tzu  12. The Chinese ideograms for brief words and phrases are printed in the margin alongside their romanized forms. On pages 56–73 and 99–104, many of the quotations from Chinese sources are given in Chinese calligraphy. The special importance of including Chinese ideograms is explained in the first chapter in such a way, I trust, that even the nonscholar will find it helpful.
         
 
         TRANSLATION
         
 
         I must admit right here that I am by no means such a scholar and interpreter of the Chinese language as Giles, Waley, Demiéville, Hurwitz, Bodde, Watson, or Needham—not to mention such Chinese masters of English as Hu Shih and Lin Yutang. But I have the nerve to believe that I understand the basic principles of Taoism more thoroughly than some scholars whose interest is narrowly philological. Thus when a translation is by someone else it is identified as, e.g., “tr. Lin Yutang (1).” When I have compared several translations of a passage and made up my own mind as to how it should go it is identified as, e.g., “tr. Watson (1),  mod. auct.” When it is simply my own it is identified as “tr. auct.” I must confess to a sentimental liking for such Latinisms, along with such others as ibid.,  [sic],  q.v.,  et  seq.,  and e.g.,  which conveniently abbreviate their drawn-out equivalents: “from the same work,” or “that, believe it or not, is just what it says,” or “refer to the source mentioned,” or “and what follows,” or “for example.” Furthermore, they may be identified in any adequate dictionary of English.
         
 
         ROMANIZATION
         
 
         There is no fully satisfactory way of romanizing either Chinese or Japanese. The word Tao [image: ]  will be pronounced approximately as “dow” in Peking, as “toe” in Canton, and as “daw” in Tokyo. But if I were to substitute any one of these three for Tao  (which, hereafter, will be adopted into the English language and unitalicized), I would simply be behaving freakishly and confusingly in the context of British, American, and much European literature about China. There is also a word romanized as T’ao  (pronounced in Peking as “tow-” in “towel”) which, according to the tone used in uttering the vowel and the context in which it is used, can mean to desire, recklessness, insolence, to doubt, to pull or clean out, to overflow, a sheath or quiver, a sash or cord, gluttony, a peach, profligacy, marriage, to escape, a special type of hand-drum, to weep, to scour, to bind or braid, a kiln for pottery, to be pleased, to beg, to punish or exterminate, a block of wood (as well as a blockhead), great waves, and packaging. Before you condemn this as irrational, consider the number of meanings for the sound “jack” in English—with no tonal alteration to differentiate them. And for almost all the varied meanings of the sound T’ao  there are distinctly different ideograms.
         
 
         Throughout the English-speaking world the most usual form of romanizing Chinese is known as the Wade-Giles system, which is explained in a table at the end of this section (p. xxi) because, in spite of its defects, I am going to use it. No uninitiated English-speaking person could guess how to pronounce it, and I have even thought, in a jocularly malicious state of mind, that Professors Wade and Giles invented it so as to erect a barrier between profane and illiterate people and true scholars. As alternatives there are such awkwardnesses as invented by the Reverend Professor James Legge—e.g., [image: ] for Chuang-tzu—which require a bizarre font of type, and if one is going to resort to weird letters at all, one may just as well use Chinese itself. I have seriously considered using Needham’s revision of the Wade-Giles system, which would, for example, substitute Thao  for T’ao  and Chhang  for Ch’ang,  but I can’t help feeling that the apostrophe is less obnoxious, aesthetically, than the double h  which, furthermore, does not really suggest the difference: that Chang  is pronounced “jang” and that Ch’ang  is pronounced “chang,” with an “a” sound close to the “u” in the English “jug.” Department of utter confusion! In San Francisco’s Chinatown they will spell out the Wade-Giles Feng  as Fung  (same “u” as in “jug”) and Wang  as Wong,  so as not to be read as “whang.” On the other hand, a restaurant labeled Wooey Looey Gooey is called (to rhyme with “boy”) “Woy Loy Goy.”
         
 
         The
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