Lao Tzu, Learning and Putting Learning into Practice!

We find learning and creative thinking can be greatly applied when we use Lao Tzu’s ‘dialectic pairs’.

Lao Tzu was not only the first wise man in China but also in the world who thought of and put in writing the idea of ‘dialectic pairs’. What is a dialectic pair? It is simply the idea that opposite and contradictory aspects (yin/yang) are present in all things. In Tao Te Ching (TTC) Chapter 2, Lao Tzu wrote:


“When the world knows what beauty is, then there is ugliness;

 When the world knows what good is, then there is evil;

 Being and Non-Being produce each other;

 Difficult and Easy complement each other;

 Long and Short calibrate each other;

 High and Low contrast each other;

 Music and Noise harmonise each other;

 Front and Back accompany each other……”

The dialectic pairs: beauty, ugliness; good, evil; difficult, easy; long, short; high, low; music, noise; and front, back etc are quite common and easy to understand. But the idea that “Being and Non-Being produce each other” is mind-blowing and thought-provoking and may be harder to grasp. Today people still try hard to interpret and reinterpret what exactly it means. Ok, I will try out my interpretation now…..

What is “being”? In simple terms, “being” means existing, something that one can see or perceive or believe or consider to be real. But from the viewer’s point of view, the real is subjective...


Also, there is a difference between “what it is..” and “what you think it is…” .

Being is “what you think it is…”. 

Non-being is just something ‘invisible’, ‘not real’ ‘ non-existent’ etc . I put inverted commas to pretend it is not there but in fact it is there…..


Assuming that the tip of iceberg is what you consider to be Being, then the large mass below the water level is the Non-Being that produces the tip. On the other hand, how much of the iceberg that floats above water level depends on the weight of this tip. So it is also valid to say that the tip (Being) produces the Non-Being. Hence “Being and Non-Being produce each other”. Another example is a 2-hour TV musical show. From the viewer’s viewpoint, the 2-hour show is the Being. The scritping and preparation work behind the scene that the viewers couldn’t care less about is Non-Being. The Non-Being produces the Being. From the TV producer’s viewpoint, Being is what viewers demand so what comes out from that is a show, the song and dance. So it is the Being that produces Non-Being.


In a way, Being and Non-Being always come together. In Tao Te Ching Chapter 2, Lao Tzu said “…. Being only facilitates, Non-Being provides utility.” One good example is your room, the space (non-being) enclosed by wall (being) which then becomes a room. Space alone or a wall on its own cannot be a room. Which produces what? In the end, it doesn’t really matter as long as you can see they are just the different aspects of the same reality (ie room).


Normally, people only see one aspect (either Yin or Yang). One can indeed learn and apply creativity by when looking at one side, we are reminded of the other side! What can be done during the day can creatively be applied and thought through of what can be done for the night! Singapore’s Night Safari was born when the Former Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew thought that the Singapore Mandai Zoo should be fully made use of during the night to attract tourists!

Lao Tzu indeed reminds us that if out there is being, there is also non-being! For example, if you see a baby, you will remember there must be a mother. They always come together and depend or one part or idea produces each other... makes sense?

So at school, we see internships and work. Learn what’s in school for what can be applied at work! At work, see what that have been learnt in school that can be applied! And indeed the learning process is continuous. 

Overall then, Taoism considers the world as a total oneness. All parts are related and interdependent — this makes up the whole. So Being and Non-Being are just two different aspects of the same reality; hence, they produce each other. This is a very powerful idea that would then help one to think about other aspects in life, creativity, work, global issues so as to have better appreciation of the whole situation. A final say: though the relationship of Being and Non-Being is so obvious, it is not so easy to understand, but indeed once grasped it can be practically applied in many aspects fo our lives. Apply it, learn …and enjoy!
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