
The Tao of Defiance 

 

Tao (pronounced dow): 

 THE ANCIENT CHINESE PHILOSOPHY BEST TRANSLATED AS THE WAY OR THE PATH. IN 

MODERN TERMS, ONE MIGHT SAY IT MEANS GOING WITH THE FLOW. 

 

Defiant:  

REBELLIOUS AND BOLD. 

 

By definition these two words would appear to be mutually exclusive. But this is not necessarily 

true. 

Certainly, there are those women who, in their practice of Taoism, exude serenity. They 

recognize that they are one with nature, accepting their life’s transitions as a part of that natural 

order. And there are others who, with their defiant attitude, seem to contest the inevitable changes 

that occur as they pass from one year to the next. But a combination of these two approaches is 

not impossible. Far from it, it is absolutely the healthiest and happiest mindset women can have. 

I’m convinced that all women, especially as we approach our fourth, fifth, and sixth decades 

and beyond, can and should absolutely define ourselves as “Tao-and-Defiant.” Those who do so 

are the most fully alive and contented women around. They’re a joy to be with because they’re 

completely comfortable with themselves, no matter what stage of their lives they happen to be in. 

Women of today inevitably face various stumbling blocks and detours along our paths. Life 

does not always flow smoothly, but even when it does, we find ourselves confronted with the 

challenges of physical and emotional upheaval and unexpected lifestyle changes. 

Transitions appear in our personal lives as we find our bodies changing both in appearance and 

in health; in our interpersonal lives—affecting our relationships with parents and children, 

husbands and lovers, friends and acquaintances; and in the world that surrounds us as we deal 

with jobs and careers, technological advances, demands on our leisure time, and revolutions in 

the arts, music, and fashion. 

We are ever-evolving; our lives are constantly in flux. It is imperative that we find a way to 



handle these transitions contentedly, joyfully, and without regrets. We travel down life’s path and 

discover that nothing remains the same. Nature changes: rivers flow over smooth soil and rocky 

boulders. Leaves turn from bright green to orange, red, and gold. The petals on a flower open 

from a bud, bloom, and ultimately fall. We’re part of nature. We too change. 

The woman who understands Tao recognizes that those transitions are to be expected and are 

going to occur and that, well, there’s no use fighting them. Just watch that river as it makes its 

way downstream. There it is, flowing along calmly and effortlessly, when a large obstruction 

appears in its path. Okay, so the going gets rough for a bit, but eventually it finds smooth sailing 

again and continues gently on its way. 

For those of you who are unfamiliar with Taoism, I’d like to introduce you to this amazing 

Eastern philosophy, putting it into the context of our lives today. Taoism offers us a path to 

follow as we go through the stages of our lives, existing in accord with nature’s cycles. These 

transitions—many of which bring us new challenges from day to day—are part of that natural 

flow. Why, then, should we bemoan the passing from one phase of life to another? 

It would take a lifetime of study to fully understand Taoism, and that is not the objective of 

this book. I am not suggesting that you embrace it as your value system, unless you find you would 

like to do so. What I am suggesting is that a rudimentary understanding of its principles will help 

you deal with the transitions you face as you negotiate your way through life. 

This, then, is a modified Taoism 101 tutorial. 

 

Yin and Yang 

 
ALL LIFE EMBODIES YIN AND EMBRACES YANG, 

THROUGH THEIR UNION ACHIEVING HARMONY. 

—TAO TE CHING 

 

We begin with the yin and the yang, the world and its opposites. The yin is the female, the dark, 

the passive; the yang, or the male, is the light, the assertive. These two forces create each other, as 

the Tao Te Ching explains so beautifully: 

Being and non-being create each other. 

Difficult and easy support each other. 

Long and short define each other. 

High and low depend on each other. 

 

Opposites, therefore, are inseparable and form the philosophy of unity that underlies Taoism. 

Even as we know day and night, highs and lows, old and young, and sickness and health, we 



must learn to accept and appreciate each as a necessity for the other. The flip side of each—yin or 

yang—is not a positive or negative in itself, but allows us to realize the potential within the other. 

Think about this for a moment. The cute black-and-white circular design we often see on 

Taoist T-shirts, mugs, and greeting cards, which signifies the yin and the yang, shows the two 

interlocking halves combining to make a whole. The world is made up of these opposing halves. 

