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As a writer of fantasy and science fiction, Le Guin railed against the presumptions we 
make of the genres.  She writes,

The direction of escape is toward freedom. So what is “escapism” an accusation of?1

I admit that sometimes, one of the things that I get from reading a story is a sense of having 
escaped for at least a little while from what appears to be real life.  but that’s also not all I’m 
doing.  I’m exploring.  What does it mean to be a leader?  What is the nature of evil and how can 
it be overcome?  And then I return to real life and my experience of it might be a little different.  
I think it was a good thing that I read A Wrinkle in Time by Madeleine L’Engle and got to know 
and admire Meg as a model for heroism when I was young and I hope that the movie just out 
this weekend gets some more boys to pick up the book.  

Le Guin wrote a forward to one of her most famous novels The Left Hand of Darkness in 
which she describes what she’s doing — and what a lot of science fiction does — as a thought 
experiment.  Instead of taking a contemporary trend and predicting how it might look if carried 
to an extreme, Le Guin says “let’s say this or that is such and so, and see what happens.”  And 
she weaves stories out of this, all in an attempt to take a look at an aspect of whatever our 
present reality might be, and consider that maybe “It doesn’t have to be the way it is” (which is 
the title of a piece from Le Guin’s book No Time To Spare, published late last year).

Ursula Le Guin died in January of this year at the age of 89.  
I read a lot about Le Guin after she died.  Despite my fondness for science fiction and 

fantasy, I had never read Le Guin, really.  I started but never finished a novel when I was a 
teenager.  Reading her obituaries and a few remembrances of her it seemed that she was clearly 
brilliant.  As part of her “it doesn’t have to be the way it is” explorations:  She was disturbed by 
fantasy novels that divided their moral universe neatly into good guys and bad guys with the 
only difference between them being who they killed.  So she wrote a fantasy series with no war 
in it and victories come through risking trust and through learning and skill and through self 
knowledge.  And in both the fantasy novels and the science fiction, most of the characters are 
people of color.  Le Guin’s Earthsea fantasy novels were adapted into a miniseries by the SciFi 
channel and she wrote a scathing essay about it because there was only one black person cast 
and they made the hero some white honky, as she said.   Le Guin treasured the letters she got 2

from people of color who thanked her for writing stories in which they could see themselves.  
One black science fiction fan, in a letter written after she learned Le Guin had died, said: “the 
worlds you wrote increased my trust that white people could imagine something beyond their 
own supremacy.”  In her work she experiments with gender, explores the nature of power, 3

capitalism and materialism, and the nature of evil.

 Ursula K. Le Guin. No Time to Spare: Thinking About What Matters. p. 83.1

 See: “A Whitewashed Earthsea.” http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2004/12/2

a_whitewashed_earthsea.html  
 http://adriennemareebrown.net/tag/ursula-k-leguin/ 3
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And apparently Le Guin was very influenced in her writing and her imagining by the 
Tao Te Ching.  Science fiction, fantasy and the Tao Te Ching.  And, not just influenced by the Tao 
Te Ching: She wrote a translation of it.  I had to read her. And I admit I’ve kind of fallen for her.

Le Guin does not write escapist literature.  

The Tao Te Ching is a paradoxical, elusive work.  It’s Chinese, dating from anywhere 
from the 4th to the 6th century BCE.  My first real encounter with it was during the eighties when 
a book called The Tao of Pooh came out, using Winnie the Pooh to explain taoism.  I shared the 
book with a guy on my Catholic college dorm floor and —... he heard the taoist theme of doing 
by not doing, and the emphasis on intuition and nature and took it all as license to not worry 
about the consequences of your actions and just go with the flow, go with what seems good and 
natural to you.  

Maybe I was too Catholic at the time — maybe I am still too Catholic — but that seemed 
and still seems a pretty indulgent way to understand Taoism.  It seemed pretty clear that my 
dorm mate was just looking for permission to throw rules and authority away that he was 
throwing away already anyway.  Maybe I’m going out on a limb here but I’m not sure that the 
point of religion is simply to affirm everyone’s right to be selfish or unthoughtful.  

And, I can also see how the verses of the Tao Te Ching are so slippery and ambiguous 
that it might be read as my dorm mate read it: as escapist literature.

The Tao Te Ching is difficult to read for many reasons. The translator Jonathan Star says 
that 

The Tao Te Ching can be seen as a pastiche of many separate sayings … grouped 
together in 81 verses.  Many times “sayings” within each verse are wholly unrelated to 
each other…4

and so translators try to fill in the gaps and give some reasons why these things go together.  
Star also notes that the ancient Chinese in which the Tao Te Ching is written is a pictorial 
language without grammar.  Much unlike English which depends on subject verb object.  Star 
says, “most of the Chinese text of the Tao Te Ching does not identify the subject or the object.  It 
is left up to the translator to identify who is doing the talking, from what perspective, and to 
whom the message is directed.”   Add to this that there is no punctuation in the Chinese and so 5

any comma or period you see in a translation, that was a decision the translator made, too.  I 
own at least half a dozen different translations and sometimes they are significantly different 
from each other.  

