
三十覇共一穀。當其無、有車之用。挺埴以爲器。當其無、有器之用。盤戶漏以爲室。當其無、有室之用。故有之以爲利、無之
 以爲用。

Verse 11

Thirty spokes of a wheel join at a common hub 
    yet only the hole at the center     
    allows the wheel to spin
Clay is molded to form a cup
     yet only the space within
     allows the cup to hold water 
Walls are joined to make a room
     yet only by cutting out a door and a window 
     can one enter the room and live there

Thus, “something” provides benefit
   (but only) when “nothing” allows it to be used

__________________________________________________________________________

Thirty spokes of a wheel join at a common hub 
    yet only the hole at the center     
    allows the wheel to spin
Clay is molded to form a cup
     yet only the space within
     allows the cup to hold water 
Walls are joined to make a room
     yet only by cutting out a door and a window 
     can one enter the room and live there

 三 three |  十 ten (= thirty) |  幅 spokes |  共 share, join, unite [around], converge |  一 one, single |  轂 hub, wheel | 
     當 just, only, in, on | 其 its | 無 emptiness, non-existence, nothing, “not there” | 有 there is, have | 
     車 carriage, cart (wheel) | 之's, its, of | 用 use, usefulness, usability, utility, functionality
埏mould, shape, form, (mix with water)  | 埴 clay | 以 in order to | 為 make, form |  器 vessel, cup 
     當 just, only / in, on  | 其 its | 無 emptiness, non-existence | 有 there is, have | 器 vessel, cup | 
     之's, its, of | 用 use, usefulness
鑿 cut out, chisel | 戶 door | 牖window | 以 in order to |  為 make, form, create |  室 living space | 
     當 just, only /  in, on | 其 its | 無 emptiness, non-existence | 有 there is, have |  室 living space | 
     之's, its, of | 用 use, usefulness

   Here we find three simple examples of how things---a wheel, a cup, and a room---exist but have no use without emptiness  
(or empty space). The key word in this verse is 無 wu which is best translated as “emptiness” or “nothing.” 
    Chan, Chen, and other scholars, complicate things by introducing a philosophical concept into the mix and translating wu 
as “non-being.” Non-being is beyond all physical manifestation, whereas the “emptiness” mentioned here is part of the 
physical world of “being”:  “Thirty spokes are united around the hub to make a wheel, But it is on its non-being that the  
utility of the carriage depends” (Chan); Thirty spokes share one hub to make a wheel. Through its non-being, There is the 
use of the carriage (Chen). Yutang mucks things up even more by equating “non-being” with loss of individuality: “Thirty  
spokes unite around the nave; From their not-being (loss of their individuality) Arises the utility of the wheel.” 
   Henricks ties emptiness to a particular location, saying: “Thirty spokes unite in one hub; It is precisely where there is 
nothing, that we find the usefulness of the wheel.” The emptiness of the central hub gives usefulness to the whole wheel not 
just where there is nothing. 



Lau states, “Thirty spokes share one hub. Adapt the nothing therein to the purpose in hand, and you will have the use of the 
cart.” The phrase, “adapt the nothing” does not make sense.  It is the something that is adapted not the nothing.
   Feng and Wing keep things simple and on track: “Thirty spokes share the wheel’s hub; It is the center hole that makes it 
useful” (Feng); Thirty spokes converge at one hub; What is not there makes the wheel useful (Wing).

Thirty spokes share the wheel's hub; It is the center hole that makes it useful.
Shape clay into a vessel; It is the space within that makes it useful.
Cut doors and windows for a room; It is the holes which make it useful. (Feng)
Thirty spokes converge at one hub; What is not there makes the wheel useful.
Clay is shaped to form a vessel; What is not there makes the vessel useful.
Doors and windows are cut to form a room; What is not there makes the room useful. (Wing)

___________________________________________________________________________

Thus, “something” provides benefit
   (but only) when “nothing” allows it to be used

故 hence, thus, therefore | 有 being, existence, that which exists |  ‘之 s, it, of | 以 hereby, accordingly, then | 
     為 make, effect  (bring, provide) | 利 benefit, advantage, gain, profit 

 無 non-being, nothingness, emptiness, absence |  ‘之 s, it, of | 以 hereby, accordingly, then | 
      為 make, effect (bring, provide) | 用 use, usefulness

    The idea here is that benefit can come from “something” (from what is there) only when “nothing” enables it to be used. 
Most scholars, however, do not connect something and nothing, and put forth the idea that something (what is there) brings 
benefit, while nothing (what is not there) brings usefulness. The whole point is that “something” cannot bring “benefit,” or 
be useful, without “nothing.”  So, to say that “something” brings benefit while “nothing” brings usefulness misses the point. 

利 benefit, advantage, gain, profit 
The character 利 li is formed from grain  禾 and knife 刀, and means gain, benefit, advantage, or profit (that comes from 
cultivating the fields and selling grain at the market).  

Translations
Thus, while the tangible has advantages, It is the intangible that makes it useful. (Wu)
Thus what we gain is Something, yet it is by virtue of Nothing that this can be put to use. (Lau)
Thus the value of what is  Depends for use on what is not. (Roberts)

Therefore turn being into advantage, and turn non-being into utility. (Chan)
Therefore by the existence of things we profit. And by the non-existence of things we are served. (Yutang)
Therefore, we regard having something as beneficial; But having nothing as useful. (Hen)
And so, what is there is the basis for profit; What is not there is the basis for use. (Ivanhoe)
Therefore profit comes from what is there; Usefulness from what is not there. (Feng)
Therefore, that which exists is used to create benefit That which is empty is used to create functionality. (Lin).

Therefore, to have existence is beneficial; not to have it is useful. (Yi Wu)
Yes: 'Being' makes for profit, 'Nothing' makes for usefulness. (LaFargue)

Alternate Translations
Hence, existence provides benefit but only when non-existence gives it use
Thus, a thing can provide benefit only when no-thing gives it use
Thus, something gives a thing benefit, but only with nothing can that benefit be realized
Thus, the value of something is gained by the nothingness that gives it use
Thus, what is there gives a thing substance But only what is not there gives it use 
Thus, the value of something is gained by the nothingness that gives it use
Therefore, what is there provides the substance; But what is not there provides the usefulness
As such, “existence” provides benefit but only when “non-existence” allows it to be used
Thus, “what is there” provides benefit when “what is not there” allows it to be used



五色令人目盲。五音令人耳聾。五味令人口爽。馳騁畋獵、令人心發狂。難得之貨、令人行妨。是以聖人、爲腹
不爲目。故去彼取此。 

Verse 12

Too many colors dim their eyes
Too many sounds deafen their ears
Too many flavors dull their palates 

Racing and galloping about
   disturbs the minds of the people
Seeking goods that are hard to obtain                    
  hinders their progress 

So the Sage attends to his inner core 
    and not his outer eye
He holds to this (what is deep)
    and rejects that (what is on the surface)
________________________________________________________________________

Too many sights dim their eyes
Too many sounds deafen their ears
Too many flavors dull their palates 

五 five / all, (too many) | 色 colors (sights) |  令 cause, bring about |  人 people, men | 目 eye | 盲 blind
五 five / all, (too many) | 音 tones, sounds |  令 cause, bring about |  人 people, men | 耳 ear | 聾 deaf
五 five / all, (too many) | 味 tastes, flavors |  令 cause, bring about |  人 people, men | 
    口 palate, mouth | 爽 damage, dull, ruin, to lose

五 wu (five)
   “Five” in this context can represent the full range of something. Thus, the five colors represent “all colors” just as “ten 
thousand things” represents all the things in the world. The reference to the five colors (or “all colors”) might be interpreted 
as to mean an excess of colors, too many sights, too much visual stimulation, etc. Likewise, the five tones could mean the 
full range of sounds or too many sounds; the five flavors could mean all the flavors or too many flavors.  
    C Wu writes: “‘Five’ in Chinese can also be an approximate number signifying multiplicity. So it is possible to translate 
the first three lines without literally rendering the “five.” In fact the English might read even better without impairing the 
meaning.” Contrary to this, all of the established scholars translate 五 wu as “five.” A few translators, however, depart from 
the norm: “Too much color makes one blind; Too much sound makes one deaf; Too much flavor makes one lose his 
appetite.” (X Yang) “Excessive colours impair your sight. Excessive noise affects your hearing. Excessive tastes will dull 
your taste buds.” (HH Tan)

 人 ren (people, person, men)
   The text clearly makes a reference to people or “the people”---probably in the context of advice given to a leader, to keep 
things simple among the people. However, some scholars find it useful to skip over this character and put forth a general 
saying, such as: “The five colors dim the eyes.” Some translations that include  人 ren are: The five colors can make 
people’s eyes blind (Linnell); The five colours blind man's eye (Duy); The five colours cause one's eyes to be blind (Chan); 
The five colors blind our eyes (Muller, Hen).

_____________________________________________________

Racing and galloping about
   disturbs the minds of the people



Seeking goods that are hard to obtain                     
  hinders their progress 

馳 quick, swift, race | 騁 hasten, gallop [on a horse] | 畋 hunt, chase | 獵 hunt, pursue 
     令 cause,  bring about | 人men, people | 心mind, heart | 發 go, (appear)  
      狂 mad, crazy, wild, unrestrained, (disturb)

 難 difficult, hard | 得 obtain, get | 之 its, of, their | 貨 good, items, merchandise 
    令 cause, make, bring about | 人men, people | 行move, walk, advance, travel, progress / actions, behavior, conduct 
   妨 hinder, impede, obstruct, thwart, damage, corrupt 

 馳騁 chi cheng indicates galloping, the swift riding of a horse (during a hunt), or horse-racing.   畋獵 tian lie indicates 
hunting and/or the chase that takes place during a hunt. Both characters include a pictograph of a horse. Translations of this 
line include: racing and hunting (Wu, Chan, Muller, Lin); galloping and hunting (Duy, C Wu); horse-racing, hunting and 
chasing (Chen), galloping and racing, hunting and chasing (LF).
   Racing, galloping, and hunting can be taken literally or seen a metaphor for someone who runs around chasing after 
things. The idea that “horse-racing and hunting madden the mind” is an obscure idea. It might be more accurate to say that 
“Chasing after things, like someone racing a horse or on a hunt, maddens the mind.” 

Translations
Racing and hunting … madden the minds of man (Yutang), cause one's mind to go mad  (Hen), Drive a person's mind to 
madness (Chen), madden the mind (Wu, Feng, Muller), madden man’s heart (Duy), drive a man wild (TK),

 難 difficult, hard |  得 obtain, get | 之 its, of, their | 貨 good, items, merchandise ...
   Most translations of this line are in accord with: “goods that are hard to get injure one's activities” (Chan), “Precious 
things lead one astray” (Feng).  However, rare goods or goods that are difficult to obtain do not “impede one’s activities” or 
“hinder one’s progress”; rather, it is the pursuit and chasing after rare goods that is harmful to one’s daily activities, not rare 
goods in and of themselves. This line and the previous one both refer to a person who is thrown off course, or maddened, by 
chasing after outer things rather than being content with the treasure he already possesses. 
   Henrick’s translation---“Goods that are hard to obtain pose an obstacle to one’s travels”---is uncertain. 
   In sum, the pursuit of rare goods—which is an outward and self-serving pursuit---thwart one’s journey on the inner path, 
the path of Tao. This same idea “inner” and “outer” is expressed in the next stanza using the analogy of the “stomach” 
(inner) and the “eye” (outer).
  Commenting on this passage, Wang Bi writes: “The rare treasures block man’s right way; therefore they constrain his 
actions” (Wang Bi, trans., Lin); “Goods hard to get block the correct path. Thus the text says that they “cause one to travel 
the road to harm.” (Wang Bi, trans, Lynn)

Translations
Difficult to obtain goods … lead one astray (Feng); make a man's progress falter (Mair); will obstruct one's way (Wing), do 
harm to a man's conduct (T-K); impede man's action (Kim); impede our activities (Ivanhoe); make people’s behavior corrupt 
(Linnell), turn one’s conduct awry (C Wu), brings about harmful behavior (Muller), entangle man's conduct (Duy), will 
make a man run into harm (Chalmers), tempt men to do wrong (Wu); lead one astray (Feng); keep their owners awake at 
night (Yutang); impede their owner's movements (Waley), pose an obstacle to one's travels (Hen). 

Alternative Translations
Racing about and chasing after things 
   makes their minds to go crazy
Seeking rare objects
   hinders their progress

Rushing and chasing about
    maddens the mind
The pursuit of rare objects
   disrupts their lives

Rushing about, like someone on a hunt or racing a horse      



   Disturbs the people’s mind
Seeking rare objects,
   (while overlooking the treasure they already possess)
   leads them astray

______________________________________________________________

So the Sage attends to his inner core 
    and not his outer eye
He holds to this (what is deep)
    and rejects that (what is on the surface)

是以 there/fore | 聖wise, (holy) | 人man |  之 his |  治 govern, rule, regulate |   也 (end particle) | 
     為 act, take, consider, prefers, attends to | regulate |  腹 stomach, belly, center (>inner) |  不 not | 
     為 act, take, consider, prefer, attends to | 目 eye (>outer)
故 hence, thus | 去 reject, discard |  彼 that, those (>eye, outer) | 取 choose, accept, take hold of | 
     此 this, these (>belly, inner) 

  The MWT text adds  之 zhi (his) +  治 zhi (regulate, govern, rule, government) +  也 ye (end particle).  A translation of the 
standard text could be: “Therefore, the holy man attends to the stomach and not the eye.”  A translation of the MWT could 
be: “Therefore, the wise man, in his rule, attends to the belly and not the eye.” While the added characters may bring a 
certain continuity to the verse (by having both stanzas understood as advice given to a ruler) it diminishes the import of the 
last stanza. The Sage attends to the stomach and rejects the eye in all cases, not only in his governing.

故 hence, thus | 去 reject, discard |  彼 that, (>eye, outer) | 取 choose, accept, take hold of |   此 this, (>belly, inner) 
   This refers to rejecting the eye (the outer, the extraneous, the fleeting) and choosing the belly (the inner, the solid, the  
core). The “inner” or “solid” may not only refer to something substantial but to the dimension of self that is unchanging, the  
ground of all existence; while the “outer” refers to the changing dimension of self, including everything that may appear  
solid or substantial in a person’s life. This same line (reject that, chose this) appears at the end of verse 38, where the Sage 
rejects the flower (the outer) and chooses the fruit (the inner).

   “All commentators agree that the belly refers to the central or fundamental things of life and the eyes refer to the  
superficial things of life.” (Chan)

Translations
Therefore, the Sage takes care of the belly, not the eye. He prefers what is within to what is without. (Wu)
Hence the sage is For the belly Not for the eye. Therefore he discards the one and takes the other. (Lau)
For this reason the sage is concerned with the belly and not the eyes, Therefore he rejects the one but accepts the other. 
(Chan)
Therefore the sage is guided by what he feels and not by what he sees. He lets go of that and chooses this. (Feng)
Thus, the Sage is led by his inner truth and not his outer eye  He holds to what is deep and not what lies upon the surface 
(JS)



寵辱若驚。貴大患若身。何謂寵辱若驚。寵爲上、辱爲下。得之若驚、失之若驚。是謂寵辱若驚。何謂貴大患若
 身。吾所以有大患者、爲吾有身。及吾無身、吾有何患。故貴以身爲天下、乃可寄天下。愛以身爲天下、乃可託

 天下。

Verse 13

“Accept misfortune as an unexpected opportunity”
“Self-importance leads to great trouble”

What is meant by, 
“Accept misfortune as an unexpected opportunity”? 
If you accept what life presents with humility 
   then what you obtain is an opportunity
   and what you lose in an opportunity
That’s what it means 

What is meant by 
    “Self-importance leads to great trouble”? 
The reason I have great trouble is because 
    I put too much value on my personal self 
    (and overlook my true self)
If I did not put such value on my personal self
  what trouble would I have?

Honor everyone as your own self
    and the empire will (naturally) prosper
Love everyone as your own self
    and the empire will (naturally) find protection    

___________________________________________________________

“Accept misfortune as an unexpected opportunity”
“Self-importance leads to great trouble”

寵 Favor, honor, esteem, respect | 辱 disgrace, dishonor, disfavor, insult |  若 like, equal, similar, both / as, as if 
     驚 surprise, startle / fear, frighten, scare, warning / (alt, guo:  纓 bondage, bind, ensnare)

貴 value, worth, treasure, importance / esteem, honor, dignity | 大 big, great, (too much) | 
    患 trouble, misfortune, affliction, sickness / worry, distress (=disaster, calamity) | 
    若 like, equal, similar, conform, both /as, as if (>associated with, linked to) | 身 self, person, body 

   Many scholars feel that these two lines were known sayings, at the time the text was written, and that is why they are 
often placed in quotation marks. Scholars also surmise that the stanzas that follow, due to their poor and repetitive quality,  
were likely part of an inferior commentary that made its way into the text.

貴 value, worth | 身 self, person, body | 若 like, equal | 大 big, great, (too much) | 患 trouble, misfortune 
    Some scholars rightly hold that the word order should be  貴身若大患 instead of 貴大患若身. Thus, it would read, 
“Honoring self is great trouble” instead of “Honor great trouble as self.” 
   The idea of “honoring self” suggest too much honoring of self, the assignment of too much importance to one’s individual 
self, and/or the exclusive identification with the individual self (which leads to living a life in complete ignorance of one’s 
true self and one’s interconnection with everything).



寵 Favor, honor, esteem, respect | 辱 disgrace, dishonor, disfavor, insult |  若 like, equal, similar, both / as, as if 
     驚 surprise, startle / fear, frighten, scare, warning / (alt, guo:  纓 bondage, bind, ensnare)

驚 surprise, startle / fear, frighten, scare, warning / (alt:  纓 bondage, bind, ensnare)
      驚 jing is often translated as “surprise,” “startle,” or“alarm,” but also as “frighten” or “fearful”--since things that surprise 
or startle often cause fright. Accordingly, the first line can be translated as, “Favor and disgrace are like surprises”; “Favor 
and disgrace are both frightening”; “Favor and disgrace are things that startle” (Lau) or “Favor and disgrace make one 
fearful” (Lin); “Favor and disgrace are cause for alarm” (Ames); “Be apprehensive when receiving favour or disgrace” 
(Chan); “Favor and disgrace, both perturb” (Minford); Favor and disgrace seem alarming; high status greatly afflicts your 
person (Cleary); Accept humiliation as a surprise. (Muller);  "Favor and disgrace cause one dismay” (Yutang); Be 
apprehensive about favor or disgrace. (Ivanhoe). More loosely, one could say, “Favor and disgrace come (and go) 
unexpectedly.”
   Favor and disgrace are fleeting, fickle conditions; they can come and go in an instant, unexpectedly, like a surprise or a 
shock. Both of these can be seen as “outer” conditions, based solely on the opinions of other people, or the whims of the 
emperor, and not on one’s merit or inherent worth. These are not the same an inner conditions that are built by merit and do 
not come and go.
    A less common interpretation treats 寵 chong (favor) as a verb, with the idea to favor (or welcome, or accept) disgrace. 
Rather than “favor and disgrace are equally surprising” or “favor and disgrace both come as a shock,” the text could read:  
Welcome disgrace as a pleasant surprise (Wu); Accept disgrace willingly (Feng); or, Accept humiliation as a surprise 
(Muller, 1881). 
   Mair oddly interprets this line as, “Being favored is so disgraceful that it startles.”

 纓 ying (bondage, bind, ensnare)
    The Guodian slips has  纓 ying (bondage, ensnare) which, on the surface, seems to make more sense than  驚 jing 
(surprise). As such, the line could read, “Favor and disgrace are equally binding.” 
    The idea that “Favor and disgrace are equally binding” is similar to the aphorism, “Golden chains and iron chains are 
equally binding,” which means that good karma (fortune, favor) can be as binding as bad karma (misfortune, disfavor) 
because both give weight and substance to the individual self and the false notion of “I am this separate person.” With good 
karma a person is bound up with all the good things he has; with bad karma a person is bound up lamenting all the bad 
things that are happening to him. In both cases, one’s awareness is bound to one’s personal sense of self, the “outer” 
existence, and not on the core of one’s being (which remains ever-present and unaffected in the conditions of good fortune 
or bad fortune).

    Heshang Gong (1st century CE) writes: “Being honored is frightening and so is being humiliated.” Wang Bi  王弼 (d. 
249): “Favor will always be accompanied by humiliation, honor will always be accompanied by peril. Favor and 
humiliation are identical, honor and peril are the same.”

貴 value, true worth | 大 big, great | 患 trouble, misfortune | 若 like | 身 self, person, body 
貴 value, worth | 身 self, person, body | 若 like, equal | 大 big, great | 患 trouble, misfortune 

貴 gui (value, honor, high rank, worth, esteem, importance) 
    Wang Bi understands this to mean “self-importance” or “self-esteem” and explains it in terms of “great emphasis on one’s 
own life” (Lynn) or “Making too much of life” (Wagner).
   貴 gui (honor, high rank, importance, self-importance) 身 shen (self, body) can be understood as placing too high a rank, 
too much honor, too much value, too much importance on yourself as this person, rather than putting yourself “outside” or 
“behind.” This curtailed sense of identity (where a person wholly identifies with being this separately-existing person) leads 
to great trouble—not just trouble, but protracted trouble, hardship, and suffering. This same idea of putting the individual 
self “outside”—and not exalted it as the center of one’s identity—is also expressed in several of the previous verses (7,8,9)
   Lynn writes: To place great emphasis on life is certainly to enter the land of death. This why the text refers to it [self-
importance (gui)] as a “great calamity.” When one confuses his person [shen, i.e., his individual existence] with honor and 
favor, it means he exchanges it for them. Thus the text says of this that it is “a great calamity that can cost one his person” 
(Lynn)  

  身 shen can refer to oneself, one’s person, or one’s body. Even though many scholars interpret this to mean “one’s body” 
(Lau, Chan, Wu, Mair, Pine, Ivanhoe, etc.) the reference to “oneself” or “one’s person” seems to be a better fit. Shen could 
also indicate the identification of oneself as this separately-existing person---which is the source of “great trouble.” The 



body does not cause great trouble, one’s self, or sense of self, does not cause great trouble; it is the exultation or 
“centralization” of oneself as a separate person and/or the complete identification with this mind-body self that brings about 
great trouble. If you did not have this complete identification with the mind-body self---which precludes your greater 
connection with Tao and the all of Life---what trouble would you have?  You would certainly have some trouble---the 
trouble that always comes with human incarnation, with the various challenges of life, with having a body--but you would 
not have the unnecessary, self-inflicted trouble, the “great trouble” that comes when you are ignorant of your true nature, 
when you claim the whole of your existence to be this body-mind person, when you live in separation from the all-
embracing unity of Life. 
  With reference to this line, it could be said that great trouble results from … “Holding your self in high esteem,” "Putting 
too much value on your self,” “Too much honoring of yourself,” “too much self-importance,” or “exalting yourself as this 
person.”

