Tao Te Ching
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Verse 1

The Tao that can be told
is not the Eternal Tao

It’s Name that can be named
is not the Eternal Name

As the Nameless, It is the origin of Heaven and Earth
As the Named, It is the Mother of all things

Ever Without Existence, we seek to recognize It as “The Essence”
Ever With Existence, we seek to recognize It as “The Manifestation”

These two (dimensions of Tao) are one and the same,
the only difference is in what we call them

This Unity is said to be unfathomable
It is the hidden within the hidden,
the mystery of all mysteries,
the opening to all wonder

The Tao that can be told
is not the Eternal Tao

It’s Name that can be named
is not the Eternal Name

i8 Tao | AJ can, able / approve, accept | i8 Tao, path / speak of, follow

4E not, other than, opposing | & eternal, ever-present, constant, everlasting / common, ordinary | & Tao
#2 name | @] can, able / approve, accept | 2§ name, The Name, describe, express

E not, other than, opposing | & eternal, ever-present, constant, everlasting / common | 5 name

18 dao (Tao, path)

Tao means “way,” “path” or “road”; it is a keyword referring to the Singular, Absolute Reality that gives birth to all things.

When referring to the Absolute Reality, dao is usually left untranslated (as Tao or Dao) but sometimes it is translated as
“the Way” or “the Path. As a verb dao can be translated as “walk,” “trod,” or “follow”---something one does on a path.
When referring to the teachings of Tao it can be translated as “speak” or “talk.”

The Pinyin spelling of dao is dao. Earlier editions of the Tao Te Ching used the Wade-Giles system where dao was
transliterated as fao. Although the Wade-Giles system is no longer used most scholars and translators still use the old
spelling of “Tao.”

The character dao appears three times in the first line and each occurrence could be interpreted in a different way: a) dao
can be seen as the concept of Tao or as the contemporary teachings of Tao; b) dao can be interpreted as a verb, meaning “to
speak” or “follow” (which is the way the second occurrence of dao is often treated); and c) dao can refer to Tao (or Dao), to
the Ever-Existing Tao. The general approach is to leave Tao untranslated when referring to the Absolute Reality, and



translate it as “speak” or “trodden” when used as a verb. However, some scholars leave the character untranslated in all
cases: “A Tao that can be Tao-ed is not lasting Tao” (MacLagan, 1898); A tao that one can tao is not the entire tao
(Lindauer), “No Tao that may be Tao is the constant Tao” (Kim). [The] Dao [that] can [be the] Dao [is] not [the] constant
Dao. [The] name [that] can [be the] name [is] not [the] constant name. (Ramsden); The Tao that can be regarded as “Tao” is
not the Eternal Tao (JS).

1] ke (approve, accept, suitable / can, fit, able, may).

In this context, ke is most often translated as “can” but also as able, “enable, fit, suited for, approve, affirm, accept, allow,
empower, verily,” or “may.” As such, the line could be translated as, “The Tao that is accepted/approved as Tao, is not the
ever-present Tao” or “The Tao that is recognized/known/regarded as Tao, is not the eternal Tao.”

Duyvendak interprets ke as “may truly be regarded as”: “The Way that may truly be regarded as the Way is other than a
permanent way”’ (Duy). Pine interprets ke as “become”: “The way that becomes a way is not the Immortal Way.”

a] ke is often treated as a grammatical particle indicating that the following character should be treated as a verb. Since
the second occurrence of dao follows ke, it is most often translated as a verb, such as, “The Tao ... that can be spoken of,
told, expressed, described, followed, walked, trodden ... is not the Eternal Tao.”

& chang Chang usually means “common, commonplace, everyday, ordinary,” but in this context it is most often
translated as constant, enduring, unchanging, ever-present, everlasting, eternal, and also “unvarying” (Waley), “true”
(Kwok); “invariant” (LF), or “immortal” (Pine).

The general understanding is that the original character used here (and throughout the text) was 1T heng (constant), which
was later replaced with & chang. This change came about because the emperor’s personal name was Liu Heng; and so the
use of the character heng was forbidden during his reign (179 BCE — 156 BCE). Accordingly, scribes working with texts
summarily replaced heng with chang. The MWT text still has the character eng, while in the standard texts have chang.

“Judging from both the text found at Mawangdui and the partial Guodian text, the term chang in this stanza was
originally heng, a synonym of chang.” (Roberts)

Most scholars translate chang with a transcendental term indicating “forever” such as “eternal” or “everlasting” Perhaps
a more precise term would be “ever-present.” The “Eternal Tao” is unreachable and beyond the human dimension, while the
“Ever-Present Tao” is not. In the introduction to D.C. Lau’s translation of the Tao, Sarah Allen, writes, “translating chang as
“‘Eternal’ is particularly misleading because it brings to mind “eternity’ and is associated with one’s own idea of a
transcendent reality which is absent from ancient Chinese thought. The tao may go on and on, but there is no concept of

‘forever’ in the absolute sense in early China.” However, modern scholars are translating the text for a present-day English
reader and they most often translate chang as “eternal.” In either case, transcendental words such as eternal, ever-lasting,
ever-present seem more fitting (to describe the Absolute nature of Tao) than such terms as “constant,” “permanent,” “fixed,”
or “unvarying.”

Translating chang as “common” or “ordinary” (which some scholars do) seems to indicate that Tao is common, ordinary,
accessible, and found everywhere---not something far off, transcendent, or beyond reach. “Common” and “ordinary” are
direct translations of the character chang; however, as indicated, the original character used by the author was heng
(everlasting). Some translations that interpret chang to mean “common” or “general” are: “A path fit to travel is not a
general path. A name fit for calling is not a generic name.” (Hatcher, 2005); If Tao can be described, then it is not general
Tao. If a name can be penned, then it is not a general name (Zhang); The Tao that refers to here can never be the mundane
tao. The Name that is used here to designate is not a mundane name. (Eiichi Shimomisse, 1998); “The Tao, or Principle of
Nature, may be discussed by all; it is not the popular or common Tao. Its name may be named: but it is not an ordinary
name.” (Balfour, 1884); “The path affirmed as “Tao” is no ordinary path.”

In his translation, Roberts tries to accommodate both meanings: “The Way as “way” bespeaks no common lasting Way,
The name as “name” no common lasting name.”

3E not | & constant, eternal | i& Tao

This expression, is invariably translated in the form of “not the eternal Tao,” or “not the everlasting Tao” yet it could---
with some amount of stretch---be interpreted as, “not ever Tao” or “never Tao.” As such, the opening line could read, “The
Tao that can be told is never Tao”; “The Tao you can conceive of as Tao is never (the true) Tao.”

JE fei (not, opposed to)

In the Tao Te Ching several negations are used, including pu (etm: bird flying up in the sky), 3E fei (etm: two wings of a
bird), and wu (etm: a straw mat on a fire). Pu is commonly used as a simple negation, such as “not.” Fei often involves a
distinction between two terms (based on the pictograph of two opposing wings of a bird), and indicates, “not,” “opposed
to,” or “other than.” Wu indicates a complete negation of something, and is commonly translated as “not,” “without,” or
“nothing” (i.e., what remains of a straw mat after it has been placed on a fire).



& (eternal, ever-present) | 2 (name) The Name (ming) can be seen as existence or the manifest world while the Nameless
(wu ming) can be seen as the non-existent, never-manifest reality.

In her commentary, Chen writes: “The traditional reading, taking Tao to be both nameless and named, is well-supported
in the text. Tao is said to be not only nameless but impossible to name and having no name, though at the same time Tao is
also the name that never goes away.” The Nameless points to the transcendental dimension of Tao, while the Name points
to the manifest dimension of Tao.

Translations

The Tao that can be told of is not the eternal Tao; The name that can be named is not the eternal name. (Chan, Feng)

The Tao that can be trodden is not the enduring and unchanging Tao. The name that can be named is not the enduring and
unchanging name. (Legge, 1891)

The Tao that can be followed is not the eternal Tao. The name that can be named is not the eternal name. (Muller, 1891)
The Tao the can be told of is not the Absolute Tao; The Names that can be given are not Absolute Names. (Yutang)

Tao can be talked about, but not the Eternal Tao; Names can be named, but not the Eternal name (Wu)

A way can be a guide, but not a fixed path (Cleary)

The way that becomes a way is not the Immortal Way (Pine)
The Tao that we talk about as “Tao” is not the eternal Tao (JS)
The Tao that is designated as “Tao” is not the Eternal Tao (JS)

As the Nameless, It is the origin of Heaven and Earth
As the Named, It is the Mother of all things

#E without, nothing / non-being, non-existence | 2 name (=Nameless) | & Heaven | }tf Earth
2 's, its, theirs, of | 3§ origin, beginning, source

A have,with / being, existence | 2 name (=Named) | B ten thousand, all | 4] things, creatures |
2Z's, its, theirs | B} mother

#E2 wu ming (without name / non-being name)

#% wu means “nothing” or “without” and when combined with =4 ming is translated as “without name” or the “Nameless.”
With this interpretation, the line could read: “The Nameless is the origin of Heaven and Earth; the Named is the mother of
all things” (Chan); “Nameless, the origin of heaven and earth; Named, the mother of ten thousand things.” (Chen).

Wu can also mean “non-existence” or “non-being.” In this case, wu ming could be translated as “non-being’s name” or
“non-being is named”: “Nonbeing is called the beginning of heaven and earth; being is called the mother of all things”
(Cleary); “By non-being you name the beginning of Heaven and Earth; By being you name the mother of the ten thousand
things” (Kim); “The term Non-being indicates the beginning of heaven and earth; the term Being indicates the mother of the
ten thousand things” (Duy); Non-Existence is called, “The Origin of Heaven and Earth” Existence is called, “The Mother
of all things” (JS); As Non-Existence, It (Tao) is called, “the origin of Heaven and Earth” As Existence, It (Tao) is called,
“the Mother of all things (JS).

The Nameless (and Non-Existence) is the dimension of Tao that is not perceivable by the senses, that is not manifest, that
is not a conceptualized “thing.” The Named (and Existence) is the dimension of Tao that is perceivable by the senses, that is
manifest as this world and all of creation, that includes Heaven and Earth, and the ten thousand things.

Very few scholars make it explicit that the Nameless and Named are dimensions of Tao. A few translations, however,
refer the named and nameless back to “it,” which we can assume is a reference to Tao: As the origin of heaven-and-earth, it
is nameless: As "the Mother" of all things, it is nameable (Wu); Nameless, it is the beginning of Heaven and earth; Named,
it is the mother of the myriad creatures (Ivan). The reference to Tao as “it” is uncertain; the translations would be improved
if “it” was replaced with “It” or even “It (Tao).”

Z zhi connects two terms and generally means “its” or “of.” At the end of a sentence, where it does not serve as a connector
between two characters, it has the general meaning of “it,” “them,” or “this.”
b $ 9

Ever Without Existence, we seek to recognize It as “The Essence”
Ever With Existence, we seek to recognize It as “The Manifestation”



4 thus, therefore |

i eternal, ever-present, always, forever / common | #E without, non- / non-being, non-existence |
R desire, seek, want, intend | PA then, accordingly
& perceive, observe, look / consider, recognize, contemplate / display, reveal | B its |
Wb essence, mystery, marvel, subtlety, wonder, secret

& eternal, ever-present, always, forever / common | B with, having | & desire, seek, want, intend |
LA then, accordingly | &} perceive, observe, recognize, consider / display, reveal | El its |
8 outer form, external, fringes, (surface), outcome, manifestation / boundary, border, limit, edge

& chang (eternal, ever-present, always)

E chang (eternal, ever-present, always) can be interpreted in several different ways:

a) applying to the constancy of human desire: “Ever desireless, one can see the mystery. Ever desiring, one can see the
manifestations” (Feng); “Thus, constantly free of desire One observes its wonders Constantly filled with desire One
observes its manifestations”(Lin); Yes: Always: being desireless, one sees the hidden essentials. Always: having desires, one
sees only what is sought. (LaFargue)

b) applying to being and non-being (or existence and non-existence): So, as ever hidden, we should look at its inner
essence: As always manifest, we should look at its outer aspects. (Wu); Therefore let there always be non-being, so we may
see their subtlety, And let there always be being, so we may see their outcome (Chan).

Instead of meaning “always,” “ever,” or “eternal,” & chang, with some stretch, could be taken as a keyword for Tao (and
to “the Eternal Tao” as mentioned in the first line): “The Eternal, as Non-Existence, we seek to recognize as ‘The Essence’
The Eternal, as Existence, we seek to recognize as ‘The Manifestation’.”

AR yu is usually translated as “desire” but can also mean “seek, want, wish (for), long for,” or “intend.” When interpreted as
“desire” and combined with # wu (without) it means “without desires”; when combined with & yu (with, have) it means
“having desires.” However, it is questionable that the author would introduce this notion of human desire in the middle of
this foundational, and somewhat philosophical, verse---and never again mention it in any of the eighty verses that follow.

Instead of applying # wu and 5 yu to human desire—and coming up with “without desires” and “with desires”---many
scholars interpret wu (without) to indicate the philosophical term of Non-Being or Non-Existence and 7 (with, have) to
indicate Being or Existence. In this case, yu is relegated (as it should be) to wanting or seeking, or not included at all:
“Constantly in Non-being, one wishes to contemplate its (the Way's) subtlety. Constantly in Being, one wishes to
contemplate its path” (Yi Wu); Therefore, by the Everlasting Non-Being We desire to observe its hidden mystery; By the
Everlasting Being, We desire to observe the manifestations (Chen); “Therefore let there always be non-being, so we may see
their subtlety, And let there always be being, so we may see their outcome” (Chan); “Thus, Through eternal Nonbeing, one
observes its mystery; Through eternal Being, one observes its manifestations.” (C Wu); “The eternal Non-Existence is
perceived as ‘The Essence’ The eternal Existence is perceived as ‘The Manifestation’.”

Tao cannot be truly perceived or recognized. Thus, when yu is retained, it could suggest that, instead of recognizing Tao, a
person is always seeking or inclined toward the recognition of Tao: “The eternal Non-Existence we seek to recognize as
‘The Essence’ The eternal Existence we seek to recognize as ‘The Manifestation’.” Without retaining the idea of “desire”
this line could be rendered as: “The eternal Non-Existence is recognized as ‘The Essence.” The eternal Existence is
recognized as ‘The Manifestation’.”

(Wang Qiao (d. 1601) states: “The reading ‘without desires’ (F58K) and ‘having desires’ (§8X) I am afraid obstructs the
lines’ original intention. One does not hear Laozi discussing having and not having desires.” (Laozi jie ZFfE
[Explanations of the Laozi].) (Terebess).)

For scholars who keep “desire” as a theme in their translation, the term invariably refers to human desire. However, as
mentioned, the sudden introduction of “human desire” in the middle of a verse outlining the foundation of Taoist philosophy
seems misplaced. That is why many scholars do not include “with desire” and “without desire” in their translations.
However, instead of human desire, X yu could be interpreted as the Cosmic desire, will, intention, or motivating force
behind the Universe itself. As such, it would be understood as the “Desire to Be” and suggest an impetus for bringing the
whole universe into existence. In most spiritual traditions there is a “Will” or an impetus assigned to The Absolute Reality
or God---and this Will brings about the whole of creation, In Vedas, this idea of Primal Intention is expressed as: “I am One,
let me become many.”

With this idea in mind, a translation could be: “Ever without “Desire to Be” is how we perceive It’s Essence Ever with
“Desire to Be” is how we perceive It’s Manifestation.”



# perceive, observe, recognize / display, reveal / (contemplate)

“YN (guan) means “to observe” or, in the case of internal meditation, “to contemplate.” But the author invites us to
“observe” both the mystery and the manifestations of the Dao. To Laozi, there are two modes of observation, both of which
are valid. One is to dispense with the human desire for sensuous gratification and focus on contemplating the “mystery” of
Nonbeing; the other is to make good use of the human gift of intellectual curiosity and observe the all and sundry
“manifestations” in the state of Being.” (Guying)

Incidentally, it is interesting to note that in Daoist religion, a temple is not called a “temple” but an “observatory,” using
exactly the same character Y| guan.

Translations with being and non-being / existence and non-existence

So, as ever hidden, we should look at its inner essence: As always manifest, we should look at its outer aspects. (Wu)
Thus, Through eternal Nonbeing, one observes its mystery; Through eternal Being, one observes its manifestations. (C Wu)
From eternal non-existence, therefore, we serenely observe the mysterious beginning of the Universe; From eternal
existence we clearly see the apparent distinctions. (TK)

... and also including the idea of desire

In eternal non-existence, therefore, man seeks to pierce the primordial mystery; and, in eternal existence, to behold the
issuance of the Universe. (Chalmers, 1869)

Therefore, you should stay in nothingness if you want to see the real essence of the world;

you should stay in existence if you want to see the different entities of the world. (X. Yang)

Translations that retain the theme of human desire

Truly, “Only he that rids himself forever of desire can see the Secret Essences”;

He that has never rid himself of desire can see only the Outcomes. (Waley)

Therefore, those constantly without desires, by this means will perceive its subtlety.

Those constantly with desires, by this means will see only that which they yearn for and seek. (Hen)
And so, Always eliminate desires in order to observe its mysteries;

Always have desires in order to observe its manifestations. (Ivanhoe)

Thus, constantly free of desire One observes its wonders

Constantly filled with desire One observes its manifestations (Lin)

Therefore: always without-desire, thus you observe its subtle mystery.

Always possessing desires, thus you observe its external appearances. (Linnell)

Free from desire contemplate the inner marvel; with desire observe the outer radiance (Minford)
Free from mental conditioning, behold the Marvel; with mental conditioning behold the outer appearance. (JS)
Ever desireless, one can see the mystery. Ever desiring, one can see the manifestations. (Feng)

Additional Translations
Thus ...
As eternal Non-Existence, seek to perceive its Essence
As eternal Existence, seek to perceive its Manifestation
In its eternal non-existence, we long to see it’s Essence
In its eternal existence, we long to see it’s Manifestation
Always Non-Existing, It can be recognized as “The Essence”
Always Existing, It can be recognized as “The Manifestation”
As Eternal Non-Existence, It (Tao) can be recognized as “The Essence”
As Eternal Existence, It (Tao) can be recognized as “The Manifestation”
The Eternal Non-Being (of Tao) can be recognized as the Essence
The Eternal Being (of Tao) can be recognized as the Manifestation

The Eternal’s Non-Being can be recognized as the Essence

The Eternal’s Being can be recognized as the Manifestation
The Eternal (Tao), as Non-Existence, we seek to recognize as “The Essence”
The Eternal (Tao), as Existence, we seek to recognize as “The Manifestation”




These two (dimensions of Tao) are one and the same,
the only difference is in what we call them

Ltk these, this | f§ two, both | & are, they are | [G] together, alike, one, in unity |
i origin, source / arise, emerge, issue forth | [fg but, and | 8 differ, different | 2§ name, called, (>called forth)

These two (the manifest and unmanifest dimensions of Tao) are one and the same. The mind, of course, from it’s limited
perspective, perceives “these two” as being different and assigns them a different name, but the Author is telling us that the
only difference between them is in name only.

L6 ci liang (these two) refers to the two dimensions of Tao mentioned in the previous passage: a) Existence and Non-
Existence or Being and Non-Being, b) the Named and Nameless, or c) the Essence/Mystery and the Manifestation

Regardless of the terms used, “these two” refers to the dual nature of a single, indivisible Reality (Tao).

