
Tao The Watercourse Way Alan W Watts 1

Tao The Watercourse Way Alan W Watts

Tao The Watercourse Way Alan W
Watts

Downloaded from everybodystreet.com
by Vang & Brandt

EXPLORING THE FLOW: AN IN-DEPTH LOOK AT TAO
THE WATERCOURSE WAY BY ALAN W WATTS

In the vast landscape of Eastern philosophy translated for the
West, few works resonate as deeply and as clearly as Alan W.
Watts'  final  and  perhaps  most  distilled  masterpiece:  Tao:  The
Watercourse Way. This book is not merely another commentary
on the ancient Chinese text of the Tao Te Ching; it is a luminous
synthesis of Watts’ lifelong meditation on the nature of reality,
consciousness, and the art of living. For those seeking a genuine
introduction to Taoist thought—or for seasoned explorers looking
for a fresh perspective—Watts’ work remains an indispensable
guide. Its central metaphor, the watercourse way, captures the
essence of the Tao Te Ching’s wisdom: a path of effortless action,
spontaneous  harmony,  and  deep  alignment  with  the  natural
order. In this article, we will journey through the core themes of
the  book,  Watts’  unique  interpretive  lens,  and  why  the
“watercourse  way”  continues  to  speak  to  modern  seekers.

The Man Behind the
Message: Alan W. Watts
and His Final Gift
Alan Wilson Watts (1915–1973) was a British-born philosopher,
writer,  and  speaker  who  became  one  of  the  most  influential
interpreters of Eastern philosophy for the Western world. With a
distinctive  blend  of  wit,  clarity,  and  profound  insight,  he
introduced millions to Zen Buddhism, Taoism, and Vedanta. His
career spanned decades, from early works like The Wisdom of
Insecurity to his famous lectures on the nature of the self. Tao:
The Watercourse Way was published posthumously in 1975,
completed after his death by his close friend and collaborator, the
sinologist and artist Al Chung-liang Huang. The book represents
Watts’  mature  reflections  on  Taoism,  and  many  consider  it  his
most  cohesive  and  accessible  statement  on  the  subject.
Watts had a rare talent for making the abstract seem intimate.
He did not present Taoism as an exotic, distant philosophy but as
a living, breathing way of seeing the world that is available to
anyone, anywhere. In Tao: The Watercourse Way,  he strips
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away  the  academic  jargon  and  presents  the  core  of  Taoist
wisdom with  remarkable  simplicity.  He  uses  the  metaphor  of
water—flowing, yielding, yet powerful—to illuminate how we can
navigate life without force or friction.

Unpacking the Title: What
Is the “Watercourse Way”?
The  phrase  “watercourse  way”  is  Watts’  translation  of  the
Chinese word Dao (or Tao). While “Tao” is often rendered as “the
Way,”  Watts  adds  the  qualifier  “watercourse”  to  emphasize  the
fluid,  natural,  and  unstoppable  quality  of  the  Tao.  Just  as  water
finds  its  way  downhill,  around  obstacles,  and  into  the  ocean
without striving, so does the Tao guide the universe and human
life. The watercourse way is not a path you choose; it is the way
the world already moves.  Our task,  according to Watts,  is  to
recognize  this  flow  and  align  ourselves  with  it  rather  than  fight
against it.
This metaphorical approach is central to the book’s appeal. Water
is  both  soft  and  strong,  yielding  and  persistent.  It  fills  whatever
shape contains it, yet it can over time carve canyons. For Watts,
this paradox mirrors the nature of the Tao: it is the unnameable
source of all  things, the pattern of the universe that operates
without conscious effort. The watercourse way is therefore a way
of  living  without  forcing,  a  way  of  acting  without  ego-driven
ambition. It is the art of letting things happen naturally.

