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THE DAODEJING RESOURCES FOR CONTEMPORARY FEMINIST THINKING
The spirit of the valley never dies.
It is called the subtle and profound female.
The gate of the subtle and profound female
Is the root of Heaven and Earth.
It is continuous, and seems to be always existing.

Use it and you will never wear it out.

Daodejing6, translated by D. C. Lau

TheDaodejing believed to be the earliest Daoist text, providadhallenge to the patriarchalism
prevalent in ancient Chinese society, in a way tfia¢r existing schools of thought, including
Confucianism, did not. ThBaodejingwas radical in that it subjected to meticulous soyua

wide range of existing norms, practices, and beliefancient Chinese society. It was skeptical
about existing notions of strength, achievemend, @ywer, and derided attempts to achieve such
(Daodejing2, 3, 8, 12, 13, 19, 20). Furthermore, accordintpédaodejing shows of strength

and power and the need to conquer are reflectigenshsculinist outlook{aodejing6, 10, 61).

In contrast, the approach that is upheld inDaedejingis associated with femininity: “the

female always overcomes the male by tranquillibgd by tranquillity she is underneath”
(Daodejing61, translated by D. C. Lau).

A number of Daoist scholars have commented positime the Daoist concept of the feminine
and have set it in contrast to Confucian conceptamoral and political achievement as
embodied in the paradigmajimnzi (Confucian gentleman) concept. In the context chsu
comparisons, feminine modes of being in Daoist ¢ibudrawing upon the maternal archetype
and emphasizing an all-encompassing, receptivenapprare commended. In addition, the
advantages of such a feminine approach to ethitsaeiopolitical philosophy are often
highlighted in the literaturg.



Given its treatment of the notion of femininityethaodejingmight be construed as being
sympathetic to the feminist cause in general, whidtks to address and deal with the oppression
and subjugation of women. It is undeniable thataperoach in th®aodejingassociated with
feminine modes of being casts doubt on certain Goah ideals and sheds light on issues related

to ethics and political power and achievement.

The primary aim of this article differs somewhaitrir the projects described earlier which
applaud certain aspects of the notion of feminimtpaoist thought. It takes a rather more
cautious approach to the Daoist notion of femigiaid explores some of the warnings set forth
by contemporary feminist philosophers regarding femvininity might be (mis)construed in
ways that could be detrimental to women. This Eraéms to demonstrate that instead of its
notion of femininity, the Daoist notion of complentarity of pairs of opposites provides
interesting insights into how femininity (and malgaitly) might be construed, thus providing
feminist thinking in contemporary Western philosgptith conceptual resources for rethinking

key issues arising in that field.

In the first section, the concept of femininitytire Daodejingand the values and ideals
associated with it are examined. The second seekamines the Daoist notion of femininity in
the light of feminist thought in contemporary Westphilosophy. The approach in this section is
cautious, taking the lead from some contemporanjrfist philosophers regarding the possible
dangers of associating femininity with submissisndlere it is argued that the Daoist notion of

femininity by itself has little to offer contempayafeminist thinking.

The argument is taken further in the third sectoontend that Daoist thought has important
conceptual resourcds offer to contemporary feminist philosophy. Tweyknotions in Daoist
thought,daoandde, and the relation between them, are discussextto@ify key ideas
pertaining to the Daoist notion of complementaritys argued that these key ideas provide the
basis for a fresh approach to the concepts of fiaityrand masculinity, and to issues in

contemporary feminist thought.



The Concept of the Femininein Daoist Philosophy

There are two terms in ti@aodejingthat refer specifically to female, or femininityhdse arei
andpin.? It is unclear whether there is any significantetiénce in meaning and scope between
the termgci andpin. The terms seem to be used interchangeably inthgus occurrences in
theDaodejing.For instance, in chapters 10 and 28,Da@dejingupholds keeping in line with
the female principlecf), and in chapters 28 and 61, the benefits of kegipi line withci andpin

are similar.

The most striking application of the concept of fiimale in théDaodejingrelates to its
suggestive imagery of nonassertion and submisssgehe both chapters 28 and 61,
submissiveness and tranquility are upheld for theieficial effects; it is significant that the
benefits of keeping to the female principle in bittese chapters pertain to the exercise of
military power and political strategy. The emphasishapter 61 seems to be somewhat narrow
and restricted to the topic of how a country mightadopting thenodus operandif the female

in being tranquil and still, conquer another coun@hapter 28 allows for a richer interpretation
of the concept of the feminine by aligning it wither significant concepts in Daoist thought

such as darkness and humility.

The different functions of submissiveness and negrdiseness are outlined in Table 1.