Translations – Body
   Prize calamities as your own body (Wu); Regard great trouble as seriously as you regard your body (Chan); “Revere 
calamity as you revere your own body” (Ivanhoe); “The treasure of great danger looks like the body” (Lindauer); “Highly 
respect great trouble as one respects his own body” (P Lin);  “value great disasters as your body” (Duy) … High rank is, like 
one’s body, a source of great trouble (Lau); honour and disaster are like the body (Pine)

Translations – Person
   “Caring about disaster is like caring about oneself” (C Wu);high status greatly afflicts your person (Cleary); self-
importance is a great calamity that can cost one his person (Lynn); What we value and what we fear are within our Self 
(Yutang); ; dignity and disaster are as one’s person (Chalmers); “Respect great distress as you do your own person.” (Hen);
d) Honors to the self bring woe (Roberts); exalting yourself as this person brings great trouble (JS); “Too much self-
importance brings great trouble” (JS); identification with the body brings great trouble (JS); putting great importance on 
yourself (as this separate person) leads to trouble (JS); Great self-value brings great trouble. (JS).

Translations (Both Lines)
   “Favor and disgrace are things that startle; High rank is, like one’s body, a source of great trouble” (Lau); Be apprehensive 
when receiving favour or disgrace. Regard great trouble as seriously as you regard your body (Chan); Favor and disgrace 
seem alarming; high status greatly afflicts your person (Cleary); Accept humiliation as a surprise. Value great misfortune as 
your own self.  (Muller);  "Favor and disgrace cause one dismay; What we value and what we fear are within our Self." 
(Yutang), Be apprehensive about favor or disgrace. Revere calamity as you revere your own body (Ivanhoe).

   Roberts takes pains to link the two lines with questionable success: “At favor (as disgrace) take fright: Honors to the self 
bring woe.”  
  Addis does well to link the lines structurally (yet the meaning is still unclear): “Favor and disgrace are like fear. Honor and 
distress are like the self.”
    Henricks does well to treat the first word of each line as a verb: “‘Regard favor and disgrace with alarm.’ ‘Respect great 
distress as you do your own person.’” (Hen). Feng extends shen (self, body) to indicate “the human condition, and also 
treats the first words as a verb: “Accept disgrace willingly. Accept misfortune as the human condition” (Feng).  Feng’s 
translation remains among the best; and it does not come off sounding disjointed like most of the other translations.

Alternate Translations

"Accept misfortune as an unexpected opportunity"    
“Self-importance is the harbinger of great trouble”

The praise and blame (that come from others) are a worthless distraction
The value and hardship of life is what makes you who you are

Favor and disgrace (based on the opinion of others) are equally binding
Your worth and the great challenges of life are equal (in making you who you are)

_______________________________________________________

What is meant by, 
“Accept misfortune as an unexpected opportunity”? 
If you accept what life presents with humility 



   then what you obtain is an opportunity
   and what you lose in an opportunity
That’s what it means

何what | 謂 called, meant by, implied by  | 寵 favor, honor | 辱 disgrace, dishonor, insult, humiliation
      若 is like, as, is | 驚 startle, surprise / frighten, scare  (alt:  纓 bound, binding, ensnared) [?]
寵 favor, honor, (accept) | 為 act, make, brings about | 下 down, below / decline, surrender 
    得 obtain, get, acquire | 之 it, its, them | 若 like, alike, is | 驚 surprise, startle / frighten  (alt:  纓 bound, binding)
    失 lose, give up | 之 it, its, them | 若 like, alike, is | 驚 surprise, startle / frighten  (alt:  纓 bound, binding)
是 this, thus, so | 謂 called, means | 寵 favor, honor, esteem | 辱 disgrace, insult (misfortune) |  若 like, same as, is  |  
     驚 startle, surprise / fright, scare  (alt:  纓 bound, binding)

    The standard text reads 寵為下(favor acts low), which can be translated as: “Favor brings you down”; Favour is 
considered inferior (Chan); Favor makes you the inferior (Linnell); Favor is lowly. (Yi Wu); Favor is no good (C Wu);  To 
receive favor is to be in the position of a subordinate (Ivanhoe); Favor is for the inferior (P Lin); Favor is degrading (LF); 
favor means descending (Pine). 
   As mentioned, this line is probably refers to receiving favor from the emperor or by some high official at court. Some 
translators add in the character shang (above, elevate) and come up with, “Favor elevates, disgrace brings down.” However 
this new creation, which is not found in any text, is not warranted and runs contrary to the opening line. One cannot rightly 
say that favor elevates while disgrace brings down, but only that both honor and disgrace bring you down (or make you 
low/inferior): Favor is high, disgrace is low (Duy, Lin); Favor ascends; disgrace descends (Wing); Favor perturbs from 
above, Disgrace from below (Minford); Favour is in a higher place, and disgrace in a lower place (TK); Honors elevate, 
Disgraces depress (Chen).
   The opening line of the verse mentions favor and disgrace. Thus, to elaborate on “favor” without “disgrace” may feel 
incomplete. As such, a rectification to include “disgrace,” either directly or by implication, is justified.  However, as stated, 
a rectification that states “favor is high while disgrace is low” is not justified.

Translations
Why should we "welcome disgrace as a pleasant surprise"?
Because a lowly state is a boon: Getting it is a pleasant surprise, and so is losing it!
That is why we should "welcome disgrace as a pleasant surprise."  (Wu)

What is meant by saying favor and disgrace are things that startle?
Favor when it is bestowed on a subject serves to startle as much as when it is withdrawn.
This is what is meant by saying that favor and disgrace are things that startle. (Lau)

What is meant by being apprehensive when receiving favour or disgrace? Favour is considered inferior. 
Be apprehensive when you receive them and also be apprehensive when you lose them. 
This is what is meant by being apprehensive when receiving favour or disgrace.  (Chan)

Alternative Translations
What does it mean, “Accept misfortune as an unexpected opportunity”?  
If you accept what comes with humility (and honor the lessons of life)
   then what you obtain is an opportunity
   and what you lose in an opportunity
That’s what it meant by “Accept misfortune as an unexpected opportunity”

What does it mean, “Favor and disgrace are equally binding”?
Favor (and disfavor) keep you down (and bound to the individual self)
Seeking to obtain one is binding, trying not to lose the other is binding
That is what it means.

What is meant by, “Favor and disgrace are like a surprise.”
Favor (and disgrace) are inferior conditions
You obtain them in an instant, like a surprise
You lose them in an instant, like a surprise



That is what is meant by “Favor and disgrace are equally binding”

_________________________________________________________________

What is meant by 
    “Self-importance leads to great trouble”? 
The reason I have great trouble is because 
    I put too much value on my personal self 
    (and overlook my true self)
If I did not put such value on my personal self
  what trouble would I have?

何what | 謂 called, meant by, implied by
貴 value, honor, exalt, high rank | 大 big, great | 患 trouble, suffering, misfortune | 若 like, is, same as, alike | 
    身 self, person, body   [?]
吾 I, we | 所以 thereby, cause, reason | 有 have, posses | 大 big, great | 患 trouble, suffering, misfortune | 
     者 for, because | 吾 I, we | 有 have, possess | 身 self, person, body, (sense of self) | 
及 if, when, so long as / realize, obtain, reach | 吾 I, we | 無without | 身 self, body, (sense of self)  | 
吾 I, we | 有 have, possess |   何 how, which, what [?] | 患 trouble, misfortune, suffering, affliction 

    In several of the previous verses the author talks about the benefit of putting oneself “outside” or in the background. 
Contrariwise, if a person goes against this and puts himself in the foreground, if he assigns too much importance to his 
individual self, if he lives in separation from Tao, then the consequence of this mistaken sense of sel is great trouble. Said 
another way, exalting the individual self is a state of egoic living, a state of living in separation from Tao, and a state that 
leads to trouble, misfortune, and suffering.  The Author then ask, “if a person did not put too much value or importance on 
himself---if he did not live in a state of separation—what trouble would he have? He does not offer an answer because this 
is something a person must contemplate and discover for him- or herself.

身 shen is generally interpreted as: a) the body or b) the self.  By extension, it could also indicate one’s identification with 
the body or one’s personal sense of self.
    Translating 身 shen as “the body” is usually problematic. Even so, many of the great scholars, including Chan, Lau, and 
Wu, translate it this way: “If I have no body, What trouble could I have?” (Chan); When I no longer have a body, what 
trouble have I? (Lau). ... If you have no body then, yes, you would have no trouble but you would not have pleasure or 
anything else since you would not exist. It would be more accurate to say, “If I did not take myself to be this body,” or “If I 
did not identify with being this body” what trouble would I have?
    Translating 身 shen as “the self” is closer to the mark. But more than just “the self,” it could indicate a separate sense of 
self. Having a self is not the fundamental cause of great trouble, it is the sense of having a separate, self-existing self that is 
the problem. This leads to great trouble. Such an identity is contrary to Tao, and contrary to the truth that you are ever 
inseparable from Tao.

   If we understand shen as one’s personal sense of self, or one’s sense of being a separate human being, we could approach 
the question as follows: The great trouble I have as a human being is self-inflicted, based of the false idea I have of myself, 
specifically the belief that I am a distinct person, separated from everyone and everything else. If I did not feel myself to be 
this person, separate from everyone else, cut off from the greater flow of Life, what trouble would I have? Well, you would 
still have the trouble associated with human life, the trouble that comes with incarnation, and the pain of limitation that is 
always present when Universal Spirit assumes a limited form, but you would be free from the unnecessary, self-created 
pain, the “great trouble” that comes when you live in delusion and mistakenly believe yourself to be this separate person.

Translations
The reason I have great trouble is that I have a body. When I no longer have a body, what trouble have I? (Lau)
The reason why I have great trouble is that I have a body (and am attached to it). If I have no body, What trouble could I 
have? (Chan)
Because our body is the very source of our calamities. If we have no body, what calamities can we have? (Wu)
Misfortune comes from having a body. Without a body, how could there be misfortune? (Feng)
When I no longer have a body, what calamity could I possibly have? (Ivanhoe)



We have fears because we have a self. When we do not regard that self as self, What have we to fear? (Yutang)
What is said of fortune and disaster is this: fortune and disaster are things which befall the person. 
So without personality how should I suffer disaster or the reverse?  (Old)
I suffer most because  Of me and selfishness. If I were selfless, then What suffering would I bear? (Blackney)
What renders me liable to great disaster is my person; so that if I had no person (body, personal importance), what disaster 
could I have? (Chalmers)

Alternative Translations
What is meant by “Too much self-importance leads to great trouble?”  
The reason I have great trouble 
       is because I regard myself (as someone special) 
If I did not regard myself (as someone special)
   what trouble would I have?

What is meant by “Too much self-importance leads to great trouble?”  
The reason I have great trouble 
       is because I am (over-concerned) with myself as this person
If I was not (overly-concerned) with myself as this person
   what trouble would I have?

What is meant by, “Too much self-importance leads to trouble?”
The reason I have great trouble is because
   I have (a faulty) sense of self    
If I did not have this (faulty) sense of self 
   what trouble would I have?

What is meant by, “Exalting oneself leads to great trouble”?
A person has great trouble because he holds,
    "I am this (separate) person" 
If he did not hold himself to be this (separate) person 
       what trouble would you have?  

_________________________________________________________________

Honor everyone as your own self
    and the empire will (naturally) prosper
Love everyone as your own self
    and the empire will (naturally) find protection    

故 therefore, thus | 貴 value, honor, esteem, respect | 以with, treat, accordingly | 身 self, person, body 
    為 action, make, (consider) | 天Heaven | 下 below, under (= the world)|   若 then / is like, alike, equal to 
    可 can, able, fit, may, possible / truly, approve | 寄 trust, entrust, depend on, care for / send, transmit 
    天Heaven | 下 below, under (=the world)
愛 love, cherish | 以 thus, accordingly | 身 person, self, himself | 為 action, make, (consider) | 天Heaven 
    下 below, under (= the world) | 若 then / like, alike, equal to | 可 can, able, fit, possible to, may / truly, approve 
     託 entrust, care for, hold in one’s hand / put in charge, guard, protect, guardian | 天Heaven  
    下 below, under (= the world)

     A translation of these lines could read: “Therefore, one who honors the world as his own self can be trusted with the 
(rulership of the) world.  One who loves the world as his own self can be entrusted to care for the world.” Translations of 
these two lines often comes off sounding awkward because two conditions are stated---honoring the world and loving the 
world---but the conclusion for both conditions is the same: “Therefore, he who rules All-under-heaven as he values his own 



body, may well be entrusted with All-under-heaven; He who rules All-under-heaven as he loves his body, may well be 
entrusted with All-under-heaven” (Duy)

    It is only when a person approaches the world with the same cherishing and loving attitude he displays towards himself 
that the world can be entrusted to him. (Guying)

故 gu (therefore, thus)
  In normal parlance, “therefore,” introduces some kind of follow up or conclusion but, as found throughout the Tao, it is 
often used as a way to connect two unrelated passages.  As such, its inclusion can sometimes seem awkward. While most 
scholars include it in their translation of this stanza--without much harm--some scholars (such as Feng, Kline, Minford, etc.) 
do not include it. 

寄 ji (trust, entrust, depend on  / send, transmit)  /  託 tuo (entrust, care for,  guard, protect) 
    寄 ji (trust, entrust) and  託 tuo (entrust, care for, guard, protect) are close in meaning. Ji is often interpreted to indicate 
someone who can be trusted or relied upon whereas tuo suggests someone who is able to safeguard or protect. The 
meanings, however, are sufficiently similar such that many scholars translate both characters in the exact same way. The 
better translations, however, strive to make some meaningful distinction between the two characters: “Hence, only he who is 
willing to give his body for the sake of the world is fit to be entrusted with the world. Only he who can do it with love is 
worthy of being the steward of the world” (Wu).  
    One way to distinguish these two terms is to add in the element of time. In the first ever English translation by John 
Chalmers (1869), he does just this: “So then, if, for the sake of dignity, one seeks to make himself ruler of the world, he may 
be permitted, indeed, to rule it temporarily; but if, for love, one seeks to make himself ruler of the world, he may be 
entrusted with it forever.” (Chalmers, 1869) Old (1904) tweaks the lines by Chalmers and comes up with a very poetic 
rendering: “Therefore by the accident of good fortune a man may rule the world for a time But by virtue of love he may rule 
the world forever” (Old, 1904). Another way to distinguish the terms is to change the perspectives: in the first instance it 
could refer to a person trusting the world, in the second instance to the world trusting or being entrusted to a person: “Honor 
everyone as yourself, and you will come to trust the world; Love everyone as yourself, and the world will come to trust 
you” (JS).  Another way would be to use a less common meaning of 寄 ji such as “to send,” or “transmit,” and reinterpret 寄 
ji to mean “send prosperity” or “send blessings.” An emended translation, along these lines could read: “Honor everyone as 
your own self and the empire will be blessed. Love everyone as your own self and the empire will be protected.”

    There is a formula mentioned throughout the Tao: when Tao is present in the empire, the empire will long-endure and 
prosper. Similarly, if the ruler loves and honors others as he does himself, or as himself, then Tao will be present in the 
empire---and the empire with be long-endure (be protected) and prosper. The ruler need not do anything in particular: if he 
lives and rules in accord with Tao the empire will naturally endure and prosper.

天下 tian xia (Heaven below, all under Heaven)
    The phrase “Heaven below” or “all below Heaven” refers to “everyone below Heaven,” “all people under Heaven,” “the 
world” or, more simply, “everyone.” It can also indicate “the empire.”
     天下 tian xia (Heaven below) appears four times in these closing lines and most scholars translate all instances of this 
phrase as “the world.” Chan breaks up the monotony by translating the first instance of 天下 tian xia as “the world” and the 
second instance as “the empire”: Therefore he who values the world as his body may be entrusted with the empire. He who 
loves the world as his body may be entrusted with the empire (Chan). The idea of being trusted with the empire (as in the 
case of a ruler) is less abstract than that of being “trusted with the world.” However, Chan’s translation (along with many 
other scholarly translations) is lacking in that they interpret shen as “body” instead of “self,” and translate 寄 ji and 託 tuo in 
the exact same way.
    Translators such as Feng and Maurer take liberties with the text by rendering 天下 tian xia (Heaven below) as “all 
things”: “He who values all things as his self Is fit to manage all things. He who loves all things as his self  Is fit to be 
trusted with all things” (Maurer); “Surrender yourself humbly; then you can be trusted to care for all things. Love the world 
as your own self; then you can truly care for all things” (Feng).

Translations
   Therefore, if you dedicate your life for the benefit of the world, You can rely on the world. If you love dedicating yourself 
in this way, You can be entrusted with the world (Muller, 1888)
   Therefore he who values the world as his self  May then be entrusted with the government of the world;
And he who loves the world as his self --The world may then be entrusted to his care. (Yutang)



   Therefore, only one who values himself as he values the world is fit to be entrusted with the world.
Only one who loves the world as he loves himself is worthy of being the trustee of the world." (Gibbs)
   Yes:A valuing of one's self that regards the self the same as the world - this means one can be entrusted with the world. 
A loving of one's self that regards the self the same as the world - this means one can be given the world. (LaFargue)
   Therefore, a person who can approach the world with the cherishing attitude he displays towards himself can be entrusted 
with the world. A person who can approach the world with the loving attitude he displays towards himself can be entrusted 
with the world.  (Guying) 

who honours his body as much as the world can be entrusted with the world   who loves his body as much as the world can 
be encharged with the world (Pine)

Alternate Translations

Therefore,
Honor all below Heaven as your self, 
    and you can rule the world (for a time)   
Love all below Heaven as your self, 
   and you can rule the world (forever)

Therefore,
If you honor everyone as yourself, 
    then you’ll be able trust the world
If you love everyone as yourself, 
    then the world will be able to trust you

Honor everyone as yourself, 
    and you’ll be able to trust the world
Love everyone as yourself, 
    and the world will be able to trust you

One who reveres the world as his own self
   can be entrusted to rule the empire for a lifetime 
One who loves the world as his own self
  can be entrusted to rule the empire forever.

One who values everyone as his own self     
   is fit to rule the world for a lifetime     
One who loves everyone as his own self
  is fit to rule the world forever



視之不見、名日夷。聽之不間、名日希。縛之不得、名曰微。此三者不可致詰。故混而爲一。其上不皦、其下不

昧。繩繩不可名、復歸於無物。是謂無狀之狀、無物 之象。是謂惚恍。迎之不見其首、隨之不見其後。執古之道、

以御今之有。能知古始、是謂道紀。

Verse 14

Look, it cannot be seen—we call it “the Invisible”
Listen, it cannot be heard—we call it “the Inaudible”
Reach out, it cannot be touched—we call it “the Intangible”
These three cannot be fully investigated (on their own)
   because they are merged as a single, unbroken Unity

Rising up, it is not bright
Settling down, it is not dark
It continues on and on, without a name
   ever-returning to nothingness
It is called, “the formless in form,”
   “the non-existent that is everywhere” 
If you look for it far
     you will miss it right here

Try to face it
     In what place will you stand? 
Try to follow it 
    To what place will you go?

Hold onto the Way that is beyond all time, 
   and you’ll master the here and now
Know the eternity of this moment
   and you’ll know the unbroken thread of Tao
_____________________________________________________________________

Look, it cannot be seen—we call it “the Invisible”
Listen, it cannot be heard—we call it “the Inaudible”
Reach out, it cannot be touched—we call it “the Intangible”
These three cannot be fully investigated (on their own)
   because they are merged as a single, unbroken Unity

 視 look at | 之 it |  不 not | 見 see | 名 name | 曰 called |  夷 yi, invisible, formless / minute / smooth, plain / rare
聽 listen to  | 之 it |  不 not | 聞 hear | 名 name | 曰 called |  希 xi, inaudible, silent, soundless
摶 reach for, grab | 之 it |  不 not |  得 touch, hold  |名 name | 曰 called | 
     微 wei, intangible, subtle / tiny, hidden  

 此 these |  三 three |  者 ones, things, [qualities of Tao] | 不 not | 可 can, able |  致 full, complete, the highest degree  
     詰 investigate, inquire, examine, question, scrutinize, explain / fathom, comprehend

 故 thus, therefore, hence, because | 混 merge, blend, fuse, combine, conjunct / confuse  
     而 and, yet |  為 act as, function as |  一 one, unity, the One  

   The idea indicated here is that these three qualities of Tao cannot be fully investigated on their own---and that such an 
investigation will not go far—because they are conjunct, they operate as One. The Invisible is the Inaudible, is the 



Intangible. You cannot have one without the others—they always come together. You cannot investigate one in separation 
from the others.

不 not | 可 can |  致 full, complete, to the highest degree |   詰 fathom, investigate / explain
    This line can be translated as: cannot be completely fathomed (Cleary); ultimately cannot be fathomed (Muller); are 
impossible to probe (Lynn); cannot be examined in detail (Chen Lin); cannot be completely unraveled  (Lin); it is 
impossible to come to a definition (Wagner); cannot [be] closely questioned (Ramsden) … defy close inquiry (C Wu); 
cannot be analyzed (Wing); cannot be thoroughly investigated (Saba);  …  failed means to knowledge (Pine); beyond the 
reach of sense and reason (Kimura); elusive (Minford).

 致 jie (full, complete) is usually taken to mean “fully, completely, to the highest degree,” however some scholars translate it 
as “further”: cannot be investigated further (P Lin); cannot be further scrutinized (Waley); cannot be fathomed further 
(Hilmar). Others simply skip over the character: cannot be comprehended (Chen)—as opposed to “cannot be fully 
comprehended”; are not amenable to investigation (Wei); cannot be resolved (Lindauer); are beyond scrutiny (Kim).

   Shi Deqing (d. 1623): “Zhi jie  致诘 [to convey and to investigate] is the same as to imagine and comprehend (思议).”  
Accordingly, a translation could be: “these three are beyond imagining and comprehension.”

 此 these |  三 three |  者 ones, things 
   Most scholars translate this line as “these three,” yet a few scholars add in a modifier: “these three attributes” (Wu); these 
three aspects (Lynn). Linnell translates this phrase as, “these three things,” with the understanding, I suspect, that “things” 
represents qualities of the One rather than physical things—because hsi, xi, and wei (the Invisible, the Inaudible, and the 
Intangible) are certainly not things.

 故 gu, when translated as “thus,” “therefore,” or “hence” it suggests a causality between two conditions---where the first 
condition causes or brings about the second—yet, in this line there is no such causation. We cannot say, “because these three 
are beyond inquiry that they merge into one,” or “these three are incomprehensible, therefore they blend into One” because 
these three (attributes of Tao) are always one, they are always unified. They are one regardless of whether we comprehend 
them or not. As such, translations that add in the causal idea of 故 gu (therefore, thus) only weaken the line: These three 
cannot be comprehended, Thus they blend into one” (Chen); These three are indefinable; Therefore they are joined in one” 
(Feng); These three are beyond scrutiny. Therefore, blend them into one” (Kim);  These three cannot be closely examined; 
So they blend into One  (TK).  
   A few lesser-known translators improve the line by doing away with causality: “These three things That go beyond your 
mind  Are moulded together in the One” (Kwok); “These three cannot be further inquired into. It is the One in reality” 
(Jiyu).

