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Abstract 

Amidst the uncertain turns of this era, where once self-evident values are fracturing, and humanity is constantly swept into 
irreconcilable conflicts with no way out-the thought of Laozi, crystallized over two thousand years ago in the Tao Te Ching, emerges 
as a unique philosophical anchor rich in healing potential. Not bearing the markings of a rigid dogmatic system or inflexible 
doctrine, Laozi’s philosophy is like a gentle mist, penetrating the darkest corners of modern life, where reason appears to have 
reached the very limits of its capacity. This article begins from a premise: that philosophy is not only contemplation but also a way 
of life—a “spiritual practice.” From that foundation, the author approaches Laozi’s thought as a dynamic philosophical system—
where being is not confined to fixed concepts but always moves and transforms in rhythm with the Tao. The dialectical thinking in 
Laoist philosophy, therefore, is not a model of antithesis-synthesis as in Hegel, but a form of “soft dialectics”: it neither negates nor 
imposes but transforms, complements, and circulates in harmonious relation. With that approach, the article focuses on analyzing 
two primary dimensions in Laozi’s dialectical thought: (1) the principle of opposition and unity between paired categories such as 
Being – Non-being, Hard – Soft, High – Low... and (2) the understanding of cyclical movement in nature and society. Passages from 
the Tao Te Ching are used as vivid evidence of Laozi’s prophetic capacity and philosophical depth. Sayings such as “Being arises 
from Non-being” (Ch. 40), “The soft overcomes the hard” (Ch. 78), or “Blessing and calamity lean on each other” (Ch. 58) are not 
merely concise depictions of natural laws but also actionable guidance for all humanity in an age of upheaval. The article’s emphasis 
lies in the connection between Laoist dialectics and modern issues—from ecology, politics to social governance. In a context where 
the world is facing global crises—climate change, power conflicts, moral decline—Western philosophy, with its tendencies toward 
dualism, absolutism, and forceful intervention into nature, is revealing certain limitations. In contrast, Laozi’s philosophy—with its 
foundations in “non-action” (wu wei), “knowing sufficiency” (zhi zu), and “holding to the center” (shou zhong)—offers a 
countercurrent approach: acting by not acting, possessing by not striving, achieving effectiveness by letting go of coercive desire.  
From a methodological perspective, the article employs a hermeneutic-philosophical approach combined with comparative analysis, 
placing passages from the Tao Te Ching alongside dialectical models in Western thought such as Hegel, Heraclitus, Deleuze… to 
illuminate both the convergence and divergence between the two systems. While Hegel follows a linear trajectory: affirmation – 
negation – synthesis, Laozi prefers the cycle: emergence – rise – flourish – decline – return. While Deleuze exalts “difference as 
becoming,” Laozi emphasizes “co-birth in opposition.” This comparison does not aim to force Eastern thought into Western 
frameworks, but to reveal the resonance among wisdom traditions—where distinct paradigms can illuminate each other. More 
importantly, the dialectical thought in Laozi’s philosophy does not stop at explaining the world but opens a path toward humane 
and sustainable action. The idea that “governing a country is like cooking a small fish” (Ch. 60) is a reminder of the limi ts of 
coercive power. “Not contending, and none in the world contend with him” is a message to leaders about the power of humility.  
And “non-action, yet nothing is left undone” is a global principle for social governance, self-management, and peace-building. 
Throughout the article’s length, one consistent message is clearly conveyed: Laozi’s thought is not an outdated framework, nor is it 
merely an ornamental piece of Eastern culture. On the contrary, it is a source of spiritual vitality, a soft weapon for a humanity 
teetering between ambition and limitation, growth and collapse. If Hegel or Marx once believed in an absolute endpoint, Laozi  
shows that the absolute lies not in the destination but in the process itself, in each step aligned with the Tao. In conclusion, this 
article affirms that Laozi’s dialectical thought is a philosophy of harmony and transformation—not only holding theoretical value 

 
1 Hung Yen University of Technology and Education.  
2 Vinh Long University of Technology Education, Emaill: tamlt@vlute.edu.vn, (Corresponding Author). 
3 Hanoi Metropolitan University.   

https://doi.org/10.63332/joph.v5i5.1487
mailto:tamlt@vlute.edu.vn


Hanh et al. 1385 

posthumanism.co.uk 

 

 

but also opening a way of life, a direction for a world that has lost its bearings. In an era where instrumental reason and radical 
individualism dominate, Laozi’s philosophy is a quiet yet steadfast reminder: that humanity need not conquer the world, but simply 
learn to live with it—in alignment with the Tao—like water, like wind, invisible yet infinite. 