TABLE 1
Concept Reference Description/Function/Principle
(Daodging)
Noncontending Chapter 8 Water does not contend; the best isndter,
or nonassertive benefiting all things
(buzhemn
Quiet or still Chapter 16 To return to stillness and quiet is to
(jing) return to
Dao
Chapter 61 The female, in being still, takes the
lower position
Weak fuo) and soft Chapter 36 The soft and the weak overcome thedratdhe strong
(rou)
Chapter 43 The soft overcomes the hard; thisdsattvantage of

taking no actionyuwe)
Chapter 76 The soft and the weak are superidggkarthe higher
position €hang



Chapter 78 There is nothing softer and weaker teter; the
weak overcomes the strong and the soft overconees th

hard
To take the lower Chapter 61 The female, in being tranquil, takeddher position
position {ixia, or (yixia); the big state, in placing itself below the small
xiazh state, can take over it
Chapter 66 The great rivers and seas are kingh wfountain
streams because they stay below theiaefi); in order
to be
the superior of the people, one must place oneself
below them

There is consistent emphasis in B@odejingon the beneficial effects of being submissive, weak
and nonassertive. The idea of taking the lowertjwsis sufficiently vague to accommodate a
range of interpretations. In one view, certain ¢bepof theDaodejing such as 61, 66, and 76,
suggest that the weak, the soft, or the inferi@roeme their respective contrastive terms and
subsequently assume the higher positgiag. According to this picture, taking the lower
position is merely a means to an end. If this ésahse, then it is arguable that Daoist thought

offers a strategy for conquering (this motif istfardarly apparent in chapter 76).

Although some Daoist scholars believe that Daoifferslittle more than a political and/or
military strategy for conquering through submisgiees, there is a broader conceptualization of
the male—female polarity if it is understood in tigat of other contrastive paifsand of other

key concepts, in thBaodejing.A more general interpretation of the major taskhefDaodejing

is that it seeks to overturn existing contemporagms and values. In some of its chapters, the
preference for what is generally held to be infersuch as ugly, nonactive, evil, dark, submissive,
low, tranquil, female, black, and weak, is basedhair ontological primacy; these concepts are
primary rather than derivative (see chapters 826128, 36). In some of the chapters, the
ontological primacy of attributes such as femaleaky and submissive is rooted in their moral
superiority? It needs to be noted, however, thatErsdejingdoes not simply advocate that
existing norms be discarded. Rather, corresponzbngrastive attributes such as strong, hard,

active, and male have their place, albeit secondatie order of all existence (chapters 2, 29).

Due to lexical and textual ambiguities, interprigtaiof the Daoist rejection of contemporary
values and norms is varied amongst scholars. $mattticle, the focus is on a synthesis of two

perspectives, the first taking the approach ofuistic skepticism, and the second that of



ethico-political analysis.

The thesis that the paradigm of haodejingrests in linguistic skepticism is advanced by Daois
scholar Chad HansérHansen resists the commonly accepted interpratafi®aoism as a
metaphysical mysticism, a theory of language aafityethat is content to relegate the vague or
unexplained to the mystical. Instead, Hansen presmah interpretive theory of tB®odejingas

an expression of skepticism regarding conventiapains; in this view, “. . . learning social
distinctions typically involves internalizing soty&s preferences . . . we learn names by

mimicking their use in guiding choices in ordinagntexts.®

According to Hansen’s analysis, the important mgssd theDaodejingis a cautious—even
skeptical—approach to conventional (and unquestipattitudes and values expressed in and
acquired through the use of language. These achaitéudes and values in turn shape our
perspectives, coloring our perceptions, tastesdasdes. In this regard, chapters 2, 12, 19, and

20 of theDaodejingare particularly pertinent to Hansen’s thesis.

Applying Hansen’s thesis to the Daoist notion ahiti@nity and its associated ideals, two basic
ideas arise. First, one should be cautious abternalizing conventional preference for
masculinity and its associated characteristics emglgomitantly, devaluing femininity and its
associated characteristics. Second, Hansen'’s tteesiads us that there is little reason simply to
overturn the existing value system by preferring fdminine to the masculine, the dark over light,
etc. The mere overturning of the value system woeNgal a misunderstanding of the
Daodejingin Hansen'’s view. This is because turning a sysiEwalues on its head does not seem
to transcend the need for a proper understandicgrofentional values and ideals (often

uncritically accepted as normative), and of the afllanguage in reinforcing those conventions.

Hansen'’s thesis of linguistic skepticism is noinsistent with an ethico-political analysis of
Daoist thought. According to this latter view, fheoist rejection of masculinity and its
associated ideals needs to be situated withiretiget context of the Daoist rejection of norms,
customs, institutions, language, and governmewninfhe point of view of the Daoist paradigm,
all these concerns are merely human and hencesaetgsarrow and restrictive. Chapters 2, 3,
5, 19, 20, 38, and 63 articulate the Daoist sugpiof anthropocentric constructs; chapter 19 is

most succinct in this regard:



Abandon sageliness and discard wisdom;
Then the people will benefit a hundredfold.
Abandon humanity and discard righteousness;
Then the people will return to filial piety and geleve.
Abandon skill and discard profit;
Then there will be no thieves or robbers.
However, these three things are ornamesein{culture]) and not adequate.
Therefore let people hold on to these:

Manifest plainness,

Embrace simplicity,

Reduce selfishness,

Have few desires.