Most scholars leave “these two” as is, without explanation, because the reference is clear; however, a few translators
provide the reader with what they understand “these two” refers to: the Secret and its manifestation (Yutang); the core and
the surface (Bynner); spirit and matter; (Goddard); Manifest and Unmanifest (Ould); The Non-Existent and Existent (Old);
both mysteries and appearance (Hsiu), the form and the formless (Jiyu); Emptiness and Existence (Ho), the hidden and the
overt (Chohan), the Nothingness and the Being (Zhengkun), Its wonder and its manifestations (CC-Yuan)

The Mawangdui versions read, “these two arise from the same; their different names address the same.” “These two”
refers to the concepts of wu 75 [non-presence, lacking, non-being] and you B [presence, having, being] of the above lines.
Wang Anshi notes: “The ‘two’ here are the you B [presence, having, being] and wu 7 [non-presence, lacking, non-being]
of the Dao, which both emerge through the Dao. Scholars often take wu 7G [non-presence, lacking, non-being] as pure
essence and you 5§ [presence, having, being] as vulgar, not understanding that both arise from the Dao. Thus it is said ‘both
can be called darkness (Z).”” (Guying)

[@ tong (together, in unity) H} chu (origin, source / arise, emerge)
[&H tong chu is variously translated as: are the same (Lau, Chan, Muller); Are (in their nature) the same (Yutang); one and
the same (Chalmers, Pine); flow from the same source, (Wu); spring from the same source (Feng); arise from the same
source (Linnell); have the same origin (C Wu); together emerge (Hen); emerge together (Lin); come forth in unity
(Ivanhoe); have a common origin (Duy)

Legge’s is the only translation that clearly links these two---the existent and non-existent, the manifest and unmanifest---to
Tao by use of the word “it”: “Under these two aspects, it is really the same.”

An alternate translation, that links “these two” to Tao could be: “These two
(dimensions of Tao) are ever-unified, and arise together, The only difference is in what we call them.”

Both Lin Yutang and Chu Ta-Kao provide solid and reliable translations of the text, yet both seem to make the same
unwitting error of stating that the unmanifest is given a name when it manifests---it is the Unmanifest, it never manifests.
“These two (the Secret and its manifestations) are (in their nature) the same; They are given different names when they
become manifest” (Yutang); “These two are the same in source and become different when manifested” (TK).

Even though one cannot rightly say that the Non-Existent and Existent “emerge together” or “arise from the same
source”—because the Non-Existent does not emerge or arise---such wording is within range to convey the general idea.

Alternate translations include: “These two (the Unmanifest and the Manifest) arise together yet differ in what we call
them”; “These two (dimensions of Tao) are alike in origin though they differ in what we call them.”

This Unity is said to be unfathomable
It is the hidden within the hidden,
the mystery of all mysteries,
the opening to all wonder

[& unity, oneness, identical / together, (both) | 58 call, name | 2Z 's, its | Z mystery, profound, dark, deep, hidden
Z mystery, profound, hidden, deep | 2Z 's, its | 3 again, even more, (doubly so) | Z mystery, profound, hidden
7 all, everything, everyone | # essence, subtlety, mystery, wonder, | 2Z 's, its | ' gate, door, opening, entrance



This inseparable unity or oneness of the Existent and Non-Existent, the Named and the Nameless---the two dimensions of
Tao---is the Mystery of all mysteries. How can these two dimensions of Tao, that appear to be so different, be the same?
How can the transcendental Tao, which is beyond the beyond, also be the manifest universe, which is right here and now?
This indeed is the mystery, the miracle, the wonder.

[&] unity, oneness, identical / together, (both)
This line is often stated in two different ways, depending on how [g] fong (unity) is interpreted:
a) “This unity (of the two dimensions of Tao) is called The Mystery”
b) “Both [the Seen and the Unseen] are called Mysteries
The former idea states that the profound unity of the Seen and the Unseen is the Supreme Mystery, whereas the second
idea states that the Seen is a mystery and the Unseen is a mystery, with no indication of their seamless unity.

8 call, name

Most scholars include this character in their translation: “Being the same they are called mysteries” (Lau); Their sameness
may be called a mystery (Kim); “They both may be called deep and profound” (Chan); What they have in common is called
the Mystery (Duy). Several scholars, however, do not include this character and have: Their sameness is the mystery
(Muller); They are both a mystery (Minford). Being a mystery, and being called a mystery, are not quite the same thing---
and, as mentioned, translating fong as “both” does not fit. Hence, of the above translations, Muller’s is the most precise.

Z xuan (mystery, profound, dark).

The majority of scholars translate xuan as “mystery” though “profound” and “dark™ are frequently used as well. Xuan can
also be understood to mean deep, hidden, abstruse, “enigma” (Ivanhoe), “insight” (Lindauer), and “abyss” (Chalmers).

The double use of xuan suggests the doubling of the mystery, an amplified mystery, a great mystery, or a mystery greater
than any mystery. Typically this is translated as “mystery upon mystery” or “mystery of mysteries” though neither of these
translations capture the idea of an amplified or profound mystery.

Some translations are: Mystery into the Deeper Mystery (Yutang); “Darker than any Mystery” (Waley); Deep mysteries,
and again deep mysteries (Linnell). A few translations depart from translating xuan as “mystery”: Deeper and more
profound (Chan); more profound that the profound (Hen); Profound and still more profound (Cwu); Profound and
mysterious (Wing); Within this enigma is yet a deeper enigma (Ivanhoe); Darkness within darkness (Feng); Dark and even
darker (Chen).

% all, everything | §* essence, subtlety, mystery, wonder | 2Z 's, its | P gate, door, opening, entrance

Although FR zhong means “all” it could be extended to mean “all time,” and hence, “endless,” or “never-ending”: “It is the
gateway to never-ending wonder”; “it is the door to endless marvel/amazement.”

Some translations include: the Door of all essence (Wu); The door of all subtleties! (Chan); the Gate to the Secret of All
Life (Yutang); The gateway of many subtle mysteries; (Linnell); the gateway to all mysteries (C Wu); The gateway of the
manifold secrets (Lau); The door to all hidden mysteries (Chen); the door to all beginnings (Pine) ... The door to all marvels
(Muller); gateway to all marvels (Minford); the gateway to all indescribable marvels (Gibbs); the Gate of all Wonders
(Duy).

To add more import to this final line, one could use a double translation---which is in line with the triplicate use of ZX
xuan (mystery, profound, dark). For example, instead of saying, “the gate to all essence” or “the door to all wonder,” one
could pose the line as, “It is opening to all wonder, the gate to the essence of everything” or, “it is the revelation of all
mysteries; the opening to endless wonder!”

Translations (where [8] fong is interpreted to mean “unity,” “oneness” or “sameness”)
This Unity is the Mystery, the secret beyond all secrets, the gate to the essence of everything. (JS)

Their sameness is the mystery, Mystery within mystery; The door to all marvels. (Muller)

This sameness (of existence and non-existence) I call the abyss—the abyss of abyss—the gate of all mystery. (Chalmers)
Reaching from the Mystery into the Deeper Mystery Is the Gate to the Secret of All Life. (Yutang)

Together they are called profound, Profound and mysterious, The gateway to the Collective Subtlety. (Wing)

Their unity is known as an enigma. Within this enigma is yet a deeper enigma. The gate of all mysteries! (Ivanhoe)

The unity is said to be the mystery Mystery of mysteries, the door to all wonders (Lin)

This sameness is called their deep mystery. Deep mysteries, and again deep mysteries — The gateway of many subtle
mysteries. (Linnell)

Their sameness may be called a mystery. It is the mystery beyond mysteries, The gate to myriad secrets. (Kim)

Translations (where [&] tong is interpreted to mean “both”)
Both are called the dark (hstian). Dark and even darker, The door to all hidden mysteries (miao). (Chen)



Both may be called profound. Profound and still more profound Is the gateway to all mysteries (C Wu)
Together they are called profound, Profound and mysterious, The gateway to the Collective Subtlety. (Wing)
They are both a mystery. Mystery of mysteries, gateway to all marvels (Minford)

Additional Translations

How deep and unfathomable this unity is
More hidden than the hidden

The gateway to all wonder

This Unity is deep and profound
the mystery beyond all mystery
the opening to the essence of everything

This Unity is unfathomable
It is the hidden within the hidden,
the mystery beyond all mysteries
It is the opening to all wonder,
the gate to the essence of everything
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Verse 2

Everyone under Heaven knows Beauty as “beauty”
only because there is “ugliness” as well

Everyone under Heaven knows The Good as “good”
only because there is “not good” as well

Existence and non-existence arise together
Difficult and easy are completed together

Long and short are shaped together

Above and below are balanced together

Sound and silence blend together

Before and after embrace the moment together.

The Sage lives without self-action in all his activities
and follows the teaching that has no words
All things flourish around him
and he does not refuse any one of them
He rears but does not possess
He serves but does not claim reward
He fulfills but does not dwell on it
Truly, then, because he does not make a claim to his actions
Nothing he does ever passes

Everyone under Heaven knows Beauty as “beauty”
only because there is “ugliness” as well

Everyone under Heaven knows The Good as “good”
only because there is “not good” as well

X Heaven | T under, below (= the world) | B everyone, all | #[] aware, know, recognize | 3 beauty | 2Z 's, its, of
A act, make / taken as, consider, conceptualize | 3€ beauty | Hff then, already, (because of) |
B2 ugliness | 8 also, too, as well / already
X Heaven | T under, below | E§ everyone, all | % aware, know, recognize | 2 good | Z 's, its, of |
/A act, make / taken as, consider, conceptualize | & good | Hff then, already |
7 not | & good (=bad, evil) | B also, too, as well / already

#1 zhi (aware, know) also means “understand, perceive, recognize, appreciate, conceptualize.” Thus, an alternative
translation could read: “Everyone in the world recognizes Beauty as “beauty” only because there is ugliness as well.”

/& wei (act, make, consider) generally refers to any kind of action. A translation using wei as “action” could read:
“Everyone knows Beauty acting as “beauty” only because there is ugliness as well.” If wei is used to indicate a
particular kind of action---such as “made into,” “masquerading as,” or “taking the form of”the line could read:
“Everyone under Heaven knows Beauty, masquerading as / taking the form of “beauty” because there is already
ugliness as well.”



The reference to “beauty” and “goodness” three times, in the standard edition, presents a line structure similar to the
opening line of the text: “The Tao that can be conceived of as Tao, is not the Eternal Tao.” Here we have, “The
universal recognition of The Good as “good” is not The Good.” This interpretation suggests that there is a universal
principle of Goodness (or the Good) and a relative concept of “good”---and that they are not the same. Through
shared agreement and conceptualization, the universal principle of Beauty is understood or conceived of as
“beauty”—a relative concept that exists in the world of opposites. The universal principle of Beauty (as well as Good)
are self-existing; they have no opposites; their existence is not based on an opposing principle. Beauty (and absolute
Goodness) can be seen as indicating a particular aspect of Tao.

Scholars generally interpret this line in three ways: a) the recognition of beauty can only come about because of (or
in the context of) the opposite condition of “not beautiful” or ugliness; b) the recognition of beauty is in itself ugly,
and c) the recognition that something is beautiful brings about or causes ugliness. The same interpretations are also
applied to “goodness.” In terms of these three interpretations, the first one ties in most closely with the idea of the
relativity of things expressed in the next six lines. It also makes perfect sense: the idea of “beauty” is relative:
something is recognized as “beautiful” only because there is something else that, in comparison, is deemed to be
“ugly.” The second interpretation---that seeing beauty as beauty is in itself ugly---seems misplaced as does the idea
that seeing something as beautiful causes or brings about ugliness in this world.

“Laozi’s original intention is not to indicate that beautiful things “turn” ugly but that once there is the notion of
beauty, there is also that of ugliness---that the notion of beauty can only arise in the context of ugliness. ... The second
sentence—"all know good as good, then [there is] already not good as well”—also points to the idea of the opposites
mutually generating one another. The subsequent series of sentences starting from “presence and non-presence
generate each other ...” are all meant to indicate [the idea] that notions take shape as pairs of opposites and become
manifest in the context of this oppositional relationship.” (Guying)

“Lines 1-2 seem to suggest that foul [not good] and fair [good] are a twin presence, not that one resulted from or led to
the other.” (Roberts)

The characters Z£33E (it’s action as beauty) and Z B2 (it’s action as good) are not found in the MWT texts. The
standard text reads, “Everyone in the world considers beauty as “beautiful” only because there is “ugliness” as well”
while the MWT reads, “Everyone under Heaven knows/recognizes beauty because there is ugliness as well.”

Alternate translations:

A. The recognition of beauty/good is only possible because of ugliness/not good

Under heaven all can see beauty as beauty only because there is ugliness. All can know good as good only because
there is evil. (Feng)

We know beauty because there is ugliness. We know goodness because there are evils. (Yi Wu)

Once all under Heaven knew beauty as "beauty"; at that moment "ugliness" was already there.

Once all knew goodness as "goodness"; at that moment "not good" was already there. (Lynn)

B. The recognition of beauty/good brings about ugliness / not good

When everyone in the world knows the beautiful as beautiful, ugliness comes into being. When everyone knows the
good, then the not good comes to be. (Hen)

When all the people of the world know beauty as beauty, There arises the recognition of ugliness When they all know
the good as good, There arises the recognition of evil. (Chan)

When the world knows beauty as beauty, ugliness arises. When it knows good as good, evil arises. (Lin)

In the world, when all know that the action of beauty is beautiful, then ugliness ensues. When all know that the action
of good is goodness, then not-good ensues. (Linnell)

C. The recognition of beauty is, in itself, ugly

When all the world recognizes beauty as beauty, this in itself is ugliness” When all the world recognizes good as good,
this in itself is evil. (Wu)

The whole world recognizes the beautiful as the beautiful, yet this is only the ugly. (Lau)

When everyone knows beauty is beauty, this is bad When everyone knows good is good, this is not good. (Cleary)



Everyone in the world knows that when the beautiful strives to be beautiful, it is repulsive. Everyone knows that when
the good strives to be good, it is no good (Ivanhoe)

All in the world recognize the beautiful as beautiful. Herein lies ugliness. All recognize the good as good. Herein lies
evil. (Muller)

Roberts and Minford offer non-standard translations: “In every fair the world considers fair there’s foul; In every
good the world considers good there’s i1l (Roberts); “That which All-under-Heaven considers beautiful may also be
considered ugly; That which All-under-Heaven considers good may also be considered not-good” (Minford).

As such,

Existence and non-existence arise together

Difficult and easy are completed together

Long and short are shaped together

Above and below are balanced together

Sound and silence blend together

Before and after embrace the moment together.
This is a constant

8 gu (therefore, thus, indeed / as such in this way, what follows, and so)
B presence, having, being, existence, something | #& non-presence, non-existence, non-being, absence, nothing |
18 mutually, each other, together, both, co- | & produce, give birth, create, arise, give rise, generate
2 difficult | =] easy | iz mutually, each other | |57 complete, complement, determine, “give form,” “bring about”
£% long | 8 short | 16 mutually, each other | fiZ shape, form, exhibit, reveal (mwt: ¥ compare, contrast)
B high, above | T low, below | #§ mutually, each other | {f incline toward, lean on, rest on, measure,
distinguish, position, determine / depend on (mwt: & fill, full, fulfill)
& tone, note, sound, voice | 2 sound, voice | # mutually, each other | ¥1 harmony, harmonize, “conform with”
BU before, front | {£ after, back | 48 mutually, each other | B& follow, accompany, succeed, “go along with”
8 constant, long-lasing | t also, too, as well

8 gu (therefore, thus, indeed, what follows)

Many verses of the Tao lack a singular theme or a consistent line of thought and they often appear as several,
somewhat unrelated segments, parsed together. This verse is no exception; it consists of what could be seen as three
distinct segments. To bring some sense of connection between distinct segments, terms such as #{ gu (therefore, thus)
and 2 LA shi yi (therefore, for this reason, thus accordingly) are found throughout the text. In most cases, these
connective terms seem misplaced as they imperfectly try to link disparate segments together. Most scholars, however,
include these connective terms while a few (Addis, Gong, Jiyu) do not. Adding an additional space between
segments, to indicate that they are distinct ideas, if often a more elegant solution than pushing #{ gu (therefore, thus)
or 52 LA shi yi (therefore, accordingly) into the text.

Rather than eliminating these oft-misplaced connective terms, some scholars re-interpreted them. For example, #
gu (therefore) could be interpreted as “indeed” (Duy, Wu) or “yes” (LF). 5&2X4 shi yi, usually translated as “therefore”
or “thus” could be translated as “truly” or “truly so.”

B you, presence being | # wu, non-presence, non-being

The dual terms of B8 you and 3 wei, is variously translated as: Being and non-being (Chan, Yutang, Cleary, Duy,
Muller, C Wu, Kim); Something and Nothing (Lau); Existence and nonexistence (Legge, Wing), presence and absence
(Lynn), having and not having (Hen); To have and to lack (Ivanhoe); the hidden and the manifest (Wu).

& heng (constant, long-lasing) andtf yeh (also) appear in the MWT text but not in the standard text. In the MWT
text, the line is variously translated as: “these are all constants” (Hen); “these are in accordance with what is constant”



(Lau); “It is ever thus” (Mair). The addition of 1B heng (constant, long-lasing) and 2 yeh (also) suggest that the
opposites are universal, a constant law of nature, and not limited to the six examples provided.

Translations

Indeed, the hidden and the manifest give birth to each other. Difficult and easy complement each other.
Long and short exhibit each other. High and low set measure to each other.

Voice and sound harmonize each other. Back and front follow each other. (Wu)

Therefore: Being and non-being produce each other; Difficult and easy complete each other;
Long and short contrast each other; High and low distinguish each other;
Sound and voice harmonize each other; Front and behind accompany each other. (Chan)

Being and non-being interdepend in growth; Difficult and easy interdepend in completion;
Long and short interdepend in contrast; High and low interdepend in position;
Tones and voice interdepend in harmony; Front and behind interdepend in company. (Yutang)

The mutual production of being and nonbeing, The mutual completion of difficult and easy,
The mutual formation of long and short, The mutual filling of high and low,
The mutual harmony of tone and voice, The mutual following of front and back— (Hen)

Thus, Being and non-being produce each other Difficult and easy complete each other
Long and short contrast each other High and low rest upon each other
Sound and silence blend with each other Before and after follow each other (JS)

Thus, The seen and the unseen come into existence together Difficult and easy are defined together
Long and short are shaped together Above and below are measured out together

Voice and music blend together Before and after hold the same moment together

This is a constant. (JS)

The full and the empty are born together Difficult and easy are defined together
Long and short are completed together High and low are measured together
Sound and silence are harmonized together Before and after embrace the same moment together (JS)

Truly,
The Sage lives without self-action in all his activities
and follows the teaching that has no words

F= thus | BA for, with (= therefore, that is why, for this reason) (= truly so) | B2 wise (holy) | A man, men |
EZ dwell, stay, abide, occupy, (live by) / hold, keep, manage / place, seat | # without, empty, non- |
B act, do, make | 2Z his, their | 3§ activities, affairs, work, business

1T practice, teach | A< no, not, non- | F talk, words, speech | Z his, their | #{ teachings, lesson, doctrine

B wu wei (non-action)

Wu wei is a technical term used throughout the Tao indicating non-action, or action without a sense of doership.
In this line, the Sage lives without self-action (or with non-action) in his daily tasks. This does not mean that he takes
no action, that he does not do his work, but that he makes no claim to doership; that his actions are not self-generated
actions; there is no sense of an individual doer (or an individual who can claim non-doership). The Sage sees his
individual actions as the action of the universe seamlessly expressed through and as his action. This idea of non-action
could be interpreted as “empty action”---which is not action that takes place in emptiness but action that is empty of
egoic motivation, action that is empty of a sense of individual doership.