Keywords: Laozi, Eastern Dialectics, Dao and Wu Wei, Comparative Philosophy, Harmonious and Transformative Thinking. 

 

Introduction 

In the modern world-where fragmented knowledge, ecological crises, and political instability 
have become dominant tones-returning to ancient philosophical systems is not merely an act of 
nostalgia but a quest for foundational insights capable of restructuring what has been shaken. 
Within this stream, Laozi's philosophy, with its ontological depth and latent dialectical spirit, re-
emerges as a critical counterpoint to many modern Western paradigms obsessed with rationality, 
analysis, and definition. 

It is no coincidence that terms like “Dao,” “Wu wei,” or oppositional pairs such as “Being – 
Non-being,” “Strength – Softness,” have long transcended the boundaries of Sinology to enter 
global philosophical discourse. Beneath these terms lies not only an Eastern framework of 
thought but a fundamentally different mode of approaching reality—one that prioritizes holistic 
intuition over linear analysis, and intrinsic movement over mechanical causality. It is within this 
tradition that Laozi’s dialectical thinking deserves to be reconsidered—not merely as a classical 
symbol but as a living philosophical lens capable of illuminating urgent questions of our time. 

Today’s world is confronted by global and systemic contradictions: development alongside 
environmental degradation, connectivity amidst polarization, information abundance yet 
wisdom scarcity. In such a context, Laozi’s dialectical thinking—with its pliability, 
counterintuitive grace, and fluid adaptability—offers a distinct mode of understanding and 
acting. Unlike the dialectics of Hegel or Marx, which follow a logic of negation-overcoming-
synthesis, Laozi’s dialectic does not negate or impose but guides toward a balanced, self-
regulating depth. It is a dialectic of “following,” of “returning,” of “subtracting in order to add.” 

Thus, engaging with Laozi’s dialectical philosophy is not merely a scholarly inquiry, but an 
expansion of the philosophical space in which contemporary thought—often confined to 
technical analysis and instrumental reason—can breathe again. While modern Western 
philosophy continues to wrestle with being, subjectivity, language, and power, Laozi, through 
his direct vision of nature and humanity as a holistic unity, offers an integrative principle for life 
and existence: all opposites are temporary manifestations; all movement follows cycles; and all 
intervention must align with the Dao to avoid counterproductive results. 

Beyond theoretical abstraction, Laozi’s dialectical thought also manifests in practical domains 
such as governance, ethics, statecraft, and self-cultivation. “Not contending, and none in the 
world contend with him,” “the soft overcomes the hard,” and “victory through non-doing”—
these seemingly simple philosophical declarations form the core of an action-oriented 
philosophy grounded in humanism and ecology. This explains why modern thinkers—from 
Martin Heidegger to Fritjof Capra, from Gilles Deleuze to postmodern ecologists—have at times 
turned back to the East, to Laozi, in search of spiritual sustenance beyond the aridity of the 
industrial-modern paradigm. 

This article, therefore, does not aim to re-interpret classical truths already validated through 
millennia of history, but rather to reconstruct them through a dialogue with contemporary 
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realities. By analyzing the dialectical dimension of Laozi’s thought, the article seeks to open a 
new philosophical space where reason and intuition, analysis and immediacy, West and East do 
not negate each other but illuminate one another. It is in this interplay that we may transcend the 
crises of modernity and discover a path—a Dao—for a more harmonious existence. 