The rejection of ideals associated with sagelifgssng and wisdomZhi), humanity fen) and

righteousnessy{), and skill giao) and profit (i) involved, in part, a rejection of Confucian ideal

From the point of view of a critical assessmen€ohfucian philosophy and culture, Daoist
philosophy provides a refreshing challenge to sofribe patriarchal attitudes in ancient Chinese
society, many of which were framed within Confucihaught. The close scrutiny of existing
ideals of power, strength, and hierarchy condubtethe early Daoists provides an insightful
critique of the nature of the Confucian institusarf sagehood and of moral achievement as
ostentatious and forced. Chapter 5 of Bla®dejingstates the Daoist attitude toward Confucian

ideals:

Heaven and Earth are not humaren]

They regard all things as straw dogs.

The sage is not humane.

He regards all people as straw dogs.

How Heaven and Earth are like a bellows!
While vacuous, it is never exhausted.

When active, it produces even more.

Much talk will of course come to a dead end.

It is much better to keep to the centangng.



This chapter expresses the Daoist appeal to naitoeksses as providing a model or paradigm
for government. The Daoist sage seeks to replibat@rocesses of Heaven and Earth. The idea
that Heaven and Earth are not humane, or are nd¢lex according to human life or concerns, is

representative of the Daoist repudiatiomani, the central concept in Confucian humanism.

Two important aspects of Daoist anti-anthropomaphare revealed in this chapter. First,
human beings, one of many beings, and of many fofregistencewWanwy, are not granted
special status or special consideration by HeawerEarth. Accordingly, the Daoist sage,
modeling himself on Heaven and Earth, should nob@tpriority to human beings or human
concerns over and above all other beings. Secdrtirays, including human beings, are viewed
in this chapter as having instrumental value &fais view has important implications for
Daoist axiology. It is not merely expressive ofaavareness of the framework and exercise of
value-ascription; it also seems to imply that theneothing that is intrinsically valuable in a

context of the interconnectedness of all things.

From the perspectives of both the linguistic arfcetpolitical analyses, it appears that the
Daoist preference for a model of the feminine diet of the masculine is not rooted in feminist
concerns. Rather, it originates from Daoist suspicegarding the contingency and arbitrariness

of social and political institutions and, more gextly, of language and value.

Submissiveness asthe Feminine Modus Operandi: A Feminist Analysis

With regard to the notion of femininity, tfi#gaodejing while critical of the Confucian project,
and more generally of the inevitable internalizatid conventional values through language,
seems unable to reach beyond the boundaries dingarms and standards. For instance, the
Daodejingdoes not stop to questiavhythe female is aligned with the submissive. In additit
seems to be caught within the structures of comggi@nd of winning, and its positive valuation
of submissiveness is situated in that contextréfeoto conquer a small state, a large state is

advised to take the “lower” positioD&odejing61)?

Furthermore, it should not be overlooked that #adyeDaoist texts do not provide much by way
of a substantive account of value or virtue assediaith the concept of the feminine that could
serve as a constructive basis for the promotiaoofe of the interests or concerns of

women.



It appears that the lack of substantive contettiénDaoist conception of femininity rests partly in
the motivations for, and the nature of, the Dapisfect. In this connection, it is worth reiteratin
that the Daoist attack on patriarchalism does terhgrom feminist considerations.

In other words, the causal connections are impbhare: Some weight is placed on
submissiveness—normally aligned with femininity—aagirtue or principle, but this maneuver is

merely a derivative of the attack on anthropoceistm.

Many contemporary feminist philosophers are warydehtifying submissiveness or docility as a
feminine characteristic because this could reird@@atriarchal theme: that females are weak
and thus to be cared for or told what to do. Sutldeology is detrimental to both women and
men, and might be manifest in creating certain uravéed and inappropriate expectations. For
instance, with respect to the reason—passion aiainotvhere men were expected to be rational
and women passionate (and or irrational), “. . nnvere expected to conform to a stereotype of
masculine behavior, in which affectivity was intexied as weakness, whilst women were

constructed as weak, hysterical and intellectuafigrior.”*°

Concerns like this were expressed in responseifi@rence” feminism, which asserted the
legitimacy of women’dlifferentexperiences and needs from those of men. In itddyeynany
perceived this move as a positive development fiegmality” feminism where women simply
strove to be like men or to attain characteristigsociated with masculinity, but there have been
responses to difference feminism that urge cautiothis regard, some point to the danger of
veering into a notion of femininity aligned withafieires such as weakness (versus strength),
passion (versus reason), and domestic domainug/public domains). Indeed, if difference
feminism yields such a concept of femininity, tsigt on difference would be to inflict the curse

of oppression.

Somewhat more mature criticism of the differencategy runs deeper than a rejection of
traditional feminine values which contributed intpa the oppression of females. The underlying
philosophic commitment of a difference strategg gualistic framework which highlights the
dichotomy between masculinity and femininity. Ishaften been noted in the work of feminist
theorists that the positing of dichotomies is oftenpled with a hierarchical rating. There is often
a preferred term in the dichotomous set, and gaich as male—female, light—dark, strong—weak,

rational-emotional, mind—body implicitly carry withem a preference for the male, strong, and



rational, etc. Furthermore, the hierarchical prefiee rating often carries with it a moral weight:
A moral dualism lies at the center of how pairshsas male—female, rational-emotional, and
mind-body are conceptualized, implying the moré&riority of the female, of the emotions and
of the (physical) body*

The conceptualization of dichotomous pairs is npoblematic where one of the terms of the
dichotomy is taken as normative. If this is theegcdlse opposite term is viewed as a deficiency or
failure in comparison with the normative. In oteords, if the male is viewed as normative, the
female, which stands in contrast to the male anidiwllacks its distinctive properties, might be
viewed as a poor approximation to it. Commentindpoth the “sameness” and “difference”

strategies, Genevieve Lloyd, discussing Catheriaelihnon’s views, writes:

What is fundamental is the political fact, whichtlbeameness and difference approaches
obscure, that maleness is the standard with referenwhich both sameness and
difference are judged. Sameness means being treeammen, difference means being
different from thent?