EZ ju (dwell, stay, abide, occupy)



The notion of “dwelling,” “living in,” or “inhabiting” wu-wei (non-action) indicates someone who is permanently
established in that state, someone who embodies wu-wei in all his activities. This state comes about as a result of a
person identifying with the universal (rather than the individual). He sees all his actions as those of the universe, not
of himself as a separate individual. There is no sense of their being a separate individual, capable of carrying out an
action independent of the Absolute.

Some scholars translate wu wei in a loose way: Feng has, “Therefore the sage goes about doing nothing.” Though
well-worded it could easily be misinterpreted. Lynn interprets wu wei as action without conscious effort: “Therefore,
the sage tends to matters without conscious effort” (Lynn). Cleary’s interpretation is similar: “So sages manage
effortless service.” However, many types of action are carried out without conscious effort; wu wei seems to indicate
action that is carried without a sense of doership. Thus, rather than “without conscious effort,” which is not altogether
inaccurate, “without self-consciousness” would seem closer to the mark. When there is no sense of individual
doership, there is no sense of self-consciousness; this state of a lack of a separate self, and a lack of self-
consciousness, is the central quality of wu-wei.

Henricks’s wording is awkward and could be misconstrued: “Therefore the Sage dwells in nonactive affairs” (Hen).
Mair is not much better: “The sage dwells in affairs of nonaction.”

Many scholars do not even attempt to translate wu wei since the term cannot be conveniently translated into English.
Muller puts forth a hybrid translation: “Therefore the sage abides in the condition of wu-wei (unattached action).”

EZ chu (dwell, hold, manage) Many of the top scholars translate this character as “manage” which, in this context,
is correct yet lacking. One could say that the Sage manages his affairs but the idea of “manage” indicates some kind of
conscious effort or control, which is not indicated here. The inclusion of “manage” is okay but terms such as “live” or
“dwell” seem closer to the mark as they do not indicate any kind of willful control. Moreover, “live” and “dwell”
indicate that the state of wu wei is permanent--- that the Sage dwells there---which is an important idea to convey.

Translations

The Sage manages his affairs without ado, And spreads his teaching without talking (Wu)

The sage manages affairs without action And spreads doctrines without words. (Chan)

This is why sages abide in the business of nonaction, and practice the teaching that is without words. (Ivanhoe)
Therefore the sages: Manage the work of detached actions Conduct the teaching of no words (Lin)

The Taoist dwells in non-action, practices a wordless teaching (Minford)

Thus the sage: Lives by using non-action in his duties, And practicing no-talking in his teachings (Linnell)

Truly so, the Sage dwells in the state of non-action in all his activities (JS)
The Sage remains stationed in the state of non-action (JS)
Therefore, the Sage abides by non-action in his activities (JS)

All things flourish around him
and he does not refuse any one of them
He rears but does not possess
He serves but does not claim reward
He fulfills but does not dwell on it

B ten thousand, all | ¥ things, creatures | { appear, arise, emerge | 5 here, therein | {fj and, yet | 7 not, does
not | &% refuse, deny, reject, turn away, decline / cease, end (alt, mwtb: 38 begin, start, initiate)
4 produce, rear, born, give life, grow | fj and, yet | 4~ not | B8 hold, have, own, possess, claim
A act, make, create, develop | [f§ and, yet | 7~ not | {3 claim, rely on, appropriate
Ifj task, work, (excellence, merit) | B complete, finish, accomplish | {fj and, yet | #B not, do not |
& stop, stay, dwell [on it], (lay a claim)

£ yan (here, therein)



5 yan, as used throughout the Tao, can also be understood as a final particle, used to show a particular state or
express affirmation, doubt or exclamation. When found in the middle of a line, many scholars leave it untranslated.
Such translations as “all things flourish around him,” or “all things arise where he is” include the idea of yan without
directly translating it.

&% ci (refuse, deny) is found in the standard texts while 48 shi (begin, start) is found in the MWT (text B) and Fuyi
texts. Translations based on &% ci (refuse, deny) are: All things arise, and he does not turn away from them (Chan);
The thousands of things arise and are active - and he rejects none of them. (LaFargue); But the myriad creatures are
worked upon by him; He does not disown them (Waley); There rise the ten thousand things, but he disowns nothing,
(HP Kim); They work with the myriad creatures and turn none away (Ivanhoe)

& shi (begin, start, initiate), as found in the MWTb text, produces such translations as: “The ten thousand things
arise, but he doesn’t begin them” (Hen); “he doesn’t start all the things he begins” (Pine); §& shi can also mean
“master” or “rule over”; accordingly, the Sage does not rule over, dominate, or interfere with the natural course of
things: “[He] lets everything develop without any interference” (HHTan); That all ten thousand things may come forth
without his direction (Moss); They work with myriad things but do not control (Lin); “He allows all things to arise on
their own without interference” (JS); “All things come forth as they are and he does not dare to direct them” (JS).

Holding It (Tao) as the subject of this line may be most fitting, however this is not often used since the subject of
the previous and subsequent stanzas are more conveniently attributed to the Sage. Lau, however, assigns It (Tao) as
the subject: “It makes the myriad creatures without being their initiator” (Lau).

Some translators avoid a subject altogether: “The ten thousand things rise and fall without cease” (Feng); “The ten
thousand creatures arise, but do not have a beginning” (Linnell).

Translations

The myriad creatures rise from it yet it claims no authority;
It gives them life yet claims no possession;

It benefits them yet exacts no gratitude;

It accomplishes its task yet lays claim to no merit.

It is because it lays claim to no merit

That its merit never deserts it. (Lau)

All things arise exactly as they are
and It does not refuse any of them
It gives life but does not claim anything as its own
It accomplishes all things yet does not seek a return
It brings everything to completion, and does so without end (JS)

The ten thousand things rise and fall without cease,

Creating, yet not possessing.

Working, yet not taking credit.

Work is done, then forgotten. Therefore it lasts forever. (Feng)

The ten thousand things appear right where they are / right where he is
and he does not turn away from any of them

He brings forth but does not claim anything

He acts but does not seek reward

He accomplishes the task but does not stay there (JS)

Truly, then, because he does not make a claim to his actions
Nothing he does ever passes



3 for, then, since, now, “now only” / truly | Mf insofar, exactly (=for this very reason, now only) | # not, do not
& stop, stay, dwell, remain, (claim, claim credit)

f= thus | LA fore (=therefore) | A< not, does not, cannot, (never) |
Z% depart, go away, take away, leave, desert, loss, (die) (= remain, endure, “last forever”)

Translations

It is precisely because he does not claim credit that his accomplishment remains with him (Chan); It is because they
do not dwell on success That it never goes away (Lin); Now: only because there is no dwelling, Thus the results do
not depart. (Linnell); Truly, since he never dwells, He never departs. (Kim); It is only because he doesn't dwell on
them, that they therefore do not leave them (Hen); Work is done, then forgotten. Therefore it lasts forever (Feng);

It is because it lays claim to no merit That its merit never deserts it (Lau). Truly, then, because It never stops giving, It
never ends (JS)
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Verse 3

Do not exalt those in high positions
and the people will not compete

Do not put a value things that are hard to attain difficult / on precious objects
and the people will not become thieves / steal

Do not display things that cause desire
and the people’s hearts will not be disturbed

As such, the wise rule / the wise ruler governs
by emptying hearts (of desire) and filling stomachs
by weakening ambition and strengthening bones
He makes sure the people are content
and do not desire anything more
This will keep the clever ones from meddling in their lives

When action is pure and selfless
everything settles into its rightful place

Do not exalt those in high positions
and the people will not compete

Do not value things that are hard to attain
and the people will not become thieves

Do not display things that cause desire
and the people’s hearts will not be disturbed

7 not, do not | [ honor, exalt, elevate, glorify | B worth, talent, virtue, gifted [people] | {f make, cause, bring about |
ES people, the people | 7~ not, not to, (cease) | ¥ compete, contend, quarrel, fight, strive
7 not, do not | & value, prize, exalt | £ difficult, hard | 5 obtain, acquire, get | 2Z those, of |
& goods, things, objects (= rare goods, precious objects) | {# make, cause | g people, the people |
7 not, not to, (cease) | £ make, become | = rob, steal, robbers, thieves
7 not, do not | B} display, exhibit / watch, look at, see | BJ fit, able, can (what is) | &R desirable | {8 make, cause |
EG people, the people | 1 heart, mind / emotions | 4~ not, not to, (prevent) | @l confused, disturbed (=unsettled) *

These lines are usually understood as advice given to a ruler; and since this is clearly implied, very few scholars state it in
their translation. Yi Wu, however, makes it explicit: “[The ruler] not exalting talent, the people will not compete; [The ruler]
not valuing rare goods, the people will not steal; [The ruler] not displaying desirable things, the people's hearts will not be
disturbed.” An alternative translation could be: “The wise ruler does not honor those in high positions, so the people do not
compete. He does not value rare objects so the people are not inclined to steal. He does not display things that are coveted
so he does not disturb the hearts of his people.”

Translations

Not to honor men of worth will keep the people from contention;

Not to value goods which are hard to come by will keep them from theft;

Not to display what is desirable will keep them from being unsettled of mind. (Lau)



Do not exalt the worthy, so that the people shall not compete.
Do not value rare treasures, so that the people shall not steal.
Do not display objects of desire, so that the people's hearts shall not be disturbed. (Chan)

Do not glorify the achievers So the people will not squabble
Do not treasure goods that are hard to obtain So the people will not become thieves
Do not show the desired things So their hearts will not be confused (Lin)

Do not glorify the talented So the common people will not contend.
Do not value rare goods So the common people will not steal.
Do not display objects of desire So the common people’s minds will not be confused. (C Wu)

Not exalting the gifted prevents quarreling. Not collecting treasures prevents stealing.
Not seeing desirable things prevents confusion of the heart. (Feng)

As such, the wise ruler governs
by emptying hearts (of desire) and filling stomachs
by weakening ambition and strengthening bones

£ thus | PA fore (=therefore, thus, so, that is why) | B2 wise | A man, men (>ruler) | Z s, his, their |
if govern, guide, rule, keeps order / government (way of governing)

EE empty, vacant, (>free) | E their, the people’s | 1{} heart, mind, heart-mind (>desire, distress)

E fill | E their, (the people’s) | I bellies, middle, center (>contentment, foundation)

§5 weaken | E their, (the people’s) | & ambition, striving, will

& strengthen | E their, (the people’s) | & bones, “frames” (>foundation)

88 H & ruo qi zhi (weaken their ambition)

This phrase is invariably translated as, “weaken their ambition.” “Ambition” indicates a person striving to attain a higher
position but more generally it could indicate a restlessness or a discontentment with one’s current station in life. Thus,
“weaken their ambition” could be understood as “ensures they are content” or “makes sure they are satisfied with their
station in life.”

Most scholars translate the first line with something similar to “in the government of the sage” or “the sage’s way of
governing.” However, in consideration of the previous lines---which can be seen as advice given to a ruler---the term shen
Jjen (wise man / sage) should be understood as a wise ruler, a man who rules wisely, or a man who rules like sage, rather
than as “the Sage,” who appears throughout the Tao as the ideal man.

A sensitive translation of these two lines preserves the play of opposites: empty hearts + fill bellies; weaken ambition +
strengthen bones. Most scholars use “strengthen bones,” which generally means to keep people healthy and strong but a few
interpret this metaphorically to mean strengthening one’s foundation or character.

“Empty the heart/mind” should not be understood in Buddhist terms, as some meditative state of vacuity or emptiness,
but more in terms of emptying the heart/mind of excess desires, worry, disturbance, etc. Ivanhoe interprets this as “opening
people’s hearts.” “Emptying hearts” in this context would mean “freeing the people of things that trouble them.” Chan
brings in the idea of “vacuity,” which is confusing since a “vacuous” heart suggests a state of not feeling anything rather
than a state of being free of disturbance: “He keeps their hearts vacuous, Fills their bellies, Weakens their ambitions, And
strengthens their bones” (Chan).

Feng’s translation preserves the play of opposites and does not confuse things by having the governing done by “the
Sage”: “The wise therefore rule by emptying hearts and stuffing bellies, by weakening ambitions and strengthening bones.”

Mair translates this line with alliteration and comes up with: “The sage, in ruling, hollows their hearts, stuffs their
stomachs, weakens their wills, builds up their bones.” This translation has poetic merit but the idea of “hollowing their
hearts” does not fit.

Rather than putting forth four things the wise ruler should do, Kimura unsuccessfully combines these four things into two
contrasting pairs: “fills the stomach rather than the mind, Strengthens the bones and muscles rather than the will.”



Translations

Empties their heart/minds, fills their stomachs, Weakens their ambitions, strengthens their bones (Linnell)
Emptying the heart of desires, Filling the belly with food, Weakening the ambitions, Toughening the bones (Wu)
Empties their minds but fills their bellies, weakens their wills but strengthens their bones (Lau)

Opening people’s hearts and filling their bellies. They weaken the people’s commitments and strengthen their bones
(Ivanhoe)

He clears peoples minds, Fills their bellies, Weakens their ambition and Strengthens their bones (Muller)

He makes sure that the people are content
and do not desire anything more
This will keep the clever ones from meddling in their lives

& always, constantly / commonly | {8 keep, make, assure / cause | B people, the people | # without |

%0 knowledge, wisdom / cunning, cleverness, artifice | # without | B8R desire [for more] / disturbance, unrest
{iF keep, make, cause | X now / ones, those | £ knowing, cleaver, cunning | & ones, people | 7~ not |

BY dare, venture | & interfere, act, meddle / take advantage, trick, lead astray | {2 !, indeed

XN wu zhi (without knowledge) is usually translated as “without knowledge” or “ignorant.” However, in this case, wu zhi
could also suggest “without trickery,” “without deceit,” without scheming,” “without cunning,” or simply “innocent.”

Ames awkwardly translates the first line as: “Ever teaching the common people to be unprincipled in their knowledge.” I
think the intent here relates to being without knowledge of principles, rules, edicts, etc. Thus, the wise ruler teaches the
people to keep pure knowledge---knowledge based on life—rather than acquiring intellectual knowledge, knowledge based
on principles, edicts, memorization of rules and rituals, etc. Similarly, wu zhi (without knowledge) could indicate that
people should not be overly reliant on outer or learned knowledge; rather they should rely on their innate knowledge and/or
the wisdom of the heart.

9

AR wu yu (without desire) is usually understood to mean “without desire” or “desireless” and sometimes overly-termed
as “dispassion.” In this context, “without desire” seems to indicate a state of not desiring for more than one has---i.e., a state
of contentment---rather than some abstract state of being free from all desires. Lin interprets this to mean “no greed.”

Translations (of first line)

In this way he will cause the people to remain without knowledge and without desire (Wu); He constantly causes the
people to be without knowledge and without desires (Hen); He always causes his people to be without knowledge (cunning)
or desire (Chan); He always keeps his people away from knowledge and desire (C Wu); So that the people may be innocent
of knowledge and desires (Yutang); Let the people have no cunning and no greed (Lin); Always he keeps his people in no-
knowledge and no-desire (Chen); They make sure that the people are without zAi, “knowledge,” or desires (Ivanhoe); The
Taoist frees the folk from false knowledge and desire (Minford).

55 zhi zhe (knowing ones, those with knowledge) is most often interpreted in a negative way, such as “those who
scheme” (Lin), “the intellectuals” (Muller), “the clever ones” (LaFargue); and less so in a positive way as “those who have
knowledge” (Duy), “the knowing ones” (Wu), or “those who make men wise” (Linnell).

With a negative interpretation of zki zhe the implication is that people who are cunning, clever, scheming, etc., will not be
able to interfere with people’s lives, or be able to trick them with false promises, because they are so innocent and content,
and would not be interested in such plots and schemes. With a positive interpretation of zAi zhe the line indicates that people
who have true knowledge, who understand the natural order of things, know that if the people are content, and not overly
dependent on the intellect, that a profound ordering of life will naturally arise. As such, they do not meddle, or interfere, or
seek ways to improve things; they just allow nature to take its course.

Translations

Negative knowledge: ensures that the clever never dare to act (Lau), the cunning ones shall not presume to interfere
(Yutang), those who scheme will not dare to meddle (Lin). Positive knowledge: those with knowledge do not dare to act
(Ivanhoe), Those who make men wise will not dare to act (Linnell), those who know will not dare to act (P Lin)



ELZ bu gon wei (not dare act)

“Dare not act” can be interpreted as, “afraid to act” (Chan); “not presume to interfere” (Yutang), “will not dare to meddle”
(Muller, Lin), “not venture to act” (Wing), “dare not interfere” (Waley), “dare not be hostile” (Mair), or “do not presume to
set about doing”(LaFargue). “Dare/venture” can be stated or implied; for instance, one can say “dare not interfere” or
simply “not interfere.”

Alternate translations

He always makes sure that the people are content and enjoy what they have. This will insure that those with cunning will
not deceive them”; He ever insures that the people are innocent and content, As this will keep the clever ones from taking
advantage of them; He always makes sure that the people are free of artifice and greed, And that those who are want to
deceive them dare not interfere with their lives; He makes sure that the people are content (with what they have) and do not
desire anything more. This will keep the clever ones from tricking them (with false promises); He shows people how to be
content with what they have, and not constantly desire for something more. With the people so content, what clever ideas
could lead them astray?

When action is pure and selfless
everything settles into its rightful place

B act | # without | A action, interfere | Bl then | # nothing | /< not | j& in order, govern

BEEB, wu wei wu, (act without action) has a wide range of meanings: it indicates action that is natural and in harmony
with the natural order of things; action that is spontaneous, selfless, and without self-consciousness. When a person
identifies with the universe and sees all his actions as those of the universe itself (acting through him), there is action yet
without any individual claim to that action or its results. “Action without action” does not mean that a person takes no
action or is passive even though, in some instances, it can manifest like that. Non-action is different from human-generated
action or mind-based action that is usually willful, self-serving and contrary to the natural order. Instead of “action without
action” a more precise translation might be “action without your action” or “action without claim to that action.” Wu wei
wu is variously translated as, “act without action” (Wing), “act by no-action” (Chen), “practice Non-Ado” (Wu), “Acting
without contrivance” (Muller), “nothing misleading” (Yi Wu), “action without deeds” (Mair), “Do Not Doing” (LaFargue).

Such phrases as “practices Non-action” (Duy); “enact nonaction” (Ivanhoe), “do that which consists in taking no action”
(Lau) or “Apply Non-doing” (C Wu) imply an assertion of the individual will that is not indicated by wei wu wei. One does
not practice wei wu wei, or apply it, one simply gets out of the way and allows the action to take place naturally.

i zhi (control) is often translated as “govern” or “control” and less so as “regulate” or “manage.” The idea indicating “the
natural order” “natural balance,” or “dharma” seems like a closer fit.