So too are our lives. This is a fact of nature that, when fully acknowledged, aids us in our accep-

tance of life’s ups and downs. Every day is not upbeat and positive, but we realize that these 

darker phases will serve to increase our appreciation for the more joyful times. And they may 

even lead to a new and constructive path on our journeys. 

Take the story of Janet, a friend who is familiar with the way of the Tao. Stricken with the flu 

at one point three years ago, she found herself bedridden—too weak with aches and fever to go to 

work, visit with friends, or even enjoy a daytime TV show. Naturally a productive and energetic 

woman, Janet spent the first two days in bed inwardly griping about her situation. By day three, 

however, she recognized that she could either continue to grumble or find the flip side and turn 

the situation into something positive. Grabbing her journal and pen, Janet began to put on paper 

an idea she had been thinking about for several months. She had wanted to write a stage play 

based on the fascinating life of her immigrant grandfather but had never had enough time during 

her hectic, healthy days. Now she had nothing but time. It took but a day to complete—written 

entirely by hand in her journal as she lay in bed. 

Janet’s play was ultimately transcribed into manuscript form and submitted to a prestigious 

writing contest. And it was a winner—as was she. 

Janet’s story embodies the workings of yin and yang. She took a negative situation, found its 

flip side, and turned the episode into a positive life experience. 

 

Tzu-Jan (“By Itself So”) 

 
OPEN YOURSELF TO THE TAO 

AND TRUST YOUR NATURAL RESPONSES; 

AND EVERYTHING WILL FALL INTO PLACE. 

—TAO TE CHING 

 

Tzu-jan, or “by itself so,” refers to the fact that the flow of nature happens of its own accord, and 

we are an integral part of the universe and the cycles of life. When we accept this, we are able to 

live in greater harmony with nature, spontaneously and without inhibitions, content with each 

new year and stage. Just as we see spring turn to summer, summer to autumn, and autumn to 

winter, so too do our lives follow a natural path. 



The autumn leaves fall from their branches to return the next spring. The trees do not suddenly 

decide, “I know what . . . Let’s shake off our leaves.” This all happens on its own, in accord with 

the laws of nature. 

So too should we continue on our way through life’s phases. Recognizing our oneness with the 

world around us helps us to accept our transitions comfortably and with grace. 

I first met a woman named Muriel when she was in her mid-sixties. Charming and well 

educated, she was, nonetheless, very unhappy. 

“I feel invisible,” she said. “No one wants to talk to me; no one looks at me. I’m just, well, 

invisible.” As she spoke, a look of despair passed over her otherwise lovely face. If this was the 

way she presented herself to the world—withdrawn and unhappy in her own being—it was no 

wonder she felt invisible. Think about the people to whom you are drawn. They are those who 

appear dynamic, interesting, and thoughtful. Muriel, on the other hand, appeared cold and 

unfriendly. 

And just why was she behaving this way? Muriel was mourning the passing of her youth. Now 

older than the new personnel at the company where she worked, she began to compare herself 

with the women who were twenty or more years her junior. She compared her physical 

appearance and energy level with theirs. And in her mind, she came out on the short end. Had 

Muriel been able to note the comparisons of mind and life-learned skills, she would have given 

herself more credit for those years she has lived rather than denouncing herself for them. 

I suggested that Muriel seek out women who were enjoying their journey down life’s path, that 

she talk to them and really listen to what they could teach her about acceptance of oneself in spite 

of, and because of, their years. Through these conversations and the continued support of the 

women from whom she sought guidance, Muriel began to learn that physical changes reflect a life 

richly lived. 

As she observed others who were enjoying their journey, she too began to accept that change is 

part of life. And one day, Muriel admitted she was actually beginning to enjoy the ride. Of 

course, with this newborn accep- tance came an unconscious change in her bearing. Instead of 

sulking around the office, she began to walk with more confidence. This, in turn, brought about 

an openness in her personality that attracted others to her. Muriel began to take pride in who she 

was and where she was in her life. Now when she compares herself with her coworkers, she 

focuses on the positive attributes about herself and finds absolutely nothing at all negative. 

Muriel now truly embodies tzu-jan—a woman whose beauty and intelligence shines brightly. 

And she is far from invisible. 

 

Wu Wei (“Not Forcing”) 



 
THE MASTER ALLOWS THINGS TO HAPPEN . . . 