More generally, there is a danger of dichotomousteeing conceptualized in a manner that
posits one of the terms as normative (A), and therderm as aberrant or as displaying the
absence of what is normative (not-A). Accordingtich a schema, if the masculine is taken as
the norm, then the feminine (not-A) is understamté lacking in comparison to the masculine.

Nancy Jay, a feminist philosopher writing on thgi¢af dichotomy, comments that

Hidden, taken for granted, A/Not-A distinctions a@ngerous and, because of their
peculiar affinity with gender distinctions, it seeimportant for feminist theory to be

systematic in recognizing theth.

Returning to the notion of femininity in tligaodejing the cautionary remarks from
contemporary feminist philosophy should be hee#edt, theDaodejingdoes not provide a
substantive account of values associated witheherfine (apart from its insistence on
submissiveness as the feminmedus operandli The mere rejection of ideals associated with
masculinity does not adequately challenge exisdtngctures. The question still remains: How
are we to supply a set of values associated withieminine that is not simply an alternative

masculine model, still rooted in existing patriaathtructures?



Second, the mere overturning of existing norms ssch preference for the female instead of the
male is an unreflective and unhelpful way of apphiag an inquiry into political and social
(including patriarchal) dogmatism. Such a simgiséversal would not advance the feminist
cause because the approach does not extend mumtidb@yejection of what is normative.
Viewed in this way, the Daoist affirmation of sulssiveness as a feminine characteristic could
be interpreted as merely reaffirming the traditlonew that women are complementary and
subsidiary to men who occupy a central positiophitosophy and culture, and according to
whom standards of normativity are set. In femiplstosophy, such moves to “revalorise”
traditional femininity have been described as.‘conservative pre-feminist or anti feminist

strategy,* which would not lead to the addressing of issdagamen’s interests and needs.

From a feminist perspective, the notion of femityimn theDaodejingis indeed riddled with

many difficulties and with possible antifeminiseslents. A possible approach is to resist the
attempt to explain this concept as a simple coniceigblation, and instead to situate discussions
of femininity within the larger context of tHgaodejing.In this connection, Hansen, who offers
an interpretive theory of tHeaodejing is judicious in his assessment that an unsophisiil
approach to the overturning of conventional valuiisresult in a reading of thBaodejing

that has little to offer to contemporary philosophy

Where conventional value assignments favor the npipe strong, the wise, the dominant,
Laozi's sayings help us appreciate the value ofdher, the weak, the ignorant, the
submissive. Traditionalists value the male; Laoapbasizes the female . . . [however] its
theoretical point must be more subtle than memgrsing conventional guidance and

dogmatically pushing the negative discoutlae
In the final section of this article, | endeavordiEmonstrate that a more profound understanding
of theDaodejingyields a concept of complementarity between matefamale that would
provide a valuable resource for contemporary feshiinking.

Daoist Conceptual Resourcesfor Contemporary Feminist Thinking

The analysis in this section focuses primarily loa notion of complementarity in Daoist thought,

with the goal of highlighting its relevance for ¢emporary feminist thinking. It is contended that



a fundamental aspect of the Daoist notion of compl#arity is a rejection of any dichotomy
between polarities such as masculinity and femtipifior the purpose of this discussion,

dichotomy is taken to mean antithesis and mutuelusion.

The discussion utilizes the conceptsiabandde, two key concepts in Daoist thought, to
demonstrate a notion of complementarity that ndt tlanscends dichotomization but also

proceeds to affirm both the interdependence anthtigrity of polarities.

Against the Dichotomization of Polarities

In Daoist thought, it is clear that some tensioistsxetween the pairs of opposites; hot and cold
do not simply meld into each other such that theyirdistinguishable. On the other hand, there
is a sense of fluidity and flux between the oppssthat is fostered by their interconnectedness:

It is clear that such opposites are not dichotomous

Contrastive pairs in Daoist thought are represemadme chapters of tligaodejingas being
ontologically connected. Chapter 36, for instapeesents a view of pairs that encompasses not

merely a methodology but also posits an ontologioahectedness between the contrastive terms:

In order to contract, it is necessary first to exgha
In order to weaken, it is necessary first to sttkeeg.
In order to destroy, it is necessary first to préeno
In order to grasp, it is necessary first to give.
This is called subtle light.
The weak and the tender overcome the hard andrtes . .
—Daodejing36, translated by W. T. Chan

It is significant that terms such as stillnesskdarferior (Daodejing16, 26, 39) are identified as
the root of their corresponding terms. This suggast only ontological connectedness of the
pairs, but also that terms that are customarilg beebe inferior have greater ontological
significance. These aspects of the contrastives gae also emphasized in the Daoist use of
figurative metaphors such as the infant, in coht@the old and wiséDaodejingl10, 20, 28, 55),
the uncarved block, in contrast to developmentamdplexity Paodejingl5, 19, 28, 33, 37,



57), the yielding nature of watebéodejing8, 15, 78) as well as the descriptiordabas
shadowy, nameless, and undifferentiatedddejingl, 14, 20, 25, 32, 37, 41).