Research Methodology 

This article employs a theoretical research approach oriented toward analysis and synthesis to 
clarify the core content of Laozi's dialectical thought and to highlight its contemporary 
relevance. The specific methods used include: 

Document Analysis and Synthesis: The research is based on various translations of the Dao 
De Jing, scholarly works on ancient Chinese philosophy, and modern materials related to Eastern 
philosophy and dialectical methodology. Through this, the article analyzes, compares, and 
synthesizes key perspectives to emphasize the principles of opposition and transformation in 
Laozi's philosophy. 

Historical–Logical Method: This method is employed to investigate the formation and 
development of dialectical thought in ancient Chinese philosophy, particularly within the 
historical and cultural context of the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods. It aims to 
identify the factors that shaped Laozi’s ideas and their diffusion throughout the history of 
philosophical thought. 

Comparative Method: This method is applied to compare Laozi’s dialectical thought with other 
systems of thought, such as the materialist dialectics of Marxist–Leninist philosophy and 
Hegelian dialectics. This comparison highlights Laozi’s unique characteristics, universal value, 
and the applicability of his ideas in modern contexts. 

Generalization Method: This method helps extract systematic and highly generalized 
arguments about the philosophical value and practical applications of Laozi’s dialectical thought 
in guiding human thinking, resolving conflicts, and fostering a harmonious society. 

By flexibly combining these methods, the article asserts that Laozi’s dialectical thought is not 
merely an ancient philosophical legacy but also a valuable theoretical and practical resource for 
shaping modern human thought in a new era. 

Results and Discussion 

Overview of Laozi’s Philosophy 

Foundational Principles in Laozi’s Thought 

Laozi’s philosophy, crystallized in the masterpiece Dao De Jing, is not a closed metaphysical 
system, nor a rationalist framework like that of Descartes or Aristotle. Rather, it is an open, 
dialectical, and mystical mode of thinking—where philosophical intuition is placed on par with, 
if not above, analytic reason. Laozi’s vision does not attempt to conquer reality through concepts, 
but lets reality reveal itself through paradoxical imagery and fluid layers of meaning. 

One of the most fundamental principles in Laozi’s philosophy is the mutual arising of opposites. 
In Chapter 2 of the Dao De Jing, Laozi writes: “Because everyone knows what beauty is, there 
must also be ugliness. Because everyone knows what good is, there must also be evil.” 
Discriminative thinking does not merely create opposites; it creates conflict. In contrast, Laozi 
reveals that opposites give rise to one another. This is a dialectic of interbeing—a dynamic where 
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neither pole in a duality negates the other, but each exists through the other. 

Laozi’s world operates through the interplay of movement and stillness. In Chapter 40, he states: 
“All things under Heaven are born of Being. Being is born of Non-being.” Here, Non-being 
(Wu) is not the nihilistic void of Western thought, but a non-symbolic ground of potential—the 
unmanifest, the pre-form. Being is form, appearance; yet without arising from Non-being, it 
becomes illusory. Returning to Non-being is a central ontological principle in Laozi’s thought, 
and a manifestation of its nonlinear, cyclical dialectics. 

Another profound principle is the negation of naming—the de-conceptualization of reality. The 
opening line of the Dao De Jing reads: “The Dao that can be spoken is not the eternal Dao. The 
name that can be named is not the eternal name.” Reality, for Laozi, cannot be fixed through 
language or abstraction. Every definition is a limitation; thus, true knowledge lies not in speech, 
but in shared being and experiential resonance. 

Consequently, Laozi’s philosophy can be viewed as a way of life—a philosophical mode of 
being. It demands humility, a sense of “knowing sufficiency” (zhi zu), and the capacity to “hold 
to the center” (shou zhong). As he writes in Chapter 33: “Knowing others is intelligence; 
knowing oneself is wisdom. Conquering others requires strength; conquering oneself is true 
power. Knowing sufficiency is wealth.” These are not mere ethical aphorisms but ontological 
insights: the person attuned to the Dao relinquishes ego, lives like water—soft, flexible, yet 
capable of wearing through stone. 

In summary, the fundamental principles in Laozi’s thought do not aim for absolute affirmation 
but move through negation, transformation, and return. They constitute a unique dialectic: one 
that does not resolve contradiction but accepts it as the condition of existence, softening it within 
a higher order—the order of the Dao. 