& A & wu bu zhi (nothing not in order)

The idea of this line is that when there is wu wei wu, pure action, action without self-serving intentions, action in accord
with the natural process of Life, it allows for Life itself to naturally establish order, for harmony to naturally arise, for all
things to fall into place on their own. Thus, when there is wu wei wu --- all things will be in order (Chan), then all will be
well (Feng), order will prevail (Lau), all things are duly regulated (Waley), order will arise of itself (Kimura). ... Then there
is nothing that will not be in order (Hen), there is nothing that is not well governed (Duy), nothing will be beyond control
(Lin) nothing is not in order (Chen), there is no lack of manageability (Muller) leaves nothing ungoverned (P Lin) More
freely translated we might get: may all live in peace (Yutang), everything will finds it natural place, all things will be good
in the world, everything will find a place within the natural order of things (JS).

The contrary condition is also indicated: when there is self-serving, ego-driven action, it goes against and seemingly
disrupts the natural order of things. It creates conflict rather than harmony.

Alternate translations
When action is free of (self-serving) action,
then nothing is not in harmony with the whole

When action is in harmony with life
then everything will be in perfect balance
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Verse 4

Tao is always pouring forth
yet is never exhausted
Fathomless indeed, it is the origin of all things

With It, sharp edges smooth out
twisted knots loosen
the bright light is softened
the whole world is united

It is vast and fills everything,
yet barely seems to exist
I don’t know who’s child it is
It was here before the expanse of Heavens

Tao is always pouring forth
yet is never exhausted
Fathomless indeed, it is the origin of all things

i8 Tao | i flow, surge, infuse / hollow, empty [bowl, vessel] (alt, fuyi: 58 a cup, a vessel)
i but, yet, also, therefore | FJ use, utilize, apply | 2Z °s, its | 2% likely, (> a long time) | 75 not | & fill, full, overflow
(alt: 35 exhaust, deplete, drain)

M profound, unfathomable, bottomless, deep, (alt: still) | 4 indeed, ! | {1 like, seems to be, perhaps, as if |
B ten thousand, all | #J things | 2Z °s, its, their | 5% origin, source, ancestor, prime cause

* 3 chong (empty, flow) is most often translated as “empty” or “emptiness” and often indicates the emptiness of a cup or
vessel. Yutang, CTK, and Cheng Lin translate chong as “hollow”: “Tao is a hollow vessel” (Yutang), “Tao, when put in use
for its hollowness” (CTK). “Hollow” may fittingly describe a physical vessel but less so Tao. It is the emptiness (or
nothingness) of Tao—not its “hollowness”—that allows It to endlessly pour out (into creation) without ever being exhausted
or lessened in any way. Ha zhong (vessel) is the character used in the Fuyi text; this indicates the emptiness of a vessel.

Some translations based on 4! chong (emptiness) are: The Tao is like an empty bowl, Which in being used can never be
filled up (Wu); The Tao is an empty vessel; it is used, but never filled (Feng); The Way is like an empty vessel; No use could
ever fill it up (Ivanhoe); The way is empty, yet use will not drain it (Lau); Tao is empty (like a bowl). It may be used but its
capacity is never exhausted (Chan); The Way is empty; Yet when you use it, you never need fill it again (Hen); Tao is empty
yet fills every vessel with endless supply (S-1).

Chong is comprised of the characters for “water” + “center” and can be interpreted to mean “infuse,” “flow,” “surge,”
pour, etc.—all terms of which relate to water: “The Tao pours out everything into life” (Kwok); “This Dao: like pouring out
but will be likely not to fill in use” (Hilmar)

LF interprets chong as the unimpeded quality of water: “The Way is unimpeded harmony.” Muller associates chong with
the vastness of the ocean: “The Tao is so vast” (Muller), while Chen combines the qualities of flow and emptiness: “Tao is a
whirling emptiness.”

8§ huo can mean “likely,” “possible,” “barely,” etc. but in this case it can be treated as a conjunction with no specific
meaning. Most scholars leave it untranslated. HSK interprets it to mean “a long time.” In this case, when used in
conjunction with 4~ bu (not), it would indicate “never.”

& ying (fill, full) (alt: 35 giong, exhaust, deplete, drain)



The majority of scholars translate 2 ying as “fill” or “full”: “Tao is empty but in it’s use it is never filled.” The Tao is an
empty vessel; it is used, but never filled (Yutang); The Way is like an empty vessel which, in spite of being used, is never
filled (Duy); The Way is empty; Yet when you use it, you never need fill it again (Hen); Tao is empty, You may use it but
never fill it (Kim). Pine’s translation varies from the norm: The Tao is so empty those who use it never become full again
(Pine)

According to Kao Heng, ying should be read as 35 giong (exhaust, deplete). Several scholars employ this interpretation:
“Tao is empty (like a bowl). It may be used but its capacity is never exhausted (Chan); The way is empty, yet use will not
drain it (Lau); Tao is invisible, but its usefulness cannot be exhausted (Jiyu).

2 ¢ 2 <

FH yong (use, utilize, apply) can mean, “effectiveness,” “engage in,” “govern,” or “manage.” Most translations use the term
“use” or “utilize” which can end up sounding slightly awkward since it implies that Tao can be used or utilized. The whole
point of Tao’s emptiness is that it can’t be used, it can’t be utilized. A typical translation reads: “Tao is empty but in it’s use
is never exhausted.” Tao’s “use” is this regard can be understood as it’s action, and specifically as “pouring out” or
“continual pouring out.” This “continual pouring out” can be understood as It’s creation of the manifest universe---not by
producing it (like a mother giving birth to a child) but by pouring Itself into it, by becoming the universe.

Tao is not like a typical vessel that is full, pours out its limited content, and is soon exhausted. Tao, by nature of it’s
emptiness, pours out continually yet is never exhausted: “Tao is empty---even though It pours out continually, It is never

exhausted.”

B ten thousand, all | L) things, creatures
“The ten thousand things” or “all things” (or the awkward phrase, “all creatures™) generally indicates “everything.” This not
only includes all physical things, and all creatures, but also their process, their living.

Translations

THE Tao is like an empty bowl, Which in being used can never be filled up.
Fathomless, it seems to be the origin of all things. (Wu)

The Dao is like an empty utensil, yet in use it is not filled

Like an abyss ah, it is like the ancestor of the ten thousand things. (Ramsden)
Tao is empty (like a bowl). It may be used but its capacity is never exhausted
Oh, unfathomable source of ten thousand things! (Feng)

Tao is a hollow vessel, And its use is inexhaustible!

It is bottomless, perhaps the ancestor of all things. (Chan)

Tao is empty, so it’s able to fill everything with endless supply

Though pouring out (becoming all of creation) It is never exhausted

Without end, indeed, It is the primal origin of all things (JS)

Tao is empty -- That is why, in its use, it is never exhausted

Fathomless indeed, it is the origin of all things (JS)

With It, sharp edges smooth out
twisted knots loosen
the bright light is softened
the whole world is united

## blunt, dull | B your, their, its | #] blade, sharp, sharpness, cutting / wit, sagacity / fighting spirit
f# untie, unravel, loosen, untangle, resolve (>simplify) | E your, their, its |

#2 knots, tangles, entanglement / confusion, complication, worries
# soften / moderate, harmonize, dim | E your, their, its | ¥ light, glare, bright, brilliant, (> glory)
[& unite, unify, join, become one with / merge, mix, together / identify with | B your, their, its |

[ dust, earth / world, mundane, (dust of the world), (wheel ruts in the earth)

Everything that is with Tao, or in accord with Tao, moves towards harmony and balance. Sharpness (and division)
become smooth, things that are to bright (and discordant) become soft, and all things are brought together in unity. In the
previous verse it states that when there is wu wei wu, all things come into order. Likewise, in this verse, when action is in
accord with Tao, nature takes its course, and all things move toward unity and balance.



Scholars are in general agreement regarding the first three lines but there is some variance when it comes to translating the
fourth line [EELEE (unite its dust), as dust can refer to “dust,” “dirt,” “the world,” and even wagon tracks carved into the
dirt. : It becomes one with the dusty world (Chan); Merge with dust (Feng); Mixes the dusts (Lin); Makes them the same as
the dust of the world (Linnell); And settles the dust. (Hen); It mingles with the dust (Wei), merging our dust (Pine);
becomes one with the very dust (Lynn); unites itself with dust (Yi Wu) ... Unifies with the mundane (Muller), It unites the
world into one whole (Wu), ... Identifies with the dust (Kim) ... Let your wheels move only along old ruts (Lau); Follow
old tracks (Kline); Its turmoil submerged (Yutang).

Translations

It blunts all sharp edges, It unties all tangles, It harmonizes all lights, It unites the world into one whole. (Wu)
It blunts its sharpness. It unties its tangles. It softens its light. It becomes one with the dusty world. (Chan)
Blunt the sharpness, Untangle the knot, Soften the glare, Merge with dust. (Feng)

Blunt the sharpness; Untangle the knots; Soften the glare; Let your wheels move only along old ruts. (Lau)

It is vast and fills everything,
yet it barely seems to exist
I don’t know whose child it is
It was here before the expanse of Heaven

& deep, hidden, dark / clear, still / vast, immense (>incomprehensible) | 5 oh, indeed, so, ! |

{Bl seem, appear, resemble | 5§ barely / some, sometimes | {F exist, be there, present, remain [forever]
E 1, we | A do not, cannot | £] know, understand, comprehend | 5 who | 2Z 's, its | & son, child (> generated by) |
£R seems, appears / image, from, symbol / elephant | 7 divinity, emperor, heavenly, the gods / Lord | 2Z 's, its |

5 ancestor, father, forefather, predecessor / prior to, precede, came before

i& zhan (deep, hidden, dark, vast) | 6 xi (indeed, oh, so)

& zhan (deep) is amplified when followed by 5 xi (!, oh). Scholars often bring about this amplification by a) translating
zhan twice and/or b) using an exclamation point or exclamatory word such as “so,” “oh,” or “indeed”: Deep and still
(Chan), Deep and profound! (Linnell), Hidden in the deeps (Wu), Deep and clear (Ivanhoe); Oh, hidden deep (Feng), It is so
full! (Muller), So deep! (Wing), Deep! (Saba).

When & zhan is interpreted to mean “vast” and amplified by 5 xi, it could be stated as “so vast” or even “vast like the
ocean,” or “its vastness reaches everywhere.” Building on the imagery found in the previous stanza, one could say, “so vast,
it fills everything.”

Lynn has the right idea but his phrasing is awkward: “its depth is so deep.”

Henricks and Mair, both continue with the imagery of water introduced in the first line and interpret & zhan to mean
“submerged”: “Submerged! It seems to perhaps exist” (Hen) and “Submerged it lies, seeming barely to subsist” (Mair).
Neither seem to fit.

Terms such as “Indistinct” (Lin) and “darkly visible” (Lau)---as well as terms such as “dark,” “clear,” and “submerged”---
are accurate enough but do not quite fit the context..

7BS zhan zi points to a cosmic principle, something vast and far-reaching: “something that fills the entire universe” or
“something that reaches to the depth of everything.” The author introduces a paradox here that few translators realize; he is
basically saying, “It is far-reaching, it fills everything, it is everywhere yet it barely seems to exist (as such, it is overlooked
and goes by unnoticed)”.

{tl seems | BE barely | F exist

This phrase can be interpreted in two ways: A) it barely seems to exist, it’s somewhat imperceptible, “vaguely present”
(CWu); “it seems to exist and not to exist” (Yi Wu); it only seems as if it were there (Lau), and B) it seems to exist for ever
(Wu); it is, as if it will last forever! (Duy) The first interpretation presents a paradox: Tao is vast and ever-present (becoming
everything), yet, it barely seems to be here, it’s as if it doesn’t even exist. The second interpretation simply states what is
obvious --- Tao is vast and, therefore, seems to last forever.



%R xiang (image symbol) is a pictograph of an elephant; it is most often translated as “image” or “symbol” but, in this
context, the less common translation of “seems” or “appears” may be more fitting. To say, for example, “It images the
forefather of God (Lau), “Its image is the predecessor of God” (Lin), “Its image is older than heaven” (Saba) or “It is the
image of what was before the Lord himself!” (Ivanhoe) is imprecise because “It” (Tao) is formless, wordless, and imageless.
It cannot rightly be referred to as an “image.” Waley tries to work around this problem with a modifier: “But as a
substanceless image it existed before the Ancestor.” C Wu does not do much better with, “Its manifestation precedes the
Divine Ruler” because “It” does not manifest. Thus, when translating xiang in reference to Tao, “seems” is a better fit than
“image” because it points to the non-existence and/or the seeming existence of Tao.

Never used by scholars, but plausible, 82 xiang could be understood to be a reference to Heaven (rather than Tao), and
read “the image of Heaven — its ancestor.” “The image of Heaven” could suggest the “vast” manifestation of Heaven. Thus,
the idea would be that Tao came before the vastness of Heaven.

B xiang is a pictograph of an elephant, something very large. Thus, “Image,” as used here, could be a keyword for
something vast, particularly indicating the whole of physical creation. If we take “the Image” to indicate all of physical
manifestation and pair it with Heaven, which could indicate the whole of the divine world, a translation could be: “It was
here before the Image (all physical creation) and Heaven (all of spiritual creation).” This may be more precise than, “It was
here before the image of Heaven,” or “It was here before the Image of God.”

% divine, heaven | 2Z 's, its | 5 ancestor, father, came before
Tao was here before everything; it is the origin (or father) of Heaven. Many scholars confuse things by translating # di

(heaven) as “God” or “Lord”---two terms that are generally understood to be synonymous with Tao: It seems to have existed
before the Lord (Chan); It seems to have [even] preceded the Lord (Hen); It is the image of what was before the Lord
himself! (Ivanhoe); Its image is the predecessor of God (Lin), It is an image of what precedes God (Ti) (Chen). The
alternatives are slightly better because, at least, they avoid this confusion: It is the forefather of the gods (Feng); It seems to
be the common ancestor of all, the father of things (Wu); before the Ancestor (Waley); it is the Image of what was before
the "Emperors" (Duy); Its manifestation precedes the Divine Ruler (C Wu); It apparently antecedes the Creator. (Wei).

Pine doesn’t even translate the character (but leaves it as “Ti”") which only burdens the reader: “it seems it was here before
the Ti.”

Translations

I do not know whose child it is; It seems to be the common ancestor of all, the father of things. (Wu)
I do not know whose son it is. It seems to have existed before the Lord. (Chan)

I do not know whose son it is. It might appear to have been before God. (Legge)

I do not know whose offspring it is; But it looks like the predecessor of Nature. (TK)

I do not know whose son it is. It symbolizes that which precedes the Creator (Yi Wu)
I do not know whose child it is, It is an image of what precedes God. (Chen)
I know not whose son it is. It images the forefather of God. (Lau)

Alternate translations
Deep, vast, impenetrable!
It seems to exist forever
You may ask, "Who’s child is it?"—
but to this I cannot say
It was here before the creation of Heavens

It is without end, filling everything,
yet it barely seems present
I do not know whose child it is
It seems to be the Father of Heaven itself

Vast indeed! Found everywhere,
yet it barely seems to be here

I cannot say from whence it came—

It was here before the Image (all physical creation)
and the Heavens (all spiritual creation)
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Verse 5

Heaven and Earth allow all things to be exactly as they are,
to rise and fall according to their nature,
just like “straw dogs”
Wise men allow all people to be exactly who they are,
to rise and fall according to their nature,
just like “straw dogs”

The Space that holds Heaven and Earth
is like a bellows
It stays empty yet is never exhausted
It gives (everything) yet always has more to give

Too much talk leads to exhaustion
It’s better to stay within

Heaven and Earth allow all things to be exactly as they are,
to rise and fall according to their nature,
just like “straw dogs”
Wise men allow all people to be exactly who they are,
to rise and fall according to their nature,
just like “straw dogs”

X Heaven | }tfl earth | A< not | {Z humane, sentimental, benevolent, (human preferences) | bA accordingly, so |
EE ten thousand, all | $J things, creatures | & regard, treat, consider | 83 straw, hay | ¥ dogs

8P wise, holy | A man | | A< not | {Z humane, sentimental | LA accordingly, as such |
B hundred | # families (=all people) | A regard as, treat, consider | £3 straw, hay | ¥ dog

7 not | {Z humane, sentimental, benevolent

ANZ bu jen (not human, not humane) basically means “not acting on the human level, not operating on the plane of the
individual.” Heaven and Earth are universal functions, void of human sentiments; they do not operate on the human level
nor do they change their nature (and express volition) in order to intervene with activities on the human level. The same
could be said about Nature itself. The ocean does not interfere or alter its course in response to human activity. A person
may enjoy swimming or suffer from drowning — regardless, the ocean does not change its nature to intervene. To say, then,
that the ocean is “unkind,” “ruthless,” or “inhumane” is to miss the whole point. Likewise, in all cases, Heaven and Earth
operate in accord with the laws that govern them, with their dharma (nature). It is up to the individual to understand the
nature of Heaven and Earth, and Tao, and to align his actions accordingly. In all cases, one who lives in accord with Tao
(and Nature) is benefited while one who goes against Tao (and Nature), either wittingly or unwittingly, suffers the
consequences of such actions. Slowly, after time, a person learns how to best live in this world, how to align his individual
existence with that of Tao (Nature). As stated in the Tao, Heaven is impartial but, by its own nature, it always sides with
(i.e., brings benefit to) those who live in accord with its ways. The choice is left to the individual.

Many scholars translate /<= pu jen as “not humane” (Chan, Henrick, Duy, Cleary), “ruthless,” (Lau, Waley), “unkind”
(Yutang), “not kind” (Minford), “not Good” (LaFargue), “heartless” (Pine) and even “inhumane” (Mair). This wording is
not only faulty, it contradicts every mention of Heaven and Earth in the Tao. (Many scholars go on to explain in the
footnotes that the line actually means something different---and often the exact opposite---of what they have in their



translation.) The idea is not that Heaven and Earth are “inhumane” or “heartless” but rather that they do not act with human
sentiment, they do not act in accord with some concept of humanity, some moral code, with likes and dislikes, etc.---as
humans are want to do.

Translations stating that Heaven and Earth are “not sentimental” (Wu) “have no special love” (Chalmers), “without
humanizing” (Lindauer), “without bias” (Lin), “impartial” (Feng, Wing), “have no preference” (S-1), “have no favorites,” or
even “do not own their benevolence” (TK) are more acceptable than saying they are “inhumane,” “ruthless,” or “unkind.”

Legge (who put out the first scholarly translations in English, in 1891) writes: Heaven and earth do not act from (the
impulse of) any wish to be benevolent (Legge). This is accurate enough but seems to assign some kind of volition or choice
to Heaven and Earth. Roberts states, “Heaven and earth refuse kin-kindness.” This sounds okay, but again, the idea that
Heaven and Earth exert their will and “refuse” something is mistaken.

C Wu translates pu jen as “not humane” and then goes on to write: “Commentators from Wang Bi on down have rightly
pointed out that Heaven and Earth do not act out of such anthropomorphic motivation as human kindness but just be and let
Nature or Dao take care of everything.” Chan also translates pu jen as “not humane” and then states: “the Taoist idea is not
negative but positive, for it means that Heaven and Earth are impartial, have no favorites, and are not humane in a deliberate
or artificial way.”

Wang Bi and HSK both interpret pu jen (not humane) as a kind of unconditional allowance, as “giving free reign to the
self-s0”; they reject the Confucian concept of jen (humanity) which they see as an artificial benevolence, an artificial
humanity that is imposed on people (and usurps their natural goodness). Accordingly, it could be stated that Heaven and
Earth allow all things to be exactly as they are, according to their nature. And just as straw dogs are honored one moment,
and downcast the next, Heaven and earth allow all things to rise up or fall down, without interference or sentimentality.
Likewise, the Sage allows all people to be exactly who they are, to live as they choose, and to rise and fall accordingly.