 混 hun (merge, blend, fuse, combine, conjunct / mixed). 
   These three aspects of Tao (  夷 yi, 希 xi,  微 wei) are conjunct, meaning they always come together. You cannot have one 
without having them all. The Invisible, is always inaudible, and intangible; the Inaudible, is always invisible and inaudible, 
etc. 
    Scholars usually translate 混 hun as “merge,” “blend,” “fuse,” “lumped together” (C Wu), “confused” (Lau, Ivanhoe), 
etc., yet these terms do not convey the idea of a conjunction. We cannot rightly say that they “blend into one” because they 
are always one, there was never a time when they were not blended as one. Only a few of the lesser-known, or more 
interpretive, translations make the necessary point that “these three” are conjunct or indivisible: “These three cannot be 
examined in detail for they really constitute one indivisible whole” (Cheng Lin); “These things are not available to be 
researched for realization when taken singly” (Hwang); “All these three qualities can hardly be analysed. When 
amalgamated into one” (HH Tan); “These three characteristics are incomprehensible, yet they uniquely constitute the 
oneness of Dao” (T Zi-chang)
   Lynn comes close but unfortunately assigns causality where it does not belong: “Because these three aspects of it are 
impossible to probe, it remains a single amorphous unity” (Lynn).  It would be better stated as: These three aspects of it are 
impossible to probe because they remain a single, inseparable unity.” 
    Lau and Ivanhoe imperfectly translate  混 hun as “confused”: These three cannot be fathomed And so they are confused 
and looked upon as one (Lau); These three cannot be perfectly explained, and so are confused and regarded as one 
(Ivanhoe).

Translations



Look, it cannot be seen - it is beyond form.
Listen, it cannot be heard - it is beyond sound.
Grasp, it cannot be held - it is intangible.  (Feng)

What cannot be seen is called evanescent;  
What cannot be heard is called rarefied;   
What cannot be touched is called minute. (Lau)

We look at it and do not see it; Its name is The Invisible. 
We listen to it and do not hear it; Its name is The Inaudible. 
We touch it and do not find it; Its name is The Subtle (formless). (Chan)

Looked at, but cannot be seen - That is called the Invisible (yi).
Listened to, but cannot be heard - That is called the Inaudible (hsi).
Grasped at, but cannot be touched - That is called the Intangible (wei).  (Yutang)

We look at it but do not see it;  We name this "the minute."
We listen to it but do not hear it; We name this "the rarefied."
We touch it but do not hold it; We name this "the level and smooth." (Hen)

Gazing, we do not see it; we call it dim. 
Listening, we do not hear it; we call it inaudible.
Groping, we do not grasp it; we call it subtile. (Duy)

    Wu’s translation is a bit confusing as it seems to suggest that the name of Tao---rather than Tao itself---is formless: “Look 
at it but you cannot see it! Its name is Formless.”
Look at it but you cannot see it! Its name is Formless. 
Listen to it but you cannot hear it! Its name is Soundless.
Grasp it but you cannot get it! Its name is Incorporeal.

Muller’s translation is accurate enough but may have a few too many “it”s:
Look for it, it cannot be seen. It is called the distant.
Listen for it, it cannot be heard. It is called the rare.
Reach for it, it cannot be gotten. It is called the subtle. (Muller)
  Accurate enough but a bit too many “it”s.

What you don't see when you look is called the unobtrusive.
What you don't hear when you listen is called the rarefied.
What you don't get when you grasp is called the subtle.  (Cleary)

Chen moves in the right direction by trying to elevate the three qualities of Tao, having them be more indicative of universal 
principles than mere descriptions of phenomena: 
What is looked at but not seen, Is named the extremely dim.
What is listened to but not heard, Is named the extremely faint.
What is grabbed but not caught, Is named the extremely small.

Minford does the same: 
Look, and you never can see it --- it is too Subtle.
Listen, and you never can hear it – it is too Faint.
Feel it, and you never can take hold of it – it is too Elusive.

Alternate Translations
Look—it cannot be seen
   It is called “The Invisible”
Listen—it cannot be heard
 It is called “The Inaudible”
Grasp—it cannot be touched
  It is called “The Intangible”



What we look for yet cannot see 
    is called, “The Invisible”
What we listen to yet cannot hear
    is called “The Inaudible”
What we grab onto yet cannot touch
  is called “The Intangible”

Eyes look but cannot see it
Ears listen but cannot hear it 
Hands grasp but cannot touch it 
It is called, The Invisible, The Inaudible, The Intangible
These three cannot be fathomed when examined alone
   for they ever-conjunct, acting as one and the same

Look but you will not see it --- it is called the “Invisible”     
Listen but you will not hear it --- it is called the “Inaudible”  
Grasp but you will not touch it --- it is called the “Intangible”
There three (qualities of Tao) cannot be fully examined (on their own)
   because they are ever-merged and function as One

None of these three can be fully understood on their own
    because they are ever-merged in a singular, inseparable Unity.

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Rising up, it is not bright
Settling down, it is not dark
It continues on and on, without a name
   ever-returning to nothingness
It is called, “the formless in form,”
   “the non-existence that is everywhere” 
If you look for it far
     you will miss it right here

(一 one, unity  |  者 this, these) 
其 it, its |  上 above, upper side, top | 不 not | 皦 bright, light, dazzling 
     (alt, mwta:  收 (receive, collect, restrain, encompass) (alt, mwtb:  謬 confuse, deceive) 
其 it, its |  下 below, depth, underneath, bottom | 不 not | 昧 dark, darkness, dim (alt:mwt:  物 existent)

 繩 continuous, endless, extending |   繩 continuous, endless, extending (=continuing forever) | 
      不 not |  可 can, able  |  名 name, designate, describe (=nameless / The Nameless)
     復 return, revert, turn around | 歸 return, come back, home |  於 as, in | 無without, no  | 物 being, thing (=nothing)
是 this | 謂 called, means |  無 without |  狀 shape (=shapeless) |  之 its | 狀 shape 
     無 without |  物 being, entity, thing | 之 its |  象 image, form, appearance  
是 this | 謂 called, means |  惚 dim, indistinct, vague / indefinable  |  恍 elusive, indistinct, obscure / unimaginable
    (alt, mwtb:  忽 ignore, neglect, overlook / suddenly, now |  望 distant, gaze into the distance)
 

 一者 i che (one this) is found in MWT, Fuyi, and other texts but not Wang Bi of HSK. It’s inclusion seems to indicate, that 
despite these different qualities, It (Tao) is always One. Such a statement repeats what was already indicated in the previous 
stanza. In addition, the last character of the previous stanza is   一 i, so the inclusion of this same character again, right next 
to it, is suspect. 

其 it, its |  上 above, upper side, top | 不 not | 皦 bright, light, dazzling  
其 it, its |  下 below, depth, underneath, bottom | 不 not | 昧 dark, darkness, dim / obscure 



    Some standard translations of these lines are: Its upper side is not bright: Its under side not dim (Wu); Its upper part is not 
dazzling; Its lower part is not obscure (Lau); Its top is not bright; Its bottom is not dark (Muller, Cwu); Above it, not bright  
Below it, not dark (Lin) … Going up high, it is not bright, and coming down low, it is not dark (Chan); Revealed, it is not 
dazzling; Hidden, it is not dark (TK); Above it, there is no light; below it, there is no darkness (Yi Wu).
   Rather than the standard “upper” and “lower,” some scholars interpret this as “rising” and “setting”:  “Its rising brings no 
light; Its sinking, no darkness (Waley); Not by its rising, is there light, Nor by its sinking, is there darkness (Yutang); “Its 
risings cast no light, and its settings occasion no dark (Lynn). 
    In the MWTb, instead of the character  皦 jiao (bright) it has miu  謬 (deceive or confuse); in the MWTa it has shou  收
(receive, collect, restrain, contract or put away). 

是謂 shi wei (this is called / this means)  
    In most cases, shi wei occurs once, at the end of a stanza (to sum up the stanza or verse); seldom does it occur twice; yet 
in this verse it occurs three times. It is likely that one or two occurrences were added in by mistake. Accordingly, to avoid 
this repetition, many scholars delete one or more occurrences of 是謂 shi wei.
     Chan includes the first occurrence but not the second: “This is called shape without shape, Form without objects. It is the 
Vague and Elusive” (Chan). Kline includes the second occurrence but not the first: “Dimly seen it can’t be named So returns 
to the insubstantial. This is the shapeless shape, The form without substance. This is called blurred and shadowy (Kline). 
Cheng Lin exclude both occurrences: “It is imperceptible and indescribable. It is always changing, and reverting to the state 
of Nothingness. It is formless, shapeless, vague, and indefinite” (Cheng Lin).

 惚 hu, undifferentiated, indistinct, dim, vague |  恍 huang, obscure, indistinct, elusive 
    It is the Vague and Elusive (Chan); This is called the vague, the elusive (Yi Wu); This is called the subtle and indistinct 
(Hen); It is called confusing and indistinct (Linnell); It is called the vague and dim (Kim); This is called indistinct and 
shadowy (Lau); We call it the indefinable and unimaginable (Wu); It is called indefinable and beyond imagination (Feng); 
Or say it is vagueness confused (Blackney); This is called the most obscure (Muller); Are called vague semblance (Waley); 
This is called enigmatic (Lin); It is appropriately called ungraspable, elusive (Lindauer); And it is known as the amorphous 
(Kimura); this is the waxing waning (Pine).
     Translations such as “enigmatic” or “puzzling” imply some kind of problem that cannot be solved; this does not relate to 
the previous lines. “Confused” or “confusing” is a correct translation but does not fit, as there is never a time when Tao 
could be described as “confused.” Pine’s “waxing waning” waxes a bit too poetic and is confusing. Lau’s “shadowy” seems 
to be a continuation the theme of “light” and “dark” (as mentioned in the previous lines) but does not seem to fit as a 
description of Tao. C Wu’s “evasive” implies an intention that is simply not applicable; this term is more fitting of the 
“evasive maneuvers” that are carried out in battle. Terms such as vague, indistinct, dim, obscure, subtle, etc. while accurate, 
in and of themselves, are not precise when describing that which is formless and non-existent. 

是 this | 謂 called, means |  無 without |  狀 shape (=shapeless) |  之 its | 狀 shape 
     無 without |  物 being, entity, thing |  之 its |  象 image, form, appearance 
是 this | 謂 called, means |  無 without |  狀 shape (=shapeless) |  之 its | 狀 shape 
     無 without |  物 being, entity, thing |  之 its |  象 image, form, appearance 

Standard Translations
We call it the formless Form, the imageless Image. 
   We call it the indefinable and unimaginable. (Wu)
This is called the shape that has no shape, The image that is without substance.
   This is called indistinct and shadowy. (Lau)
This is called shape without shape, Form without objects. 
   It is the Vague and Elusive. (Chan)
This may be called giving shape to the shapeless, forming an image out of nothingness; 
   this may be called a vague likeness. (Duy)
The form of the formless, The image of the imageless,
    It is called indefinable and beyond imagination. (Feng)
It is called the form of that which is without-form; The image of non-existence.
   It is called confusing and indistinct. (Linnell)
Thus, it is called the formless form, The image of no-thing. 
This is called the most obscure. (Muller)
This is called the formless form, The substanceless image. This is called the subtle and indistinct. (Henricks)



This is called the Form of the Formless, and the Semblance of the Invisible;
this is called the Fleeting and Indeterminable.  (Legge) 

Translations (adding in “therefore” or “that is why”)

That is why it is called The form of the formless, The image of nothingness.
   That is why it is called elusive.  (Wing)
That is why it is called the Form of the Formless, The Image of Nothingness. 
   That is why it is called the Elusive: (Yutang)
Therefore it is called the formless form, The image of nothing.
   Therefore it is said to be illusive and evasive. (Chen)

Translations (No use of “It is called”)
It is formless, shapeless, vague, and indefinite.  (Cheng Lin)
This is the shape of something shapeless, the form of a nothing, this is elusive and evasive. (LF)

Other Translations
This is called shape of the shapeless, And form of the formless. 
    This is called winking-waning, as in a dream. (Wei)
this is the formless form the immaterial image 
    this is the waxing waning  (Pine)
This is called the stateless state, the image of no thing; 
   this is called mental abstraction. (Cleary)

 忽 ignore, neglect, overlook / suddenly |  望 distant, gaze into the distance
    In the MWTb, instead of  惚 hu (dim, vague) and   恍 huang (elusive, indistinct) we find  忽 hu (neglect, overlook, miss, all 
of sudden) and  望 wang (distant, far off, gaze into the distance). 
    The MWTb version seems to add a layer of meaning not found in the standard text. While the Wang Bi text suggests that 
“this” (the formless Tao) is “subtle,” “indistinct,” and “elusive” (and cannot be grasped by the mind) the MWTb text 
suggests that “this” (the formless Tao) is overlooked, ignored, or dismissed. Tao is right here, ever-present yet summarily 
overlooked. 
   A translation according to MWTb could read: “This is called, ‘Looking far yet missing what is right here’”; “This is 
called, ‘looking into the distance yet overlooking all that is right here’.”

Alternate Translations
Rising up, it is not bright
Settling down, it is not dark
It continues on, without end, 
   beyond names,
   ever-returning to nothingness
Shapeless yet with shape, non-existent yet with form
Vague, elusive, beyond all imaginings

It rises up but is not bright
It settles down but is not dark
Continuing on in every direction,
   It cannot be named
Ever-returning to (its original state of) Nothingness
   It is the shapeless Shape, the non-existence Image
It is “vague, elusive, unimaginable”

It’s top is not bright
It’s bottom is not dark 
Continuing on and on, it has no name
Returning back again, it has no existence
We call it, “The formless in form, the non-existent in manifestation”
We say, “Look far and you will miss what is right here.”



It’s top is not bright
It’s bottom is not dark 
Continuing on and on, it has no name
Returning back again, it has no existence
It is called, “The formless in form, the non-existent in manifestation”
We say, “Look far and you will miss what is right here.”
Shapeless yet with shape, non-existent yet with form
Vague, elusive, beyond all imaginings

_____________________________________________________________________________

Try to face it
     In what place will you stand? 
Try to follow it 
    To what place will you go?

迎 meet, approach, face *  | 之 it | 不 not  |  見 see | 其 its | 首 head, front / beginning
隨 follow | 之 it | 不 not | 見 see | 其 its | 後 end, back

 迎 ying (meet, approach, face)
   Ying is often translated as “meet” (Chan, Yutang, Linnell, Muller, Duy), “confront” (Wu, Lin, Wing) or “greet” (Hen, 
Ivanhoe) yet none of these terms seem to capture the true intent. It is awkward to say we “confront” Tao, particularly if we 
cannot see it, or hear it, or touch it.  We don’t “meet” (or “greet”) Tao, because the whole point of the line is that we cannot 
meet Tao (on our level) even with all our trying. A more fitting way to phrase it would be “try to meet it” (Lynn), “go up to 
it,” (Lau), “from the front” (CWu), “come toward it” (Chen), “stand before it” (Feng), “come in front of it,” “approach it,” 
etc. 
   Tao is not a thing that has dimension; it does not exist in time or space; it cannot be measured or perceived by the senses. 
Thus, it has no front or back. So, try to meet it, try to approach it, try to go before it, and you will not see its head, you will 
not find its beginning; try to follow it and you will not see its back, you will not reach its end. 

Translations
Confront it and you do not see its face! Follow it and you do not see its back! (Wu)
Go up to it and you will not see its head; Follow behind it and you will not see its rear. (Lau)
Meet it and you will not see its head. Follow it and you will not see its back. (Chan)
Meet it and you do not see its face; Follow it and you do not see its back (Yutang)
We meet it, but do not see its front; we follow it, but do not see its back. (Duy)
Meet it and you do not see its beginning; Follow it and you do not see its end. (Linnell)
Face it, there is no beginning. Follow it, there is no end. (Gong)
Stand before it and there is no beginning. Follow it and there is no end. (Feng)

_____________________________________________________________________________

Hold onto the Way that is beyond all time 
   and you’ll master the here and now
Know the eternity of this moment
   and you’ll know the unbroken thread of Tao

執 hold, hold fast, keep, seize / wield, apply |  古 ancient, of antiquity, the past (alt, mwt: 今 present, now, today)
    之 's, its, their | 道 Tao | 以 thus, in order to | 御master, regulate, control, manage, direct | 今 present, now, today | 
    ’之 s, its, their |  有 being, existence, (realm) 

 能 can, could, able, ability | 知 know, understand, perceive | 古 antiquity, primeval, timeless | 
     始 beginning, origin, source
是 this | 謂 called / means, indicates known as |  道 Tao |  紀 thread, strand, (unifying principle, continuum)

執 hold, hold fast  |  古 ancient, the past, (alt, mwt: 今 present, now, today) |    之 's, its, their | 道 Tao



   The standard version reads, “Hold fast to the Tao of antiquity to master your present existence” while the MWT has, 
“Hold fast to the Tao of today in order to master your present existence.” Both lines have merit, though the standard edition 
puts forth the paradox that the very thing that is most ancient, that has been here from the beginning, is the very thing that is 
most present, and right here and now.  

道  紀 tao ji (Tao thread) represents the continuous or unchanging aspect of Tao; the single, unifying principle, that is 
beyond the dimension of time. As such, the thread of Tao unifies everything in and as the present moment.  “Tao ji is 
variously translated as: the thread of Tao (Chen, Kim, Lynn), the main thread of Tao (LaFargue); holding the thread of the 
Dao (Lynn); the unbroken strand of Tao (Wei); the thread running through the way (Lau); the continuity of Tao (Yutang) …  
the main principle of Dao (Linnell), the lineage of Dao (Cwu), the record of Tao (Yi Wu, P Lin, Addis);  having the clue of 
Tao (Chalmers); the clue of the Way (Legge, TK, Duy); the essence of Tao (Feng, Wing); the bond of Tao (Chan); the law of 
Tao (R Jiyu) … the basic cycle of the Way (Cleary), the initiation into the Tao (Wu); (unravelling) the clue of the Way 
(Duy); following the Way (LS Ho); Dào’s Golden Thread (Hilmar); the very beginning thread of the Tao. (Muller); the 
continuum of Tao (JS); the unifying principle of Tao (JS)

Translations
Yet, equipped with this timeless Tao, You can harness present realities.
To know the origins is initiation into the Tao.  (Wu)
Hold fast to the way of antiquity In order to keep in control the realm of today.
The ability to know the beginning of antiquity  Is called the thread running through the way.  (Lau)
Hold on to the Tao of old in order to master the things of the present. 
From this one may know the primeval beginning (of the universe). This is called the bond of Tao.   (Chan)
In order to manage the affairs of Now Is able to know the Primeval Beginnings
Which are the continuity of Tao. (Yutang)
Hold fast to the Way of old, in order to control what is here today. The ability to know the ancient beginnings, this is called 
the thread of the Way   (Ivanhoe)
If, by seizing they Way of antiquity, we direct the existence of to-day, 
we may know the primordial beginning. This may be called: (unravelling) the clue of the Way.   (Duy)
Wield the Tao of the ancients To manage the existence of today
One can know the ancient beginning It is called the Tao axiom   (Lin)
Hold fast to the Way of the ancients  In order to master the present moment.
The ability to know the ancient beginning – This is called the main principle of Dao.  (Linnell)
You can manage present existence And know the primordial beginning.
This is called the very beginning thread of the Way.  (Muller)
Holding on to the Tao of old, So as to steer in the world of now.
To be able to know the beginning of old,  It is to know the thread of Tao.   (Chen)
Attain Mastery of present being by understanding the Tao of Old 
To understand the ancient beginning is the binding strand of the Tao  (Minford)

Translations (from MWT)
Hold on to the Way of the present—To manage the things of the present,
And to know the ancient beginning. This is called the beginning of the thread of the Way.  (Hen)

Alternate Translations
Embrace the Way that always was
  and you’ll master the here and now
If you can know all beginnings in this moment
  you’ll know the endless thread of Tao

Hold to the Way that is beyond time
   in order to master the here and now
To know all beginnings in this moment
   Is known as “the endless thread of Tao”

Hold onto that which has been here from the beginning
   in order to master that which is right here, right now
If you can know that ancient origin
You will know the endless continuum of Tao



Embrace the Way that is timeless 
   and you’ll master the here and now
Know all beginnings in this moment
   and you’ll know the endless continuum of Tao



古之善爲士者、微妙玄通、深不可識。夫唯不可識、故強爲之容。豫兮若冬渉川。猶兮若畏四鄰。儼兮其若客。
渙兮若冰之將釋。敦兮其若樸。曠兮其若谷。混兮其若濁。孰能濁以靜之徐淸。孰能安以動之徐生。保此道者、

 不欲盈。夫唯不盈、故能蔽不新成。

Verse 15

The ancient ones, who lived in accord with Tao,
Were subtle and mysterious,
    penetrating and profound 
Their inner state baffled all inquiry 
Since they cannot be comprehended
All we can do is tell of their outer appearance --

Cautious, like someone stepping over (the stones of) a winter brook
Vigilant, like someone fearful of enemies one every side 
Dignified, like someone (receiving) an honored guest
Self-effacing, like a block of ice about to melt
Genuine, like an uncarved block of wood
All-embracing, like an expansive valley 
Blending with life, like water mixing with mud

How can muddy water become clear? --
   Let it be still and it will clear on its own
How can true repose be established? -- 
   Act in accord with Life
   and it will establish on its own

Those who embrace Tao 
    do not seek to be fulfilled (by anything other than Tao)  
Because they are not fulfilled (by anything other than Tao)    
  they can live out their days with their fulfillment ever-renewed
 
________________________________________________________________________

The ancient ones, who lived in accord with Tao,
Were subtle and mysterious,
    penetrating and profound 
Their inner state baffled all inquiry 
Since they cannot be comprehended
All we can do is tell of their outer appearance -- 

古 ancient, old, antiquity | ’之 s, its, their | 善 good, excellent, skill | 為 practice, make, act |  
    士 master, ruler, scholar (alt:  道 Tao)  | 者 those, they | 
    微 tiny, minute / subtle, mysterious, discerning  | 妙 subtle, wonderful, marvelous, essence / profound, (wisdom) |
    玄 profound, deep, dark, hidden (alt: origin, primary) |  通 penetrate, go through, far-reaching / comprehend, know 

深 depth, deepness | 不 not | 可 can, able, possible |  識 comprehend, recognize  (alt: 志mark, note, record) 
 夫 yet, for |  唯 just, only |  不 not | 可 can, able (=cannot)

     識 recognize, know, comprehend, fathom / make clear (=incomprehensible, unfathomable) | 故 hence, therefore | 
 強 necessary / try, strive, forced, endeavor to | 為 to make, construct, render, emulate, (describe) | 



     之 their | 容 appearance, how they look / demeanor / attitude

Translations
“Subtle and flexible, profound and comprehensive (Wu); minutely subtle, mysteriously comprehending, (Lau); subtly 
mysterious and profoundly penetrating (Chan); subtle and profound, mysterious and penetratingly wise (Hen); subtle 
wisdom and depth of understanding (Yutang); subtle, mysterious, enigmatic, and far-reaching (Ivanhoe); subtle wonders 
through mystery (Lin); subtle marvelous mystic penetration (Muller); wonderful subtlety and mysterious penetration (Duy); 
subtle, mysterious, profound, responsive (Feng); subtle, mysterious, dark, penetrating (Chen) … a profound understanding 
of the mysterious,  (CWu).