It needs to be noted that, while there is an oweirig of existing norms and values, these are not
abandoned. Both terms of the contrastive pairpeaserved in the Daoist value system and are
often Daodejing22, 26, 28, 36, 61, 63, and 77) poised in delibatance: “Know the male but
keep to the role of the femaleDé&odejing28). Interplay between the terms of each contrastiv
pair is sometimes described according to a themewvefrsion: The weak overcomes the strong
and is, in turn, overcome by the weak. Attemptsxplain this idea of balance include metaphors
of a seesaw up-and-down surge and fall, a prodesglic change, with or without reversion, a
cycle of development and decline, and a view ohgedike a children’s slide: “One climbs
laboriously to the top, but once over the edgadthenward movement is quick, abrupt,
inevitable, and completé”Some of these metaphors incorporate a sensesibtesuch as a

view of cyclic change whereby the submissive pisvarer the strong and becomes the strong; in
turn it is overcome by the submissive. Other viemge against any hint of tension, arguing that

Daoist philosophy is inconsistent with such cycling

Interpretation of this theme of reversion (8sodejingchapters 7, 22, 26, 36, 40, 41, 45, 58, 63,
66) is important in understanding the concept ofigiementarity in Daoist philosopH§The
explanations of reversion described above invdieeconnection between the two terms and
primarily describe a process of balance and sueti@den the two (sdeaodejing22: “Bowed

down then preserved; bent then straight; hollown fladl; worn then new”). On the other hand,
some have argued that the reversal does not ineotere overturning of norms (an idea that
could find support irbaodejing43: “the most submissive thing in the world carendughshod
over the hardest in the world”) whereby a partictgam is replaced by its opposite, and replaces

its opposite in turn.

Reversion, rather thaeplacementdescribes the dynamic between the opposites. daagters
of theDaodejingseem to urge the transcendence of a dichotomousdiue system. Dichotomy

is discouraged in a range of domains. This inclubdes

1. aesthetic (2, 12: “the five colors make man'ssplind”);
2. evaluative (2, 12, 20: “Between good and elylgreat is the distance?”);

3. moral (18, 38: “when the way was lost there widse”");



4. sociopolitical (13, 18, 20, 38, 65, 19: “extenate the sage, discard
the wise, and the people will benefit a hundrediold

5. metaphysical (11, 23, 32: “dao is namelesspan as there are
names one ought to know that it is time to stoafi

6. epistemological (12, 2: “the whole world recaggs the beautiful

as the beautiful, yet this is only the ugly”).

With regard to the extent of the reversal, Angualam, a Daoist scholar, argues that the reversal
is not internal and pertaining merely to interact@etween the contrastive pairs. Specifically, he
contends that the notion of reversal is rather nsoraprehensive, involving a rejection of

dichotomization between A and B:

ForLao-tzu. . . reversal imota switch from preferring A to preferring B, aimitag
become weak, soft, below instead of strong, haddadnove. Since all human effort is
against a downward pull toward B, that directioa f&rst approximation to the Way of
spontaneous process, to be adjusted next to thardpmpulse after renewal from the
fecund bottom of BThe reversal smashes the dichotomy of A grid Breferring to be
submissive the sage does not cease to be orientadds strength, for he recognises that
surviving by yielding to a rising power is the ra@advictory over it when its climax is

past®

Graham'’s description of the balancing process batweand B refers to a dissolution of
dichotomy between A and B. The end result of tesalution, however, is not a merging of A
and B, nor the reduction of one in favor of theeotiRather, the separate qualities and identities
of both A and B are maintained. This notion of mse¢supports a specific picture of

complementation of the terms A and B.

Complementarity of Opposites

In an article that explores the notion of completasdty in the contrastive pairs, Antonio Cua, a
scholar of Daoism, uses the story of the two charadNarcissus and Goldmund from Hesse'’s
novel as an illustratioff. According to Cua, Narcissus and Goldmund exempilify extremes:
Narcissus seeking to further develop his scholailyd and Goldmund in pursuit of sensuous

satisfaction. However, in their relationship, Nastis and Goldmund are reconciled in a profound



and genuine manner, recognizing their extreme reiffees, yet allowing their differences to
coexist in complementarity: “It is not our purpdeebecome each other; it is to recognize each
other, to learn and see the other and honor himif@at he is; each the other’s opposite and

complement.®

Analyzing various aspects of the relationship betwiarcissus and Goldmund, Cua notes that
the significance oflag with regard to the contrastive pairs, does moirliits function as rules or
principles with substantive content, but rathea@srientationindependent of one’s theoretical

and normative commitments. Cua argues that:

Tao, as an ideal theme of harmony of oppositesahague and minimal cognitive content.
We are offered no guiding principles for articulgticlearly its specific or detailed practical
import . . . A commitment to tao is more a resatio view things in a certain way, rather

than knowledge of the nature of thirfgs.