The Concepts of Dao and Wu Wei 

The Dao is the central axis of Laozi’s thought, the foundational principle underlying all 
existence. But it is not an abstract principle like Plato’s Idea or the theological transcendence of 
Augustine. The Dao is both origin and flow; invisible and nameless, yet present in every speck 
of dust and breath of wind. In Chapter 25, Laozi affirms: “There is a thing confusedly formed, 
born before Heaven and Earth. Silent, formless, it stands alone and does not change. It moves in 
cycles and is never exhausted. It may be called the mother of the world. I do not know its name, 
but I call it Dao.” 

The Dao is ineffable and invisible, yet it is the generative rhythm of the universe. It does not 
coerce or dominate, but flows naturally like water toward the lowest places. It manifests in the 
harmony of seasons, the rise and fall of dynasties, in birth and decay. Everything, visible or not, 
is subject to the Dao. Hence, the wise do not resist it, but align with it. 

Wu wei is the way of acting in accordance with the Dao. Misunderstood in modern 
interpretations, wu wei does not mean doing nothing; it means effortless action—action that does 
not force. It is minimal intervention, allowing things to develop according to their inherent 
nature. As Chapter 48 states: “In pursuing learning, one increases daily. In pursuing the Dao, 
one decreases daily. Decrease and decrease, until one does nothing. Doing nothing, yet nothing 
is left undone.” 

Here, wu wei is the height of simplicity and ego-less engagement. Precisely because it refrains 
from manipulation, it becomes supremely effective. This is a profound dialectical insight: in 
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non-action lies the highest form of action. It is not passivity, but harmony with the unfolding of 
the Dao. As Chapter 3 advises: “Do not display what is desirable, and the people’s hearts will 
not be confused. Do not prize rare treasures, and the people will not steal. Do not show what you 
desire, and the people will not be disordered.” 

Dao and wu wei form the metaphysical-methodological core of Laozi’s dialectics. Dao is the 
cosmic principle, the world-as-it-is; wu wei is the attitude that corresponds to that world. The 
noble person lives in the Dao, acts through wu wei, achieves without striving, succeeds without 
scheming. This is not only a worldview but a philosophical model of being and transformation. 

In this spirit, Laozi’s philosophy grounds an Eastern cosmology and ethics, while also opening 
paths beyond the subject-object and essence-appearance dichotomies that dominate Western 
thought. It offers humanity today a threshold: from reason to intuition, from opposition to 
balance, from domination to surrender—like water, like the Dao. In the treasury of ancient 
Eastern philosophy, few concepts are as deep and all-encompassing as the Dao. For Laozi, the 
Dao is the primordial source—the “mother” of all things. Yet unlike the Logos of Greek 
philosophy, where reason and law are exalted, the Dao is unnameable, ungraspable: “The named 
is the mother of the ten thousand things; the nameless is the origin of Heaven and Earth.” 

In Laozi’s thought, the Dao is not merely ontology—it is also a worldview, a methodology, and 
an ethic. It is not outside the cosmos, but the silent pulse within it. According to Laozi, those 
who live in harmony with the Dao are humble, attentive, content to be behind yet advance, to be 
overlooked yet retain dignity. 

The concept of wu wei is the vivid expression of life in alignment with the Dao. It does not imply 
passivity, but the rejection of coercion, manipulation, or force. It is a mode of action in which 
the ego steps aside and the natural rhythm takes over. In politics, this means “governing a great 
nation is like cooking a small fish”—one must not stir too much. In ethics, it entails avoiding 
extremes, not using good to crush evil, but understanding their mutual arising. 

Wu wei is also a profound dialectical principle: in non-action lies action, in yielding lies 
attainment, in humility lies strength. Laozi reverses the logic of modern success, where might is 
right and more is better. Instead, he establishes a paradoxical intuition: it is precisely because 
you do not contend that none can contend with you. 

For Laozi, Dao and wu wei are inseparable: Dao is the principle, wu wei is the method. If Dao is 
the eternal flow of the universe, wu wei is how one flows with it. When life aligns with Dao, 
actions become effortless and outcomes arise naturally. This is the core message of Laozi’s 
philosophy—where truth and life become one. 