Translations
Because they are unfathomable, One can only describe them vaguely by their appearance. (Wu)
It is because he could not be known That he can only be given a makeshift description: (Lau)
And because they cannot be comprehended, I can only describe them arbitrarily: (Chan)
And because they could not be understood, Perforce must they be so described (Yutang)
Just because they cannot be comprehended, I do my best to describe their demeanor:  (Cwu)
Because they were beyond understanding, only with difficulty can we try to describe them: (Ivanhoe)
Because one cannot discern them Therefore one is forced to describe the appearance (Lin)
Since, indeed, it is impossible to understand them, one can only try to the best of one's ability to describe their appearance. 
(Duy)
Because they were beyond knowing, we try only to describe them: (YiWu)  
Because they were unrecognizable, I am forced to describe their appearance . (Chen)
Now, because he defies understanding, all I can do is force a description of what he was like: (Lynn)

________________________________________________

Cautious, like someone stepping over (the stones of) a winter brook
Vigilant, like someone fearful of enemies on every side 
Dignified, like someone (receiving) an honored guest
Self-effacing, like a block of ice about to melt
Genuine, like an uncarved block of wood
All-embracing, like an expansive valley 
Blending with life, like water mixing with mud

豫 cautious, careful, hesitant, weary / hesitant, perplexed |  兮 oh, !, indeed |  若 like, as if | 冬winter | 
     涉 wade, cross | 川 river, stream 

 猶 vigilant, watchful, cautious, wary | 兮 oh, !, indeed | 若 like, as if | 畏 fear, afraid  | 
    四 the four directions, all sides |  鄰 neighbors, people 
儼 solemn, dignified, courteous, respectful | 兮 oh, ! | 其 they | 若 like, as if | 客 guest, visiting

 渙 relent, give way, yield, melt / dissipate, dissolve, self-effacing | 兮 oh, ! | 若 like, as if |  冰 ice | 之 that, which |
     將 about to, going to, soon to | 釋melt, thaw

 敦 genuine, honest, authentic, sincere, simple | 兮 oh, ! | 其 they  | 若 like, as if | 樸 uncarved wood / natural, pure
曠 open, broad, expansive / empty, vacant | 兮 oh, !  |  其 they  | 若 like, as if | 谷 valley / ravine, cave 
混murky, dim, opaque / blended, merged, turbid |  兮 oh, !  | 其 they |  若 like, as if | 濁muddy, turbid [water]

豫 cautious, careful, hesitant, weary, timid > Crossing a winter brook
The line is usually translated as, “crossing a stream in winter.” The image suggested here is that of a person wading through 
an icy cold river or walking over an iced-over stream. A suggested image is that of a person treading upon icy stones as he 
crosses over a stream in winter.
     Also: tentative (Lau), watchful (Feng)

猶 vigilant, cautious, wary > Surrounded by enemies



    The line literally reads, “vigilant, in every direction, of neighbors.”  However, the implied meaning is: “vigilant, as if 
surrounded by very close (or neighboring) enemies.”  Also: being at a loss (Chan), irresolute (Yutang), circumspect (Duy), 
alert (Feng), ready (Muller)

儼 solemn, dignified, respectful, courteous > Guest
    This can be interpreted as “solemn, like a guest” or “solemn, like one receiving a guest.”  Also: formal (Lau, C Wu, 
Wagner), reserved (Chan, Ivanhoe), grave (Yutang), solemn and polite (Hen), respectful (Linnell), gravity (Cleary),  
Inviolable (Kim), Reverent, (Chen), Stately and restrainèd (Roberts)

 渙 relent, give way, yield / dissipate, dissolve, self-effacing  > Melting ice
   The preferred translation would be “self-effacing” or “yielding” though the implied term, “selfless,” would also fit.  Very 
few of the terms used by scholars are apt: for example, it would be odd to say that a block of ice (about to melt) is “supple,” 
“pliant,” “easy-going,” or “amorphous”; or, falling apart (Lau), supple and pliant (Chan), scattered and dispersed (Hen), 
opening up (Ivanhoe), fluid (Duy, Kline), loose (Lin, Kim), easy-going (Wei), contaminating (Ramsden), evanescent 
(Legge), amorphous (Lynn).  

 敦 genuine, honest, authentic, sincere, simple  >Uncarved block
    Thick (Lau, Chen), Straightforward (Muller), Ingenuous (C Wu), Unpretentious  (Wei), artless (Hatcher), Unspoiled (P 
Lin)

 樸 pu (uncarved wood, pure) is a keyword for Tao in its pristine form, represented as The Uncarved Block. The Uncarved 
Block symbolizes that which is pure, natural, pristine, unadulterated, uncorrupted, and/or in its original state. It can also be 
understood as that which is simple, innocent, or genuine. (also in verses 19, 28, 32, 37, and 57) 

曠 open, broad, expansive / empty, vacant   > Valley
   hollow (Wu), open and broad (Chan), open-minded (Yutang), spacious (Lindauer)

 兮 yan (oh, so, !) is a grammatical particle signifying an emphasis or exclamation yet almost all scholars leave it 
untranslated. For example, when  兮 yan is combined with  豫 yu (careful, cautious, hesitant) it could mean “cautious!,” very 
cautious,” “So cautious,” “extremely cautious,” “cautious to the extreme”; also  hesitant! (Linnel), so careful! (Wing) how 
hesitant (Duy), so resigned (Lindauer), very cautiously (Xyang).

混murky, dim, opaque / blended, merged, turbid  > muddy water
     混 zhuo can  mean a) opaque, impenetrable, unknowable, unfathomable, obscured, unclear, or b) mixed, blended, merged. 
Both of these can apply to murky water.
a) Opaque (Feng, Lin, PLin); inscrutable (Cleary), Unclear! (Linnell); obscure (Muller); dim (Legge, TK), 
b) Merged and undifferentiated, (Chan, Hen); mixing freely (Yutang), So well mixed (Lindauer), everything mixed together 
(LaFargue), So integrated! (Wing), “amorphous” (Lynn); “chaotic” (Chen, YiWu), “confused” (Wu), or “muddled” (Mair)

   How do the masters of old resemble muddy water? It does not appear that they were confused or turbid (restless). One 
likely idea is that the ancient masters were opaque, mysterious, and that their inner state could not be fathomed. Another, 
more obscure, interpretation would be that the ancient masters mixed freely with life, they took on the “hardship” and 
difficulties of others, similar to the way water takes on mud. Although the ancient masters participated in the “muddiness” 
of human life their true nature remained pure and pristine, like water.

Translations (that include the idea of  兮 yan (oh, so, !) 
Hesitant!, as if crossing a winter stream.
Wary!, as if afraid of their neighbors all around.
Respectful!, they are like a visiting guest.
Yielding!, like ice that is about to to break off.
Honest and genuine!, they are like the uncarved block.
Wide and open!, they are like a valley.
Unclear!, they are like muddy water. (Linnell)

So careful! As if wading a stream in winter.
So hesitant! As if respecting all sides in the community.
So reserved! As if acting as a guest.
So yielding! As if ice about to melt.



So candid! As if acting with simplicity.
So open! As if acting as a valley.
So integrated! As if acting as muddy water. (Wing)

Careful, indeed, like someone crossing an icy brook in winter
Vigilant, indeed, like someone fearful of enemies on every side 
Dignified, indeed, like an honored guest
Self-effacing, indeed, like a block of ice about to melt
Genuine, indeed, like an uncarved block of wood
Open and embracing, indeed, like an expansive valley 
Blending with life, indeed, like water mixed with mud

Careful, to the extreme …
Careful, to the max …

____________________________________________________________

How can muddy water become clear? --
   Let it be still and it will clear on its own
How can true repose be established? -- 
   Act in accord with Life
   and it will establish on its own

孰who, what [?] | 能 can, able | 濁muddy, murky, turbid [water]* |  以 by, through, use | 靜 still, quiet, calm 
      之 ‘s, its | 徐 gradually, slowly, (>naturally) | 清 clear, purify, (>resolve) 
孰who, what [?] | 能 can, able |  安 tranquil, calm, peace (still, rest) |  以 by, through, with, become | 
     久 enduring, lasting, permanent (alt: omit) | 動movement, activity / stir, start an action |  之 ’s, its | 
     徐 gradual, slow, (>natural) | 生 life, alive, come to life, be born / grow, raise

 徐 xu (slowly, gradually) seems to indicate something that is gradual and naturally-occurring. For example, the settling of 
muddy water cannot be sped up or forced. You cannot “make” it happen faster than nature allows; in fact, all one’s effort, all 
one’s interference will only make things worse. If you just leave things alone, and allow nature to take its course, then 
gradually, over time, muddy water will become clear. Translations that include the word “make,” or the idea of taking some 
kind of action to still muddy water, imply the exact opposite of what is intended here: “Who can, through stillness, 
gradually make muddied water clear?” (Ivanhoe); “Who can make muddy water gradually clear through tranquility?” 
(Chan); “If you take muddy water and still it, it gradually becomes clear” (Hen).

 濁 zhuo (muddy) can apply to water or indicate a “muddy” or restless mind (or some kind of muddy condition). In both 
cases, the idea is that muddy water (and a restless mind) cannot be stilled through any kind of action, especially the action 
of trying to impose stillness on it. Just allow things to be as they are without imposing, without reacting, without doing 
anything, and, through the natural process of life, the restlessness of the mind will begin to settle on its own. This is a very 
rudimentary, yet essential, concept in terms of meditation. The primary practice is that of “allowance,” of simply observing 
the mind rather than taking any kind of action to try and change or still it; eventually—so long as you don’t interfere---the 
thoughts will naturally subside.  
    Most scholars interpret  濁 zhuo (muddy) as referring to some general idea of “murkiness” or “muddiness.”  However, this 
perfect example from nature---where the only way for muddy water to settle is to do nothing and allow nature to take its 
course---is perhaps the best and simplest examples of wu wei, non-action. Replacing this example with some murky idea 
about “murkiness” misses the mark.  

Translations
Who can (make) the muddy water (clear)?  Let it be still, and it will gradually become clear.  (Legge)
Who can be muddled, and use clarity to gradually become lucid? (Muller)
Who can take his turbidity and, by stilling it, gradually become clear?” (Lynn)
Which of you can assume such murkiness To become in the end full of life and stir? (Waley).   



 動 qing (movement, activity) indicates movement, activity, or the natural activity of life, but more specifically to activity 
that is in accord with Nature, natural law (dharma), Life, and Tao. All of Life moves toward Wholeness and Unity; and the 
extent to which a person can align his individual life (and thoughts, and actions) with the universal movement of Life, to 
that extent his essential or one-with-Life qualities emerge---qualities such as love, abundance, peace, beauty, and power 
(Te). Just as muddy water becomes clear naturally, without doing anything or trying to make itself clear, inner repose (one’s 
natural state) emerges through the natural activity of life, through a life that is aligned with Nature (Life, Tao). Activity 
alone does not move a person toward inner repose, toward the peace and tranquility of one’s own being; however, activity in 
accord with the very nature of Life, in harmony with the natural action of the universe—which is always moving toward 
balance and repose—moves a person toward the repose of his own nature. 
    Most translators put forth the idea that inner repose or tranquility is reached through activity, yet activity alone will not 
establish inner repose. It must be activity in alignment with Tao (Life) and the natural order of things.

孰who, what [?] | 能 can, able |  安 tranquil, calm, peace (still, rest) |  以 by, through, with, become | 久 enduring, 
lasting, permanent (alt: omit) | 動movement, activity, stir |  之 ’s, its |  徐 gradual, slow, (>naturally) | 生 life, alive, 
come to life, emerge, create 

    The use of  久 jiu (enduring) indicates an everyday practice and  徐 (gradual, slow) suggests a process that takes place over 
time. It points to a person who engages in regular activity (or practice), over a long time, and slowly brings his actions more 
and more into alignment with Life.  The establishment of repose, the occupancy of one’s own nature, is not a singular 
attainment any more than enlightenment comes about in a single flash. Repose is gained through constant and regular 
actions that are in accord with Life.
     久 jiu is usually applied to activity---who can become tranquil through enduring activity”?-- but it could also be applied 
to tranquility—who can establish lasting tranquility (i.e., become established in his unchanging inner self) through activity?
  As mentioned, it is not enduring activity that leads to tranquility but enduring activity in accord with Nature/Life/Tao.

    Most translators pose these lines in the form of two questions: “Who can wait quietly while the mud settles? Who can 
remain still until the moment of action?” (Feng).  However, the seemingly better choice, taken by only a few, is to construct 
each line as a question and an answer: Who can (make) the muddy water (clear)?  Let it be still, and it will gradually 
become clear. Who can secure the condition of rest?  Let movement go on, and the condition of rest will gradually arise.  
(Legge, 1891)

Translations

Which of you can assume such murkiness, to become in the end still and clear?
Which of you can make yourself inert, to become in the end full of life and stir? (Waley)
     Gong rewords the Feng translation and poses the lines as statements rather than questions: Quietly waiting until opaque 
becomes clear.  Remain still until the moment of action.  (Gong)
And yet who else could quietly and gradually evolve from the muddy to the clear?
Who else could slowly but steadily move from the inert to the living? (Wu)
Who can be muddy and yet, settling, slowly become limpid?
Who can be at rest and yet, stirring, slowly come to life? (Lau)
Who can find repose in a muddy world? By lying still, it becomes clear.
Who can maintain his calm for long? By activity, it comes back to life. (Yutang)
What may allay the muddiness? Through stillness it will gradually become clear.
What may make repose lasting? Through movement it will gradually ensue. (Duy)
What can stop the murkiness? Quieting down, gradually it clarifies.
What can keep still for long? Moving, gradually it stirs into life. (Chen)
Who is able to calm the turbid till it slowly clears? Who is able to quicken the stagnant till it slowly makes progress? (TK)

Alternate translations

How can the inner turmoil be quieted?
    By being still it will quiet on its own
How can inner repose be established?  
    By acting in accord with Life it will establish on its own

How can you clear the murkiness? -- 
    Be still and it will happen on its own



How can you establish true repose? -- 
    Act in accord with Life and it will happen on its own

How can muddy water becomes clear? 
    Through stillness it will happen on its own
How can one establish inner repose?  
    Act in accord with Nature and it will happen on its own

Who can still the murkiness? -- no one. 
     Be still and it will happen on its own
Who can establish true repose? -- no one     
    Consistently act in accord with Life
    and it will happen on its own

How can muddy water become clear? --
   Be still and it will happen on its own
How can true repose be established? -- 
   Act in accord with Life
   and it will happen on its own

____________________________________________________________

Those who embrace Tao 
    do not seek to be fulfilled (by anything other than Tao)  
Because they are not fulfilled (by anything other than Tao)    
  they can live out their days with their fulfillment ever-renewed

保 hold, keep, embrace, protect, (practice, follow, observe) | 此 this, such | 道 Tao | 者 those, they, he 
     不 not, does not | 欲want, desire, wish for | 盈 full, fullness, excess, overflow
夫 now, truly, precisely | 唯 for this reason, insofar, only | 不 not | 盈 full, fullness, overflow |  
     故 therefore, hence, then | 能 can, able | 蔽 grow old, wear out // hidden, cover, obscure / maintain, protect  
     不 not  (alt:  而 yet, and)  | 新 new, recent, renew, again | 
     成 complete, succeed, accomplish, perfect, make whole, establish, fulfill

保 hold, keep, embrace, protect, (practice, follow, observe)
    “Those who keep/embrace/preserve/maintain/practice/observe/treasure Tao” indicates those who live in accordance with 
Tao, those whose lives are inseparable from Tao: He who keeps the Tao (Wu); He who holds fast to this way (Lau); He who 
embraces this Tao (Chan, Yutang); Those who keep this Tao (Chen); The one who preserved this Way (Hen); Those who 
preserve this Way (Cleary, Ivanhoe); He who maintains this Way (Linnell); Those who observed this Way (Duy); Observers 
of the Tao  (Feng); Those who practice this Dao (Cwu); those who treasure this Way (Pine).

不欲盈 pu yu ying (not desire to be full). 
   The general idea is that those who hold or embrace Tao (or live in accordance with Tao) are so content with what they 
already has, with the fullness of Life, that they do not seek to gain or fill themselves with external things, self-concerns, 
petty desires and ambitions, chasing after rare objects, seeking royal status, etc. 

故 therefore | 能 can, able | 蔽 grow old, wear out / cover, conceal | 不 not  (alt:  而 yet, and)  | 
      新 new, recent, repeat, again | 成make, complete, succeed, accomplish, perfect (=renew)

    The original version of this line reads, “Therefore he can grow old and not be renewed complete”; “Thus, he can live out 
his day and not be newly made”; “Because he guards against being over-full,  He is beyond wearing out and renewal” 
(Yutang). The Wang Bi text has  不 bu (not) but since the seal-script form of 不 bu was similar to  而 er (and, yet) many 
scholars hold that  而 er was the intended character, with the line reading: “Therefore, he can grow old and yet be newly 
made”; “Thus, he can live out his day and be repeatedly fulfilled”; It is because he is not full That he can be worn and yet 
newly made (Lau).



   The idea that he “grows old yet is repeatedly fullfilled” could be understood that each day of life is like the first 
awakening; every day is filled with the same wonder--always fresh, always new. Even though he grows old, and this 
physical form slowly fades, the wonder (of being filled with Tao) never grows old, as it is renewed every day—nay, every 
moment.  

   Chalmers (1868) is one of the only translators who extends the idea of “not desiring fullness” to mean “being empty.” This 
has been a theme in several of the earlier verses where Tao, by virtue of its emptiness, is able to give and give without ever 
being exhausted: “Those who keep this Tao desire not fullness. And whereas they are empty, they may wax old, and yet not 
stand in need of renewing.” (Chalmers).  
   Cheng Lin states that life (as opposed to the one who holds Tao) is continually renewing itself: “Those who hold fast to 
Truth do not desire satiation. Because there is no satiety, life is continually renewing itself  (Cheng Lin). 

    Many scholars interpret  蔽 bi as hide or conceal (rather than grow old or wear out). As such, the line could read, 
“Because he is not full, he can be hidden and newly completed” or, according to Wang Bi, “Since he is not full, he can be 
hidden and not newly completed.”  Pine’s translation tries to equate these two different terms: “not trying to be full they can 
hide [grow old] and stay hidden”  (Pine).

Translations  (with  蔽 bi as hide, conceal)
Now: only because he is not full, Thus he can be hidden and unfinished.  (Linnell)
For it is only by not getting filled that one can avoid having the cover remade. (Lynn)
And because he is not filled, he can be sheltered and beyond renewal. (P Lin)
only by not being too full can they remain under cover, without new achievements.  (Yi Wu)
He simply lacks solidity, and so what he is capable of: Remaining concealed, accomplishing nothing new.  (LF)
not trying to be full they can hide and stay hidden (Pine)
And because they do not try to fill themselves to the brim, They are like a garment that endures all wear and need never be 
renewed." (Waley)

Translations  (with  蔽 bi as wear out, grow old, use up)
It is precisely because there is no overflowing that he is beyond wearing out and renewal. (Chan)
Because he guards against being over-full,  He is beyond wearing out and renewal. (Yutang)
For the reason that he does not go to the limit, He can wear well and does not need renewal.   (Wei)
Because they are not full, They can renew themselves before being worn out (Chen)
Precisely because he does not crave fulfillment He can be shattered And do without quick restitution.  (Muller)
For the reason that he does not go to the limit, He can wear well and does not need renewal.   (Wei)
Because they are not full, They can renew themselves before being worn out (Chen)
Indeed, since they are not full, They can be used up and also renewed.  (Wing)
Only the mind which is not over-filled can renew the old and perfect the new.  (Zi Chang)
It is through their not being full of themselves that they can afford to seem worn and not appear new and complete (Legge, 
1891)

Translations (with  蔽 bi as maintain, protect, preserve, safeguard)
Because one is not overfilled Therefore one can preserve and not create anew (Lin)
Wherefore, having no fullness, they are able to guard it in their hearts for ever and it never requires to be renewed." 
(Balfour, 1884)

Other Translations
Not seeking fulfillment, they are not swayed by desire for change.  (Feng)
Because of not over flowing, he can shed old and generate new. (Gong)
And, because they are not full, they have no need for renewal. (Ivanhoe)
But precisely because he is never full,
He can always remain like a hidden sprout,  And does not rush to early ripening. (Wu)

Translations  --  不 bu (not)
  The one who preserved this Way does not desire to be full; Therefore he can wear out with no need to be renewed (Hen)
  Because one is not overfilled Therefore one can preserve and not create anew (Lin)
  Now: only because he is not full, Thus he can be hidden and unfinished.  (Linnell)
  Only by not being too full can they remain under cover, without new achievements. (YiWu)



Translations --   而 er (and, yet)
It is because he is not full  That he can be worn and yet newly made. (Lau); 
It is precisely because there is no overflowing that he is beyond wearing out and renewal. (Chan); 
Because they do not seek fullness  They can always rejuvenate themselves.  (C Wu)
Indeed, since they are not full, They can be used up and also renewed. (Wing)
Truly, because he is never full, He decays yet renews himself. (Kim)

Alternate Translations

Those who have Tao
    do not seek something more to make them full
And this is why they are truly full!
This is why they can grow old
   yet have every moment be completely new

Those who keep hold of Tao 
    do not desire to be filled (with anything more)
Truly, they do not seek to be filled by the things of this world
For this reason they can grow old
   yet have every moment be ever-new

One who keeps hold of Tao
    does not need to fill himself (with more and more)
Truly, because he is not full 
He can live out his days without having to keep accomplishing more and more



致虛極、守靜篤。萬物竝作、吾以觀復。夫物藝藝、各復歸其根。歸根曰靜。是謂復命。復命曰常。知常曰明。
  不知常、妄作凶。知常容。容乃公。公乃王。王乃天。天乃道。道乃久。没身不殆。

Verse 16

Abide in complete emptiness
Maintain an immovable center 

All things arise together
I behold their arising and also their return           
By Nature, things flourish in endless variation
And then return to the Source, 
    their true repose, 
    the (ultimate) stillness
This is called “the fulfillment of destiny”  
The fulfillment of destiny is (unity with) the Constant

To know the Constant (amidst the changing) is enlightenment
Not to know the Constant (but only the changing)
   is to be like a blind man who meets with disaster

To know the Constant is to be all-accepting
To be all-accepting leads to equal vision 
Equal vision leads to unconditional love
Unconditional love leads to the Grandeur of Heaven
The Grandeur of Heaven is Tao

(Being in accord with) Tao leads to long life
Til the end of his days, such a person will be free from the peril (of delusion) 
_________________________________________________________________________________

Abide in complete emptiness
Maintain an immovable center

致 attain, reach, accomplish / develop, manifest | 虛 empty, emptiness, open, vacant | 
    極 highest, utmost, supreme, extreme, limit | (add, mwt:  也 indeed, !)

 守 maintain, preserve, guard, protect / keep, hold, abide, rely upon | 
     靜 calm, stillness, quietude, tranquility, equilibrium | (alt, guo: zhong中 center, core, “heart”) | 
    (alt, mwta:  情 affection, love) |  篤 true, genuine, sincere / firm, solid, generous (steadfast) | (add, mwt:  也 indeed, !)

   The supreme emptiness indicated here is not empty--when lived, it is total fullness. Emptiness of the individual, of the 
ego-mind existence---which is filled with struggling, forcing, imposing, resisting, etc.---allows for the whole of Life to 
unfold. By way of example, when a flute is all stuffed up and full it cannot produce music; however, when the flute (or 
instrument) is empty, it can produce every kind of music. Thus, throughout the Tao, we hear of this seeming paradox: “the 
empty is made full.” 
    The Guodian text points directly to the idea of “maintaining a solid center” “preserve a true center” or “hold fast to the 
immovable center.”  Maintaining a solid center can be understood as stationing yourself within, identifying with that 
dimension of self that never changes. 
   The MWT suggests the idea of, “maintain a heart that is true,” or “maintain genuine affection (for others).”