SHE STEPS OUT OF THE WAY 

AND LETS THE TAO SPEAK FOR ITSELF. 

—TAO TE CHING 

 

Wu wei, which translates into “not forcing,” is the Taoist way of reminding us to go with the 

flow, to accept what we cannot change and do the best with what we are given. Picture a woman 

on an airplane traveling from New York to California. There she is, going from East to West, 

when all of a sudden she realizes that she left her makeup back in her Manhattan apartment. 

There’s no way can she rush up to the pilot and insist the plane be returned to Kennedy Airport so 

that she can hop off and get her beauty supplies. 

She cannot force the situation to be anything other than what it is: she is going to arrive in Los 

Angeles without her mascara and lipstick. No amount of angst will change that fact. What she can 

do, however, is enjoy a cocktail or the in-flight movie and try to relax, sans makeup. Then, at her 

destination, she can go to the nearest department store cosmetics counter and purchase more. 

Is this a frivolous example? Sure it is. But you get the picture—we need to understand that we 

cannot change that which is set by nature. By allowing our paths to flow in the direction intended, 

we relieve ourselves of unnecessary stress. Certainly Taoism does not recommend giving in or 

giving up; however, it does advocate making the most of each situation in our lives without 

forcing matters to an unnatural and painful conclusion. 

The Tao teaches resilience. We are not expected to be complacent on our journeys. Rather, like 

the woman on the plane, we need to make the most of each situation as we follow wu wei. 

 

Te (“Virtue”) 
 

WHEN YOU ARE CONTENT TO BE SIMPLY YOURSELF AND DON’T COMPARE OR COMPETE, 

EVERYBODY WILL RESPECT YOU. 

—TAO TE CHING 

 

Te, meaning “virtue,” does not relate to being “good” in terms of behavior, but rather to being 

good at the skill of living. Everything in nature possesses an individuality that sets it apart from 

all others. 

Recognizing that we are unique, we should follow our natural instincts and not allow others to 

force their expectations upon us. Nor should we impose ours on anyone else. 

Consider the following passage from one of the great communicators of Taoist thought, 

Chuang-tse. Perhaps it will further clarify the true meaning of te: 



 

In the Age of Perfect Virtue, men lived among the animals and birds as members of one 
large family. There were no distinctions between “superior” and “inferior” to separate 

one man or species from another. All retained their natural Virtue and lived in the 

state of pure simplicity. . . . 

In the Age of Perfect Virtue, wisdom and ability were not singled out as extraordinary. 
The wise were seen merely as higher branches on humanity’s tree, growing a little closer 

to the sun. People behaved correctly, without knowing that to be Righteousness and 

Propriety. They loved and respected each other, without calling that Benevolence. They 
were faithful and honest, without considering that to be Loyalty. They kept their word, 

without thinking of Good Faith. In their everyday conduct, they helped and employed 

each other, without considering Duty. They did not concern themselves with Justice, as 
there was no injustice. Living in harmony with themselves, each other, and the world, 

their actions left no trace, and so we have no physical record of their existence.  

(Translation by Benjamin Hoff, The Te of Piglet) 

 

Perhaps we can help to bring about a rebirth of the Age of Perfect Virtue beginning with 

ourselves. Not only should we respect those around us, but we also need to learn to respect 

ourselves—no matter our physical appearance, age, stage in our lives, abilities, or marital or job 

situation. That is surely the way to live virtuously, honestly, and truly fulfilled. 

A thorough study of Taoism shows that it is not a passive philosophy. Although we recognize 

change as inevitable, the Tao does not teach that we give up or give in; rather, we accept our new 

situations and then react accordingly. This is where defiance enters the picture. 

Behaving in a defiant manner does not, in this case, mean stamping your feet and shouting 

“no!” like a petulant child who refuses to take a much-needed nap. Defiance does not mean 

shaving off your hair just because you begin to notice that it’s more gray than blond. Nor does it 

suggest locking yourself in the house and refusing to come out when the man you love has moved 

on and in with someone else. 

The defiant woman I wish to depict is a gal who looks at her situation, recognizes and accepts 

those parts that cannot be changed, and then goes ahead and challenges those that she can 

improve. This woman will look in the mirror, observe the signs of passing time, and realize it’s 

all part of life. Then, rather than bemoaning her “fate,” she will either embrace her lines and 

evolving hair color or enhance them—slightly. She will not feel the need to look ten or twenty 

years younger. 