Wang Bi 575 (d. 249) writes: “Heaven and earth give free reign to the self-so; not acting and not creating, the ten
thousand things self-organize, hence ‘not humane’.” (Guying)
“Heaven and Earth allow things to follow their natural bent and neither engage in conscious effort nor start anything,
leaving the myriad things to manage themselves. Thus they are ‘not benevolent’ [according to Confucian doctrine]--- as the
benevolent have to establish institutions and influence behavior.” (Lynn translation of Wang Bi)

Heshang Gong (1st century CE; dates unknown): “Heaven grants and earth transforms, not by humaneness and favor,

[but by] giving free reign to the self-so.” (Guying)

As such, “not humane” indicates an unconditional allowance: “Heaven and Earth allow all things to be exactly what they
are.”

839 chu gou (straw dogs)

Straw dogs were used in various ceremonies. During the ceremony they were honored and revered but as soon as the
ceremony was over they were burned or trampled on the ground like worthless straw.

Chalmers, who put forth the first English translation, interprets “straw dogs” as a reference to that which is transitory:
“Heaven and earth have no special love. They regard all existing beings as sacrificial grass-dogs (figures of grass made for a
temporary purpose).”

Cheng Lin sees this as an indication of kindness: “Heaven and Earth treat all creatures as they treat a straw dog: with
great kindness.” Straw dogs could also indicate “impartiality”: “Heaven and Earth do not act with human sentiment (with
likes or dislikes), they regard all things (and the ups and downs of all things) equally, like straw dogs.” Gong takes too many
liberties with: “Heaven and earth have no Jen, use everything as guinea pigs. Sages have no Jen, use people as guinea pigs.”

This idea of all things being regarded as “straw dogs” suggests that Heaven and Earth look upon all things with a kind of
indifference; it does not matter if things are exalted or downcast, both are regarded equally. Both are accepted equally. Both
are allowed equally. Heaven and Earth allow all things to take their natural course with no interference and no investment in
the outcome of human events. Rather than being seen as “inhuman” or “ruthless” this is more of the nature of unconditional
love.

The Space that holds Heaven and Earth
is like a bellows
It stays empty yet is never exhausted
It gives (everything) yet always has more to give

Too much talk leads to exhaustion



It’s better to stay within

X Heaven | }thl earth | 2Z s, its, their | [ space between, between, inside, opening, crevice | H it | 3§ like, similar |
= sack, bag | & pipe, flute (= bellows) | J% indeed, !, no?

EE empty | [0 yet, and | 7~ not | J& collapse, exhaust, lacking, (fail to supply)

&) motion, moves, (active) | [fj yet, and | & more, more and more, further | t produce, generate, bring forth

£ many, too many | & words, talk, (learning) / (>thinking, mental activity) |
2{ bring about / hasten, soon / count, amount / lead to, the course of things | B3 exhaustion, end, failure, (silence)
7 not | #0 like, as (>as good as) | =F keep, hold, abide, remain | f center, middle, core, inside, heart / mean

X Heaven | {tfl earth | 2Z s, its, their | ] space between, interspace

The “Space of Heaven and Earth” points to the entire universe, both the physical (Earth) and spiritual (Heaven)
dimensions. The standard translation of “the space between Heaven and Earth” is confusing because there is no space
between the two. One ends up imagining the physical space between the Earth and the upper sky but that is not the space of
Heaven and Earth indicated here. One might more accurately say, “the Space that holds Heaven and Earth.” The Space
indicated here is, of course, Tao. Tao is empty, that is why it is ever able to produce. In the previous verse Tao was likened
to an empty cup, which is continually used (pouring forth creation) yet never exhausted. In this verse the same concept is
put forth: Tao (which is the space that holds both Heaven and Earth) is like an empty bellows, which is never exhausted,
which moves (creating everything) yet is always able to produce more.

Chan leaves out the idea of “space” and writes, “Heaven and Earth are like a bellows.” Wu writes, “Between Heaven and
Earth, There seems to be a Bellows.” Yutang interprets Heaven and Earth to mean the universe: “How the universe is like a
bellows!”

The general idea is that there is a Space of infinite capacity that holds everything, that allows for the existence of Heaven
and Earth and all things found therein. That infinite space is ever-allowing of existence to emerge. It is due to the emptiness
of this space, the complete allowance of this space, that enables It to be inexhaustible and ever-capable of producing. Man,
however, is not like this. His words, his creations, are all born of the mind; they involve a kind of friction and use of
personal effort. This not only limits what he can produce but brings about exhaustion.

Words, in this regard, can represent any creation or outward expression of man, or actual words. As man creates, through
his own limited idea of himself, with total involvement in his creation, he soon becomes exhausted.

£ many, too many | 5 words, talk, (learning)

“Many words” or “much talk” could be taken at face value, and mean too much talking or it could indicate too much

thinking, too much mental activity, too much outward consciousness (as opposed to staying inward, with one’s center).
Here, the advice is to remove yourself from the exterior world of “too many words” and abide within your own center,

your own heart, where you are ever-connected to the inexhaustible source of Life.

2§ bring about / hasten / count / (the course of things)

B shu often indicates “count” or “much” but can also mean “hasten,” “quick,” or “soon.” Chan argues that none of these
translations find support among the Chinese commentators, and according to Wang Pi, shu means “the principle of things”
or, as stated by Chan, “the course of things and their history.” However, Chan’s translation does not quite embody this
meaning. He writes: “Much talk will of course come to a dead end. It is better to keep to the centre.” More precisely, this
could be stated as: “Much talk will, as a matter of course, lead to exhaustion.” Other translations that use this understanding
of shu include: Much speech inevitably leads to silence (Lau); An excess of speech will lead to exhaustion (Ivanhoe).

Some scholars translate shu as “much” or “count”: Much learning means frequent exhaustions (Hen); More words count
less (Feng); Too much talking is exceptionally exhausting (Linnell).

Some scholars translate shu as “soon” or “quick”: Too many words hasten failure (Lin); Too many words lead to quick
exhaustion (Cwu); A multiplicity of words is soon exhausted (Duy); Many words lead to quick exhaustion (Lynn).

99 <

7 not | #ll like (>as good as) 5F keep, hold, abide | F center, middle, inside

Most scholars translate SFHR shou zhong as holding to the center or keeping within: Much talk will of course come to a
dead end. It is better to keep to the centre (Chan); By many words is wit exhausted. Rather, therefore, hold to the core
(Yutang); Too many words lead to quick exhaustion; Better stay centered (C Wu); Investigating it with a lot of talk Is not



like holding to the center (Muller); A multiplicity of words is soon exhausted; better it is to preserve a middle course. (Duy)
... That’s not so good as holding on to the mean (Hen); ... Hold fast to the center (Feng); ... Better to hold fast to the void
(Lau); Better look for it within you. (Wu); It is better to keep to the inside (Yi Wu); Which is not as good as maintaining
what is within (Linnell).

Lynn equates H zhong (center) with emptiness: “Many words lead to quick exhaustion; better to maintain emptiness
within.” Lin interprets it with keeping quiet: “Too many words hasten failure. Cannot compare to keeping quiet.” Waley
interprets zhong as the heart: “Whereas the force of words is soon spent. Far better is it to keep what is in the heart.”

In a slight departure from the norm, Wu writes: “No amount of words can fathom it: Better look for it within you.”
Or, simply put: “Enough talk already—it only leads to exhaustion. Better to stay within” (JS).

Alternate Translations
The Space that holds both Heaven and Earth
is like a bellows
It is empty yet never fails to supply
It gives continually yet always brings forth more
We can waste all our words talking about it
but we’ll soon be exhausted.
Better to hold fast to your center

The space of Heaven and Earth is like a bellows
It stays empty yet is never exhausted
It gives out yet always brings forth more

A man should not blow out words like this
lest he become exhausted

Better to hold fast to one’s center
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Verse 6

Empty like a valley,
Ever-emerging as all of creation
It is called, “The Mysterious Mother”
The Mysterious Mother is the gate
through which Heaven and Earth come into being

It continues on
yet barely seems to exist
It gives without end yet is never exhausted

Empty like a valley,
Ever-emerging as all of creation
It is called, “The Mysterious Mother”
The Mysterious Mother is the gate
through which Heaven and Earth come into being

2 valley / river, stream, (fountain) | # spirit, spiritual power, (>creative power) | A< not | 5 die, cease
£ it, this, (She) / right, correct, true | 58 called, means | Z mysterious, dark, hidden / profound |
$¥ female, woman, mother, Mother
Z mysterious, dark, hidden, subtle / profound | $( female, mother | Z 's, her | P9 gate, gateway, door, opening
7= it, this / right, true, correct | 58 called, means | X heaven | il earth | #& root, source, origin

2 valley | ¥ spirit, spiritual power

“Valley Spirit” can be seen as a keyword for Tao. “Valley” represents emptiness while “Spirit” indicates the power and
potential of that emptiness. Thus, & ## gu shen could indicate “the spiritual and creative power of emptiness.” This is a key
concept also mentioned in the two previous verses. Tao, by virtue of its absolute emptiness, has the capacity to create
everything, endlessly, without ever being diminished. Z*## gu shen can be seen as the dynamic, creative (or procreative)
power of Tao; the power that gives birth to all of creation; the Mother of all things.

The standard translation of this line is, “The Valley Spirit does not die.” In a longer form, this could be stated as: “The
creative power of Tao, arising from pure emptiness, is inexhaustible.”

In regards to & gu (valley) Chan writes: “There is nothing mysterious about it or its spirit; it simply stands for vacuity,
vastness, openness, all-inclusiveness, and lowliness or humility, all of which are outstanding characteristics of Tao.” It can
be seen as a symbol for the all-embracing, all-accepting quality of Tao.

Yan Fu stated that this line could be understood as a three-part description of Tao: 2+ gu (valley) describing Tao’s
emptiness; f# shen (spiritual power) describing Tao’s inexhaustible accommodation of all things; and AN3E bu si (not die)
pointing to Tao’s unending emergence as the all of creation. This three-part description of Tao could also be interpreted as:
2 gu (valley) indicating Tao’s all-accepting nature; f8 shen (spiritual power) indicating Tao’s infinite creative potential; and
3L bu si (not die) indicating Tao’s infinite and inexhaustible nature. A translation based on this idea could read: “It is all-
accepting, ever-creating, and inexhaustible.”

Yan Fu /%% (d. 1921): “Due to its emptiness it is called gu #+[valley]; due to the inexhaustibility of its adaptations and
responses it is called spirit; due to its unending emergence it is called undying.” (Laozi Daodejing pingdian & T IE 24 ¥
/i [Comments on the Daodejing of Laozi]) (Guying)

Translations
The spirit of the valley never dies (Chan, Lau); The Spirit of the Valley never dies (Yutang); The valley spirit never dies
(Duy, Feng, Hen ...) The Spirit of the Fountain dies not (Wu); The mystery of the valley is immortal (Wing).



Kwok likens gu (valley) to Tao and shen (spirit) to the vital breath: The Tao is the breath that never dies. Kimura, seeking
to clarify the meaning of the text by linking “Valley Spirit” to Tao, writes: “The Tao, the Spirit of the Valley, is immortal”
(Kimura).

TK treats Spirit and Valley as two different entities, though it is not clear what either term refers to: The Valley and the
Spirit never die. They form what is called the Mystic Mother.

24 xuan pin (mysterious female) is translated as: Mysterious Feminine (Wu), mysterious female (Lau, Hen, Lin, Kim,
Muller, Cleary, Mair, Yi Wu), mysterious Femininity (LaFargue), female mystery (Legge), Mystic Female (Yutang), dark
female (Duy) ... deep and mysterious feminine (Linnell) ... Abyss-Mother (Chalmers), primal mother (Feng), metaphysical
mother (Qixuan), all-embracing female (Lindauer).

3 xuan is most often translated as “mysterious” but also as “dark,” “deep,” or “hidden.” The idea here is that Tao---as the
creative power of the valley (emptiness)---gives birth to Heaven, Earth, and all things, yet that process remains hidden and
unknown, and therefore “mysterious.”

Chen’s “Dark Mare” and Pine’s “dark womb,” tough accurate, seem a bit out of place. Chan translates xuan twice to give
more import to the term: “subtle and profound female” (Chan).

Su Zhe 734 (d. 1112): “To call it the spirit of the valley is to speak of its efficacy (#%). To call it xuan % [dark, deep,
profound] pin 4t [female] (or ‘dark femininity’) is to speak of its achievements. The female generates the ten thousand
things yet it is called dark— this is to say that the generated can be seen but the generator cannot.” (Laozi jie & T fi#
[Explaining the Laozi]) (Guying)

Z mysterious, dark / profound | 4t female, mother | 2Z 's, her | P9 gate, gateway, door
7= right, true, correct / it, this | 58 called, means | X heaven | 1t} earth | }& root, source, origin

The most common translations read: “The gate of the mysterious female is called the root of Heaven and Earth (YiWu);
The Door of the Mystic Female Is the root of Heaven and Earth (Yutang); The gate of the subtle and profound female Is the
root of Heaven and Earth. (Chan); Her gateway is the root of heaven and Earth (Feng).

Most scholars include 258 shi wei (is called) in their translation but some---including Chan, Yutang, and Feng—do not.

Other translations are: The gateway of this deep and mysterious feminine — It is called the source of heaven and earth
(Linnell); The opening of the mysterious female Is called “the root of Heaven and Earth” (Muller); And the Doorway of the
Mysterious Female Is the base from which Heaven and Earth sprang (Waley); The Abode of mysterious Femininity: This is
the Root of Heaven and Earth (LF); The portal of the Enigmatic Female; Is called the root of Heaven and earth. (Ivanhoe);
"The gate of the dark female"; this refers to the root of heaven and earth. (Duy); The gateway of The all-embracing female Is
appropriately called the root of heavens and earth (Lindauer)

Henricks uses the plural of “gate” which is somewhat confusing since Heaven and Earth have a single root: “The gates of
the mysterious female---These we call the roots of Heaven and Earth.”

Most scholars interpret this line to mean: the Mysterious Female has a gate, and that gate is called the root of Heaven and
Earth. Rather than saying the Mysterious Female Zas a gate, which is the origin of Heaven and Earth, it might be more
accurate to say that The Mysterious Female is the gate. It is not the doorway or gate of the Mysterious Female that is the
root or origin of Heaven and Earth, rather, the Mysterious Female Herself is the gateway through which both Heaven and
Earth arise.

It continues on
yet barely seems to exist
It gives without end yet is never exhausted

48 continuous, ceaseless, unbroken, lingering / faint, dim, barely seen, intangible, (lit: silk thread)
48 continuous, ceaseless / faint, dim *
# seems, appears, as if | {F exist, live / remain, continue, endure
FH use, utilize, employ (draw upon) | 2Z ‘s, its | A< not, no | ] exhaust, tire, wear out, fail, drain / effort, labor, exert

4848 mian mian (continuous, continuous / dim, dim)

The use of a double character always serves to amplify the concept being put forth. This doubling of mian could indicate
“very continuous,” or “continuing on forever”; or “very dim” or “so dim it cannot be seen.” This double characters can be
expressed by translating mian in the same way, twice (“continuous, continuous” or “dim, dim”); by translating mian in two
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different ways (“Subtle yet everlasting! --Hen); by amplifying one term (“ever continuous,”“continuing on and on”); or d)

by using a singular, somewhat emphatic term: “continuously” (Wu Yi), “forever,” “everlasting.”

Guying doubles the character two times for added emphasis: “It exists continually and uninterruptedly; its functioning is

infinite and inexhaustible.” One could also say, “It has remained continuous, uninterrupted, since the beginning of time.”
The idea of “continuous, continuous” suggests something more profound than “continuous” or even “continues for a long

time; it suggests an uninterrupted, eternal presence.

Translations

A) Continuous, continuous: Continuous, seeming to remain. Use it without exertion (Muller); It is there within us all the
while; Draw upon it as you will, it never runs dry (Waley) ... Continuously, continuously, It seems to remain. Draw upon it
And it serves you with ease (Yutang); Everlasting, endless, it appears to exist. Its usefulness comes with no effort (Wing);
Ceaselessly it seems to endure, and it is employed without effort (Chalmers).
b) Dim yet continuous: Subtle yet everlasting! It seems to exist. In being used, it is not exhausted (Hen); Continuous like a
thread it seems to exist; Its utility is inexhaustible (Wei); An unbroken, gossamer thread; It seems to be there. But ; as real as
gossamer silk and yet we can't exhaust it (Pine) ...
b) Continuous yet dim: It flows continuously, barely perceptible Utilize it, it is never exhausted (Lin)
¢) Dim, dim: Lingering like gossamer, it has only a hint of existence; And yet when you draw upon it, it is inexhaustible
(Wu); Dimly visible, it seems as if it were there, Yet use will never drain it (Lau); It is like a veil barely seen. Use it; it will
never fail (Feng); use will not unsettle it (Ivanhoe)

H yong (use, utilize, employ)

Translating yong as “use” is somewhat amiss because it presupposes that Tao can be used. Even so, we find this term in
most translations: “use will never drain it” (Lau), “Use it; it will never fail” (Feng), or “use will not unsettle it” (Ivanhoe). It
does not make sense for us to “use” Tao. How, exactly, is that supposed to be done? Rather, yong should be understood, not
as our use of Tao, but as Tao’s utility, Tao’s functioning, and by extension, Tao’s creation of this universe. It’s use—of Itself,
in creating this universe, can never be exhausted.

AEh bu gin (not exhaust, no effort) has two general meanings: a) not exhaust, not tire, not wear out; not fail, not drain,
and b) no exertion, no effort, ease. Bu gin can also be translated as, “overworked” (C Wu), “labor” (Yi Wu), “diligent”
(Ramsden), or “unsettle” (Ivan).

Not exhaust

In being used, it is not exhausted (Hen); Utilize it, it is never exhausted (Lin); Use never exhausts it (Kim); use will never
drain it (Lau), use it and you will never wear it out (Chan); Use it; it will never fail (Feng); Its creation is never exhausted
(IS)

No effort

Its usefulness comes with no effort (Wing); Using it takes no effort (Linnell); Use it without exertion (Muller); There is no
labor in its use (Yi Wu); Draw upon it and it serves you with ease (Yutang); to put it into practice, don’t try to force it

(Cleary).

Alternate Translations
It is all-accepting like a valley,
ever-giving, unceasing in its creation

It is called, “The Hidden Mother”
The Hidden Mother is the unseen gate

through which Heaven and Earth come into being
It continues on without end

yet barely seems to exist
And in all this, there is no effort



;ﬁ%éﬂﬂmﬁﬁu’ﬁ%ﬂi%\ VERBE. eeRE BUEA. BEBMB. INESMS JFLAEEFARR,
BBIXE °

Verse 7

Heaven and Earth last forever

The reason why Heaven and Earth can last forever
is that they do not exist for themselves

That is why they can last forever

Likewise, the Sage puts himself behind
so he ends up ahead

He puts himself outside
so he remains (in the center)

Is it not because he doesn’t identify as this personal self
that his personal self can be fulfilled?