To understand Dao and wu wei is not merely to grasp Eastern antiquity, but to enter a universe 
where all being and action are seen through the lens of change, transformation, and balance. In 
a world increasingly dominated by force and extremity, Laozi’s Dao and wu wei offer a call to 
a softer worldview—not weak but resilient, not rigid but clear in direction, not loud but rich in 
philosophical depth. The Dao is the foundational principle—preceding and generating all things. 
It cannot be captured by concepts, yet reveals itself in the rhythms of nature and human conduct. 
Wu wei—non-coercive action or action in accordance with nature—is the existential method 
aligned with the Dao. Together, they form the metaphysical and ethical core of dialectical 
reasoning in Laoist thought. 
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Dialectical Thought in Laozi’s Philosophy 

The Opposition and Unity of Conceptual Pairs 

Laozi’s dialectics arise from a profound insight into reality—not a fixed or linear reality, but one 
characterized by internal transformation and polarity. In Chapter 2 of the Dao De Jing, he writes: 
“Good gives birth to evil, easy to difficult, long to short, high to low, sound to tone, before to 
after.” Each concept only emerges in relation to its opposite. This illustrates the co-arising nature 
of contradiction—a mode of epistemology and existence that transcends dualistic thinking. 

Dialectics in Laoist thought does not aim to destroy contradiction but to regulate it. Beauty does 
not negate ugliness, but coexists with it in a process of oscillation. “Being and Non-being arise 
together; the difficult and the easy complete each other” (Ch. 2). Opposition becomes the driver 
of transformation, not a source of crisis. This recalls Heraclitus’s logic—“No man ever steps in 
the same river twice”—yet Laozi goes further: he not only recognizes change, but perceives the 
deeper law that governs it—the Dao. 

For Laozi, opposition is not negation. Rather, conceptual pairs such as Strength – Softness, 
Being – Non-being, High – Low reflect a profound unity. In Chapter 76, he states: “When man 
is born, he is soft and weak; when he dies, he is hard and stiff. Plants when alive are soft and 
tender; when dead, they are brittle and dry. Thus, hardness and stiffness are companions of death; 
softness and gentleness are companions of life.” Softness is not weakness, but vitality—the 
manifestation of the Dao. This inversion of values underpins Laozi’s ethic of “the soft overcomes 
the hard, the still overcomes the active” (Ch. 78). 

Notably, Laozi’s dialectics do not rely on syllogism or the negation-based triad of Hegelian 
logic. While Hegel’s dialectics proceed from contradiction to negation and synthesis (thesis – 
antithesis – synthesis), Laozi preserves contradiction in a state of fluid transformation. Truth is 
not a final synthesis, but a process of flow—where opposites interact and transform. In this 
sense, Laozi aligns more closely with postmodern thought, particularly Deleuze’s idea of 
“difference as a continuous generative force.” 

Transformation and Cycles in Nature and Society 

Laozi’s worldview is structured around the notion of cyclicality—where all phenomena move 
through rhythms of growth, climax, decline, and return. In Chapter 58, he writes: “Calamity is 
what fortune depends upon; fortune is what calamity hides within.” This is not mere fatalism, 
but a deep affirmation of the cyclical character of existence—where every extreme breeds 
reversal, and every success, when unchecked, becomes the seed of failure. 

In Chapter 9, he warns: “Better to stop pouring than to fill to the brim. Sharpen a blade too much 
and its edge will not last. Amass wealth and display arrogance, and disaster will follow.” All 
excess gives way to return—this is the principle of fan zhe dao zhi dong (reversal is the 
movement of the Dao). It suggests that every process contains the potential for inversion. The 
cycle in Laozi is a dynamic spiral—where each condition gives rise to another, in mutual 
becoming, akin to the Buddhist idea of interdependent origination (pratītyasamutpāda). 