This woman who is both Tao and defiant might one day find herself facing mandatory 

retirement from a job she has worked at her entire adult life. Perhaps she has given up the 

possibility of marriage and motherhood for this career. She might try to fight the system; perhaps 

her bosses will allow her to remain longer. She may be told she has to leave, and that is a very 

painful thing to hear. Yet she understands she is still vibrant and viable and has much to offer to 



others. Her Tao mindset will allow her to accept the obligatory good-bye party and gold watch. 

The defiant part of her personality will spur her to find another outlet for her energy and abilities. 

She will not give up or give in. This woman will, instead, forge ahead as she follows the path of 

her life with all of its twists and turns. 

Recently I had the pleasure of connecting with Judith, a former colleague. As we chatted about 

the many years since our last meeting, I listened attentively while she spoke of her children and 

grandchildren, her former marriages, her shoulder and knee-replacement surgeries, her retirement 

job at a nursing facility, and her approaching seventieth birthday. She then produced two 

photographs that, I assumed, were going to allow me a glimpse of those grandchildren she was so 

very proud of. Was I ever wrong! The pictures Judith shared with me featured the face of a 

woman who was grinning ear to ear in midair during her first parachute jump. 

“It was amazing,” she said, “something I’d always wanted to do.” 

The best part of Judith’s story was her description of the looks of incredulity she received 

from the younger women standing with her as they waited to get into the plane that would take 

them two miles up into the air. They couldn’t believe this older woman was actually part of the 

group. Judith was certainly being defiant in the true sense of the word—she was defying the 

expectations of those around her. 

We spoke of her motorcycle rides in Bermuda, her yearning to parasail, and the recent rose 

tattoo she sported on her ankle. 

“When I was younger,” she said, “I had to be more careful, not take as many risks. After all, I 

was responsible for the care of my children and some of the grandchildren. As I see it, now it’s 

my turn.” 

At a time in her life when many others begin to take fewer risks, Judith took on fresh 

challenges every year. Her life contrasts sharply with that of so many women who, as they grow 

older, allow their lives to shrink. New fears creep in, and they become sedentary, finding that 

their worlds are smaller and smaller. I have always believed that we must continue to learn and 

explore all of our possibilities. Rather than retreating to a life of diminishing activities, we should 

make a point of expanding our catalog of experiences every year. How exciting it is to reflect 

back on a year where we have learned a new skill, taken part in a great adventure, or 

accomplished some exciting mission. 

There I was, having lunch with a woman who truly epitomized the term Tao-and-Defiant. 

Certainly Judith has been through her share of life’s ups and downs. Yet with the combined 

attitudes of acceptance and defiance, she continues to live a life of joy and fulfillment. 

Just as Taoism follows several core principles, so too does the woman who is both Tao and 

defiant. But she has a set uniquely her own. 



The Five Principles of the Tao of the Defiant 

Woman: 
 

1. The defiant woman recognizes that her body is changing, and she is thankful that it 

continues to work as well as it does. 

2. The defiant woman understands that her relationships are ever-evolving, and she accepts 

that, for she knows she’s a work in progress too. 

3. The defiant woman treasures her friends and draws strength from the community of women. 

4. The defiant woman seeks positive role models to help guide her and strives to be a like 

example for her daughters. 

5. The defiant woman knows that the world around her continues to develop and is content, 

because there is always something new and exciting to learn. 

 

As the stages of our lives come and go, if we can strive to remember the lessons of Taoism 

while incorporating a necessary element of defiance, I propose that women will become 

healthier and happier on our journey through life. 

And just who is this, coaching you on following the Tao of the Defiant Woman? I’m a woman 

who embraces Taoism to help me on my journey, and one who takes delight in challenging life’s 

transitions. I’m a spiritual person who embraces the Tao as a philosophy of life, yet I maintain an 

adventurous and defiant streak. I’m a woman who holds on to my girlish sense of joy and 

wonder. 

I personify a woman who follows the principles of the Tao of the Defiant Woman, and I would 

like to be your guide and mentor as we work our way together through the ideas and reflections 

that follow. 

My sincerest wish is that you come away from this experience with an enhanced appreciation 

for your life and yourself and, like me, recognize the strength and joy in following the Tao of the 

Defiant Woman. 

 