Heaven and Earth last forever

The reason why Heaven and Earth can last forever
is that they do not exist for themselves

That is why they can last forever

X Heaven | £ long-lasting, enduring | 3t Earth | X enduring, lasting, permanent, a long time
X Heaven | {tl Earth | B place | LA so, accordingly (= the reason why) | € can, able |
R long-lasting, enduring | B and | & enduring, a long time | & the ones, as such | [why?]
LA because, accordingly | EL they | 4= not, do not | B themselves, self, their own |
& live, exist / produce, generate, beget, to be born
4 therefore, thus, that is why | B can, able | { long-lasting, endure | £ live, exist / produce (alt: X endure)

These opening lines are somewhat repetitive, with the characters for “long-lasting” and “enduring” repeated upwards of
six times, and “Heaven” and “Earth” are also repeated. A more concise wording would be:

Heaven and Earth are everlasting

Why is this so?—

Because they do not exist for themselves
That is why they are everlasting

X Heaven | X long-lasting, enduring | #f Earth | X enduring, lasting, permanent
X Heaven | #i1 Earth | = long-lasting, enduring | & enduring, lasting, permanent

The text reads, “Heaven is long-lasting, Earth is enduring,” however many translators change the word order to read,
“Heaven and Earth are long-lasting and enduring.” To avoid the repeat of two similar words (long-lasting and enduring)
most scholars combine the two words into one word, “Heaven and Earth are long-lasting.” However, when two similar
words are found together they usually suggest a more emphatic word. In this case—even though the doubling of a similar
word is not found in the text, but only the revised word order—long-lasting + enduring would equal “eternal,” or “ever-
lasting”: “Heaven and earth are everlasting.”

Some typical translations read: Heaven endures; Earth lasts a long time (Hen); Heaven is long-lasting; Earth endures
(Ivanhoe); Heaven is long-enduring and earth continues long (Legge).

Chan and Lynn put emphasis on both characters (effectively doubling both words instead of combining the doubled words
into one emphatic word): Heaven is eternal and Earth everlasting (Chan); Heaven is everlasting, and Earth endless (Lynn).



Things are less clear when one term is translated as “eternal” while the other is translated as “enduring”: Heaven is eternal,
earth is enduring (Linnell).

Several terms, though considered accurate, seem a bit off. For example, “immortal” is more fittingly applied to human
beings than to Heaven or Earth: “Heaven is eternal and Earth is immortal” (Pine). “Durable” is more descriptive of a
physical product than a cosmic feature: “Heaven is eternal, Earth is durable (Wei). “Perpetual” seems more applicable to
motion than to time: “Heaven is everlasting, and earth is perpetual (Cheng Lin).

H they | 7~ not, do not | B themselves, self | 2 live, exist / produce, generate

Why are Heaven and Earth everlasting?--because they do not exist as themselves, they don’t make any claims for
themselves, they don’t sustain themselves---they exist as pure manifestations of the eternal Tao.

“Not zi B [self] sheng 4 [generating, to be born, engender, live]: this refers to the fact that heaven and earth do not move
and function on their own behalf.” (Guying)

Translations

Heaven and Earth exist forever

Why is this so?---

Because they do not exist for themselves
That is why they can exist forever (JS)

Heaven and earth are everlasting

The reason heaven and earth can last forever
Is that they do not exist for themselves

Thus they can last forever (Lin)

Heaven is long-enduring and earth continues long.

The reason why heaven and earth are able to endure and continue this long
is because they do not live of, or for, themselves.

This is how they are able to continue and endure (Legge)

Heaven is lasting and earth enduring.
The reason why they are lasting and enduring is that they do not live for themselves;
Therefore they live long. (TK)

Likewise, the Sage puts himself behind
so he ends up ahead

He puts himself outside
so he remains (in the center)

Is it not because he does not identify as this personal self
that his personal self can be fulfilled?

& it, that is / true, right, correct | EA so, accordingly (= therefore, that is why) | B2, wise, holy | A man |
& put behind, place last, (alt, mwtb: JB withdraw, move back) | E his, their | 8 self, person, identity
i and, yet | B self, person, identity | 5 in front, ahead, first

9B outside, external / exclude, put away / reject | & his, her | 8 self, person, body, identity | i§ and, yet |
B self, person, body, identity | {& safeguard, protect, keep safe / subsist, endure, remain, preserve

3E not | LA then, because, accordingly | B his, him, her, its | # without, not |
FA private, personal, personal self, self-interest| F[ indeed, ! [?]

#8 hence, therefore | BE can, able | B accomplish, complete, succeed, fulfil | E his, her |
FA private, personal, personal self, personal interests



These three lines all present a similar idea: When the individual self is a) put behind, b) considered as external, or c¢) not
regarded as the center of one’s existence (or as one’s core identity), then a) the self ends up in front, b) the self is
safeguarded, and c) the personal self is fulfilled. The first two lines use the character & shen (self, person), which is a
general indication of one’s self, while the third line uses FA si (private, personal, personal self) which is more indicative of
the personal self or one’s self-interests.

Simply stated, if a person does not exclusively identify as personal self, or have his personal self be the center of his
existence---but embraces his personal self as an integral aspect of a much larger identity, his identity as the universal self---
then, paradoxically, his personal self is benefitted, safeguarded, and fulfilled.

He puts himself outside
so he remains (in the center)

9P outside, external / exclude, put away, reject, stranger | E his, her | B self, person, body | fj and, yet |
B self, person | % safeguard, keep safe / subsist, keep, remain, preserve, live

4 wai (outside, external) as applied to one’s personal self means that it is not the center of his existence, it is not his core
identity. The Sage does not exclusively identify with his personal self --- a self that is established only through its separation
from others--but with his universal self.

The paradox here is that when a person puts his personal self “outside, i.e., when does hold his personal self as the center
of his existence or his primary identity---but identifies with the universal dimension of self---that personal self gets included
as an integral part of one’s grander identity; and a person is no longer fractured. As a result, one’s personal rightly aligned
with one’s universal self, remains integral to one’s overall identity.

An error many translators make is to interpret 4} wai (outside, exterior) to mean that the Sage rejects, excludes, treats as
“unimportant,” or “alienates” his personal self. Rather, the Sage wholly accepts and honors his personal self but does not
identify with it; his personal self is seen as secondary or “incidental” to his universal self but valuable and important
nonetheless.

Translations

The Sage ... remains outside; but is always there (Waley); treats self as a thing outside, and self endures (Minford); reckons
himself out But finds himself safe and secure (Wu); treats it as extraneous to himself and it is preserved. (Lau); places
himself on the outside and yet remains present. (C Wu); puts himself away, and yet he always remains (Chan); considers his
self extraneous, yet his self survives (Linnell); treats his person as if it were foreign to him, and yet that person is preserved
(Legge), places himself beyond his concern, Finds himself well preserved (Wei), holds himself outside and thereby finds
himself inmost (Kimura).

When the individual self is regarded as “outside” of one’s core sense of self, and a person identifies with his true self—or
what could be called his “inner self’—then the individual “outer” self is not lost. It remains intact. Moreover, it is fulfilled.
When the individual self is misplaced as the true center of one’s being, it is cut off and not sustained by the universe; it is
under constant struggle; it is not fulfilled.

The individual self is never actually outside or extraneous. The Sage excludes nothing; he embraces the whole of his
being, both his individual and universal selves. It’s just that the personal self is exterior to his core identity yet, at all times,
it is included in his total sense of self.

As mentioned, putting his self “outside” does not mean that he neglects or discounts himself, only that his individual self
is not the nexus of his existence. Translations that pose this line as a rejection of the individual self miss the point: “Treat
themselves as unimportant” (Ivanhoe); “Neglects himself” (Yi Wu), “alienates himself” (Mair).

Interpreting shen as body, though accurate, does not quite fit: “Regards his body as accidental, And his body is thereby
preserved” (Yutang); “He regards his body as external, Yet his body remains in existence” (Chen).

1= cun (safeguard, survive, preserve)

Translations:

“Is outside of himself and yet survives” (Lin); “Considers his self extraneous, yet his self survives” (Linnell); “they
excluded themselves, and they survived” (Cleary); “He puts himself away, and yet he always remains” (Chan); Treats self as
a thing outside, and self endures” (Minford); Remains outside; but is always there” (Waley). “Reckons himself out, But
finds himself safe and secure” (Wu); he lets himself go but ends up safe (Pine)



The translation of 1F cun as “preserve,” in this instance, seems a bit off: “Treats it [his self] as extraneous to himself and
it is preserved” (Lau); “Regards his body as accidental, And his body is thereby preserved” (Yutang); “He puts himself
outside and yet he is preserved” (Duy).

Is it not because he does not identify as this personal self
that his personal self can be fulfilled?

JE not, is it not | LA then, because, accordingly | B his, him, her, its | #& without, has no |
FA self, selfish, private ends, self-interest (sense of individual self) | 7B indeed, !, ?

#4 hence, therefore | BE can, able | B realize, fulfill, achieve, accomplish, complete | EL his, her |
FA self, self-interest, private ends, person

It is commonly understood in spiritual traditions that one’s personal self cannot be completed or fulfilled by attending to
it alone; that in order to fulfil one’s personal self, one’s higher self must be activated or come “online.” That’s the paradox
alluded to in this verse. The key is not to live as this separate self---and then put all your efforts toward improving and
fulfilling that self---but to discover and live as the universal self. The personal self should not be dismissed or “alienated,” it
should be embraced from the perspective of the universal. When one’s identification shifts from the personal to the
universal, when a person’s life comes into in accord with Tao, then the whole of his being---which includes his personal
self---naturally moves toward fulfilment.

“The true goal of the spiritual path is not at all to negate individuality. The aim, rather, is to re-awaken the state of unity with
Existence from the perspective of an individual reality.” (Kristof, The Human Buddha, p. 53)

Translations
Treats self as a thing not-personal, and person is fulfilled. (Minford)
He has no self apart from the whole, Wherefore he realizes the self that is the whole. (Kimura)
Because he does not live for himself everything is accomplished for him
Through selfless action, he attains fulfillment. (Feng)
Is it not just because he does not strive for any personal end That all his personal ends are fulfilled? (Waley)
The personal does not exist for him - isn't this how he can perfect what for him is most personal?” (LF)
Is it not because he is selfless That he can fulfill himself.” (Chen)
Chan writes: “Is it not because he has no personal interests? This is the reason why his personal interests are fulfilled.” If
he has no personal interests it is not clear how those non-existent interests can then be fulfilled.
Yutang has the right idea but his use of capitals is confusing: is he talking about the personal self or the universal self?: “Is
it not because he does not live for Self That his Self is realized?”
Pepper’s translation sounds a bit off: It is because he is selfless That he can achieve selfish goals?

Xue Hui 85 (d. 1541) comments: “As for the sages lacking self-concern, this means that from the very beginning, they do

not have the heart-mind/intention of accomplishing their self-concerns. Their self-concerns, however, are accomplished due
to the natural course of the Dao.” (Guying)
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Verse 8

The highest way to live is to be like water
For water brings benefit to all things



and goes against none of them
It settles in those places where a man is loathe to go
And so, it is just like Tao

(To be in accord with Nature)
Build your home on solid ground,
Have a heart that is deep and pure,
Be kind to others

Be true to your word

Rule with justice,

Work with competence and skill,
Act when the time is right

Above all, if you do not go against Nature
you will not be in error

The highest way to live is to be like water
For water brings benefit to all things
and goes against none of them
It settles in those places where a man is loathe to go
And so, it is just like Tao

t supreme, highest | = good, goodness, excellence, value, skill, dharma | & is like, resembles | 7K water

7K water | & good, excels | Fll benefit, beneficial, provide, (“gives life”) | B8 ten thousand, all | ) things, creatures |
0 and, yet | A< not | = contend, compete, strive, go against

EZ dwell, reside | A men, people | 2Z 's, their | Fff places | = loathe, hate, despise
8 hence | £ close, near, (resembles, like) | §2 to | & Tao

£ shan (good, virtue, value, excellent)
2 shan is most often translated as “good,” but also as “value” (Duy, Wing, Lindauer), that which “matters” (Lau, Kline),
“virtue” (Linnell), “quality” (Mair), “excellence” (Legge, LaFargue) and even “love” (Chan, Yutang).

As used throughout the Tao, shan seems to imply something more fundamental than “good”; rather, it could be understood
as dharma---a state of living in harmony with the natural order of things and being in accord with Tao. This could also be
understood as te (virtue)---as found in the title of the Tao Te Ching---which indicates the pure expression or embodiment of
Tao. Shen (good) indicates that which is beneficial, and could be stated as “living a good life” or “living a life of
excellence.”

L shang shan (highest good). Scholars most often translate 3 shan as “good” and 3 shang shan as “the highest
good” (Lau, Hen), “the highest form of goodness” (Wu), the highest virtue (Linnell), the supreme good (Kim). This
indicates something higher than mere “goodness.” It suggests “the highest way to live” (or “the highest action”) which is
living (or acting) in accord with Tao/Nature. This, in all cases, is the highest way to be, the highest good, and brings the
greatest benefit. A translation incorporating this idea could be: “To live in accord with Tao/Nature be like water.”

While most scholars translate this line as a reference to water (“the highest good is like water”) a number of scholars
interpret shang shan as referring to a person: “The best (man) is like water” (Chan); “The supremely good [man] is like
water” (Yi Wu); “The best of men is like water” (Yutang); “A person with superior goodness is like water” (Chen). Roberts
interprets this as a reference to personal mastery: “perfect mastery works like water.”

i zheng (contend, compete) Water does not go against anything; it allows for, receives, and conforms to all things.
“Water brings good to all things and does not contend” (C Wu); “it benefits all things and does not compete with them”
(Chan); “Water benefits the ten thousand things, yet contends with nothing” (Kim).



Cleary states that the good in water---and not water itself—benefits all things: “the good in water benefits all, and does so
without contention.”

Mair states that water “struggles” which is contrary to the central idea of the verse. Water does not struggle to occupy the
lowest place because it does so, without any effort, by virtue of its own nature: “Water is good at benefiting the myriad
creatures but also struggles to occupy the place loathed by the masses” (Mair). Wu assigns “knowingness” to water, which
comes off sounding a bit odd: “Water knows how to benefit all things without striving with them” (Wu).

EZ chu (dwell, reside) indicates that water settles, or settles down, in the lowest places---places that men loathe, avoid, and
disdain. The lowest position, where water settles, is usually the dirtiest and smelliest (as in sewers).

Translations

The highest good is like water. Water gives life to the ten thousand things and does not strive.

It flows in places men reject and so is like the Tao. (Feng)

Highest good is like water. Because water excels in benefiting the myriad creatures without contending with them and
settles where none would like to be, it comes close to the way. (Lau)

The best (man) is like water. Water is good; it benefits all things and does not compete with them. It dwells in (lowly) places
that all disdain. This is why it is so near to Tao. (Chan)

The highest goodness is like water.

Water easily benefits all things without struggle.

Yet it abides in places that men hate. Therefore it is like the Way. (Muller)

The best way to live is to be like water

For water brings benefit to all things and goes against none of them

It dwells with all people, even those who are despised

In this way it is just like Tao (JS)

(To be in accord with Nature)
Build your home on solid ground,
Have a heart that is deep and pure,
Be kind to others

Be true to your word

Rule with justice,

Work with competence and skill,
Act when the time is right

& home, dwelling, place to live | £ good, goodness, virtue, value, excellent / benevolence | }{f earth, place, location
10y heart, mind, heart-mind | 2 good, virtue, value, excellent | i deep, depth, profound

Ef give, giving, relationship | & good | {= humane, humanity, benevolent, human-kindness (alt: K Heaven)**

= words, speech | 2 good | {5 sincere, truthful

1E upright, good example / governing, ruling | 2 good | j& just, righteous, order, well-regulated

EE work, business, affairs, service, serving | & good | ge ability, competent, efficient, skillful actions

g€ action, activity, movement | 2 good | B timing, timeliness, right moment

£ shan (good, goodness, virtue, value, excellent, dharma)

Most scholars translate shan as “good” or “goodness” but the actual meaning seems to indicate dharma (or te) and it
suggests a state of being in accord with Tao (and Nature). Both shan and fe could be understood as the highest or ideal
embodiment or expression of a thing.

The central term Z shan is repeated seven times in this stanza; and this repetition can be burdensome. To remedy this, shan
could appear in the opening line and thereafter be implied (but not stated) in the subsequent lines:

Feng, Kimura, and others do not translate shan directly but imply its meaning by the context: “In dwelling, be grounded,
In thinking, be deep, In giving, be balanced, In speaking, be truthful, In governing, be orderly, In working, be competent, In
action, be timely” (Kimura). In dwelling, be close to the land. In meditation, go deep in the heart. In dealing with others, be
gentle and kind. In speech, be true. In ruling, be just. In daily life, be competent. In action, be aware of the time and the



season.” (Feng) In dwelling, think it a good place to live; In feeling, make the heart deep; In friendship, keep on good terms
with men; In words, have confidence; In ruling, abide by good order; In business, take things easy; In motion, make use of
the opportunity. (TK)

This section can read as a prescription for the best course of action---which is action aligned with Tao/Nature---when it
comes to one’s home, relationships, speech, governing, work, and activity:

“A home in harmony with nature is built on solid ground; a heart in harmony with nature is deep (and full of feeling); a
relationship in harmony with nature is one where people are treated with kindness; words in harmony with nature are
truthful; government in harmony with nature is righteous and fair to all; work in harmony with nature, is carried out with
skill (and lack of waste); action in harmony with nature is spontaneous (and takes place in the present moment).”

F& home, dwelling, place to live | & good, goodness, virtue, dharma | itll earth, place, location

Translations (3 shan as “good”)

In dwelling, the good thing is the land (Hen); In a residence, the good lies in location (Ivanhoe); In dwelling, the good is the
ground (Kim); For dwelling, the Earth is good (Muller); Dwell on good ground (C Wu); Where it dwells becomes good
ground (Cleary); The goodness of his abode is its low location (Wei); In dwelling, he is good at living close to the ground
(Yi Wu)

Translations

In dwelling, the virtue is in the land (Linnell); What one values in a dwelling is the location (Duy); The quality of an abode
is in its location (Mair); The excellence of a residence is in (the suitability of) the place (Legge); In a home it is the site that
matters (Lau);

{= jen (humanity, benevolent)

The standard text could be translated as: “It is good to give with kindness.” The MWT text has X tien (Heaven) instead of
jen (humanity) and could be translated as “The highest way to give is [to give] like Heaven”; “Giving is truly valuable
[when one gives like] Heaven”; “In giving, the good thing is [being like] Heaven” (Hen).

HE action, activity | 2 good | B timing, timeliness, right moment

The meaning of “good action is timely” or “action is best when the timing is right” is not entirely clear. It could mean, make
use of an opportunity, seize the moment (carpe diem), be in the present moment, etc.: In making a move, know how to
choose the right moment (Wu); In motion, make use of the opportunity (TK); In his activities, he loves timeliness (Chan);
In activity, the good thing is timeliness (Hen); In action, be aware of the time and the season (Feng); moving with time
(Pine); The value in effort is timeliness (Wing); In moving, he is good at discerning the right time (Yi Wu)

Translations

In dwelling, be grounded, In thinking, be deep,

In giving, be balanced, In speaking, be truthful,

In governing, be orderly, In working, be competent,
In action, be timely. (Kimura)

In dwelling, think it a good place to live;

In feeling, make the heart deep;

In friendship, keep on good terms with men;
In words, have confidence;

In ruling, abide by good order;

In business, take things easy;

In motion, make use of the opportunity. (TK)

(The best man) in his dwelling loves the earth.

