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Revisiting the Philosophical Implications of “What is Prior to Physical
Form Pertains to the Dao, and What is Subsequent to Physical Form
Pertains to Concrete Objects”

Pang-Hsiung Wang*

Abstract

"Yizhuan" is a famous saying that has been passed down through the ages. The saying, “what
is above the metaphysics is called Tao, and what is below the metaphysics is called utensils". It
provides two points of argument in the concept of "Tao Tool". Academic tradition explains
"metaphysics" as "above of the form", referring to the way in which heaven generates all things,
and forms the first philosophical interpretation of Western philosophy. However, the problem
of interpreting "metaphysics" as "above of the form" is that the second half of the sentence
would then be interpreted as "below of the form". Yet everything in the world has a form and
nothing exists “below of the form”. As such, a major issue arises. In fact, the concept "of" can
be interpreted as "towards", so that "what is of the metaphysics is called the Tao, and what is of
below the metaphysics is called the tool". From the perspective of human existence, it means
"the heart is in the form". On the other hand, from the perspective of the way out of human life,
it means that the "heart" leads the "form" towards the above. In other words, it is the way of
“Tao”. The “heart” is intent on the downward path of “the form”, that is, the path of using the
“tool”. The heart is obsessed with the lust and material desires of humans. It is also obsessed
with worldly fame and power. Thus, the heart loses its position as master, and instead becomes
a tool for lust, material desires and the desire for fame and power. "The heart has become a tool
of the object”. It has even degenerated into mere political calculations where the end overrides
the means. Confucius stated "A scholar, whose mind is set on truth...” and “the morally noble
man is not a tool.” According to Lao Tzu, “Learning increases knowledge, Tao decreases
desires”. Thus, the road of Taoism is the path to integrity while the road of utility is the path of
struggle for power, fame and fortune.

Keywords: physical form, concrete object, metaphysical, physical, knowing, not-knowing,
knowledge based on the pre-determined mind, the advantage of being useful, the advantage of

being useless
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