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The Sage Unbound:
Ritual Metaphors in the Daode jing*

Gilles Boileau

Abstract

This article endeavors to describe and analyze passages of the different
versions of the Daode jing according to their ritual content. It begins by
asserting that the term /i #, usually translated as “ritual,” encompasses
two different domains: the Ru f conception of a ritually ordained society
and the detailed execution of ceremonies. The Daode jing rejects the
first aspect but draws from ritual details in order to construct a series
of philosophical interpretations. Two examples in particular show the
soundness of the ritual knowledge of the redactors of the text and its
versions: the first one linked to military and funeral ritual, the second one
with gift-giving ritual. This study analyzes those interpretations through
three themes: simplicity and the question of origins; generosity of the Sage
and royal magnanimity; the Sage and the king, body, self-sacrifice and the
dialectic between the masculine and the feminine.

The passages related to those themes contain images and metaphors
derived from ancient ceremonies. The precise analysis of those images
shows that the redactors of the Daode jing were well aware of the subtlety
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of archaic rituals but chose to select elements that resonated with the ideal
of simplicity they extolled. They build on a sacrificial system present in
the ritual of Eastern Zhou dynasty, centered on two kinds of offerings:
the great stew and the numerous tasty side dishes. The great stew, offered
to the creators of human civilization was bland and this blandness was
the metaphor the redactors used to present the Way as the pure potential
from which everything else emerged. Furthermore, they transformed and
subverted ritual characteristics of the old Zhou monarchy, particularly
those related to the virtues of generosity of the archaic kings, and the
ideology of self-sacrifice of the monarchs, in order to give birth to a new
Sage-king, superior to the kings of old, one with the Way and unbound
from any limitation.
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