Briefly, the features of complementarity that afisen Cua’s analysis include:

« Acceptance and recognition: There is an acceptand recognition of each other’s
integrity with no thought of influence or attemptaolding or altering one another’s
character or way of life.

« Completion of the other, not duplication: The tare not meant to grow like each other;
each has deficiencies which the other makes uprfather words, there is an assumption
of mutual completion of the other and that eithee on its own is in some sense
incomplete.

* Reciprocity: The complementarity is achieved Ipimeans of mutual adjustment of
segments in two opposed ways of life, or by medmeamngnizing their common and
intersecting elements to form a coherent way ef Rather, it is achieved by a reciprocal
appreciation and learning.

« Resonance: This draws upon the concepgafing(resonance® a classical Chinese
theory of mutual influence and response which, aling to Cua, involves “. . . an

expansion of intellectual horizon and a restruaiof one’s vision of life #

Cua’s analysis is interesting and persuasive afeilsoé fresh and useful insight into the notion of

complementarity. It yields a picture of complemeityahat is not reductionist and that



emphasizes mutual dependence between the conadijith, foregrounds both the distinctiveness
and interdependence of the terms. In such a viewaossibility of the contrastive terms being
presented in certain relations such as A, not-A4 or B (in the mutually exclusive sense), are

immediately excluded.

Complementarity: The Case of Dao and De

There is a set of Daoist concepts that would bestahstrate the Daoist picture of
complementarity. The set is comprised of two keyoepts in Daoist thoughdaoandde?®
Some attention needs to be given to the articulaif@laoandde and the connection between
them because, whereas attempts to explore the ngsazsnd dimensions dahohave been
extensive, the concegg by contrast, has been left in obscu?ﬁy.

7 and “power.?® The translation ofleas

The two most popular translationsdgare “virtue
“virtue” has been criticized at various points; thest notable criticism being thé¢ construed
as virtue is an unwarranted Confucianist renditiba Daoist concept. Similarly, there are
problems with the translation déas power particularly in light of the Daoist rejeat of

masculinist assertions of power.

The main problem with these translationslefie, however, with the assumption tlietoandde
are distinctandindependent concepts. In this regard, there haee persuasive accountsd#Ho
anddeas internally connected and poised in delicaterfzalaghence placing the two concepts
within a framework consistent with major Daoistrties. Such accounts castoanddein

complementary relation, witthaodenoting the universal amtkthe particular.

In one such account, for examplkaois described as “inwardness,” witle denoting the
particulardaoof humanity. Wawrytko’s rationale for such a chaeaization is, she argues, “. . .
grounded in the fundamental assumption of a feraipinilosophy that our internal reality is
equivalent to the outer on&”In other words, the conception of wholeness amdtiainment

rests inde, the human innate source of values “which microuoally represents the macrocosm
of Tao.” In her characterization afaoandde, Wawrytko refers to Wing-tsit Chan’s description
of daopartly in terms of its homophone “de,” meaning 6tatain.” In support of Wawrytko’s
analysisdecan be understood as “. . . that which has beairaat from Tao, that is,

individualised Tao*



It might be argued that Wawrytko’s notionad while insightful, gives too much precedence to
humanity. Although Wawrytko subsequently qualifies view thatdeincludes all of nature and
not simply human nature (and that humans hold ivilgged position), her description déin

terms of “feminist ethics” still fails to transcetite essentially human category of ethics.

This analysis of Wawrytko’s viewpoints to a needda understanding aflaoanddethat is
perhaps more in tune with Daoist themes. One sigh ig that of Fung Yu-Lan. Fung, a scholar
in Chinese thought, provides a more holistic armt@ss-oriented view afaoandde.

According to him,

.. . Teis what an individual thing receives frohao.The total spontaneity
of all things isTao.The spontaneity that an individual thing receives
from Taois Te.. . . the relation betweeFfeandTaois just like that
between the water in river or lake, and water inegal®®

In comparison with Wawrytko’s account, Fung's coetmnsion of the concepdaoanddesits
more comfortably within Daoist thought becausepitaeives of the connection between the two
in terms of the Daoist style of spontaneitirdn). In other words, Fung'’s view reflects the Daoist

emphasis on holism and fluidity in the conceptwion of particulars.

These two facets of the connection betwdananddehave been taken up more recently by
scholars such as David Hall. Hall characteridasas a totality, as the “sum of all possible
orders.* Each particular element within this totality isastraction from the totality areh,
within this framework, refers to the “particularcis” or “intrinsic excellence” of a thing. Hall
viewsdao—deas a single notion, describing their relationshiperms of the connection between
field (dao) and focusde).

In a similar manner, Roger Ames has characteuisad terms of a process: that of “. . . the
arising of the particular in a process vision dstence.® According to Ames, while each
particular “determines conditions within the raregel parameters of its particularity,” it has to do
so within the context of the whole, thatdso.In other words, while the whole is comprised of

particulars, the latter, on the other hand, aréypdetermined by their context.