This cyclical view is not only ontological but also methodological. In Chapter 30, Laozi writes: 
“Those who use force to govern will provoke resistance. Victory should not be boasted, relied 
upon, or glorified—for to do so is to act against the Dao.” For Laozi, politics should not impose 
will, but facilitate harmony with the Dao. The ideal leader is one who steps back, who yields, 
who practices wu wei—non-interference that achieves true outcomes. 
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In contrast to the progressive worldview dominant in Enlightenment thinking—where history is 
a linear trajectory toward an ideal—Laozi cautions against the fatigue of accumulation and 
conquest. Compared to the teleological dialectics of Hegel or Marx, Laozi’s cyclical thought 
questions the very desirability of “progress” for its own sake. From an ecological perspective, 
Laozi resonates with systems thinking: where every intervention in a natural system, if mistimed 
or excessive, produces cascading effects. 

Here, Laozi’s thought converges with Alfred North Whitehead’s process philosophy, in which 
reality is not composed of substances but of events—becoming rather than being. Like 
Whitehead, Laozi sees the world not as a collection of entities, but as a flowing process. In this 
flow, the role of humans is not to control but to attune, to respond. 

This view holds particular value in the contemporary age—where technological overreach, 
limitless developmental ambitions, and coercive manipulation of nature have triggered global 
crises: climate change, resource depletion, social unrest. In this context, Laozi’s dialectics of wu 
wei and cyclical harmony present a profound reminder of restraint, moderation, and 
equilibrium—values increasingly absent from modern life. 

The Contemporary Relevance of Laozi’s Dialectics 

In a world gripped by overlapping global upheavals—ecological collapse, political instability, 
and moral degradation—returning to ancient cognitive paradigms is not a step backward, but an 
act of philosophical restoration. Laozi’s dialectics, rooted in the spirit of wu wei er wu bu wei 
(“non-action yet nothing left undone”), do not merely help us grasp the limits of intervention—
they offer a methodology for recalibrating balance across the essential domains of modern life. 

Applying Laozi’s Dialics to Contemporary Philosophy 

Contemporary philosophy is gradually shifting away from rigid dualisms and binary divisions 
toward more fluid, integrative models. Within this transition, Laozi’s thought emerges as an 
ancient yet enduring foundation. When Gilles Deleuze articulates “becoming” as a continuously 
transformative mode of existence, echoes can be heard from Chapter 40 of the Dao De Jing: 
“Reversal is the movement of the Dao.” 

Laozi does not speak of motion abstractly—he speaks of a kind of movement marked by 
stillness, motion without struggle, like water permeating the earth. In modern philosophy, Alfred 
North Whitehead—the father of process philosophy—argued that reality is not composed of 
enduring substances, but of “actual occasions” of becoming. Laozi’s dialectics resonate strongly 
with this view, seeing the world not through fixed categories, but through the flowing continuum 
of the Dao: “The Dao that can be spoken is not the eternal Dao” (Ch. 1). 

If Kant sought to establish a universal moral framework grounded in rationality, Laozi 
approaches reason with skepticism. For him, fewer words signify greater presence: “Those who 
know do not speak; those who speak do not know” (Ch. 56). This is not an anti-intellectual 
stance, but a cautionary wisdom regarding the limits of language and analysis—a position 
increasingly echoed by postmodern thought. 

Impact on Fields such as Governance, Ecology, Ethics, and Education 

Environment and Ecology 

Few ideas from ancient philosophy are as timely as Laozi’s wu wei in the age of climate change. 
In Chapter 77, he writes: “The way of Heaven is to take from the surplus and give to the lacking.” 
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This metaphor presents a vision of ecological balance, standing in direct contrast to the logic of 
unlimited industrial-capitalist growth. 

The philosophy of knowing sufficiency (zhi zu) functions as a kind of ecological spirituality—
antithetical to the insatiable extraction that depletes planetary resources. Thinkers like Arne 
Naess (Deep Ecology) and Gregory Bateson (Systems Theory) intersect with Laozi’s vision in 
their claim that humanity must stop trying to “master” nature and instead attune, resonate, and 
listen. 

Politics and Social Governance 

Laozi does not propose a constitution; he offers a guiding image: “Governing a great nation is 
like cooking a small fish” (Ch. 60). Soft yet powerful, this analogy reflects a political philosophy 
of non-coercion and humility in leadership. In contrast to Machiavellian assertiveness, Laozi 
recommends invisible guidance and quiet presence. 