致 attain, reach, accomplish / develop, manifest | 虛 empty, emptiness |  極 highest, utmost, supreme, extreme



    Most scholars translate this line along the lines of “attain the highest emptiness” or “attain the ultimate emptiness” yet the 
idea of “attaining” emptiness sounds amiss. Emptiness is not something that can be attained or possessed. Things might be 
improved with, “Attain the supreme (state of) emptiness” but this still runs into the same problem.  As such, “abide in the 
highest emptiness” or “dwell in the state of complete emptiness” is closer to the mark.

Translations 
Attain to utmost Emptiness. Cling single-heartedly to interior peace. (Wu);  
Attain complete vacuity. Maintain steadfast quietude. (Chan); 
Attain the utmost in Passivity, Hold firm to the basis of Quietude. (Yutang); 
Attain the climax of emptiness, preserve the utmost quiet (Cleary); 
Attaining the utmost vacuity and earnestly observing quietness, (Duy); 
Reach the pole of emptiness, Abide in genuine quietude. (Chen); 
Attain extreme tenuousness; Preserve quiet integrity (Ivanhoe)

Attain the ultimate emptiness Hold on to the truest tranquility (Lin)
Attain the utmost emptiness. Maintain a profound stillness.  (Linnell)
Push emptiness to the limit; Keep still to the extreme (Cwu)
Effect emptiness to the extreme. Keep stillness whole. (Muller)
Practice emptiness to its ultimate. Maintain tranquility sincerely. (YiWu)
Attain the highest openness; Maintain the deepest harmony. (Wing)
Attain to the goal of absolute vacuity; Keep to the state of perfect peace. (TK)

Additional Translations
Having once arrived at a state of absolute vacuity, keep yourself perfectly still (Chalmers, 1869)
I do my utmost to attain emptiness; I hold firmly to stillness. (Lau)  
Let limits be empty the center be still (Pine)
Their attainment of emptiness absolute and their maintenance of quietude guileless (Lynn)
Seek to attain an open mind─the summit of vacuity. Seek composure─the essence of tranquility. (Goddard, 1919)
Empty yourself of everything. Let the mind become still. (Feng)
Reach perfect emptiness Hold fast to your true nature  
Abide in complete emptiness  Embrace a tender heart
Become the utmost emptiness Hold fast to a genuine center
Abide in (the state) of complete emptiness Establish yourself as the immovable center
_____________________________________________________________________

All things arise together
I behold their arising and also their return           
By Nature, things flourish in endless variation 
And then return to the Source, 
    their true repose, the (ultimate) stillness
This is called “the fulfillment of destiny”
The fulfillment of destiny is (unity with) the Constant

萬 ten thousand, all |  物 things, creatures | 
     並 together, united, in concert, (in a single movement)  (alt, mwt:  旁 close by, side-by-side ) | 
    作 rise, arise / emerge, stir, grow, evolve
吾 I, we (alt: 居 ju occupy, dwell, sit) | 以 thereby, accordingly | 
      觀 behold, watch, see / contemplate, recognize (alt: 須 xu await) | 復 return, turn back, resume 
夫 now, then, truly (alt:  天 tian heavenly) | 物 things, creatures (alt:  道 Tao) |  芸 flourish, bloom / varied, numerous
      芸 flourish, bloom / varied (= endlessly flourishing)  (alt, guo:   员员 numerous, numerous / ever-revolving)
各 they, each, all | 復 return | 歸 return, revert back, restore | 其 its, their | 根 source, origin, root, foundation
歸 return, recover, restore | 根 source, origin  | 曰means, is called | 靜 stillness, tranquility, peace

 是 this, it | 謂 called, means |  復 return, restore, (fulfill) | 命 destiny, fate, life, (original nature)



復 return, restore, (>fulfill) | 命 destiny, fate, life (original nature) |  曰 means, is to be, is called | 
     常 constant, unchanging, eternal, ever-constant  

 芸 flourish, bloom, (varied) |  芸 flourish, bloom (alt, guo:   员员 ever-revolving)
    The double use of  芸 yun (flourish, bloom, varied) suggests that which endlessly flourishes, or flourishes abundantly, or 
flourishes in endless variation. The Guodian text has  员员 yuan yuan (numerous-numerous, revolving-revolving), which 
could mean “the way of Heaven is numerous, numerous (limitless in its creation, goes on and on).”

 復 fu, return, restore, (fulfill) | 命ming, destiny, fate, life, (original nature)
    Returning to one's destiny (Lau, Ivanhoe); To return to destiny (Chan); Going back to one's Destiny (Yutang); To return to 
your fate (Hen); returning to one's nature (Lin); Returning to the natural order (Linnell); return to life (Muller, Yi Wu); 
regaining one’s nature (C Wu); renewal of life (Wei); to recover life (Chen) … Surrendering one's trust (Duy); submission to 
fate (Waley, Kim); Returning to being (Kline);  reversion to one's destiny  (Lynn); reversion to destiny (TK);  a return to a 
higher order (Hatcher).
   A return to one’s destiny (or true nature) can also indicate the fulfillment of one’s destiny or the fulfillment of life: To find 
peace is to fulfill one's destiny (Wu); The state of quiescence is called the fulfilment of destiny (Cheng Lin); that stillness 
may be called a reporting that they have fulfilled their appointed end. (Legge) 

 常 cheng (constant, unchanging, eternal)
   The “Constant” or “Unchanging” is that dimension of reality that does not change, that is ever-present, that is ever the 
same. It is the single underlying substrate of all existence, the ultimate unifier and destiny of all things. A person who is not 
aware of the Constant, and is only aware of the exterior, changing dimension of things, lives in a state of constant flux,  
without a true foundation or center, alienated from his own nature. Such a state brings about unnecessary and protracted 
misfortune and hardship.
   The Constant could also refer to that which is constant and unchanging in yourself, i.e., your true nature, your ultimate 
sense of “I.” It is this unchanging dimension of our being that connects us to that source. The dimension of self that is ever-
changing—and the one that most people exclusively identify with as “me”—can be seen as our individual, separate self; 
while the dimension of self that is constant, ever-present, and eternal can be seen as the Universal Self.  (That sense of “I” 
that lies at the heart of our being is actually the Universal Self that the individual self has access to: the mistake or “fatal 
error” made by most people is to claim that universal self, one’s very sense of “I,” as mine, as particular to me as this 
individual, and as something I (as this person) possess, not as the eternal self (I have access to through “me”) that is 
common to, and shared by, everyone and everything.
   To know the Constant, the Eternal, that dimension of self that never changes—is enlightenment; not to know the Constant, 
the Eternal, that dimension of self that never changes—is the fundamental error of the individual self, an error that leads to 
prolonged suffering and hardship.

    常 cheng is usually translated as “constant” or “eternal” and is often capitalized to indicate The Eternal (Tao). Translations 
include, the constant (Lau, Hen, Cleary, Muller … ); constancy (Feng, Lin, Ivanhoe); ever-constant (Linnell); unchanging 
(Legge); the constant (law) (Duy); the eternal (Chan); eternity (Chalmers, P Lin); the always-so (Waley); Everlasting 
(Chen); endure (Pine); Steady/Steadiness (LF)  … the Constant (Wu), Eternal Law (Yutang); the Absolute (Wing).
    The original meaning of  常 cheng (which is a pictograph of cloth hanging on a string) indicates that which is common, 
commonplace, ordinary, or everyday. Most scholars, however, interpret cheng as a substitute character for heng, which 
means “everlasting.” Cheng Lin is one among the very few who uses the original meaning of cheng in his translation: The 
state of quiescence is called the fulfilment of destiny. The fulfilment of destiny is called normalcy. The knowledge of 
normalcy is called enlightenment.” 

Translations
While all things are stirring together, I only contemplate the Return.
For flourishing as they do, Each of them will return to its root.
To return to the root is to find peace. To find peace is to fulfill one's destiny.
To fulfill one's destiny is to be constant.  (Wu)

The myriad creatures all rise together And I watch their return.
The teaming creatures All return to their separate roots.
Returning to one's roots is known as stillness.



This is what is meant by returning to one's destiny.
Returning to one's destiny is known as the constant. (Lau)

All things come into being, And I see thereby their return. 
All things flourish, But each one returns to its root.
This return to its root means tranquillity. 
It is called returning to its destiny. To return to destiny is called the eternal (Tao).   (Chan)

The myriad things take shape and rise to activity,  But I watch them fall back to their repose.
Like vegetation that luxuriantly grows  But returns to the root (soil) from which it springs.
To return to the root is Repose;  It is called going back to one's Destiny.
Going back to one's Destiny is to find the Eternal Law.  (Yutang)

while the ten thousand things all together are operating, I thus contemplate their return (to nothingness).
Indeed, things flourish luxuriantly, each to return again to the root (from which it sprang). 
To return to the root is called stillness; this may be described as surrendering one's trust.
Surrendering one's trust is called the constant (law).  (Duy)

All things thrive; I observe their return. 
For when things grow profuse, They return to their respective roots.   > reach their evolutionary limit
Return to the roots is called tranquility;  Tranquility is called regaining one’s nature; 
Regaining one’s nature is called constancy;   (Cwu)

All things come into active operation together; but I observe whither they return. When things have luxuriated for a while, 
each returns home to its origin (the root). Going home to the origin is called stillness. It is said to be a reversion to destiny. 
This reversion to destiny is called eternity.  (Chalmers, 1869)

Alternate Translation
All things arise together
Here I behold their (going forth and) their return           
Truly, things flourish in an endless cycle 
And then return to the Source, 
This return to the Source is “the heart of stillness”
It means the “fulfillment of destiny,”
    the return to “That which never changes”  

_______________________________________________________________________

To know the Constant (amidst the changing) is enlightenment
Not to know the Constant (but only the changing)  
   is to be like a blind man who meets with disaster
 

 知 know, aware of |  常 constant, unchanging, eternal | 曰means, is called, 
     明 enlightenment, illumination, brightness, insight, clear-sighted 

 不 not |  知 know, aware of |  常 constant, unchanging, eternal |  妄 fault, flaw, error / blind action, reckless, wild  
     (mwt: add:  妄 fault, error) (= grave error, fundamental flaw) | 作 brings, causes | 凶 disaster, calamity
     (alt, mwta:兇 fearful, violence)

 妄 fault, error / blind action, reckless, wild  (mwt: add:  妄 fault, error)
   The standard text includes  妄 an (error, fault) once, while the MWT includes it twice, thus indicating a grave error or 
fundamental flaw.

 作 zuo, bring, cause | 凶 xiong, disaster, calamity, misfortune 
    Simply translated as: lead to misfortune. (Hen); leads to disaster (Feng); bode ill (Cleary); court disaster (Yutang); to 
suffer in vain (Pine)



    凶 xiong is the pictograph of someone falling into a ditch. It could indicate someone who goes about blindly, not aware of 
where he is going—and such actions will lead him to disaster, to harm, to falling into a ditch. Many scholars have 
incorporated this notion of “acting blindly” into their translation: one runs blindly into disasters (Wu); to act blindly to result 
in disaster (Chan); acts blindly and is in danger (Yi Wu); means to go blindly to disaster (Waley); running blindly into 
miseries (TK).
    Many scholars take this idea one step further and assign 凶 xiong with some kind of action---such as foolishness or 
recklessness, or even the notion of “evil.” This line, however, is about not knowing the constant (or being unaware of the 
dimension of self that is eternal and ever-present); it is more about blindness and ignorance than foolishness or evil intent. 
Scholars variously translate this line as: wantonly produce misfortune (Ivanhoe); foolishly active and comes to grief (Duy); 
one recklessly causes trouble (Lin); is foolish and creates misfortune (Linnell); Is to recklessly become a part of misfortune 
(Wing); results in errant behavior and, with it, misfortune (Lynn); causes haphazard action, and brings about calamities 
(Cheng Lin); is to be heedless in one's actions - bad luck (LF) … One commits evils wantonly (Chen); leads to wild 
movements and evil issues (Legge).
    C Wu comes up with a hybrid translation by using the characters found in both Wang Bi and MWTa: “Leads to disastrous 
acts of violence”  (C Wu)
   Interpreting this state of ignorance, this state of “not knowing the Constant,” as a reckless or willfull---or as wantonly 
committing evil”---is not indicated by the text. This is about being blind to, or ignorant of, the Constant (or Unchanging) 
and only being aware of that which changes.

Translations
To know the Constant is called Insight.
If one does not know the Constant,  One runs blindly into disasters.  (Wu)
To know the eternal is called enlightenment. Not to know the eternal is to act blindly to result in disaster. (Chan)
To know the Eternal Law is Enlightenment.  And not to know the Eternal Law Is to court disaster.  (Yutang)
He who knows this constant (law), is called enlightened.  He who does not know this constant (law), is foolishly active and 
comes to grief.  (Duy)
Knowing constancy is insight. Not knowing constancy leads to disaster. (Feng)
Knowing constancy is called clarity Not knowing constancy, one recklessly causes trouble (Lin)
Knowing the ever-constant speaks of insight. Not knowing the ever-constant is foolish and creates misfortune. (Linnell)
To know the Everlasting is to be illumined. Not knowing the Everlasting, One commits evils wantonly. (Chen)
Knowing the Absolute is called insight. To not know the Absolute  Is to recklessly become a part of misfortune.  (Wing)
To know the constant is to be wise. Not to know the constant is to be reckless and wild (Hen)

Alternate Translations
To know That Which Never Changes is illumination
Not to know That Which Never Changes (but only that which changes) 
    is like a blind man who meets with disaster

To know the Unchanging Self is enlightenment
Not to know the Unchanging Self
   is to be like a blind man who meets with disaster

To know your unchanging (nature) is a sign of enlightenment
To miss your unchanging (nature) is a fundamental error that brings disaster

To know the Unchanging (amidst the changing) brings illumination
Not to know the Unchanging 
     is a fundamental error that (always) leads to a person’s fall

______________________________________________________________________

To know the Constant is to be all-accepting
To be all-accepting leads to equal vision 
Equal vision leads to unconditional love
Unconditional love leads to the Grandeur of Heaven
The Grandeur of Heaven is Tao



(Being in accord with) Tao leads to long life
Til the end of his day, such a person will be free from the peril (of delusion)

知 knowing, aware of | 常 constant, unchanging, ever-present | 容 tolerance, acceptance, accommodate, all-embracing 
容 tolerance, acceptance, accommodate, all-embracing | 乃 then, leads to | 公 impartial, unbiased, equality, justice
公 impartial, unbiased, equality, justice| 乃 then, leads to | 王 kingly, royal, noble, (alt: universal, inclusive)
王 kingly, (alt: universal, inclusive) | 乃 then, leads to | 天Heaven, heavenly, divine, (nature) (alt: great)
天Heaven, (alt: great) | 乃 then, leads to | Tao

道 Tao (> with Tao, in accord with Tao) | 乃 then, leads to | 久 a long time, endure, long life / everlasting
沒 loss, end, (die, death) |  身 self, life, person, body | 不 not, free from |  殆 danger, peril / wear out, exhaust, decay  

  知常容 zhi chang rong (know constant acceptance)
   The general idea is that when a person is in touch with the Constant---that singular, ever-present, unchanging dimension of 
reality that underlies all things---there is a wholesale acceptance of Life; there is an unconditional allowance of Life, rather 
than a resistance to life or a struggle with Life.

容 rong (tolerance, acceptance, accommodate, all-embracing)
   Most scholars translate 容 rong as “tolerance” yet “acceptance,” and “all-embracing” seem closer to the mark. There is 
also “accommodating.” Waley does well to translate rong as “room in him for everything”: “He who knows the always-so 
has room in him for everything; He who has room in him for everything is without prejudice” (Waley). 
To be accommodating is to work for the good of all. To work for the good of all is to be a true king (Ivanhoe)

公 gong (impartial, unbiased, equality, justice)
   Yi Wu translates  公 gong as “treats all things equally”: “Embracing all, one treats all things equally.”  Feng as “open-
hearted”: With an open mind, you will be open-hearted (Feng). Chen’s translation of gong as “public,” though accurate, is a 
bit odd: “To be all-containing is to be public” (Chen).

Translations
   To know constancy is to be accommodating. To be accommodating is to work for the good of all. (Ivanhoe); Knowing 
constancy, the mind is open. With an open mind, you will be open-hearted. (Feng) He who knows the eternal is all-
embracing. Being all-embracing, he is impartial (Chan); He who knows the Eternal Law is tolerant; Being tolerant, he is 
impartial (Yutang); Knowing entireness is tolerance  Tolerance leads to impartiality  (Lindauer).
   Chen’s translation of gong as “public,” though accurate, is a bit odd: “To be all-containing is to be public.” (Chen).

 不殆 pu dai (not in danger)  
   殆 dai is variously translated as danger, harm; destroy, wear out, fatigue, decay, etc. Danger in this regard could refer to 
physical danger (and the danger of death) but it can also refer to the danger of delusion, the danger of getting lost in the 
snares of this world, the danger of losing one’s connection with Tao. 
   Many scholars, however, interpret this line in a more abstract way, in terms of the self being eternal: “a person in accord 
with Tao may die but he (his eternal self) will remain.” An even less convincing interpretation is that the Tao is eternal, that 
it is not in danger: “This Way is everlasting, not endangered by physical death” (Cleary); “Being at one with the Tao is 
eternal. And though the body dies, the Tao will never pass away” (Feng).
    Being free from danger (or free from wearing out and exhaustion) throughout one’s life is afforded to a person who lives 
in accord Tao, with Nature, with dharma. By virtue of his oneness with Tao, such a person is supported and protected 
throughout his life. Moreover, he prospers. This does not mean that a person is always protected from physical injury or 
harm, that he can go against the laws of nature---and, say, enter a battlefield without protection—and come out unscathed.  
The protection comes from living in accord with natural law, not going against it and then expecting some miraculous force 
to protect you.
   The main danger, harm, or misfortune that a person will be free from, is the harm or misfortune that comes from not 
knowing his own nature, not knowing his integral unity with life, not knowing that which is constant and ever-changing---
which is the true anchor of himself and the universe. Contrary to this, when a person lives wholly in the exterior, ever-



changing dimension of self---in the delusion that he is separate from everyone and everything, when is is blind to the 
Unchanging, he meets with misfortune, disaster, pain, bondage, etc.  

Translations – free from danger
Being in accord with Tao, he is everlasting And is free from danger throughout his lifetime. (Chan)
Being in accord with Tao, he is eternal, And his whole life is preserved from harm. (Yutang)
Attaining the Way, one lives long. One’s entire life is without danger. (YiWu)
If you’re [one with] the Dao, to the end of your days you’ll suffer no harm. (Hen)
Possessed of the Tao, he endures long; and to the end of his bodily life, is exempt from all danger of decay (Legge)
To embody the Way is to be long lived, And one will avoid danger to the end of one’s days. (Ivanhoe)
(knowing) the Way, he lasts; until the end of his life he is not in peril. (Duy)
What has Tao becomes everlasting  And free from harm throughout life. (Wing)

Translations – free from death (ever-lasting)
To be one with the Tao is to abide forever. Such a one will be safe and whole  Even after the dissolution of his body. (Wu)
Being Tao, he is enduring. Though his body may perish, he is in no danger. (Chalmers)
He who attains Tao is everlasting. Though his body may decay he never perishes (T-K)
Tao is eternal. Though you lose the body, you do not die. (Muller)
Tao is forever and he that possess it, Though his body ceases, is not destroyed. (Waley)
To be like Tao is to last long. This is to lose the body without becoming exhausted. (Chen)
To be one with the Dao is to be everlasting. As long as he lives, no danger shall befall him. (Lynn)

_________________________________________________________

Translations of Stanza
If one knows the Constant, One can understand and embrace all.
If one understands and embraces all, One is capable of doing justice.
To be just is to be kingly; To be kingly is to be heavenly;
To be heavenly is to be one with the Tao; To be one with the Tao is to abide forever.
Such a one will be safe and whole Even after the dissolution of his body. (Wu)

But should one act from knowledge of the constant  One's action will lead to impartiality,
Impartiality to kingliness, Kingliness to heaven, Heaven to the way, The way to perpetuity,
And to the end of one's days one will meet with no danger. (Lau)

He who knows the eternal is all-embracing. Being all-embracing, he is impartial. 
Being impartial, he is kingly (universal).  Being kingly, he is one with Nature. 
Being one with Nature, he is in accord with Tao. Being in accord with Tao, he is everlasting 
And is free from danger throughout his lifetime. (Chan)

Knowing constancy, the mind is open. With an open mind, you will be openhearted.
Being openhearted, you will act royally. Being royal, you will attain the divine.
Being divine, you will be at one with the Tao.
Being at one with the Tao is eternal.
And though the body dies, the Tao will never pass away.   (Feng)

Knowing constancy is called clarity Not knowing constancy, one recklessly causes trouble
Knowing constancy is acceptance Acceptance is impartiality
Impartiality is sovereign  Sovereign is heaven  Heaven is Tao
Tao is eternal The self is no more, without danger   (Lin)

Knowing the constant leads to acceptance;  Acceptance means impartiality;  Impartiality means inclusiveness; 
Inclusiveness means the way of Heaven; The way of Heaven means Dao; 
Dao means eternity; To the end of your life you will have no peril.  (C Wu)

Knowing the constant, you will be all-embracing. All-embracing, hence impartial;
Impartial, hence king; King, hence Heaven;



Heaven, hence Tao; Tao, hence long-lasting.
Thus, you will be free of danger until the end of your life.   (Kim)

Knowing the Everlasting one becomes all containing. To be all containing is to be public (kung).
To be public is to be kingly (wang). To be kingly is to be like heaven.
To be like heaven is to be like Tao. To be like Tao is to last long.
This is to lose the body without becoming exhausted (pu tai).  (Chen)

To understand constancy is to embrace all things. To embrace things is to be impartial.
Such impartiality means true kingship. With true kingship, he is one with Heaven.
To be one with Heaven means to be one with the Dao. To be one with the Dao is to be everlasting.
As long as he lives, no danger shall befall him.  (Lynn)

Knowing eternity he is all-embracing. Being all-embracing he can attain magnanimity.
Being magnanimous he can attain omnipresence.
Being omnipresent he can attain supremacy. Being supreme he can attain Tao.
He who attains Tao is everlasting. Though his body may decay he never perishes.  (TK)

To know eternity is to be all-inclusive,
To be all-inclusive is to be impartial,
To be impartial is to attain self-mastery,
To attain self-mastery is to be Heavenly,
And to be Heavenly is to be one with the Tao Eternal.
To be one with the Tao Eternal is to enjoy everlasting life,
Forever secure even after the enfolding of the physical self.  (Kimura)

Alternate Translation
To know the Unchanging Self is total acceptance
Total acceptance engenders equal vision 
Equal vision engenders universal love
Universal love engenders the Great Truth (of Nature)
The Great Truth (of Nature) is Tao
(Being one with) Tao leads to long life
   and freedom from the snares (of delusion)

To know the Unchanging Self is to embrace everything (as yourself)
To embrace everything leads to equal vision  
Equal vision leads to universal love
Universal love leads to Heaven  
Heaven leads to Tao 
With Tao, there is long-life (and prosperity)
(With Tao) one will be free from error until his final day

One who knows the Ever-Present is all-embracing   
Being all-embracing, he holds everything with equal regard
Holding everything equally, he is a true king 
Being a true king, he is one with Nature
Being one with Nature, he is in accord with Tao
Being in accord with Tao, he will long-endure (and prosper)
   free from the danger of delusion



太上、下知有之。其次、親而譽之。其次、畏之。其次、侮之。信不足焉、有不信焉。悠兮其貴言。功成事遂、
 百姓皆謂我自然。

Verse 17

The great rulers are barely known by the people
Then come those who are loved and honored
Then those who are feared
Then those who are despised

If your trust (in others) is lacking, indeed,
   they will have no trust (in you)

Speak as if you’re not even there
    and the people will honor your words    
Complete your task, (leave no trace)
When all is done they will say, “We did it ourselves”

__________________________________________________________________

The great rulers are barely known by the people
Then come those who are loved and honored
Then those who are feared
Then those who are despised

太 high, great, best | 上 high, superior, above / ruler, leader | 下 down, below / those who are below | 
     知 know, aware of, (barely known) | 有 have, exist |   ‘之 s, him, them,

 其 their, its | 次 next, follow |  親 love, held dear / close, familiar |  而 and, yet |  譽 praise, honor, respect |  之 him, them 
 其 their, its |  次 next, follow |  畏 fear, awe, dread  |  之 him, them 
 其 their, its |  次 next, follow, (alt: 下 those below) |  侮 despise, loathe, scorn  |  之 him, them 

  The opening lines can be read in a qualitative sense, beginning with the “greatest ruler” and progressing down to the worst  
ruler, or in a temporal sense, beginning with rulers from the highest antiquity (or golden age) progressing to the present day.  
Most of the earliest scholars (from the late 19 th Century) used the temporal progression but all modern scholars use the 
qualitative progression.