The characterization afao—deby Hall as well as by Ames reveals an interdependen
complementarity of the two concepts which are ima#y related. In that regard, Ames’s account

makes explicit the interdependence. According teedm

Just as any one ingredient in the stewpot musteérelbd with all of the others in order to
express most fully its own flavor, so harmonizatiath other environing particulars is a
necessary precondition for the fullest self-disetesof any given particular . . . [The
particular] can through harmonization and pattefrdeference diffuse to become
coextensive with other particulars, and absorlmareasingly broader field of “arising”
within the sphere of its own particularity. Thigthis the “getting” or “appropriating”

aspect ote*®

With reference to the various aspects of the Dambn of complementarity discussed above,
thedao—depair, as construed by Hall and by Ames, embodidsioefeatures. While the field—
focus or universal—particular aspects of dhe—derelation are not relevant to the concepts of
femininity and masculinity, some key features aihpéementarity emerge from the analysis of

thedao—deconnection. Thusgjaoandde

1. are not mutually exclusive;

2. are interdependent;

3. are not reducible each to the other;

4. must remain distinct (this means that the irite@f each is maintained within the
context of a healthy tension between the two); and

5. are not static.

Each particular operates within various limits elf gletermination, set by the context of the
whole. The combination and relation of particulart in turn determine the whole. This makes

for a dynamic conception of the Daoist project.
Dao-de and Contemporary Feminist Philosophy
The analysis of thdao—depair sheds light on complementarity between feniyiand

masculinity. If a similar analysis were appliedhe female—-male contrastive pair, various

important features of the connection between tledie revealed. These include:



1. Femininity and masculinity are not mutually exchesirhe presence or existence of one
does not imply the nonexistence or absence ofttier.oT his feature operates in terms of
causality as well: The presence or existence ofdmes not negate, eliminate, or neutralize
the other in the sense that it doescaisethe absence of the other. In this connection,st ha
been noted by feminist philosophers that a focuaragagonism and dichotomy between
masculinity and femininity could detract from a peo conceptualization of each of the
concepts: It could betray the complexity withinlbtite notions of femininity and

masculinity?’

2. Femininity and masculinity are interdependent caisd he accounts of femininity and
masculinity arising from this analysis are nonsapsiraccounts. ThBaodejingdiscourages
a separatist notion of the contrastive pairs.deds, instead, the view that these terms are
ontologically connected. Many feminist scholarsénaeted the inaccuracy and futility of
separatist accounts of femininity. Some have enipbdshat separatist accounts are
unrealistic because “women . . . do not live oriaet world from which men are absent;
what it is therefore essential to study . . . ssdlynamic of relations between the sex8#h
extreme version of separatism is gynocentrism, whigolves the rejection of men or
masculinity while maintaining female exclusivityore feminists have argued against
gynocentric accounts of femininity, pointing ouattyynocentrism, in failing to transcend

dualism, fails to fulfill the tasks it sets outdohieve®®

3. Femininity and masculinity are nonreducible eaclh® other Although theDaodejing
does seem to have a preference for values assbuidtethe feminine, it does not, on the
other hand, discard those associated with mastulits account of the contrastive pairs is
nonreductionist. Feminist philosophy rejects th@ragation and reduction of femininity to
masculinity. A reasonable construction of both maéisty and femininity would imply that a
reduction of masculinity and femininity would besatisfactory as well. Reductionist
accounts, either of masculinity or femininity, amesatisfactory because they artificially

discount or disregard important features of thenteeing reduced.

4. Femininity and masculinity must remain distinihe view that the contrastive pairs are
interdependent incorporates not only the ideatti@terms are nonseparable but also that the

integrity of each is maintained. Such a view redogg) and sees a place for, healthy tension



between the two. In emphasizing their interdepeoglewhat is sought is not a middle-
ground compromise situation in which each conaeged its features which do not fit into the
compromised model. In the compromise model, whédks to reduce or eliminate tension,
those features that femininity and masculinity db share in common are pared down, and
both concepts are reduced to a common core. A damgeach an approach is that such
compromise sometimes leads to a mere combinatioma@insatisfactory existing models. In
constructing a feminist philosophy, androcentrigmich is seen as one such form of
compromise, is often avoided. Val Plumwood, a feshiphilosopher, argues against the

simplistic, shallow, and arbitrary nature of sucha@proach:

The concept of androgynous human character sugaestspe analogy, in which the new
human ideal is put together from existing ingretietake good points of each gender and

place in bowl, mix gently, throw bad points intasttin*°

5. Femininity and masculinity are not static conceptse reciprocity and mutual dependence
of one on the other renders the relation betweém cimcepts, as well as the concepts
themselves, dynamic. The factors that constituth boncepts are various and constantly
subject to change. It stands to reason, therdimsiean accurate account both of femininity
and masculinity should accommodate such interastiommulticausality and reciprocity of
factors. Furthermore, the recognition of a certiir and dynamism of the concepts, and of

their interaction, avoids essentialist approachdermininity and masculinity.