Governance models inspired by wu wei are gaining traction in modern management. Flat, 
decentralized, adaptive organizational forms—such as Peter Senge’s living systems theory or 
Frederic Laloux’s “teal organizations”—embody Laozi’s idea of leadership through facilitation 
rather than imposition. 

Ethics and Moral Outlook 

Unlike Kantian or utilitarian moral systems that rely on principles or outcomes, Laozi grounds 
ethics in De—virtue as internal harmony, uncoerced and unmotivated by reward or punishment. 
“The highest virtue is not virtuous, and that is why it has virtue” (Ch. 38). 

This suggests a naturalistic ethical foundation where morality arises from within, through 
attunement to the Dao—not from external legal or punitive systems. In today’s fractured world 
of moral uncertainty, Laozi offers a pathway to spiritual re-grounding: a way to live ethically 
with oneself, others, and nature through humility and resonance. 

Education and Human Development 

Laozi’s philosophy of education does not prioritize accumulation of knowledge, but the 
conditions for natural unfolding. “In learning, one adds daily; in the Dao, one subtracts daily” 
(Ch. 48). This suggests an educational minimalism—less interference enables a return to one’s 
authentic nature. 

Progressive educators like Ivan Illich and Paulo Freire have warned of education’s 
instrumentalization. In contrast, Laozi proposes a form of “non-education”—not the absence of 
teaching, but the presence of guidance through non-intervention. It is the pedagogy of example, 
not prescription: “The sage has no fixed mind; he takes the mind of the people as his own” (Ch. 
49) 

Conclusion: Living with the Dao – Laozi’s Dialectics as a Contemporary Existential 

Practice 

In conclusion, Laozi’s dialectical thinking presents a living philosophical system—one in which 
philosophy is not merely to understand but to live, not only to explain but to transform. It is a 
form of soft wisdom that penetrates even the hardest surfaces of modern civilization. Like 
water—yielding yet undefeated, quiet yet enduring—Laozi’s philosophy reminds us that only in 
stillness can we hear the voice of the Dao; only by stopping can we truly advance. 
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Dialectics of Movement and the Ontology of Return 

At the heart of Laozi’s thought lies the idea of movement as the essence of existence. Chapter 
40 asserts: “Reversal is the movement of the Dao; softness is the function of the Dao.” This is 
not merely a physical observation, but a metaphysical proposition: all beings are in flux, and life 
itself is flow. Motion is the very condition of being. 

What makes Laozi unique is his nonlinear, spiral model of change—where return (fan) is not 
regression, but evolution. This idea aligns with Bergson’s non-linear evolution and Deleuze’s 
notion of “difference and repetition”—suggesting that every return is a new becoming, never a 
mere duplication. 

Unity and Tension of Opposites 

Where Hegel sees contradiction as a force for synthesis, Laozi sees opposition as the basis for 
existence itself. “Being and non-being give birth to one another; difficult and easy complete each 
other; long and short define each other” (Ch. 2). These are not contradictions to overcome, but 
inseparable complements within reality’s structure. 

This yields a worldview that resists absolutization of any value. Rather than eliminate 
opposition, Laozi embraces productive tension—a dialectical harmony. In politics, this offers a 
vision of reconciliation over confrontation; in ethics, it nurtures compassion over judgment. 

Dao as the Primordial Source 

Laozi begins his philosophy with a negation: “The Dao that can be spoken is not the eternal 
Dao” (Ch. 1). Yet from this negation emerges a rich ontology—the Dao is ungraspable, but it is 
the foundation of all things. It has no form, no sound, no boundary—yet it is the source of 
Heaven and Earth. 

In Chapter 25, Laozi writes: “There is a thing confusedly formed, born before Heaven and 
Earth… I call it Dao.” This metaphysical vision distinguishes Laozi from Western cosmologies 
such as Thales’ water or Heraclitus’ fire. The Dao is not material—it is a non-physical force, a 
law of transformation, a silent resonance beyond speech. 