In his heart, he loves what is profound. In his associations, he loves humanity.
In his words, he loves faithfulness. In government, he loves order.

In handling affairs, he loves competence. In his activities, he loves timeliness.
It is because he does not compete that he is without reproach. (Chan)

In dwelling, the virtue is in the land.
In your heart/mind, the virtue is in being profound and deep.



In relations, the virtue is in being kind.

In speech, the virtue is in being truthful.

In governing, the virtue is in being honest and just.

In your duties, the virtue is in being competent. (Linnell)

Excellence in a house: the ground;

"Excellence in a mind: depth;

Excellence in companions: Goodness;

Excellence in speaking: sincerity;

Excellence in setting things right: good management;
Excellence on the job: ability;

Excellence in making a move: good timing." (LF)

In choosing your dwelling, know how to keep to the ground.

In cultivating your mind, know how to dive in the hidden deeps.

In dealing with others, know how to be gentle and kind. In speaking, know how to keep your words.
In governing, know how to maintain order. In transacting business, know how to be efficient.

In making a move, know how to choose the right moment. (Wu)

The excellence of a residence is in (the suitability of) the place; that of the mind is in abysmal stillness; that of associations
is in their being with the virtuous, that of government is in its securing good order; that of (the conduct of) affairs is in its
ability; and that of (the initiation of) any movement is in its timeliness. (Legge)

To be accord with Nature, live in a way that is close to the earth,
Feel deeply into life,

Give to others with the generosity of Heaven

Speak truthfully

Rule with justice,

Complete your task with skill,

Act when it’s time to act

To be in accord with Nature, build your home on solid ground,
have a heart that is deep (and full of compassion),

give to others with kindness,

speak truthfully,

rule with justice,

work with competence and skill,

act when the time is right.

To be in accord with Nature --

Build your home on solid ground

Have a heart that is deep and pure

When dealing with others be kind

When leading be just

When speaking be faultless with your word
When working be competent

When acting, chose the right moment

The best home is built on solid ground

The best heart is pure and deep

The best way to treat others is with kindness
The best speech is truthful

The best governing is just

The best work is well done

The best action is based on the right time



“A home is best (most in alignment with Nature) when built on solid ground, one’s heart is best when deep and full of
love; giving is best when done with kindness; speaking is best when it is truthful; ruling is best when done with justice;
work is best when carried out with skill; action is best when performed at the right time.”

Above all, if you do not go against Nature
you will not be in error

X so, then, this | [ff only, just because (=above all) | < not | & compete, contend, go against / argue, strive
# hence, therefore | #E without, free of, not | 7C fault, error, blemish / reproach, blame, resentment / offend

This line is usually interpreted to mean: Because you (or the Sage) does not contend (compete, strive) with others, then
you (he) will not be blamed (or viewed with contempt by others). This idea of competing with others, and avoidance of
blame from others, is made explicit in some translations: If you do not strive with others, You will be free from blame (Wu);
Because he does not compete with others, he will be free from blame (Yi Wu); Because he does not contend with any, He
commits no wrong (Chen).

However---considering the many examples of how to best live in accord with Tao/Nature---it seems that this “contention”
or “going against” is in reference to Nature/Tao, to the natural order of things, to dharma, and less so with other people.
While a person might blame others, or hold them in contempt (if they contend with him) Nature does issue any sort of
“blame.” The “blame” or consequence of going against Nature (either wittingly or unwittingly) is that such action puts a
person’s life out of sync with Tao and the natural order of life. This is the fundamental error of life, and nothing good ever
follows. When a person makes the error of going against Nature, when he puts himself at odds with the natural order of
Life, the result is strain, effort, and difficulty. Contrariwise, if a person acts in harmony with Nature/Tao he opens to the
endless influx of joy, prosperity, abundance, beauty, aliveness, long life, etc. So, the great error results from going against
Nature, from living a life out of sync with Nature; while the greatest good comes from living in accord with Nature.

One might feel inclined to say, “If you do not go against Nature, nature will not go against you.” Yes, that is true in one
sense. However, Nature never goes against you. Nature merely reflects back to you the import of your own actions.

Translations

If you do not wrangle, you will not be blamed. (Muller)
Only by avoiding contention can one avoid blame. (Ivanhoe)
Simply do not contend then there will be no fault. (LF)

Avoiding confrontation Eliminates accusation. There is no other way (Moss)
Whatsoever there is no contending, there is no fault (Minford)

But only by non-contention is there nothing extreme (Cleary)

Now: only because there is no striving, Therefore there is no blame. (Linnell)
No fight: No blame. (Feng)

It is because he does not compete that he is without reproach. (Chan)
and because they don't compete they aren't maligned (Pine)
Since, indeed, they do not contend, There is no resentment. (Wing)

Because it does not contend It is therefore beyond reproach (Lin)

It is only because it does not compete, that therefore it is without fault (Hen)
And inasmuch as it does not strive no one dislikes it. (Chalmers)

By not contending it never errs (Kline)
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Verse 9

Holding too tight and filling too much (goes against Nature)—
It’s better to stop (before that happens)

Sharpen a blade too much
and its edge will soon be lost
Fill a house with gold and jade
and no one can protect it
Boast about your honor and wealth
and it will bring about your downfall

Complete the task at hand
with your personal self withdrawn (from the center)
This is the Way of Heaven

Holding too tight and filling too much (goes against Nature)
It’s better to stop (before that happens)

5 hold, support, maintain | f[g and | & full, fill to brim [a cup] / overdo, overstretch [a bow] |
2Z s, it’s | A~ not | 8] as | H it (>as good as) | B stop, end, cease, refrain

The idea behind this opening line is that holding too tight, or filling something too much goes against Nature. Such an
action is inherently imbalanced and the results bring harm rather than benefit.

Virtually all translations put forth the idea that “holding and filling a cup (to the brim)---it is better to stop short” or “To
hold and fill a cup to overflowing Is not as good as to stop in time” (Chan). Kimura, however, seeks to clarify the meaning
of the text by adding in a commentary: “To fill to the brim is to be out of balance, Wherefore it is better to stop before
overfilling.” “Stop” is always applied to the simplistic idea of, “stop before filling a cup to over-flowing” but the larger idea
is that holding too tight (forcing things) or filling too much (being excessive and/or wasteful) are actions that go against
Nature---and, in all cases, it is better to stop any action that goes against Nature.

% hold, support, maintain / & full, fill to brim [a cup]

In this context ¥ chi (hold) and Z& ying (fill) can be seen as conditions of excess, conditions that are at odds with nature
(dharma). Instead of “hold,” the term could be “hold too tight” (or control too forcefully); and “fill” could be understood as
fill too much (or be excessive and wasteful), fill to the brim, or fill to overflowing.

Chi (hold) and ying (fill) can be interpreted as two distinct conditions yet most scholars link the terms and apply both to
the single action involving a cup: “As for holding to fullness, Far better were it to stop in time!” (Wu); “To hold it upright
and fill it, Is not so good as stopping [in time]” (Hen); “Holding a cup and overfilling it Cannot be as good as stopping
short (Lin); To hold and fill (a vessel) to the full, It had better not be done. (Chen); With it firmly in hand, he goes on to fill
it up but it would be better to quit (Lynn).

Chen Guying (in The Annotated Critical Laozi) is among the few scholars who treat “holding” and “filling” as distinct
actions: “Holding tight and being replete are not as good as knowing when to stop.” Another translation could be: “Holding
too tight and filling too much---better to stop before overdoing it.” A more expanded version might read: “Holding tight
[i.e., over-managing, over-involvement, and/or forcing things] and overfilling [i.e., being excessive or wasteful] is not as
good as refraining from such actions [and allowing things to take their natural course].”



This line can be seen as an introduction to the ideas expressed in the following lines, which are examples of what happens
when a person overdoes things and goes against Nature: over-sharpening a blade causes it to loose its sharpness; hoarding of
precious items leads to a loss of those items; and raising oneself up (above others) through wealth and pride leads to one’s
downfall.

Translations

Better to stop short than fill to the brim. (Feng)

To keep on filling Is not as good as stopping. (Cleary)
Instead of pouring in more better stop while you can (Pine)

Alternate translations
Holding too tight, filling too much ---It’s better to refrain (from such actions that go against nature)

All this filling to overflowing — it would be better to stop already!

Sharpen a blade too much
and its edge will soon be lost
Fill a house with gold and jade
and no one can protect it
Boast about your honor and wealth
and it will bring about your downfall

¥ forge, beat, pound, hammer / polish | fg and | #] sharpen, grind | 2Z ‘s, its | 4~ not | B can, able | {£ long, for long |
R protect, keep, preserve
£ gold | E jade, jewels | i fill | 2 halls, house | 2 none, no one | 2Z ‘s, its | §E can, able | 5F protect, guard, safe-keep
& wealth, riches | & honor, exalt, prize | ] and, but, yet | B§ boastful arrogant, proud | B self |
1E bring about, causes | EL one’s | & downfall, misfortune, calamity

Sharpen a sword edge to its very sharpest, And the (edge) will not last long.
When gold and jade fill your hall, You will not be able to keep them.
To be proud with honour and wealth Is to cause one's own downfall. (Chan)

Oversharpen the blade, and the edge will soon blunt.
Amass a store of gold and jade, and no one can protect it.
Claim wealth and titles, and disaster will follow. (Feng)

When you pound it out and give it a point, It won't be preserved very long.
When gold and jade fill your rooms, You'll never be able to protect them.
Arrogance and pride with wealth and rank, On their own bring on disaster. (Hen)

Temper a sword-edge to its very sharpest, And you will find it soon grows dull.
When bronze and jade fill your hall. It can no longer be guarded.
Wealth and place breed insolence. That brings ruin in its train. (Waley)

Complete the task at hand
with your personal self withdrawn (from the center)
This is the Way of Heaven

Il work, task, deeds / merit, achievement, success | (alt: add 2§ name, fame) | (alt: add ¥ achieve, succeed)
% complete, done, accomplish, establish / advance, progress



B self, person | 1B withdraw, pull back, step back, retire (let go) / restrain | K Heaven, Nature | 2Z 's, its | i Tao,
way

Virtually all scholars translate these lines as follows: “complete your work, then withdraw yourself—this is the way of
Heaven.” The formula is to be there, do your work, then withdraw yourself after your work is complete. However, this is not
consistent with the way of Heaven. In verse 7, it says to “put yourself outside.” The idea of “withdrawing oneself” carries
the same meaning. The Way of Heaven is for the individual self to be “outside” or “withdrawn” from the central action---
from the beginning---not after work is complete.

When the personal self is in the fore (and the focal point of one’s actions, and not “withdrawn” from the center) it means
that your actions are carried out by the personal self, with no recognition of the Universal acting through that individual self.
When the personal self is “withdrawn” it means that the center of your actions—and your core identity---are rooted in your
universal self. The idea is not to dismiss the personal self, but not give yourself to its claim to be the source of your actions.

The standard interpretation is not without merit; it could be understood to mean, “do your work, and leave no trace,” or
“when your work is done do not seek reward or praise, do not make any claims to the fruits of your actions.” The higher
action would be when the personal self is withdrawn from the onset---and then the action is actionless---but withdrawing
after the work is done, and making no personal claims, is also of value.

I work, task/ merit, recognition, success | i& complete, done, accomplish, succeed, establish / advance
This combination is variously translated as: When the task is accomplished (Lau); When the deed is accomplished (Hen);

When achievement is completed (Lin); after achieving one’s goal (C Wu); After achieving merit (Yi Wu); when success is
achieved (Wing).

I work, success | (alt: add 2§ name, fame) | (alt' add B¥ achieve, succeed) | & complete, accomplish, done

The standard text reads, “work completed” or “success accomplished.” HSK and the FuYi text add ik, cheng (achieve,
attain) and 5 ming (name, reputation, fame) after IfJ (work, success) such that the phrase reads, L] (Success, work) Af;
(achieved) %% (fame) X (established). The addition of these two characters disrupts the rhythm of the lines; and the idea of
“establishing one’s name” or “winning fame” are at odds with the teachings of Tao. Even so, several scholars include these
characters in their translation: When achievement is completed, fame attained, withdraw oneself This is the Tao of Heaven
(Lin); Achieve successes, win the fame, remove yourself: Heaven's Way. (LaFargue); When the work is done, and one’s
name is becoming distinguished, to withdraw into obscurity is the way of Heaven. (Legge); When a work of merit is done
and reputation is coming, to get out of the way is the Tao of Heaven. (Chalmers); If success is achieved and honor
bestowed, Quietly withdraw from your position. This is the Way of Heaven. (Kimura)

It’s possible that these two characters were added in as part of advise a ruler. If so, the line could be rendered as: “To
achieve success (in your rule) and establish your name (as a good ruler)---take a step back (withdraw yourself; don’t
interfere). This is the way of Heaven.”

1B withdraw, step back, retire

The character 1B tui is most commonly translated as “withdraw” (Chan, Lin, Muller, Wing, Duy, Waley, etc) and “retire”
(Wu, Lau, Yutang, Feng, Hen, YiWu, etc). The idea here is similar to that stated in verse seven, where the character B wai
(outside, exclude) is used. Both fui and wai imply that the personal self should be “withdrawn” or placed “outside,” or
rendered secondary to one’s center (or universal identity). With the personal, ego-driven self in the fore, wu wei wu “action
without action” cannot be carried out because there is always the presence of self-consciousness, and the presence of the
personal self to claim action as it’s own, to want something in return, to expect some kind of personal benefit.

Translating 1B tui as “retire,” though accurate, is problematic since this term is often associated with resting or with old
age. “Withdraw” may be an improvement but it is often associated with combat, with the idea of retreat, rather than
something someone does after his work is complete.

I work, task, deeds / % complete, done, accomplish

Most scholars translate If] gong as “work” or “task” and 3% sui as “finish,” “done”: “After finishing the work, withdraw”
(Muller), “When you have done your work, retire!” (Wu). A less common, yet equally valid, approach would be to
translate gong as “achieve” and sui as “success”: “When the task is successful, the self should let go of it.” (Linnell),
“achieve successes” (LF), “withdrawing when success is achieved” (Wing), “He who withdraws after achieving success and
performing duty” (P Lin). It is not clear how “success” relates to the Way of Heaven; however, if “success” is understood as
“being successful in Life,” it could indicate living a life of fulfillment, prosperity, purpose, integrity, and joy--or, simply
stated, living a life in accord with Tao. With this idea in mind, the line could read: “To achieve fulfillment in life, withdraw
your personal self. This is the Way of Heaven.”



Wang Zhen FE (late Tang, ca. 9th century): “Withdrawing does not necessarily mean abandoning one’s position and
giving up. It merely means that the person in question wants to accomplish things without claiming ownership.” (Guying)

“Withdrawing one’s personal self” does not mean that a person shies away from action but that he is selfless: he
withdraws (or keeps out) his personal self from the center-stage of the action; he removes his personal claim to being the
doer of the action and his personal claim to the results of his actions. That is truly the way of Heaven, as Heaven claims
nothing---not its own action nor its own existence.

B shen (self, one’s person) is often implied and therefore left untranslated, however its inclusion here provide an important
meaning to the line. A standard translation reads, “Withdraw as soon as your work is done. Such is Heaven's Way” (Chan).
With the inclusion of sken the line would read, “When achievement is completed ... withdraw oneself” (Lin); “To withdraw
one's person when the work is done ...” (Duy). However, as stated, the way of Heaven is to “remove yourself” or “have
your personal self be exterior” all the time, and not after the work is done. The idea to withdraw oneself or remove oneself
(after the work is done) implies that the self to be removed was present during the work, and now that the work is done that
self should be withdrawn. This, however, is not the way of Heaven. No self is present before, during, or after the action.

B shen can also be translated as “body” but this does not fit the context: “Outstanding service performed The body
withdrawing The tao of the heavens” (Lindauer).

X Heaven, Nature | 2 's, its | i& Tao, way

“Heaven” can be seen as a foremost manifestation of Tao; as Nature, as Life, as the natural order of things. The “way of
Heaven” points to that which in harmony with the natural order of things and that which is in perfect accord with Tao.
Zhang makes this notion explicit in his translation: “Retire when the goal is achieved; this conforms to Tao.”

Most scholars translate this line as “Heaven’s way” or the “way of Heaven.” 2K tien (Heaven) can also indicate “Nature”
or the natural order of things: “the Tao in Nature” (Wing); this is indeed the way of Nature! (CC Yuan). C Wu, Lin,
Chalmers and several others leave dao untranslated and have, “Tao of Heaven.”

The character J& dao can mean “path,” “way” or it can indicate the Absolute. The phrase “The Tao of Heaven” suggests
the way of Heaven but also serves to remind us that the “way of Heaven" and “the Way” (Tao) are one and the same.

Standard Translations

When the task is successful, the self should let go of it. This is the Way of heaven. (Linnell)
When your work is done, then withdraw! Such is Heaven's Way. (Waley)

Here is the Way of Heaven: When you have done your work, retire! (Wu)

To withdraw when the work is done is the Way of Heaven. (Ivanhoe)

Withdraw as soon as your work is done. Such is Heaven's Way. (Chan)

When your work is complete, get yourself out of the way. This is the way of Heaven (JS)
When your work is done be done with it. This is the way of Heaven . (JS)

Non-Standard Translations
To do your work, without your personal self in the fore, is the way of Heaven
To do your work, with the personal self not acting (as the center of your identity), is the way of Heaven
Do what has to be done without your personal self in charge. This is the Way of Heaven
For your work to be successful Don’t even be there This is Heaven’s Way.
Complete the task at hand without your personal self
(dictating the action or making claims for itself)
This is the way of Heaven
Withdraw your personal self from all your activities This is the Way of Heaven
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Verse 10

Hold your personal self and embrace Unity --

can you see that they are never separate?
Cultivate your vital breath --

can you achieve the suppleness of a newborn?
Wash clean your inner vision --

can you see the world as flawless?

As you care for the people and rule the state
can you do so without interfering?
As the gates of Heaven open and close
can you remain steadfast like the mother bird (who sits with her nest?)
As your enlightened wisdom fills the four directions
can you keep the innocence of a beginner?

Provide for them, care for them
Provide yet do not possess
Serve yet do not take credit
Lead but do not dominate
This is called, “the profound expression of Tao”

Hold your personal self and embrace Unity --

can you see that they are never separate?
Cultivate your vital breath --

can you achieve the suppleness of a newborn?
Wash clean your inner vision --

can you see the world as flawless?

& carry, loaded with / uphold, keep, manage | ¥ nourish, maintain, protect, care for (>hun spiritual soul)
i po soul, bodily soul | ¥ embrace, carry, accept | — one, oneness unity / unite, converge / wholeness, integrity

BE can, able / will | £ without, nothing, not | B separate, depart, deviate, stray * | - 2, !, oh!
55 focus, concentrate, gather, control | & chi, vital breath, life-force, energy | E achieve | Z& supple, soft / relax |
BE can, able / will | (alt, add: $l] like, as if, similar to ) | 58 newborn | 5 child, baby | ¥ 2, !, oh!
il wash, clean, cleanse, purify (alt, mwt: (& repair, cultivate) |

B% clear / remove, discard | Z mysterious, dark, hidden, obscure, profound |

g vision, insight, perception / mirror | B can, able | # without |

fI blemish, imperfection, flaw, defect, error, stain, obstruction, (=spotless/flawless) | 32, !, oh!