The one thing that seems clear is that much of it is based in paradox or balance.  

In Le Guin’s translation: 
Be broken to be whole.
Twist to be straight.
Be empty to be full.
Wear out to be renewed.
Have little and gain much.
Have much and get confused.

 Lao Tzu. Tao Te Ching: The Definitive Edition.  Jonathan Star, trans. Jeremy P. Tarcher/Penguin, 2003 (2001). 64

 Jonathan Star. p. 3.5
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the same passage in a translation by Stephen Mitchell:
If you want to become whole,
let yourself be partial.
If you want to become straight,
let yourself be crooked.
If you want to become full,
let yourself be empty.
If you want to be reborn, 
let yourself die.
If you want to be given everything, 
give everything up.

And Jonathan Star’s translation:
“Surrender brings perfection”
The crooked become straight
The empty become full
The worn become new

Have little and gain much
Have much and be confused

I’m fascinated by logical puzzles, so in that sense I find these sorts of thing interesting.  
And it’s clear that it’s saying something about the importance of humility, and with all those 
opposites, it feels like its saying something about balance, but just how all this might apply to 
life isn’t as clear.  

In the forward to a collection of nonfiction work called Words Are My Matter, Le Guin 
confesses that “I’d rather follow a narrative than thought, and the more abstract the thought the 
less I comprehend it.  Philosophy inhabits my mind only as parables, and logic never enters it at 
all.”  I think Le Guin is being overly modest here.  But I’ve read a handful of her novels now 
and it does seem that she is putting narrative to explore ideas from the Tao Te Ching.  

She does this sometimes in simple images: She has a wizard say that “to light a candle is 
to cast a shadow.”  And in The Left Hand of Darkness at one point two characters are making an 
80-day trek across an ice field.  And the landscape is so much undifferentiated whiteness that 
they trip and fall and can’t see dangers like a crevasse until they are right on top of it.  One 
character confesses to being afraid.  And the second says: 

“Fear’s very useful. Like darkness; like shadows. … daylight’s not enough. We need the 
shadows, in order to walk.”

And the first character, who is from earth, draws the yin-yang symbol, the double curve of 
white curving into black and black curving into white, and shares it with the second character.

About the nature of evil:  Another reason Le Guin couldn’t stand that TV version of her 
Earthsea fantasy novels was that it made one character the evil bad guy and everything was 
solved when he was killed.  This doesn’t reflect the truth as Le Guin knows it.  Instead, what 
happens in the first Earthsea novel is that the main character, a wizard named Ged, makes a 
huge mistake out of pride, and then spends the rest of the novel trying to fix that mistake.  A 
significant part of that fix is Ged accepting that he is responsible for what happened and cannot 
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run away from it.  He recognizes how he is broken, and when he does his wound heals and he 
is able to become whole again.  

“Be broken to be whole”
What is evil? To upset the balance with pride and hate and violence. The wise follow the 

way of balance.
Not showing themselves, 
they shine forth. 
Not justifying themselves, 
they’re self-evident. 
Not praising themselves, 
they’re accomplished. 
Not competing, 
they have in all the world no competitor.6

There are too many examples of the opposite sort of folk in the news right now.  The leader of 
our country is going to have our assembled military might—troops and tanks and planes and 
more—parade before him, someone who never served in the active military, on Veteran’s Day 
this year, so he can say my military is bigger than your military. Nyah!

Thank goodness there are so many examples I see all the time of people showing up not 
for themselves, but for others.  This past Friday there was a special City Council meeting, a vote 
to amend the lease on the City Center to prohibit the sale and display of ammunition and 
modern firearms on city property.  A few people spoke trying to justify their own rights.  But 
more spoke not for themselves, but for others.  For their children and for children not their own.  
And the City Council voted unanimously to amend the lease.  Perhaps it was a small step, but it 
was a step in the right direction, I think.

The way we come up with these steps that serve life is through the exercise of our 
imagination.  It doesn’t happen through escapism.  Le Guin would have us exercise our 
imagination by reading, by listening to one another.  And maybe a little fantasy or science 
fiction can help our imagination stretch and reach and center.

Le Guin says
All of us have to learn how to invent our lives, make them up, imagine them. We need 
to be taught these skills; we need guides to show us how. Without them, our lives get 
made up for us by other people.7

Le Guin and the Tao Te Ching are both guides, exercise coaches for the moral 
imagination.  

My prayer today:  May we acknowledge our brokenness and become whole.  May we 
find balance in your life and live for the sake of life.  May you take advantage of some good 
moral imagination exercise coaches. 
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