From this metaphysical ground, Laozi opens a philosophical space where silence carries value 
equal to speech, where contradictions are not resolved but lived with. In an age seeking plural, 
post-dogmatic ways of living, Laozi’s mysterious yet profound ontology offers a vital clue. 

Laozi’s Dialectics as Existential Practice 

This essay has revealed key philosophical insights: (1) Laozi’s dialectics embody a soft, cyclical 
form of transformation—aimed not at negation but at integrating opposites in invisible motion; 
(2) the concept of Dao—nameless, formless, and purposeless—grounds a deep ontology beyond 
language and Western paradigms; (3) Wu wei, often misunderstood as passivity, is in fact a subtle 
mode of action—aligned with the natural, the cyclical, and the unforced rhythms of human and 
cosmic life. 

These principles are not only theoretical, but deeply practical. In a world of ecological 
destruction, polarized politics, fragile ethics, and disoriented education, Laozi’s philosophy 
offers a method of philosophical introspection: a return to simplicity, to roots, to what cannot be 
named yet can be felt. 

From Hegel to Heidegger, Deleuze to Derrida, Western philosophy has long grappled with 
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language, subjectivity, and the limits of reason. In this tumult, Laozi emerges as a quiet but 
enduring voice—a call to pause, to listen, to let go. 

Laozi teaches: be like water—yielding yet undefeated, descending yet shaping mountains. This 
is perhaps the most fitting metaphor for a way of life in the digital age: in a time where everyone 
rushes forward, the one who dares to slow down may truly find direction. 

Laozi’s dialectical thought is not confined to abstract speculation—it opens deeply applicable 
pathways. In education, it becomes a philosophy of non-impositional guidance; in governance, 
an art of timely release; in ethics, a compassion that transcends praise and blame; in politics, a 
soft power that arises not from control but from collective harmony. 

Most profoundly, in an age of globalization and identity crisis, Laozi’s dialectics offer a 
framework for post-humanist thought—where humanity is no longer the singular center, but a 
participant in dialogue with nature, with the non-human, and with the Other. Here, Dao is no 
longer divine principle, but ecological ontology. 

When Western philosophy tires of grand systems and logic-driven architectures, Laozi offers a 
different wisdom: to live lightly, sufficiently, slowly, and in harmony. A silent existentialism, 
but one that is whole. 

Laozi never called for revolution; he called for right living. But if lived fully, this “right living” 
may be the most profound revolution of all—not to overthrow the world, but to heal it. Not to 
build new regimes, but to dissolve the old and return to the root-in silence and connection. 

In this sense, studying Laozi’s dialectics is not merely an academic endeavor, but a philosophical 
act: one that reorients thought, restructures being, and opens the way for sustainable coexistence 
between humans, nature, and being itself. 

Laozi’s thought, from antiquity to modernity, proves that philosophy is not only a way to 
understand the world-but a way to live with it. And in living with the Dao, one lets go of grasping 
and suffering, entering instead a state of gentle, wise, and enduring existence. 

Conclusion 

The dialectical thought in Laozi's philosophy, though formulated thousands of years ago, still 
holds profound theoretical and practical value, especially in the context of today's world facing 
numerous complex and contradictory challenges. With an approach based on the principles of 
opposition and transformation—such as being and non-being, strength and weakness, hardness 
and softness, motion and stillness—Laozi laid the foundation for a unique system of Eastern 
dialectical thinking, characterized by its natural, flexible, and harmonious nature. 

In the modern era, the idea of “wu wei er wu bu wei” (non-action yet nothing is left undone), 
the spirit of respecting nature, emphasizing balance, and adapting flexibly to the laws of change 
in the Dao De Jing, continues to serve as a valuable guide for human thinking, behavior, and 
social governance. Laozi's dialectical thinking not only offers a profound perspective on the 
world but also enriches the philosophical heritage of humankind—especially at a time when soft, 
holistic solutions are needed to address ecological, ethical, and social crises. 

Therefore, studying and applying Laozi’s dialectical thought is not merely a return to the 
intellectual legacy of the East but also a necessary path to guide modern humanity toward 
harmony between the individual and the community, between humans and nature, and between 
tradition and modernity. 
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