Translations
    The highest type of ruler is one of whose existence the people are barely aware. Next comes one whom they love and 
praise. Next comes one whom they fear. Next comes one whom they despise and defy. (Wu)
   The best of all rulers is but a shadowy presence to his subjects. Next comes the ruler they love and praise;
Next comes one they fear; Next comes one with whom they take liberties. (Lau)
   The best (rulers) are those whose existence is (merely) known by the people. The next best are those who are loved and 
praised. The next are those who are feared. And the next are those who are despised. (Chan)
   Of the best rulers The people (only) know that they exist; The next best they love and praise;
The next they fear; And the next they revile. (Yutang)

   In the highest antiquity people knew only of the existence of their superiors. In the next (age) they became attached to  
them, and flattered them. In the next they dreaded them. In the next they despised them (Chalmers, 1868)
   In the highest antiquity, (the people) did not know that there were (their rulers). In the next age they loved them and 
praised them. In the next they feared them; in the next they despised them. (Legge, 1891); 
   In highest (antiquity) one did not even know there were (rulers). Next one loved them and praised them. Next one feared 
them. Next one despised them. (Duy)
___________________________________________________________



If your trust (in others) is lacking, indeed,
   they will have no trust (in you)

信 faith, trust, belief, promise | 不 not, without, lack | 足 adequate, sufficient |  焉 (rhetorical) then, eh? 
有 has, obtain, there is | 不 no, not, lack | 信 faith, trust, belief, promise |  焉 (rhetorical) then, eh?  

Translations
When you are lacking in faith,  Others will be unfaithful to you. (Wu)
When there is not enough faith, there is lack of good faith. (Lau)
It is only when one does not have enough faith in others that others will have no faith in him. (Chan)
When they do not command the people's faith, Some will lose faith in them, (Yutang)
Who does not trust enough will not be trusted. (Feng)
If you lack sincerity no one will believe you. (Muller)
When you don't trust [the people] enough, Then they are untrustworthy. (Chen)
Thus it was that when faith (in the Tao) was deficient (in the rulers) a want of faith in them ensued (in the
people). (Legge)
Truly, 'It is by not believing people that you turn them into liars'. (Waley)

Alternate Translations
Your trust (in others) is lacking, eh?   
   then there is no trust (in you)
If your trust (in others) is inadequate, indeed,
   they will have no trust (in you)
If you have no trust in others
   then others will have no trust in you
If you lack trust (in others), then you will not be trusted
If you do not trust, how will you be trusted?

_______________________________________________________________________________

Speak as if you’re not even there
    and the people will honor your words    
Complete your task, (leave no trace)
When all is done they will say, “We did it ourselves”

悠 relaxed, quiet, thoughtful, self-effacing  (alt:  犹 hesitant, cautious, careful) | 兮 oh, indeed, ! | 
     其 he, she, they |  貴 value, honor, importance, precious, (rare, few) | 言words 
功 task, work, service, merit  | 成 accomplish, complete | 事 deeds, work, affairs | 遂 finish, complete, settle, in order
百 hundred | 姓 families | 皆 all, together | 謂 say | 我we | 自 self, ourselves | 然 so, (naturally)  

   This portion of the verse could be understood as advice being given to a ruler, telling him to speak in a hesitant or self-
effacing way such that the people barely know that he’s there. In other words, do not interfere. Do not give commands. If 
guiding, do so in a way that the people don’t even know they are being guided. Let the people feel as if they are doing 
everything themselves. 

自然 tzu jan (self-so, naturally, by itself): "We ourselves have achieved it!" (Wu); 'It happened to us naturally.' (Lau); they 
simply follow Nature (Chan); “We are just as we are naturally” (Chalmers); "We have done it ourselves" (Yutang); "We did 
it!" (Feng); “This is just how we are” (Ivanhoe)

悠 relaxed, quiet, thoughtful, self-effacing  (alt, mwt:  犹 hesitant, cautious, careful) | 兮 oh, indeed, ! | 
     其 he, she, they |  貴 value, honor, importance, precious, (rare, few) | 言words 

Translations
Proceeding calmly, valuing their words (Lin)
Thoughtful!, he values his words. (Linnell)



How careful she is with her precious words! (Muller)
He takes his time, oh, as he weighs his words carefully. (Lynn)
Quiet, why value words? (Chen)
Be selfless, indeed, and they will honor your words (JS)
Choose your words with care and they will have great value (JS)

Therefore, hesitating, one should carefully choose his words. (P Lin)
Hesitant, he does not utter words lightly. (Lau)
Hesitant, undecided! Like this is his respect for speaking. (Hen)
Cautious, he values his words. (Mair)
hesitate and guard your words (Pine)

How cautious they (the ancient sages) were in weighing their words!  (Chalmers)
Thoughtful were (the sage rulers), valuing their words! (Duy)
(The great rulers) value their words highly. (Chan)
(Wise rulers) are wary and treasure their words. (Wei)
The Sage is self-effacing and scanty of words. (Wu)
But [the greatest rulers] are cautious and honor words. (Ivanhoe)
Silent, the best ruler values his words.  (Yi Wu)

功 task, work, service, merit  | 成 accomplish, complete | 事 deeds, work, affairs | 遂 finish, complete, settle, in order

Translations
When his task is accomplished and things have been completed,  All the people say, "We ourselves have achieved it!" (Wu)
When his task is accomplished and his work done  The people all say, 'It happened to us naturally.'  (Lau)
They accomplish their task; they complete their work. Nevertheless their people say that they simply follow Nature. (Chan)
When their task is done and work complete, Their people all say, “This is just how we are. (Ivanhoe)
Task accomplished, matter settled The people all say, "We did it naturally" (Lin)
When tasks are accomplished and duties are successful, The 100 families all say “we are naturally so”. (Linnell)
When the goal is achieved and the job is done,  Everyone says, “We did it.”  (C Wu)
When the work was done and things ran smoothly, the people all said: "We have done it ourselves!" (Duy)
When he has achieved merit and completed his works, the people all say, "We did it ourselves."  (Yi Wu)
When actions are performed Without unnecessary speech, People say, "We did it!" (Feng)
Work is accomplished, things are done. People all say that I am natural. (Chen)
And, when success is had and the task accomplished, the common folk all say, "We just live naturally." (Lynn)



 大道廢、有仁義。慧智出、有大僞。六親不和、有孝慈。國家昏亂、有忠臣。

Verse 18

When the great Tao is absent
    we get the rules of “kindness” and “justice,”
    intellect and cleverness arise  
What a great hypocrisy!
(When people need rules to be virtuous 
   it’s a sure sign that virtue is missing)
When the family is in discord
    we get “devoted children”
When the empire is in chaos and confusion 
   we get “loyal minsters”

____________________________________________________________

When the great Tao is absent
    we get the rules of "kindness" and "justice,"
    intellect and cleverness arise  
What a great hypocrisy!

 大 great, big |  道 Tao, Way, Path |  廢 abandon, decline, reject, forgotten, lost, absent  | 
    有 have, there is  |  仁 [the doctrine of ] humanity, benevolence |  義 righteousness, justice, rectitude 

 慧 shrewdness, intellect, cleverness | 智 sophistry, erudition, over-thinking | 出 arise, appear, come into being | 
   有 have, there is |  大 great, big | 偽 hypocrisy, falsehood, deception, artifice, pretense, artificiality  

   When Tao is missing, people are cut off from their Source, from their natural goodness, from their heart, and an over-
intellectualizing arises. As such, the intellect, and an intellectual approach to life, usurps the heart. Intellect, per se, is not  
bad; however, when the intellect is over-emphasized, when a person lives through his ideas of life rather than life itself,  
when he relies on rules to guide him on how to be good, and virtuous, and kind (because these qualities not arise naturally),  
then it becomes a negative thing.

廢 fei (abandon, lost) is variously translated as abandon, decline, reject, fades away, is lost, perishes, etc: When the Great 
Tao was abandoned (Wu), When the great Tao declined (Chan), When the great way falls into disuse (Lau), When the Great 
Way is rejected (Hen), The great Tao fades away (Lin), When the great Way was forsaken (Mair),  When the great Tao 
perishes (Muller), When the great Tao is lost (TK), When the great Tao is forgotten, (Feng), When Great Tao vanished  
(LaFargue).
   It is understood that Tao, as the eternal principle, cannot be lost or abandoned. Thus, “losing Tao” refers to a condition  
where people’s lives are disconnected from the Source, where they are not in accord with Tao, where they no longer have  
access to the inherent qualities of their own nature.  In this situation the intellect usually takes over and comes to replace the  
purity and simplicity of the heart.  Instead of natural goodness arising it is replaced with rules of goodness, instead of life  
flowing naturally, rules of behavior are needed.

 仁 ren (humanity) and  義 yi  (righteousness) are Confucian terms. This verse, then, is a rejection of the artificiality of  
Confucian doctrine. The idea is that when people lose touch with Tao, with the inherent goodness of their own nature—and  
when their actions are no longer guided by the heart---then there is a need for doctrines, rules, and teachings that can guide 
people on how to be good and treat others kindness and justice. Thus, when Tao is lost humanity and righteousness do not  
naturally arise; as such, teachings and rules on how to act with kindness and righteousness are needed to replace what has  
been lost. 
   Only a few scholars indicate that “humanity” and “righteousness” are Confucian concepts of behavior that the Author  
rejects. They do this by stating it directly or by the use of quotation marks: When the great Tao declined …  The doctrine of 



humanity and righteousness arose (Chan); The doctrine of “humanity” and “justice” arose (Yutang); there is “humanity and 
justice” (Duy);  we got ‘Goodness and Morality’ (LaFargue). 
    The translations of Kimura and Kwok succeed in making this point as well: “When the inner truth of the Tao is lost, The  
outer code of morality comes into being. When cleverness reigns in the world, Hypocrisy becomes rampant” (Kimura); 
When the Great Tao is lost sight of--Then people have to try to be kind and gentle. They try to compensate by being clever 
But this only breeds hypocrisy and sleight-of-hand. (Kwok)

大 great, big | 偽 hypocrisy, falsehood, deception, artifice, pretense, artificiality
  The great hypocrisy can be stated as: “when people need rules to be kind and just---and outwardly go through the motions 
of being kind and just---that is a sure sign that they are not naturally kind and just, that kindness and justice are missing.” 
To make this point clear, an additional line has been added to the translation.

Translations 
    When the Great Tao was abandoned, There appeared humanity and justice.
When intelligence and wit arose, There appeared great hypocrites. (Wu)
    When the great Tao declined, The doctrine of humanity and righteousness arose.
When knowledge and cleverness appeared, Great hypocrisy followed in its wake.  (Yutang)
    When the great Dao is abandoned, There is human kindness and righteousness. 
When wisdom and intelligence are put forth, There is outrageous falsehood. (C Wu)
    When the great Way declines, there is “humanity and justice.”
When cleverness and knowledge appear, there is “great artificiality.” (Duy)
    When Great Tao vanished we got ‘Goodness and Morality.’
When ‘Wisdom and Know-how’ arose we got the Great Shams. (LaFargue)
   When the Way has been abandoned, The talk about kindness and fairness emerges.
When clever people abound,  Fraudulence and pretentiousness become commonplace. (Lok Sang Ho)

“When the Great Tao ceased to be observed, benevolence and righteousness came into vogue. (Then) appeared wisdom and 
shrewdness, and there ensued great hypocrisy” (Legge); 
When the great Tao is forgotten, Philanthropy and morality appear. Intelligent strategies are produced, And great hypocrisies 
emerge (Wing); 
“The great Tao fades away  There is benevolence and justice  Intelligence comes forth  There is great deception” (Lin).

   In many verses in the Tao a contrast is presented; in this verse, however, there is no contrast.  If one were added, it might 
read: (When the great Tao is present, people are guided by purity and love) When the great Tao is absent we get the rules of 
"kindness" and "justice”

__________________________________________________________________________________

When the family is in discord
    we get “devoted children”
When the empire is in chaos and confusion 
   we get “loyal minsters”

六 six  |  親 family relations, relatives  (= whole family)  |  不 not |  和 in harmony, content 
     有 have, there is | 孝 filial piety | 慈 parental love

 國 state, realm, country, nation |  家 families, people |  昏 confusion, disorder |  亂 chaos, discord, trouble  
    有 have, there is |  忠 loyal, devoted, law-abiding |  臣 officials, ministers (alt: virtue, upright)

 六親 liu qin (six relations). 
   The six relations (father, child, elder sibling, younger sibling, husband, wife) constitute the relationships that comprise a 
family. Thus, translating this as “the six relations” or “the six family relationships,” as most of the top scholars do, is 
abstract, cumbersome, and not as clear a choice as “family.”

When there is no peace within the family, Filial piety and devotion arise (Feng)
When the Family has no Harmony, Piety and devotion appear (Wing)
When family relations are no longer harmonious, we have filial children and devoted parents (TK)



When there is discord in the family, People will learn to become better parents and better children. (Lok Sang Ho)

Translations
When the six family relationships are not in harmony, There will be the advocacy of filial piety and deep love to children. 
When a country is in disorder, There will be the praise of loyal ministers. (Chan)
When the six relations lost their harmony, There appeared filial piety and paternal kindness.
When darkness and disorder began to reign in a kingdom, There appeared the loyal ministers. (Wu)
When the six relations are not in harmony, it is then that we have filial piety and compassion;
And when the country is in chaos and confusion, it is then that there are virtuous officials. (Hen)
When the six relationships are not in harmony, There exists devoted children and loving parents. 
When the nation and the families are very confused, There exists loyal officials. (Linnell)
When the six familial relationships are out of balance, there are kind parents and filial children.
When the state is in turmoil and chaos, there are loyal ministers  (Ivanhoe)
When the six degrees of kinship do not live in harmony, there are “filial sons.”
When state and dynasty are plunged in disorder, there are “loyal ministers.” (Duy)
When the six relationships were not in harmony, Filial piety and paternalistic kindness appeared.
When the state was in chaos and disorder, Loyal ministers appeared. (Yi Wu)
It was when the six near ones were no longer at peace That there was talk of “dutiful sons”;
Nor till fatherland was dark with strife Did we hear of “loyal slaves.” (Waley)

Alternate Translations
(When the great Tao is present
      people are guided by purity and love)   
When the great Tao is missing
We get rules on how to be kind and just
Artifice and over-thinking (replaces the people’s natural goodness) 
This is the great hypocrisy
(When people need rules to be kind and just
    it’s a sure sign that these qualities are missing)
Only when the family is in discord
    do we have need of “dutiful sons”
Only when the realm is in chaos
   do we praise “loyal minsters”



絕聖棄智、民利百倍。絕仁棄義、民復孝慈。絕巧棄利、盜賊無有。此三者、以爲文不足。故令有所屬。見素抱
 樸、少私寡欲。

Verse 19

Abandon cleverness 
Discard the intellect
    and the people will benefit a hundred-fold 
Abandon the rules of kindness    
Discard the edicts of righteousness
    and the people will return to their natural affections
Abandon the learning of doctrines
Discard the rules of conduct
     and the people will be without worries
Abandon scheming
Discard profit-seeking 
     and the people will be without thievery

These lessons only serve as commentary,
   they do not convey the essentials
Therefore, let there be these to rely on—

Live a simple life                       
Embrace your own nature
Reduce your self-interest
Decrease your wants    

_____________________________________________________

Abandon cleverness 
Discard the intellect
    and the people will benefit a hundred-fold

Abandon the rules of kindness    
Discard the edicts of righteousness
    and the people will return to their natural affections

Abandon the learning of doctrines
Discard the rules of conduct
     and the people will be without worries

Abandon scheming
Discard profit-seeking 
     and the people will be without thieves

絕 abandon, discard, eliminate  |  聖 sageliness, holiness, wisdom, (alt:  智 cleverness)  
      棄 discard, abandon, reject, give up | 智 knowledge, cleverness, (alt: 辩 argument, disputation) 
      民 people, the people | 利 benefit, gain, profit | 百 a hundred |  倍 -fold, times



絕 abandon, discard, eliminate  |  仁 [the doctrine of] benevolence, humanity (alt, guo:  伪 falsehood)
      棄 discard, abandon, reject, give up |  義 [the doctrine of] righteousness, morality, justice, 
   (alt, guo:  诈 deceit)| 
    民 the people | 復 return to, recover |  孝 filial piety, (natural affection) | 慈 parental love, (devotion)

 絕 jue (abandon) Translations that seem to work best are “abandon” (Chan, Kwok, Kimura), “discard” (LaFargue, Jiyu), 
and “reject” (Cwu, Guying). “Eliminate” (Hen, Chen, Cleary) and “give up” (Feng) also work. Less convincing, translations 
are: “drop” (Wu), “do away with” (TK), cut off (Ivanhoe), get rid of (Blackney, Pine), break away from (Lindauer), and 
renounce (Legge, Linnell), while translations such as “exterminate” (Lau), “divorce” (Gibbs), “abolish” (Duy, Mair), 
“banish” (Yutang, Waley, Addis), “refuse” (Moss), “discontinue” (Lin), “transcend” (YiWu), and “repudiate” (Lynn) don’t 
seem to work.
      棄 qi (discard, abandon) is similar in meaning to  絕 jue and is most often translated as “abandon” or “discard.” Other 
translations are: “throw away” (Hen. LaFargue), “reject” (Duy), “eject” (TK), “renounce” (Feng), and “forsake” (P Lin).

聖 sheng (holy, wise) Throughout the Tao, sheng is a positive term that indicates wisdom, and is often associated with shen 
jen, the sage, the wise man, the holy man. Here, however, it is cast in a negative light and likely indicates an over-reliance 
on knowledge or an overly-intellectual approach to life. Lau interprets sheng to mean sheng jen (holy man or sage) and 
comes up with the unfortunate translation of “exterminate the sage” (Lau).
    The Guodian slips avoids this confusion and has  “绝智 reject cleverness” rather than 绝  “聖 reject wisdom” or “reject 
sageliness.”

絕 abandon, discard, eliminate  |  學 scholarship, learning, intellect (>learning of doctrines) 
     棄 discard, abandon, reject | 禮 propriety, rules of conduct 
    (or:  辩 argument, dispute, contention / or: 益 gain, greediness)
     民 people, the people |  有 have, there is, exist |  無 without, no |  憂 worry, grief, anxiety, sorrow 
絕 abandon, discard, eliminate  | 巧 cleverness, craftiness, cunning | 
      棄 discard, abandon, reject, give up |  利 profit, gain, advantage, profiteering, profit-seeking 
      盜 robber, bandit  |  賊 thief, those who steal | 無without, not |  有 to have, there is, exist, appear 

 學 hsueh (intellect)  In this context, hsueh indicates book-learning, intellectual knowledge, the learning of doctrines of 
conduct, over-emphasis on the intellect, etc.

 盜 dao (robber, bandit) 
   The inclusion of 盜 dao (robber) is out of place: not only is it superfluous—because it’s synonymous with the following 
character  賊 zhe (thieves)—but its construction is out of sync with the previous two lines, both of which have  民 min (the 
people) as the fifth character. This use of two identical words does not enhance the line or its meaning but only weakens it. 
As such, we can suspect that this line was corrupted, with the original character being min (the people) not dao (robbers). 
The original line reads: “Abandon cleverness, discard profiteering and there will be no thieves or robbers.” A rectification 
would read: “Abandon cleverness, discard profiteering and the people will not become thieves,” or “Abandon cleverness, 
discard profiteering and the people will be without thieves.”

絕學無憂 (abandon intellect, without worry) 
   Scholars are divided as to what to do with this line.  Most leave it where it is found, at the beginning of verse 20—and 
then comment how it seems to be out of place. But some scholars, such as C Wu, argue that the placement of this line at the 
beginning of verse 20 is fitting because it acts as a pre-summary of the verse. Duyvendak also defends its placement there. 
Other translators change the verse break so that this line appear as the last line verse 19 (Henricks, Pine, Waley, Mair, 
Gibbs) rather than as the first line of verse 20. This is not much of an improvement since its presence there only muddles 
what appears to be a clear ending to the verse. Others translators (Lau, TK, Chohan) change its location and place it as the 
first line of verse 19, which rightly groups it with the three other lines that share a similar construction. By placing this line 
at the beginning of verse 19 it creates four lines in the opening of the verse which is in symmetry with the four lines that 
appear at the end of the verse. 
   Although placing this line at the beginning of verse 19 is preferable over the other two options, perhaps the best fit would 
be to place it as the third line of verse 19. 
    Apart from its misplacement, this line has an anomalous construction: it only contains four characters while the other 
three lines in the group contain eight characters. In all likelihood, this line originally contained eight characters and, 



somehow, the middle four characters were deleted. When rectifying this line, and trying to come up with the four missing 
characters, there are several possibilities (found in green):
 
絕 abandon, discard, eliminate  |  學 scholarship, learning, intellect (>learning of doctrines)

 棄 discard, abandon, reject | 禮 propriety, rules of conduct |  民 people, the people |  有 have, there is, exist
                                                  辩 argument, dispute, contention  
                                                 益 gain, greediness

 無 without, no |  憂 worry, grief, anxiety, sorrow

   A possible rectification schema would be:

絕   聖  棄智      民利 百倍 abandon sagacity, discard cleverness, the people will benefit a hundred-fold  (original line 1)
絕仁        棄義民復 孝慈 abandon benevolence, discard morality, the people will return to piety and love     (original line 2)

  絕學 棄辩 民有     無憂 abandon intellect, discard rules of conduct, the people will be without worry  (rectified line, added)
絕   巧 棄  利盜賊  無有   abandon cleverness, discard profiteering, the people will not become thieves    (original line 3)

    In sum, there are several ways to treat this “problem” line: a) leave it where it is, as the first line of verse 20, b) change 
the verse break so the line appears as the last line of verse 19, or c) place it at the beginning of verse 19---either as the first 
line or the third line. Another option would be to simply delete the line altogether because, as it stands, it is not crucial, 
poorly worded, and similar in meaning to line one of verse 19. In addition, if the line is kept, it should be rectified by adding 
four additional characters to it. 