Core Themes in Tao The
Watercourse Way
THE UNCARVED BLOCK: WU-WEI AND EFFORTLESS
ACTION

One  of  the  most  profound  concepts  Watts  explores  is  wu-
wei—often  translated  as  “non-action”  or  “effortless  action.”  In
Tao:  The  Watercourse  Way,  he  clarifies  that  wu-wei  is  not
laziness or passivity. It is action that arises spontaneously from a
state of inner stillness and alignment with the Tao. He uses the
example  of  a  skilled  artist  or  athlete  who  performs  without
thinking, completely absorbed in the moment. That state of flow
is wu-wei. When we stop trying to control outcomes and instead
trust  the  process,  our  actions  become  more  effective  and  less
strained.
Watts contrasts this with the Western obsession with willpower
and  deliberate  effort.  He  argues  that  our  culture’s  emphasis  on
forcing results often leads to burnout, anxiety, and disharmony.
The  watercourse  way  offers  a  radical  alternative:  learn  to  “go
with the grain” of nature, both in the outer world and within our
own minds. This doesn’t mean resigning from action but acting
from a deeper intelligence that is not separate from the universe
itself.
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YIN AND YANG: THE HARMONY OF OPPOSITES

Another key theme Watts addresses is the interplay of yin and
yang, the two complementary forces that Taoist philosophy sees
as the basis of all reality. In the watercourse way, these opposites
are  not  in  conflict  but  in  creative  tension.  Light  and  dark,
masculine  and  feminine,  activity  and  rest—each  contains  the
seed of the other. Watts explains that our tendency to cling to
one  pole  (e.g.,  pleasure  over  pain,  life  over  death)  creates
suffering.  The  Tao,  like  water,  embraces  both.  By  accepting  the
cyclical nature of existence, we can find peace amid change.
Watts’ treatment of yin and yang is particularly accessible. He
uses  everyday  examples—breathing  in  and  out,  waking  and
sleeping—to show how the flow of  life depends on this rhythmic
dance. The watercourse way is not about choosing one side but
about riding the wave of both. This insight has deep implications
for how we approach conflict, relationships, and personal growth.

SPONTANEITY AND THE NATURAL SELF

Tao: The Watercourse Way also delves into the nature of the
self. Watts challenges the Western notion of a separate, solid ego
that controls the body and mind. Instead, he proposes that what
we call “I” is actually a process—a flowing stream of experiences,
thoughts, and sensations. The watercourse way invites us to let
go  of  the  illusion  of  a  fixed  self  and  to  experience  life  directly,
without the constant commentary of the ego. This spontaneous,
open awareness is the foundation of Taoist liberation.
Watts draws on Zen and Taoist stories to illustrate this point. A

master does not plan each brushstroke; a poet does not force a
rhyme. Creativity, like the watercourse, emerges when we stop
interfering. This is not a philosophy of chaos but of trust in the
inherent order of the universe. By releasing our grip, we find that
life guides us more wisely than our limited plans ever could.

The Watercourse Way vs.
the Western Mind: Why
Watts’ Interpretation
Matters
One of the reasons Tao: The Watercourse Way  remains so
relevant  is  its  critique of  Western culture.  Watts  was acutely
aware  of  the  anxieties  produced  by  a  society  obsessed  with
control,  productivity,  and  linear  progress.  He  saw that  many
people are caught in a vicious cycle of trying to be happy but
only achieving more stress. The watercourse way offers a radical
antidote: stop trying to be happy and instead be present. In his
characteristic style, Watts uses playful language and gentle irony
to point out the absurdity of our constant striving.
For example, he discusses how we often treat life as a problem to
be solved rather than a mystery to be lived. The watercourse way
suggests that most of our problems arise from resistance to what
is.  By  flowing  with  circumstances  rather  than  pushing  against
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them,  we  discover  a  deeper  sense  of  fulfillment.  This  message
has found fertile ground in modern mindfulness movements, but
Watts’  version  is  less  about  technique  and  more  about  a
fundamental shift in perspective.