Four important aspects of the preceding analysisldhbe noted. First, while the examination of
the conceptao—deis based on readings of tbaodejing the remarks made about the
connection between femininity and masculinity avederived from the text. The excursion into
thedao—deconcept is not intended as a demonstration by gpaibfemininity and masculinity

in the text. In other words, the discussiordab—deis meant to bdlustrative of the Daoist

conception otomplementarity.

Second, the notion of complementarity discussetigpaper is different from that shunned by
feminist thinkers. Feminist philosophers tread lyawn the suggestion that femininity
complements masculinity. This is because in onsiplesconception of complementarity, the
masculine ideal is left unchallenged and the fendrdeal is simply added to it. In this approach,

the masculine is basic, normative, and indepenafathie feminine whereas on the other hand, the



feminine is dependent on the masculine and deitsesatus and validity only from the

masculine norm.

In contrast, the Daoist notion of complementaritgists on the integrity and distinctiveness both
of the feminine and the masculine. In this vieve, tbcus is on the cooperative, responsive, and
interdependent aspects of complementarity. In Déomight, the connectedness of femininity
and masculinity provides the basis for an epistemln which feminine and masculine can only

be adequately construed and explained by referenite other.

Third, Daoist philosophy supports the idea thastxg norms need to be carefully scrutinized.
Some Daoist scholars have taken this theme futth&rgue that the Daoist suspicion of existing
ideals involves a rejection of dichotomous concaptshich one set of values is held to be
antithetical with the other, and one set held tsigeerior while the other inferior. The rejection
of dichotomy between masculinity and femininityofsSundamental significance in feminist
philosophy. This prevents an oversimplified conaafization of pairs such as public—private,
impersonal—-personal, universal—particular, moraknad, rational-emotional, and nature—nurture
as comprised by mutually exclusive terms. In otherds, what is being held up for scrutiny here
is not that distinctions cannot or should not beledut rather that it should not simply be
assumed that each of these pairs of conceptsaretdmous. For instance, Val Plumwood

addresses the egoism—altruism contrast associdgttednasculinity and femininity respectively:

If egoism is taken as consisting in pursuit of espa’s own selfish interest, and altruism to
consist in a person’s denying or setting aside then interest in favour of that of others,
the false contrast standardly presented betweetwtheverlooks the alternative of
interdependence of interest, the situation whaerasts are not discrete and disconnected
but where a person’s interest essentially invotiiesneeds of others. Similar points can be

made for most of the other gender-related dualfSéms.

The rejection of dichotomy between masculine andriene highlights an important feature of
complementarity discussed here. The area of ovesigpifying engagement between the two, is

one that is complex and dynamic, and that providesontext for responsivity.

Fourth, Daoist philosophy upholds a conceptionyafadnic interchange through which the

conceptenrichor completethe other rather than reduce the significance @bther. The



translation of chapter 2 of th#gaodejingby Daoist scholar Chung-ying Cheng is particularly

enlightening in this regard:

Therefore being and nonbeing mutually generate etiwr. The difficult and easy
mutually complete each other; the long and thetghatually define each other; the high
and the low mutually recline on each other; thepdgnand complex (sounds) mutually

harmonize each other; the before and the after atytiollow each??

TheDaodejingviews cooperative dialogue between the polariteearaessential feature of the
particularity and definition of each of them. Inpipng this idea to concepts of femininity and
masculinity, it becomes apparent that the concagénterdependent and thus incomplete in
themselves; such a view provides a metaphysic#s basa picture of interactive dynamism
between the tw&’ This is important because it has been noted byyrfeninist scholars that
separatist views of femininity and masculinity arer unrealistic or undesirable because they
do not properly reflect the anthropological, sogifital, ecological, and political aspects of

human life.

In conclusion, one issue that remains is how thimn@f complementarity might practically be
realized in contemporary feminist thought. Firditmaating assumptions about a dichotomy
between femininity and masculinity breaks the cptioa of the two as antithetical and
irreconcilable. An important corollary of rejectiagdichotomy between masculinity and
femininity is the rejection as well of dichotomytiyeen pairs of concepts conventionally and
stereotypically associated with masculinity andifénity. Hence, this should lead to a careful
examination of pairs of concepts such as reasosigmgpublic—private, and impersonal—
personal, and whether it is plausible in all casesonceptualize each term of a contrastive pair in
a fashion that suggests total exclusion of therotheother words, the shattering of the

dichotomy should force one to question conceptaahéworks such as “male is rational” and

“female is emotional,” which ignore important o\agt between the terms.

Second, the removal of dichotomy sets the grounkifarthe introduction of complementarity
between masculinity and femininity. The model ofnpbementarity discussed here is
strengthened by its recognition of the integrityeath of the concepts without the reduction or
compromise of either. Furthermore, it emphasizeotfenness and responsivity of each to the

other, allowing for mutual enrichment of the twdig yields a picture of femininity and



masculinity as interdependent and dynamically eadatn such a view, the notion of human
excellence is inclusive and augmented; it wouldLide not merely the masculine and the
feminine, and their particular and distinctive cweristics, but also the richness and
complexities of their interaction and interdeperaemhe implications and advantages of this
paradigm would not merely be restricted to femittistught, but would also inform debates in a

range of areas including ethics, epistemology,sowil and political philosophy.
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