Translations
   Translations among scholars are fairly uniform. However, despite their best efforts, strange lines often appear, such as: 
Drop humanity (Wu); Exterminate the sage (Lau);  Exterminate benevolence (Lau); Eliminate humanity (Hen, Chen);  
Reject humankindness (Cwu), etc.
  Yutang, and several others, rightly clarify things by adding quotation marks around certain terms: Banish "humanity," 
discard "justice" (Yutang); Get rid of "altruism" and abandon "Justice" (Muller). This conveys the clear idea to banish the 
Confucian doctrine of “humanity” (which can be seen as the outer show of humanity  but not true, heartfelt humanity) and 
not humanity or human-kindness, per se.
   The fourth lines included below---which appear in the original text as the first line of Verse 20---is usually left in place 
(indicated by V 20.1). However Lau moves it to the first line of Verse 19 (indicated by V 19.1), while Henricks moves it to 
the last line of verse 19.
   
Exterminate learning and there will no longer be worries. (V19.1)
Exterminate the sage, discard the wise, And the people will benefit a hundredfold;
Exterminate benevolence, discard rectitude, And the people will again be filial;
Exterminate ingenuity, discard profit, And there will be no more thieves and bandits.  (Lau)

Eliminate sageliness, throw away knowledge, And the people will benefit a hundredfold.
Eliminate humanity, throw away righteousness, And the people will return to filial piety and compassion.
Eliminate craftiness, throw away profit, Then we will have no robbers and thieves. 
Eliminate learning and have no undue concern. (V19, last line)  (Hen)  

Drop wisdom, abandon cleverness, And the people will be benefited a hundredfold.
Drop humanity, abandon justice, And the people will return to their natural affections.
Drop shrewdness, abandon sharpness, And robbers and thieves will cease to be. (Wu)
Have done with learning, And you will have no more vexation. (V20.1)

Abandon sageliness and discard wisdom; Then the people will benefit a hundredfold.
Abandon humanity and discard righteousness; Then the people will return to filial piety and deep love.
Abandon skill and discard profit; Then there will be no thieves or robbers. (Chan)
Abandon learning and there will be no sorrow. (V20.1)

Banish wisdom, discard knowledge And the people shall profit a hundredfold;
Banish "humanity," discard "justice," And the people shall recover love of their kin;
Banish cunning, discard "utility," And the thieves and brigands shall disappear. (Yutang)
Banish learning, and vexations end. (V20.1)



Cut off sageliness, abandon wisdom, and the people will benefit one-hundred-fold. 
Cut off benevolence, abandon righteousness, and the people will return to being filial and kind. 
Cut off cleverness, abandon profit, and robbers and thieves will be no more. (Ivanhoe)
Cut off learning and be without worry! (V20.1)

Discontinue sagacity, abandon knowledge The people benefit a hundred times
Discontinue benevolence, abandon righteousness The people return to piety and charity
Discontinue cunning, discard profit Bandits and thieves no longer exist  (Lin)
Cease learning, no more worries (V20.1)

Renounce sacredness, abandon wisdom, And the citizens benefit 100-fold.
Renounce kindness, abandon morality, And the citizens return to being devoted children and loving parents. 
Renounce cleverness, abandon profit, And thieves and bandits will not exist.  (Linnell)
Renounce learning and be without worry.  (V20.1)

Reject sageness and discard knowledge, And the common people will benefit hundreds of times.
Reject humankindness and discard righteousness, And the common people will restore familial love. 
Reject smartness and discard profiteering, And thieves and robbers will disappear.  (CWu)
Give up studies and you will have no more worries.  (V20.1)

Get rid of "holiness" and abandon "wisdom" and the people will benefit a hundredfold.
Get rid of "altruism" and abandon "Justice" and the people will return to filial piety and compassion.
Get rid of cleverness and abandon profit, and thieves and gangsters will not exist. (Muller)
Get rid of "learning" and there will be no anxiety. (V20.1)

Abolish saintliness and reject knowledge: the people will benefit a hundredfold.
Abolish humanity and reject justice: The people will return to filial piety and maternal affection.
Abolish skill and reject profit: thieves and robbers will disappear. (Duy)
Abolish study and you will be free from care. (V20.1)

Transcend sagacity and abandon intellect; The people will be benefited a hundredfold.
Transcend humanity and abandon righteousness; The people will return to filial piety and paternal kindness.
Transcend craftiness and abandon profit; Robbers and thieves no longer will exist. (YiWu)
Transcend learning; there will be no sorrow. (V20.1)

____________________________________________________________________________

These lessons only serve as commentary,
   they do not convey the essentials
Therefore, let there be these to rely on—

此 these | 三 three (> four) | 者 things, ones (alt: 言 words, sayings) | 以 accordingly, in order | 
   為 act, make, considered as |  文 embellishment, elaboration / commentary, depiction, writing / culture 
   不 not | 足 adequate, sufficient, enough
故 therefore, hence | 令 let, cause, make, give |  有 have, there is | 所 these | 
   屬 rely upon, depend upon, follow, hold, keep

三 three (> four)
   When the anomalous line found at the beginning of verse 20 is moved to the beginning of verse 19, the three lines become 
four lines. To accommodate this change, TK also shifts the number from “three” (as found in the text) to “four”:  “These 
four, if we consider them as culture, are not sufficient. Therefore let there be what the people can resort to:” (TK).

 文 wen usually indicates a pattern (of wood or stone), language, literature, culture, or civilization—something with 
continuity and patterning. Most scholars, however, interpret this to mean a) embellishment, elaboration, adornment, 
ornamental or b) writing, commentary, depiction. The character is formed by two crossing lines; based on this, Wu comes 
up with, “These three are the criss-cross of Tao” (Wu). 



   Throughout the Tao Te Ching, the notion that something is “ornamental” (i.e., outward, showy, flowery, etc.) is often seen 
as something negative, or even false, especially when contrasted with the inner, the essential, the fruit, etc.; however, here 
the meaning is not negative or false, per se, but insufficient. A translation that reflects this idea could be: “True as these 
words may be they are mere elaborations and therefore insufficient.” Kwok is one of the very few translators who coveys 
this idea: “Now while these three things are important they are not enough.” Lau, however, would disagree with this as he 
interprets wen as “false adornments.”  

Translations
These three, being false adornments, are not enough. And the people must have something to which they can attach 
themselves: (Lau)
these three sayings are not enough hence let this be added (Pine)
These three sayings—Regarded as a text are not yet complete. Thus we must see to it that they have the following 
appended; (Hen)
Since the above three are merely words, they are not sufficient. Therefore there must be something to include them all.  
(Muller)
These three are but ornaments, and inadequate; Therefore, they should be subordinated. (Yi Wu)
These three used as a basis for action are ornament, insufficient. So make present what principles? (Lindauer)
These three are inadequate as mere embellishments. Therefore we should tie them to their roots: (C Wu)
These three pairs adorn what is deficient. Therefore, let there be the advice: (Chen)
However, if these three passages are inadequate, Adhere to these principles: (Wing)
As for these three pairs of terms, Because they serve as mere decoration, Give people the chance to identify with something 
else: (Lynn)

These three things thus make a civilized society, but are not enough. Therefore : to ensure the citizens have a place to 
belong  (Linnell)
These three as text do no suffice  Commandments must be put in practice (Roberts)
These three are the criss-cross of Tao  And are not sufficient in themselves. Therefore, they should be subordinated to a 
Higher principle: (Wu)

Alternate Translations
These lessons only serve as commentary 
   and are not enough 
Rather, then, rely on these—

These lessons may be regarded as commentary,
   and not the essential teachings
Rather, then, rely on these—

These (four) teachings are regarded as embellishments 
   and not the true teachings
Rather, here is what you should hold dear— 

These lessons may be regarded as mere elaborations,
   and not sufficient
Therefore, let these be the teachings you depend upon—

 These teachings should be considered as ancillary, 
     and not enough
Thus, here are the teachings to take to heart:
______________________________________________________________________

Live a simple life                       
Embrace your own nature
Reduce your self-interest
Decrease your wants    

 見 appear, see, reveal, manifest |  素 simple, natural, unadorned, innocent / undyed silk



抱 embrace, hold (care for) |  樸 simplicity, genuine, untouched (original nature, true nature) / the uncarved block
 少 reduce, diminish |  私 self, self-interest, sense of self, personal concern

寡 diminish, decrease, curtail, lesson |  欲 desire, wants, needs (>increase contentment)

 見 appear, see, reveal, manifest |   素 simple, natural, unadorned, plainness
    This means to “reveal” or “manifest” that which is simple through your life. Living a simple life is the way you reveal or 
manifest simplicity. This could be stated as, “reveal simplicity (through your life),” “manifest simplicity,” “be simple.”  A 
few scholars have “appear simple” or “show plainness” yet this is not as precise as “be simple,” or “live simply”:
    素 su can be literally translated as “raw silk,” which is a symbol for simplicity.  A few scholars use the literal translation, 
which does not make a lot of sense in this context: “Look to the undyed silk” (Chen); “Stay with the plain silk” (CWu); 
“wear the undyed” (Pine).

抱 embrace, hold (care for) |  樸 simplicity, genuine (original nature) / the uncarved block
     This is usually understood to mean “embrace simplicity” or “embrace purity” but more fittingly it could refer to 
embracing your original or true nature. Lau, Linnell, Chen, and others, state this literally as, “embrace the uncarved block.”  

 樸 pu, the uncarved block, is a Taoist symbol representing that which is pure, genuine, untouched, and one’s true nature.

 少 reduce, diminish |  私 selfishness, self-interest, sense of self, personal concern
  This points to the same teaching mentioned in previous verses. It is the same idea as “putting yourself behind,” which 
means do not have your individual self be the center of your being, the whole determinant of your sense of self. There is 
nothing wrong with the individual self nor should it be discounted; the problem or “great trouble” comes about when a 
person wholly identifies with the individual self and completely overlooks the more essential dimension of self.

 寡 diminish, decrease, curtail, lesson |  欲 desire, wants, needs
  “Diminish desires” or “reduce striving,” points to the idea of “reducing your want or need for something more.”  Stated in  
the positive, this could read, “increase contentment,” “be more satisfied with what you have,” “be more content with what is  
here and now.” This relates to the idea of living a simple life, for this allows you to uncover the wonder that exists right here 
and now. The whole idea of “seeking” or “desiring for something else” comes about when a person is not content with the 
present moment, with what is showing up right here and now. In this regard, desire, wanting more, or seeking for something  
else is nothing more than an egoic rejection of the present moment.

   
Translations
See the Simple and embrace the Primal, Diminish the self and curb the desires! (Wu)
Manifest plainness, Embrace simplicity, Reduce selfishness, Have few desires. (Chan)
Reveal thy simple self, Embrace thy original nature, Check thy selfishness, Curtail thy desires.  (Yu)
Manifest plainness and embrace the genuine; Lessen self-interest and make few your desires; (Hen) 
Manifest plainness. Embrace simplicity. Do not think just of yourself. Make few your desires.  (Ivanhoe)
Show plainness, hold simplicity Reduce selfishness, decrease desires (Lin)
See the origin and keep the non-differentiated state. Lessen selfishness and decrease desire. (Muller)
Display natural simplicity and cling to artlessness: decrease selfishness and diminish desires. (Duy)
Appear plain and embrace simplicity; Reduce selfishness and restrain desires. (Yi Wu)
To see the simplicity, To realize one's true nature, To cast off selfishness And temper desire. (Feng)
Perceive purity; Embrace simplicity; Reduce self-interest; Limit desires. (Wing)
See the basic, embrace the unspoiled, lessen selfishness, diminish desire. (Cleary)
See plainness Embrace true nature Reduce self-interest Limit desires. (Lindauer)
Plain appearance, humble habits,  Owning little, craving less (Roberts)
Manifest plainness, embrace simplicity, reduce selfishness, and hold few desires. (Jiyu)

Exhibit the unadorned and embrace the uncarved block, Have little thought of self and as few desires as possible. (Lau)
See the simplicity, Embrace the concept of the uncarved block, Less selfishness,  Fewer desires.  (Linnell)
Stay with the plain silk and embrace the pristine timber; Reduce selfishness and abstain from desires.  (C Wu)
Display plainness and embrace the uncarved block, Diminish the self and reduce desires. (Kim)
Look to the undyed silk, hold on to the uncarved wood. Reduce your sense of self and lessen your desires. (Chen)
Exemplify simplicity, embrace the uncarved block  Curtail self-interest, and have few desires. (Lynn)
Evince the plainness of undyed silk, Embrace the simplicity of the unhewn log; Lessen selfishness, Diminish desires; (Mair)
wear the undyed and hold the uncarved reduce self-interest and limit desires (Pine)



Alternate Translations
Live simply  Embrace what is genuine
    Reduce your self-interest  Be more content (with what you have)
Live simply  Embrace what is natural
   Reduce self-interest  Decrease what you want
Be no one special  Hold fast to simplicity
   Reduce self-interest Diminish desires

Let your life be simple  Embrace your own nature
   Reduce thoughts about yourself  Decrease the things you want
Reveal simplicity (though your own living)   Embrace that which is natural
   Reduce your self-concern  Decrease your self-desire
Be aware of your pristine presence  Hold fast to your own nature
   Reduce self-centeredness   Decrease outer seeking
See with purity Embrace with simplicity        
   Reduce your self-concern  Diminish your desire (for more)  
Stay with simplicity  Embrace purity
   Reduce self-concern   Curtail desires
Perceive the simplicity of life  Embrace the purity of your nature
   Reduce the thoughts about yourself  Decrease the things you want

Translation of Stanza
These four principles, even if they form the foundation of human culture, are not sufficient.
Therefore, here are principles to which people can adhere:
Show integrity, adhere to simplicity, Restrain selfishness, curtail lusts. (Chohan)

These four, if we consider them as culture, are not sufficient.
Therefore let there be what the people can resort to:
Appear in plainness and hold to simplicity; Restrain selfishness and curtail desires.  (TK)

If when these three things are done they find life too plain and unadorned,
Then let them have accessories: Give them Simplicity to look at, the Uncarved Block to hold,
Give them selflessness and fewness of desires. (Waley)

Taking these three lines as your text - this is not sufficient.
Give them something to fasten on to:
Pay attention to the Raw, embrace the Uncarved, discount your personal interests, make your desires few. (LF)

These three are outward forms alone; they are not sufficient in themselves. It is more important 
To see the simplicity, To realize one's true nature,
To cast off selfishness   And temper desire. (Feng)



絕學無憂。唯之與阿、相去幾何。善之與惡、相去若何。人之所畏、不可不畏。荒兮其未央哉。衆人煕煕、如享
太牢、如春登臺。我獨泊兮其未兆、如嬰兒之未孩。 儽儽兮若無所歸。衆人皆有餘。而我獨若遺。我愚人之心也
哉。沌沌兮。俗人昭昭。我獨昏昏。俗人察察。我獨悶悶。澹兮其若海、 飂 兮若無止。衆人皆有以。而我獨頑
似部。我獨異於 人、而貴食母。 

Verse 20

The difference between a formal “yes”
     and a casual “yeah” – how slight 
The difference between the good (of knowing Tao)  
   and the ill-fate (of not knowing Tao) – how great!    

People live in fear, and they cannot avoid it
Oh, what a barren existence—and it does not come to an end!     

The people of the world 
    are steeped in their merrymaking
    as if gorging at a great feast     
    or climbing a tower (to enjoy the sights) of spring
I alone am unmoved, without a sign,
    staring blank-eyed like a child 
So weary of it all
    Oh, like someone without a home

Everyone rushes about to get more and more
Yet here I sit, alone, empty-handed
My heart is like that of a simple person, indeed,
   completely inert (to the things going on around me)
Everyone is so bright and clear
     (with the sharp distinctions of day) 
I alone am dark and dull
     (with the blending of differences by night)

I am adrift like the ocean,
    floating like the high winds 
    Oh, like someone without a place to stand 
Everyone is so intent (to get something from this world)
Yet I, alone, remain stubbornly aloof
I alone am different from others
     in that I have no treasure but the Mother 
     I have no food but what comes from her breast

______________________________________________________________

The difference between a formal “yes”
     and a casual “yeah” – how slight 
The difference between the good (of knowing Tao)
   and the bad (of not knowing Tao) – how great!



 唯 approval, formal “yes” | 之 ‘s, its |  與 difference, verses |  阿 casual “yes,” yeah  |  相 each other, mutually | 
    去 apart, separate |  幾 much, (small) |  何 ?, how? what?

 善 good, excellent (> in accord with Tao) (alt: 美 beautiful)  |  ‘之 s, its |  與 difference, verses | 
     惡 bad, offensive, ugly, (“evil”) (> not in accord with Tao) |  相 each other, mutually | 去 apart, separate | 
     若 seem, like |  何 ?, how? what? 

 唯 approval, formal “yes” /   阿 casual “yes,” yeah
    唯 wei is a respectful expression of agreement, used by younger generations in addressing their elders, while  阿 e is a 
casual expression of agreement, used by older towards younger generations. 

善 shen (good, excellent) /  惡 bad, offensive, ugly, (“evil”)
     The concept of “good and evil” (or “good and bad”) carries a moral import that is not intended here. Many translators put 
these terms in quotations, indicating the difference between what we refer to as “good” and what we refer to as “evil” rather 
than using good and evil, per se. Some translators prefer the term 美mei (beautiful, pleasant) instead of shen (good) which 
makes for the less-loaded pairing of “beautiful and ugly” rather than “good and evil.” 

    In many verses of the Tao, 善 shen (good, excellent) refers to dharma, which can be understood as a good or excellent 
way to live, a life that is in accord with Tao/Nature. Contrariwise,  惡 e (bad, ugly) could be interpreted as a keyword for 
being out of accord with Tao. Thus, instead of posing the line as “How far apart are good and bad?” (Cleary) it could be 
stated as, “How far apart are living in accord with Tao and not living in accord with Tao?” 
    One approach, that links these two lines in a meaningful way, is to contrast this line with the previous one: “the difference 
between “yes” and “yeah” is slight, while the difference between the good (living in accord with Tao) and the bad (living 
out of accord with Tao) is great.”  Making this contrast explicit seems like an obvious choice, that improves the opening 
lines, yet very few modern scholars take this approach.
   This line can be rendered as, “The difference between the good (of knowing Tao) and the bad (of not knowing Tao) – how 
great!” or “The difference between the good (of knowing Tao) and the evil (of not knowing Tao),” or “The difference 
between the good (of knowing Tao) and the ugliness (of not knowing Tao).”  The character  惡 e (bad, ugly, evil) is 
comprised of a 亞 hunchback over a 心 heart, indicating something that is ugly, bad, or repulsive and, by extension, that 
something out of accord with Nature or ill-fated.

Translations
The "yes" compared with the "yea," how little do they differ! But the good compared with the bad, how much do they 
differ! (Suzuki, 1903?)
Between wei and o, what after all is the difference? Can it be compared to the difference between good and bad? (Waley)
For is there distinction of a "yes" from a "yea" Comparable now to the gulf Between evil and good? (Blakney)
Not much difference, after all, is there between Aye and Yes. And how much difference do they make between good and 
evil?  (Chalmers, 1869)

"Yes" and "yeah" - How far apart are they? Good and bad - How far apart are they? (Kim)
“Yes” together with “yeah” – What is their mutual distance or nearness? Beautiful together with ugliness – What is their 
mutual distance or similarity? (Linnell)
Respectful response and scornful response  How much is the difference? Goodness and evil  How much do they differ? 
(Lin)
How much difference is there between "Yes, sir," and "Of course not"? How much difference is there between "good" and 
"evil"? (Chan)
How far apart are yes and yeah? How far apart are good and bad? (Cleary)
How much distance is there really between agreement and flattery? How much difference is there between the fair and the 
foul? (Ivanhoe)
Agreement and rejection; how great is the difference between them? Beautiful and ugly; what’s it like--the difference 
between them? (Hen)
What is the difference between a formal “yes” and a causal “yeah”? What is the difference between (what we call) the 
“beautiful” and the “ugly”?  (JS)
Yes and no aren't so far apart | lovely and ugly aren't so unalike (Pine)  

_____________________________________________________________________________



People live in fear, and they cannot avoid it
Oh, what a barren existence—and it does not come to an end!     

 人 men, person, people | 之 s, their |  所 place, position / something to, reason |  畏 fear, dread / awe, respect, revere  | 
     不 not |  可 able, can, approve, fitting | 不 not | 畏 fear, dread / awe, respect, revere 
荒 barren, desolate, wild / boundless, vast / nonsense, folly, confusion   |  兮 !, alas, oh | 其 that, it | 
    未 not yet, never reach, has no | 央 end, limit, utmost, finish, (lit: dawn) / center (=endless) |  哉 !, indeed 

畏wei (fear, dread)
   A close translation of the first line might be read: “What people fear they are not be able to not fear.”  What kind of fear is 
the Author referring to? The fear being addressed is something different from the fear of bodily harm—it is the existential 
fear that comes about when a person lives in separation from Tao. Hence, one who lives in accord with Tao does not fear 
what most people (who are not in accord with Tao) fear, and are not able to not fear.  He does not live in that barren 
existence of separation, an existence based on fear, bereft of Tao.

   The MWT manuscripts offer a different reading:  人 (people) | 之(their) |  所 (something)  畏 (fear)  亦 (also)  不 (not) 可
(can)  以 (accordingly)  不 (not)  畏 (fear)  人 (person): “One whom others fear also cannot accordingly not fear others.” This is 
likely in reference to the ruler and could be rendered as: “When the ruler is feared by the people he, too, cannot but fear 
them”: The one who is feared by others  Must also, because of this, fear other men. (Hen); He whom others fear  Ought also 
to fear others (Lau). 

 荒 huang (vast, barren / wild, confused / folly, nonsense)
    荒 huang (barren, wild, wasteland) is usually translated in three ways (and amplified because it is combined with  兮 xi (!, 
alas)): 
a) boundless, vast: Immense! (Ivanhoe), vast (CWu), how vast (Duy), how wide (Legge), alas, distant (Yutang), all is 
beyond reach (Roberts)
b) wilderness, wild: Wild, unrestrained! (Hen), So desolate! (Lin), How barren (Blackney), Such reckless desertion! 
(Lindauer), Of wandering (YiWu), I am the wilderness (Chen), Wild indeed (Cleary), I am scattered (Muller), groping in the 
darkness! (Correa); 
c) nonsense, folly: abysmal nonsense (Wu), What nonsense! (Feng), how confused (Chan), how confusing (Mair), how 
absurd and uncentered (Wing), How ridiculous! (Linnell), How outlandish! (Kim), Craziness (LaFargue), What a silly 
notion! (Wei).