Al Chung-liang Huang’s
Contribution: The Art of the
Watercourse
No  discussion  of  Tao:  The  Watercourse  Way  would  be
complete without acknowledging the collaboration of Al Chung-
liang Huang, who provided the calligraphy and illustrations for
the book and completed the final  chapters  after  Watts’  passing.
Huang’s  artistry  perfectly  complements  Watts’  prose.  His  fluid
brushwork embodies the very watercourse spirit he and Watts
describe. Huang also contributed a deeply personal epilogue that
recounts his friendship with Watts and the legacy of their shared
work. Together, they created a book that is not just read but
experienced—a text that flows like water across the page.

Practical Wisdom: How to

Apply the Watercourse Way
Today
While Tao: The Watercourse Way is a philosophical treatise, it
offers practical lessons for daily life. Here are a few takeaways, as
distilled  by  Watts,  that  readers  can  integrate  into  their  own
journey:

Let go of controlling outcomes. Focus on the quality of
your actions rather than their results. Trust that if you act
from a place of alignment, things will unfold as they should.
Embrace uncertainty. The water does not know its exact
path to the sea, yet it arrives. Similarly, life does not
require a perfect plan. Spontaneity can lead to surprising
beauty.
Practice non-judgment. The Tao does not label
experiences as good or bad; it simply moves. Cultivate
acceptance of both pleasure and pain without clinging or
resisting.
Simplify your life. The watercourse way is elegant in its
simplicity. Remove unnecessary complications and
distractions. Nature does not rush, yet everything gets
done.
Find your natural rhythm. Pay attention to the cycles of
your energy, your moods, and the seasons. Flow with them
rather than fighting them.
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These aren’t rigid commandments but gentle invitations. Watts
never  prescribes  a  one-size-fits-all  method.  Instead,  he
encourages us  to  discover  our  own unique expression of  the
watercourse way.

Criticisms and
Considerations
Some scholars have criticized Watts for  oversimplifying Taoist
philosophy or for blending it too heavily with Zen and his own
psychological  insights.  It  is  true that Tao: The Watercourse
Way is not a scholarly translation of the Tao Te Ching. Watts
himself would likely not claim it to be. It is an interpretation—a
poetic and personal meditation. For readers looking for a literal,
line-by-line commentary,  other works might be more suitable.
However, for those seeking the living spirit of the Tao, Watts’
book remains a masterpiece. His ability to make the watercourse
way feel immediate and relevant is unmatched.

The Enduring Legacy of Tao
The Watercourse Way
Decades  after  its  publication,  Tao:  The  Watercourse  Way
continues  to  inspire  readers  around  the  world.  It  has  been
translated  into  numerous  languages  and  is  frequently
recommended  by  teachers  of  mindfulness,  philosophy,  and

holistic  living.  The  book’s  central  metaphor—life  as  a  flowing
stream—has entered the cultural lexicon, appearing in everything
from  business  leadership  to  personal  development.  But  its
deepest impact is  on individuals who sense that our modern,
high-pressure  way of  living  is  out  of  balance.  Watts  offers  not  a
quick fix but a gentle redirect: you are not separate from the Tao,
and you never were.
Reading Tao: The Watercourse Way feels like a conversation
with  a  wise  and  kind-hearted  friend.  Watts’  voice  is  warm,
humorous, and free of dogma. He invites us to step back from the
frenzy  of  our  daily  lives  and  see  the  larger  pattern—the
watercourse way—that has been there all along. In doing so, we
may find that the peace we seek is not something to achieve but
something to recognize.

Conclusion: Going with the
Flow
Alan W. Watts’  Tao: The Watercourse Way  is  more than a
book; it is a companion for anyone navigating the complexities of
existence. Its message is timeless: life is not a problem to be
solved but a current to be ridden. The watercourse way teaches
us to move with grace, to yield when necessary, and to trust the
inherent wisdom of nature—including our own nature. Whether
you  are  new  to  Taoism  or  a  lifelong  student,  this  work  offers  a
refreshing and profound perspective. So take a breath, open the
book, and let the watercourse show you the way.