The general idea of the first line is to embrace, embody, and care for your individual self---to live and experience yourself
as this individual person---while at the same time embracing your universal self, that dimension of self that is ever-united
with Tao, the Unity of All. The author is calling for the seamless integration of these two dimensions of self such that there
is no separation between one’s individual life and the movement of the cosmos itself.

The idea of spirituality is not to discard or dismiss the importance of oneself as a human being---and thereby overlook the
essential lessons that every soul must encounter in this human form---but to hold and embrace and live one’s individual life
from the perspective of the One, the universal.



&} carry, keep, manage | i nourish, care for | B po, bodily soul | ¥ embrace, carry, accept | — oneness unity
fE can, able / will | #£ without, nothing, not | # separate, depart, deviate | F 2, !, oh!

The ancient Chinese believed that humans have two souls, the sun or spiritual soul and the po or bodily soul. The Aun or
spiritual soul is not mentioned in the text, however, one of the earliest commentators, HSK, stated that & ying (nourish,
maintain, protect) indicates Z& hun (spiritual or ethereal soul).

“Ying-p’o means hun-p o, the heavenly and earthly aspects of the soul. As generally understood /un is the spirit of man’s
vital force, expressed in man’s intelligence and power of breathing, whereas p’o is the spirit of man’s physical nature,
expressed in bodily movement.” (Chan)

“Carry hun and po” can be understood to mean, “hold the whole of yourself (both your physical and spiritual selves)” or
“hold yourself as this unique person that you are.”

The essential teaching is: in this individualized form you are never separate from the All of Life. Do not separate your
humanity from your divinity. Live your life as the seamless integration between your unique individuality and your
inseparable unity with The All of Life.

Translations (according to the text)

Embracing your soul and holding on to the One, can you keep them from departing? (Ivanhoe)

In holding the soul and embracing oneness Can one be without straying? (Lin)

Can you keep the spirit and embrace the One without departing from them? (Chan)

In nourishing the soul and embracing the One—can you do it without letting them leave? (Hen)
Carrying and managing a body while embracing the One, Are you able to not separate them? (Linnell)
Carrying and nourishing your animal soul and embracing the One, can you be not separated? (Saba)
Hold your spirit, embrace Unity---Can you do so without separating them? (JS)

As you bring your life in unity with the All of Life can you remain whole and undivided? (JS)

Translations (based on the HSK commentary)

In bringing your spiritual and bodily souls to embrace the One, Can you never depart from it? (Chen)

By clinging to the One with both your spiritual and physical souls, can you prevent them from becoming divorced? (Duy)
In keeping the spirit and the vital soul together, Are you able to maintain their perfect harmony? (Wu)

Carrying body and soul and embracing the one, Can you avoid separation? (Feng)

To keep the spirit and body embracing Oneness, can you let them not be separate? (Yi Wu)

By husbanding the animal and spiritual souls and embracing unity, it is possible to prevent their separation. (Chalmers)

Wing interprets po to mean “instincts,” however, the idea of “managing your instincts” sounds a bit odd: “In managing
your instincts and embracing Oneness, Can you be undivided?”” (Wing)

Lynn does not interpret & ying to mean /hun (spiritual soul) but rightly translates &5 ying to mean “protect”; however,
even with this right choice, his translation is somewhat muddled: “Stay where your earthbound soul is protected, and
embrace integrity: can you do this with never a deviation?” (Lynn)

Eastern-style translators often integrate their own interpretation into their translation; and among the more established
scholars, Yutang leans towards this interpretive style (more so than Chan or Lau). For example, “Tao” is not found in the
text but Yutang brings it into his translation: “In embracing the One with your soul, Can you never forsake the Tao?”

Lau, whose translations are usually solid, makes a bit of a mess here by introducing the idea of “perplexity” when
referring to po (bodily soul); and also stating that this “perplexed bodily soul” is carried on one’s head: “When carrying on
your head your perplexed bodily soul Can you embrace in your arms the One and not let go?” (Lau). A few other scholars
also put forth the questionable idea that the human soul is perplexed or confused: “Pacifying the agitated material soul and
holding to oneness: Are you able to avoid separation?” (Muller); “Can you keep the unquiet physical-soul from straying,
hold fast to the Unity, and never quit it?”” (Waley).

P Lin leaves ying poh untranslated which is confusing to the reader: “Keeping one’s ying poh and embracing the One,
Can man not depart from it?” (P Lin). What is one’s ying poh? Depart from what?

Wei goes so far as to actually add in the character Aun---which is not found in the text---and then leaves the added word
untranslated. Whenever a character is left untranslated it draws attention to itself; this should only be done with key words,
such as Tao and Te, and perhaps even wu-wei (non action). Leaving an irrelevant word untranslated draws unnecessary
attention to something of no importance, breaks up the flow of the verse, and forces the reader to stop and try to figure out
what the untranslated word means (and why it was left untranslated). Adding in a word not found in the text, and then
leaving that word untranslated, is a blunder: Wei writes: “In harmonizing your sun and p'o to embrace the One, Can you
concentrate without deviating?” (Wet).



Pine brings in an obscure interpretation, connecting one’s po (human soul) to the moon, and specifically to the “new-lit”
or “crescent” moon: “Can you hold fast your crescent soul and not let it wander” (Pine). In general, introducing an obscure
term that the reader cannot readily understand is not helpful, especially when a simpler term would be better. Moss uses the
same obscure imagery: “The new-moon soul aborning holds to oneness; Can you keep it from being divided?”’” (Roberts)

H focus, concentrate, gather, control | §& vital breath, life-force, energy, chi | 2 achieve | & suppleness |
BE can, able / will (alt, add: #[] like, as) | 82 newborn | 5 child, baby | 3 2, !, oh!

In gathering your vital energy to attain suppleness, Have you reached the state of a new-born babe? (Wu)
In concentrating your breath can you become as supple As a babe? (Lau)

Can you concentrate your vital force and achieve the highest degree of weakness like an infant? (Chan)
In controlling your vital force to achieve gentleness, Can you become like the new-born child? (Yutang)
In concentrating your breath and making it soft—can you [make it like that of] a child? (Hen)

ii& wash, cleanse, purify | B& clear / remove, discard | Z dark, hidden, obscure, profound, (unseen, inner) |
¥ vision, insight, perception / (mirror)
BE can, able | £ without | il blemish, imperfection, flaw, defect, stain, obstruction, (=spotless) | F2, !, oh!
5 vision, insight / mirror The standard text has & Jan meaning to examine or observe; however, the MWT text has 1§
jian, which suggests “a bowl of water” wherein one can see his image reflected, thus indicating “a mirror.”

Gao Heng and Chi Xichao ShiSER (b. 1929): “The character lan b [to observe, mirror] should be read as jian i jian Kis
a variant of jian & which means ‘mirror’ [...] The Mawangdui Silk Manuscript (text B) version has jian %, which is the
ancient version of jian 5. The ancients used a basin filled with water as a mirror, and because it was used to observe one’s
own face, it was called jian Y4 [to inspect, watch]. That is why the character resembles a person opening his eyes and

standing next to a water basin. Later on, people no longer understood the original meaning of the word jian ¥ and replaced
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it by the character lan 53.” (Guying)

Translations

In washing and clearing your inner vision, Have you purified it of all dross? (Wu)

Can you polish your mysterious mirror And leave no blemish? (Lau)

Can you clean and purify your profound insight so it will be spotless? (Chan)

Purifying hidden perception, can you make it flawless? (Cleary)

Washing and cleansing the primal vision, Can you be without stain? (Feng)

In cleansing your mirror of the dark, Can you make it spotless? (Chen)

In clearing your insight, Can you become free of error? (Wing)

Cleanse your vision into the mystery of things: can you make it spotless? (Lynn)

By putting away impurity from the hidden eye of the heart, it is possible to be without a stain, (Chalmers)

By cleansing your secret mirror, can you make it without blemish? (Duy)

To wash and clear the mysterious vision, can you eliminate all flaws? (Yi Wu)

Cleanse your vision into the mystery of things: can you make it spotless? (Lynn)

Cleanse the mirror of mysteries, can you make it free of blemish? (Mair)

When 'cleansing and purifying the mysterious mirror', can you be without blemish? (LaFargue)
Purifying hidden perception, can you make it flawless? (Cleary)

can you wipe your Dark Mirror free of dust (Pine)

Alternate translations of the whole stanza:
Care for and nourish your individual soul while embracing Unity ---
can you do so without separating the two? oh!
Concentrate your vital energy and achieve suppleness ---
can you be like a newborn baby? oh!
Wash clean the darkness that obscures your vision---
can you see the world as flawless? oh!

When you bring your life into unity with the All of Life



you’ll become whole and undivided (in your everyday life), indeed!
When you focus your vital breath,

you’ll attain the suppleness of a newborn, indeed!
When you wash clean the mirror of your heart

you’ll see the world as flawless, indeed!

As you embody this personal self, and embrace Unity
can you see that they are never separate?

As you cultivate your vital breath
can you achieve the suppleness of a newborn?

As you wash clean your inner vision,
can you see that the world is flawless?

As you care for the people and rule the state
can you do so without interfering?
As the gates of Heaven open and close
can you remain steadfast like the mother bird (who sits with her nest?)
As your enlightened wisdom fills the four directions
can you keep the innocence of a beginner?

Z¥ love, benevolence, goodness | E§ the people | i& rule, govern | ] state, country, nation
BE can, able | # without, absent of | & act, interfere (alt, wb: ¥l knowledge, cunning) | ¥ indeed, oh, ! [?]
X Heaven | P9 gate, door / doctrine | f open, unfold | B close
€ can, able | A act, make, be like, (alt: £ without ) | ltff female, mother bird | 3 indeed, oh, ! [?]
BA light, brilliant, enlightenment, insight | H clarity, understanding | /Y four direction, all directions, everywhere
iZ reach, recognize | B can, able | #& without, absent of | & knowing (alt, wb: & action, doing) | F indeed, oh, ! [?]

% love, goodness

Almost every scholar translates Z ai as “love,” and the line typically reads: “Can you love the people and govern the state
...” (Lau, Chan) or “In loving the people and ruling the nation ... (Lin). Pine and Ivanhoe are among the very few who
offer viable alternatives such as “serve” (Pine) and “caring for” (Ivanhoe). Although “love the people” is accurate the idea
of “serving the people” or “caring for the people” is less abstract. With this in mind, the line could read: “In caring for the
people and governing the state can you be without action?” As 2 ai can also mean “goodness” or “benevolence” the line
could read, “When treating the people with benevolence” or “In being good to the people” can you do so without
interference?

The Wang Bi text has &[] zAi (to know) rather than & wei (act, do interfere); and, two lines down, the same text has 3
wei (act, do interfere) rather than %] zAi (to know). This reversal seems to be an error yet many scholars include this in their
translation: “Can you love the people and govern the state without knowledge (cunning)?”” (Chan); In loving your people
and governing your state, Are you able to dispense with cleverness? (Wu); “Caring for the people and ordering the state, can
you eliminate all knowledge?” (Ivanhoe). The line, according to other texts, such as The Jinglong era stele version and the
Lin Xiyi version, reads: “Can you love the people and govern the state Without resorting to action?” (Lau); In loving the
people and governing the kingdom, Can you rule without interference? (Yutang).

The idea seems to be about ruling without action or interference (as opposed to ruling without knowledge or cleverness);
As stated, the third line in Wang Bi has /& wei (act, do interfere) rather than &[] zAi (to know), which does not make a lot
of sense: “Can you understand all and penetrate all without taking any action?” (Chan); “Enlightened and seeing far into all
directions, Can you at the same time remain detached and non-active?” (Wu). The better statement would be, “As your
understanding penetrates the four directions, can you be without knowing? Can you keep the mind and innocence of a

beginner?

Accordingly, the best way for a ruler to bring benefit to the people is to govern the nation by a “hands off” policy, by not
interfering with the course of nature, by allowing the people to grow and evolve in accord with their own nature and nature
itself. This is a call to rule the nation in accord with Tao, to allow the action of the universe to guide and direct everything. A
true ruler, acts a mere instrument of Nature, not for his own benefit or the further his own interests.



X Heaven | P9 gate, door / doctrine | § open, unfold | B close
€ can, able | A act, make, be like, (alt: £ without ) | ltff female, mother bird | 3 indeed, oh, ! [?]

Heaven’s gate opening and closing could represent the vagaries of human life---filled with good fortune (Heaven’s gate
opening) and misfortune (Heaven’s gate closing)--rather than some kind of physical gate. Thus, the question put forth here
is, “Can you remain steadfast, centered in your unchanging self, stationed in your true identity, regardless of outer
conditions?” The corresponding image is that of a mother bird who sits on her nest, equally unmoved in conditions of good
weather and bad weather.

“Acting as the female” refers to abiding in tranquility. (Guying)

BB light, brilliant, enlightenment, insight | & clarity, understanding | [ four direction, all directions, everywhere
iZ reach, recognize | §E can, able | # without, absent of | £l] knowing (alt: £ action, doing) | ¥ indeed, oh, ! [?]

“When your insight, brilliance, and illumined mind reaches the four directions (i.e., when you know and understand
everything there is to know in this world) can you be without knowing? Can you keep the simplicity and ignorance of a
beginner?”—open to new insight? Can you stay with the simplicity of your own being? Posed as a statement, one might
say: “When your brilliance and clarity reach everywhere in this world, you will realize your true ignorance.”

The Wang Bi text has & wei (act) instead of &[] z4i (know); in a previous line, the text has &[] zhi (know) instead & wei
(act). The use of /& wei (act) in this line seems to be in error, yet many scholars, staying loyal to the original text, include it
in their translations: “Can you understand all and penetrate all without taking any action?”” (Chan); “Enlightened and seeing
far into all directions, Can you at the same time remain detached and non-active?” (Wu); Understanding and being open to
all things, Are you able to do nothing? (Feng). Using %[ z/i (know) seems closer to the mark: When your discernment
penetrates the four quarters Are you capable of not knowing anything? (Lau); As understanding reaches everywhere, can
you be innocent? (Cleary); As bright light reaches all four directions, Can you remain unknowing? (Kim); In being
enlightened and comprehending all, Can you do it without knowledge? (Chen).

Alternate Translations

In caring for the people and ruling the state
can you allow things to be exactly as they are?

As the gates of Heaven open and close
Can you remain steadfast like a mother bird?

As your brilliance reaches the four corners of the world
can you see how ignorant you really are?

When you care for the people and rule the state
allow things to be just as they are, indeed!
When the gates of Heaven open and close
be steadfast like a mother bird, indeed!
When your brilliance reach the four corners of the earth
you’ll realize your true ignorance, indeed!

As you love the people and rule the state
can you let them to live without interfering?
As the gates of Heaven open and close
can you remain steadfast like a mother bird (who sits on her nest)?
As your insight and brilliance reach the four corners of the earth
can you remain innocent and pure-hearted?

Provide for them, care for them
Provide yet do not possess
Serve yet do not take credit



Lead but do not dominate
This is called, “the profound expression of Tao.”

& produce, give life, create | 2, it, them, theirs | Z care for, feed, nurture, nourish, rear | 2 it, them, theirs

“ produce, rear, give life, create | fj and, yet | A< not, do not | f§ have, own, possess, (claim)

B work, act, do, (serve, benefit) | [fJ and, yet | 4~ not, do not | 1% rely upon, take credit, hold on [>line notin MWT]
{< maintain, develop, sustain, raise / lead | ffj and, yet | 4~ not, do not | 5Z dominate, master, control, lord it over

2= this | B8 called, means, indicates | = profound, deep, dark, mysterious, hidden, secret | & Te, virtue, power

This portion of the text is also found in verse 51. As such, some scholars, including Duyvendak, Yutang, and Charles Wu,
do not include it in their translation of this verse.

The third line, BT (work yet do take credit), is not found in MWT and some scholars chose not to include it in their
translations. It seems, however, that the first line is more out place than the third line, both in terms of disparate construction
(when compared to the following lines) and the repeated use of 4 sheng (produce).

4 sheng (produce, give life, give birth)

This character appears in the first and second lines; and since these two lines have different constructions, the inclusion of
the same term in both lines creates a slight dissonance. For example: “It gives them life and rears them. It gives them life yet
claims no possession (Lau); To give birth, to nourish, To give birth without taking possession (Yutang); Give birth to them
and nourish them. Give birth to them but don't try to own them (Hen)

Several translators avoid this problem by translating sheng in two different ways: “Giving birth and nourishing, Bearing
yet not possessing ... (Feng); Give birth to it and nourish it. Produce it but don't possess it ... (Muller); To let all things grow
and increase, To beget all things but not to take possession of them ... (Jiyu); Generate and feed, give birth but do not
possess ... (Saba)

& de (Te, virtue, power)

& de is often translated as “virtue,” or “power,” or left untranslated as “Te.” Te can be seen as Tao expressed through a
particular form; it could be seen as an individualized embodiment of Tao. When Tao is embodied by a person (or a thing),
that person (or thing) embodies and expresses all the qualities of Tao, including virtue, power, kindness, gentleness,
humility, and, as mentioned here, selfless service. As such, translating & de as “virtue” or “power,” though acceptable,
misses the essential link between de and Tao. The meaning of Te is too complex to be captured with an equivalent English
word; thus, in most instances, using several words (instead of one) would produce a more precise translation. Most scholars,
however, stick with one word such as “virtue” or “power”; however, the very first scholarly translation done by Legge
(1891), uses several words: “This is what is called 'The mysterious Quality' (of the Tao).” An alternative could be: “This is
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called, ‘the profound embodiment of Tao’.

Translations

Rear your people! Feed your people! Rear them without claiming them for your own!
Do your work without setting any store by it! Be a leader, not a butcher!

This is called hidden Virtue. (Wu)

Give birth to them and nourish them. Give birth to them but don't try to own them;
Help them to grow but don't rule them.
This is called Profound Virtue. (Hen)

It gives them life and rears them. It gives them life yet claims no possession;
It benefits them yet exacts no gratitude; it is the steward yet exercises no authority.
Such is called the mysterious virtue. (Lau)

To produce things and to rear them, To produce, but not to take possession of them,
To act, but not to rely on one's own ability, To lead them, but not to master them -
This is called profound and secret virtue. (Chan)

To give birth, to nourish, To give birth without taking possession,
To act without appropriation, To be chief among men without managing them -



This is the Mystic Virtue (Yutang)

(The Tao) produces (all things) and nourishes them;

it produces them and does not claim them as its own;

it does all, and yet does not boast of it;

it presides over all, and yet does not control them.

This is what is called 'The mysterious Quality' (of the Tao). (Legge)

Alternate Translations

It guides without forcing
It serves without seeking
It brings forth and sustains life
yet does not own or possess it
It is called the Mysterious Power

Poetic Translations

One who lives in accord with Tao
Serves without seeking
Guides without forcing
Brings forth and sustains life
yet does not own or possess it
His virtue has no limit
His power has no measure
Yet when he comes to rule the world
it’s with the gentleness of a feather

Who can guide without forcing?
Serve without seeking credit?
Bring forth and sustain life
yet not dare to own or possess it? ---
Such a one has no limit,
his power has no measure
Yet when he comes to rule the world
it’s with the gentleness of a feather

One who holds the Power of Tao
serves without seeking
guides without forcing
He brings forth and sustains life
yet does not own or possess it
One who holds this Power
Can triumph over fire
or the freeze of winter weather
Yet when he comes to rule the world
it’s with the gentleness of a feather