Translations – where the two lines are linked in a meaningful way
Must I fear what others fear? What abysmal nonsense this is! (Wu)
Must I fear what others fear? What nonsense! (Feng)
The saying “what others avoid I too must avoid” How false and superficial it is? (Waley)
If I should fear what the people fear, Then where is the end of my fear?  (P Lin)
That one should revere what others revere---how absurd and uncentered! (Wing)

Translations – where the two lines are not linked
That which men fear Is indeed to be feared; But, alas, distant yet is the dawn (of awakening)! (Yutang)
What people dread, do not fail to dread. But, alas, how confused, and the end is not yet. (Chan)
What other people fear one cannot but fear. Immense! Yet still not at its limit! (Ivanhoe)
That which people fear, they are not able to not fear. How ridiculous! They are not yet centered!  (Linnell)
What the people fear, I cannot be unafraid So desolate! How limitless it is! (Lin)
What the sages fear, I must not not fear. I am the wilderness before the dawn. (Chen)
Yet what the people are in awe of cannot be disregarded. I am scattered, never having been in a comfortable center. (Muller)
That "one should stand in awe of what others stand in awe of"-- how vast (is the study of these things)!
       There is no end to it! (Duy)

Alternate Translations
What men fear, they are compelled to fear
   Boundless alas is this fear -- there is no end to it!

What men fear, they are not able to not fear



   What folly is this fear – it will never reach the end!

Must I fear what others fear?
Nonsense!  If this were so my fear would never end

People are driven by fear and they cannot avoid it
What a barren life – and there is no end to it!

Poetic renderings
What others fear I do not fear
What others see as ugliness I see as beauty
What others see as true I see as false
And, alas, the folly of men continues without end

Must I fear what others fear?  
Should I fear separation when all I see is unity? 
Should I fear darkness 
    when that light is shining everywhere?
Should I fear loss
    when I revel in the boundlessness?
Nonsense!
There is no end to the splendor of my being.

_______________________________________________________________

The people of the world 
    are steeped in their merrymaking
    as if gorging at a great feast     
    or climbing a tower (to enjoy the sights) of spring
I alone am unmoved, without a sign, 
    staring blank-eyed like a child 
So weary of it all
    Oh, like someone without a home  

 眾 many, most, all | 人men, people | 熙merry, happy, joyful, excited, (indulgent) | 熙merry, happy, joyful, excited
     如 as if, like | 享 partake, feasting, revel, celebrate | 太 great |  牢 feast (=the sacrificial feast)
     如 as if, like |  春 springtime | 登 ascend, climb up, mount | 臺 terrace / tower

 我 I | 獨 alone | 泊 tranquil, peaceful, placid / inactive, indifferent | 兮!, alas, oh | 
      其 such that |  未 not yet |  兆 [show a] sign, omen, (>outer expression, indication)
      如 like, as, similar|  嬰 infant, newborn, baby |  兒 child | 之 that, its, of | 未 not yet | 孩 smile, (alt: 咳 laugh)

 儽 worn, weary, exhausted, fatigued, tired out |  儽 worn, weary, exhaust (= totally lost, very weary)
     兮 alas, indeed, ! |  若 like, as if, similar | 無without, having no |  所 place (home) (=nowhere) | 
     歸 return, come back, (belong)

 眾 many, most, all | 人men, people | 熙merry, happy, joyful  | 熙merry, happy, joyful ...

Translations
All men are joyous and beaming, As though feasting upon a sacrificial ox, As though mounting the Spring Terrace (Wu)
The multitude are joyous As if partaking of the offering  Or going up to a terrace in spring. (Lau)
The multitude are merry, as though feasting on a day of sacrifice. Or like ascending a tower in the springtime. (Chan)
The multitude are bright and merry; As if enjoying a grand festival; As if ascending a terrace in springtime. (Ivanhoe)
The people are excited As if enjoying a great feast As if climbing up to the terrace in spring (Lin)
Everyone is very festive, As if enjoying the Tai Lao sacrifice, As if climbing terraces in the spring. (Linnell)



But when all men are joyous as if celebrating the Great Sacrifice or climbing the heights in spring,  (Duy)
Most people are busy coming and going As if enjoying a feast, As if ascending a tower in the springtime. (YiWu)
The multitude of men look satisfied and pleased; as if enjoying a full banquet, as if mounted on a tower in spring. (Legge)
All the others are beaming and beaming like people enjoying a great ceremonial feast,  like people climbing an overlook 
tower in the spring. (LF)
Most people celebrate as if they were barbecuing a slaughtered cow, or taking in the springtime vistas; (Cleary)
before the moon wanes everyone is gay as if they were at the Great Sacrifice or climbing a tower in spring (Pine)

 如 like, as, similar |  嬰 infant, newborn, baby |  兒 child |  之 that, its, of | 未 not yet | 孩 smile, (alt: 咳 laugh)
   “Like an infant who has not yet smiled.” This suggests the image of an infant who has no interest in anything happening 
around him as he stares out at the world, blank-eyed.

Translations
I alone am placid and give no sign, Like a babe which has not yet smiled.  (Wu)
I alone am inactive and reveal no signs, Like a baby that has not yet learned to smile,(Lau)
I alone am inert, showing no sign (of desires), Like an infant that has not yet smiled.  (Chan)
I alone am quiet and uninvolved Like an infant not yet smiling (Lin)
Then I alone, so passive, giving no sign, like an infant that has not yet smiled;  (Duy)
I alone am aloof, showing no sign, like an infant that doesn't yet smile,  (Cleary)
I sit here and make no sign like a child that doesn't smile (Pine)

Other Translations
I alone am mild, like one unemployed, Like a new-born babe that cannot yet smile (Yutang)
I alone am unmoved, showing no sign, Like a baby who has not yet become a child (YiWu)
I alone am unmoved! – Like one who has not yet given any sign, Like a newborn infant who does not yet act like a baby.
(Linnell)
I alone am bland, As if I have not yet emerged into form. Like an infant who has not yet smiled  (Chen)
I alone seem listless and still, my desires having as yet given no indication of their presence. I am like an infant which has 
not yet smiled. (Legge)
I alone am quiet and indifferent, oh, in an entirely premanifest state [weizhao], just like an infant who has not yet smiled 
(Lynn)
Motionless am I, without any sign, as a baby that has yet to gurgle (Mair)
The self alone, so moored! is not yet divined on the tortoise-shell  Like being a baby-child before it smiles. . (Lindauer)

 儽 worn, weary, exhausted |  儽 worn, weary, exhausted |  兮 alas, indeed, ! |  若 like, as if, similar | 
   無without, having no |  所 place (home)|   歸 return, come back, (belong)

 儽儽 lei lei (weary weary, worn worn)
   The use of this double character can be translated in one of four ways: a) by repeating the word twice (weary, weary), b)  
by putting emphasis on the doubled character (very weary), c) translating the character in two different ways (weary and  
worn), or, least convincing, d) translating the character once (weary).  
    Other double characters in this verse include: 熙熙merry merry,  沌沌 turbid turbid,  昭昭 bright bright,  察  察 discerning 
discerning, and  悶悶 dull dull. They all indicate that the doubled character should be emphasized.

Translations
Forlorn am I, O so forlorn! It appears that I have no place whither I may return home. (Suzuki)
Weak and weary, I seem to have nowhere to go  (Ivanhoe)
I droop and drift, as though I belonged nowhere. (Waley)
I look dejected and forlorn, as if I had no home to go to. (Legge)
Utterly aimless, oh, just as if I had no place to go home (Lynn)
So weary, like having no place to return (Linn)
Wearied, indeed, I seem to be without a home. (Chan)

Dejected, like someone without a home (Roberts)
Unattached, without a place to merge. (Wing)
Lost, like one who has nowhere to return (wu so kuei) (Chen)
Forlorn, as if I had no home to go to (TK)



Listless as though with no home to go back to. (Lau)
Unattached, like one without a home. (Yutang)

_____________________________________________________________

Everyone rushes about to get more and more
Yet here I sit, alone, empty-handed
My heart is like that of a simple person, indeed,
   completely inert (to the things going on around me)
Everyone is so bright and clear
     (with the sharp distinctions of day) 
I alone am dark and dull
     (with the blending of differences by night)

眾many | 人men, people (= everyone) | 皆 all | 有 have | 餘 abundance, extra, excess, more than enough | 
    而 but,  yet |  我 I |  獨 alone,  only, single |  若  as if, similar to |  遺  lose, leave behind, abandon, (lacking, scarce, 
insufficient)
我 I, my | 愚 simple, ignorant |  人 person (= simpleton, fool) |  ‘之 s, its, my | 心 heart, mind | 也with, also, just |
      哉 !, indeed, (how)  | 

 沌 turbid, muddled, confused, not settled |  沌 turbid, muddled, confused, not settled | 兮 alas!, oh!
 俗 common, ordinary |  人 people, person, men |  昭 bright, brilliant, luminous, clear / intelligent, obvious | 

     昭 bright, brilliant, luminous, clear / intelligent, obvious 
    我 I | 獨 alone, only, single | 昏 dim, dark, (obscure, hidden, covered) |  昏 dim, dark, (obscure, hidden, covered)

 俗 common, ordinary | 人 people, person, men | 察 discerning, keen, sharp, “see differences” |  察 discerning, keen* | 
    我 I | 獨 alone, only, single |  悶 dull, gloomy, withdrawn, held back |  悶 dull, gloomy, withdrawn, help back

 沌 turbid, muddled, confused, not settled |  沌 turbid, muddled, confused, not settled | 兮 alas!, oh!
    The character 沌 dun means turbulent, unsettled, or undifferentiated chaos; it can also indicate that which precedes 
manifestation. The Author is stating that his mind is like that of an infant who not yet formulated a thought; this indicates 
that he is completely aloof and does not register the things going on around him.
    Most scholars translate this in a way that suggests the Author’s mind is “muddled and confused” by all the comings and 
goings around, which is unlikely the case.

     昭 zhao (bright) means bright or luminous but can also mean intelligent, sharp, or brilliant in an intellectual sense. It can 
also mean obvious, like someone who is in the spotlight. Moreover, it suggests someone who is active, “out there,” and seen 
by the world. The Sage, in contrast, is  昏 hun, dim and obscure. He is not out there, he is not seen or recognized by the 
world, he does not draw attention to himself, nor is he trying to get something from all his activities.
    Double use of the character  昭 zhao (bright) usually indicates something that is very bright, full of light, or brilliant. 
Double use of the character  昏 hun (dull) usually indicates something that is very dull or very obscure. 

Translations
All men are bright, bright: I alone am dim, dim (Wu) 
The common people discriminate and make fine distinctions; I alone am muddled and confused. (Hen)
Ordinary people are exacting and sharp; I alone am subdued and dull. (Wing)
Other men are clear and bright, But I alone am dim and weak (Feng)
The common folk are careful and discriminating. I alone am dull and inattentive. (Ivanhoe)
Common people are clearly obvious But I alone am cryptically obscure (Lynn)
Customs of men are clear, obvious The self alone is dark, indistinct  (Lindauer)
While the common people are so bright, I alone am so dull! (P Lin)
Ordinary men are so bright I alone am so stupid (LF)
Customs of men are curious, scrutinizing The self alone is tightly closed, shut off.  (Lindaur)

Common people are very clear and bright; I alone seem confused (Linnell)
Common folks are indeed brilliant; I alone seem to be in the dark (Chan)



Vulgar people are alert. I alone am muddled. (Lau)
Ordinary men look bright and intelligent, while I alone seem to be benighted (Legge)
The common people see things clearly; I alone am in the dark (Hen)
The ordinary man is luminously clear, I alone seem confused (Mair)
Vulgar folks are sharp and knowing: Only I am melancholy (Blackney)
Worldly people are luminous; I alone am dark (Chen)
Average people know everything. To me alone all seems covered. (Muller)
others are certain I alone am confused  (Pine)
The crowd, so busy and eager   I draw into myself. (Moss)

    察 cha (sharp, discerning) is variously translated as: sharp, alert, discriminating, keen, scrutinizing, meticulous, etc. 
Doubling this character could mean “very sharp,” or “very discerning.” It could also refer to someone who is totally 
involved with the differences and the separations of this world---someone who is wholly unaware of the singular unity that 
underlies all things. In this regard, it could be understood as “dichotomizing.” This points to how the cognitive mind 
codifies and turns everything into separate “things.” Throughout the Tao this is referred to as “carving up the Block” or 
“dividing the Block into pieces.” The Block cannot be divided but a person, through the power of his cognitive mind, can 
imaginatively live in a world of differences and separation. In this state a person views everything, including himself, as a 
separately-existing thing, in separation from the singular Source of all (Tao). Cut off from his own source, he gets involved 
in this world, searching for all those things he feels is missing, such as love, satisfaction, fulfillment, abundance, beauty, etc. 
In contrast, the Sage does not cut up the Block, he does not view himself as a separately-existing thing, he does not lose 
touch with the underlying Unity (Tao). 

 悶悶 men men (dull dull, sad sad). The character men pictures a heart behind a gate, and is variously translated as sad, 
depressed, dull, gloomy, held back, muddled, confused, etc. It is important to understand that the Sage is not “muddled and 
confused” (Hen), “dull and inattentive” (Ivanhoe), “gloomy and depressed” (Linnell), or “dull and stupid” (Feng). Chan, 
comes closer to the mark, indicating that the Sage  “makes no distinctions” (Chan). PLin, and Lynn  also offer something 
better than most but still lacking: “cannot see the difference” (P Lin) and “muddles everything together” (Lynn). One cannot 
rightly say that the Sage “cannot see differences.” The Sage sees differences, but only in the context of an underlying unity; 
he sees differences but not separation. Likewise, the Sage does not “muddle everything together.” He exists in a world of 
duality, where everything has its own nature, yet always sees this in the context of Unity.  As Stephen Jourdain once pointed 
out, the miracle of existence is not that everything is One, or all muddled into an amorphous mass, but that everything is 
distinct and different yet still part of an inseparable Unity.  
   Although this line states that the ordinary person is discerning or discriminating, this only applies to his ability to see 
differences among the separate things that populate his world. This is not the same as the true discrimination of the Sage---
who is able to recognize the difference between the true and the false, the real and the unreal, the permanent and the 
passing, the separate and the unified. The common man is unable to make these distinctions but the Sage is not like this--he 
is aware of the differences and diversity of the world but never loses touch with the single, underlying reality (the Tao).
   In sum, men men does not mean that the Sage is dull, stupid, or without discrimination; it suggests that he does not wholly 
involve himself in the world of differences and things, that“his heart is held back” from this kind of involvement as remains 
stationed within himself. 

_________________________________________________________________________

I am adrift like the ocean,
    floating like the high winds 
Oh, like someone without a home

 澹 calm, tranquil, serene / vast, boundless / surging, turbulent / drifting, adrift, indifferent (alt, mwt: formless) |
     兮 alas!, oh!  其 such | 若 as if, like, similar | 海 sea, ocean

 飂 fierce wind, whirlwind / blown about, wafting, drifting (>not bound) (alt, mwt: shapeless)| 
    兮!, alas, oh |  若 as if, like |   無 without, never | 
     止 destination, place to stand, place to stop (anchor) / end, cease / (limit, restriction)

   The images of being adrift on the ocean and blown about by high winds suggest that the Sage has no place to settle or 
anchor himself in this world of difference, this world where everyone is enamored with their individual selves while wholly 
unaware of their inseparable unity with Tao. 



   
 澹 dan (tranquil, vast, boundless) generally means “tranquil” or “calm.”  It is used here to describe the ocean; and many 

scholars use an extended or implied meanings of this term that relate to the ocean: 
a) “vast” (Ivanhoe), “nebulous” (Mair), 
b) “adrift” (Kim), “carried about” (Legge), “floating indifferently” (Lynn)
c) “turbulent” (Alquiros) “churned up” (LF), “restless” (Blackney, Minford)
   Wu’s “bland like the ocean” is slightly off, as the ocean is not bland.
   Guying states that dan means “indifferent” and several scholars (Wing, Yi Wu, Lindauer) agree with this interpretation:  
Indifferent like the sea, Ceaseless like a penetrating wind (Wing); Indifferent as the sea, endless as a high wind (Yi Wu).
   In his commentary, Wang Bi notes that dan refers to “not being bound or restrained by anything.”

 無 without, never |  止 destination, place to stand, place to stop (anchor) / end, cease / (limit, restriction)
   The idea here is that the Sage has “no place to rest (Muller, LF), nowhere to rest (Legge, Duy), without a place to rest 
(Linnell), anchored nowhere (Cleary), “with no place to stand,” or even “having no place to rest his head.”  Less precise, it 
could also be stated as “aimless” (Wu), “without destination” (Chan), or “without direction,” or “without boundary” (Mair).

Translations
I seem drifting as the sea; Like the wind blowing about, seemingly without destination. (Chan)
Adrift, I feel as if on the sea - Blown by a high wind that seems never to come to rest. (Kim)
Oh, I drift like the waves of the sea, Without direction, like the restless wind. (Feng)
receding like the ocean waxing without cease (Pine)
Restless as the ocean Drifting endlessly (Minford)

Calm like the sea; Like a high wind that never ceases. (Lau)
I am calm like the sea, Like the high winds I never stop. (Chen)
So tranquil, like the ocean So moving, as if without limits (Lin)
Tranquil!, they are like the ocean;  I drift on the wind!, as if without a place to rest.  (Linnell)

Boundless as the sea, Aimless as the breeze, I seem to have no stop. (P Lin)
Without boundary, I am like the vast ocean, Without restriction, I am like a gentle wind. (Kimura)
Vast! Like the ocean! Blown about! As if it would never end!  (Ivanhoe)

So flat! Like the ocean. Blowing around! It seems there is no place to rest. (Muller)

Formless am I! Like the ocean;  Shapeless am I! As though I have nothing in which I can rest. (Hen)
How nebulous! as the ocean; How blurred! as though without boundary. (Mair)

Alternate Translation
I am adrift like the ocean,
    blown about like the high winds 
(Everyone is so rooted in this world) 
     Alas, I have no place to lay my head

Alas, with no place to anchor myself,
Alas, without a place to lay my head

________________________________________________________

Everyone is intent (to get something from this world)
Yet I, alone, remain stubbornly aloof 
I, alone, am different from others
    in that I have no treasure but the Mother 
    I have no food but what comes from her breast

眾many, all |  人 men, people | 皆 all, each |  有 has, holds |  以 to use, in order to / purpose, motive, intention, plans | 
     而 yet, but |  我 I |  獨 alone, only |  頑 stubborn, headstrong, obstinate, thick-headed / foolish, stupid, ignorant 



     似 like, resembling, (fy, alt:  且 and, also)|  鄙 rustic, simple, simple-minded, uncouth / outside, (aloof)
我 I |  獨 alone, only | 異 different, differ | 於 from, than | 人men, people, others 
      而 in that, yet | 貴 cherish, favor, treasure | 食 food, sustenance, (>support) |母mother, the Mother 

頑 wan (stubborn) usually indicates someone who is stubborn, headstrong, or foolish but could also indicate someone who 
stubbornly holds to his own nature, to Tao (the Mother), and does not get pulled into the actions and distractions of this 
world (like ordinary men).  

 鄙 bi (outsider / uncouth, rustic) usually refers to someone who lives outside the city, in the back country; someone who is 
an outsider. 鄙 bi is usually translated as a rustic, a boor, a pauper, a “rude borderer,” “uncouth,” “simple” etc.---suggested  
someone who is uneducated or ill-mannered---or to someone who “remains outside” (Wu), “a stubborn outsider,” or is  
“remote” (Wing).  

    The combination of these two terms suggest someone who is stubbornly outside or fiercely disinterested in the comings  
and goings of those around him. It suggests disinterest or aloofness rather than a fool or an uncouth person from the back  
country.

Translations
The multitude all have a purpose. I alone am foolish and uncouth. (Lau)
The multitude all have a purpose; I alone seem to be stubborn and rustic.  (Chan)
The masses all have their reasons [for acting]; I alone am stupid and obstinate like a rustic. (Hen)
The multitude all have something to do. I alone remain obstinate and immobile, like some old rustic. (Ivanhoe)
Everyone all has a purpose; I alone am stupid and stubborn, and appear mean and shallow.   (Linnell)
Everyone has something useful to do; I alone am incorrigibly stupid. (C Wu)
Everybody is put to use, I alone am stubborn and foolish like a boor. (Kim)
Everybody has a goal in mind. I alone am as ignorant as a bumpkin. (Muller)
Others have Means, a Purpose I alone am a dolt, a pauper.  (Minford)
Let all men have a purpose, I alone am ignorant like a boor.  (Duy)
Most people are reasonable; I alone am stubborn and mean. (Yi Wu)
Everyone else is busy, But I alone am aimless and depressed. (Feng)
All men have their spheres of action, while I alone seem dull and incapable, like a rude borderer. (Legge)
The masses all have a purpose, I alone am stubborn and uncouth. (Mair)
The masses all have things to do; I alone remain stubbornly unoccupied. (Kimura)
All the people have their purpose, But I alone am stubborn and despicable. (Lynn)
All the others all have their function, I alone am thick-headed, like someone from the back country."  (LF)

我 I |  獨 alone, only | 異 different, differ | 於 from, than | 人men, people, others 
      而 in that, yet | 貴 cherish, favor, treasure | 食 food, sustenance, (>support) |母mother, the Mother 

   The Sage recognizes his inseparable unity with the Mother (Tao), and all of life, as well as his total dependence on the  
Mother. As such, the Sage cannot help but value (above all things) The Mother, and her sustaining power. The ordinary  
person, who is wholly ignorant of the Mother, who believes that he exists as an independent entity, and is sustained by his  
own efforts, is not in a position to honor or value the Mother. Therefore, the Sage alone, values the Mother. “I alone am 
different from others in that I value being sustained by the Mother.”  

   Wu’s translation is among the best: “I alone am stubborn and remain outside. But wherein I am most different from others 
is  In knowing to take sustenance from my Mother!” (Wu)  His translation might be improved, however, with a slight word 
change: “But wherein I am most different from others is In knowing that I take sustenance from my Mother!”

Translations
I alone am different from others And value being fed by the mother (Lau)
I alone differ from others, And value drawing sustenance from Mother (Tao). (Chan)
But my desires alone differ from those of others— For I value drawing sustenance from the Mother. (Hen)
I alone differ from others, and value being nourished by mother. (Ivanhoe)
I alone am different from everyone else  And choose to be nurtured by my mother. (C Wu)
I alone differ from people. I enjoy being nourished by the mother. (Muller)



Unlike them. I prize the Nourishment of the Mother (Minford)
I alone am different from others because I prize feeding on "the Mother"  (Duy)
I am different from others; I value being fed by the Mother. (Yi Wu)
I am alone and differ from others in that I (recognize and) value being sustained by the Mother.  (JS)
I, alone, differ from other men
   in that I value being nourished by the Mother (and know that She alone sustains all things). (JS)

Alternate Translations
Everyone has the intent (to get something for themselves)
Yet I am stubborn like an outsider
I alone am different from others
In that I cherish the food that comes from the Mother

Everyone has a plan (to get something from this life)
Yet I hold fast to simple contentment
I am alone, different from others
In that I treasure being sustained by the Mother

Everyone is trying to get something (from this world)
   yet I hold fast to my own nature
I alone differ from others  
   in that I value the Mother, 
   knowing that She alone sustains us all


