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A Note on the Translation

This is a complete translation of the eighty-one chapters of the Daodejing,
made directly from the Classical Chinese. No earlier English version was used
as its basis. The source is a public-domain digital transcription of the
received text, which belongs to the family of the version annotated by Wang
Bi (226-249), the text on which nearly all later readers have relied. In a few
places it has readings found in the Heshang Gong text and elsewhere. James
Legge’s translation of 1891 was opened only to check the sense of doubtful
passages, and none of its wording is kept. Tao Te Ching is the older English
spelling of Daodejing, “the classic of the Way and of virtue,” and we keep it as
the title by which the book is known in English. Every other Chinese word,
the author’s name Laozi (once spelled Lao Tzu) among them, is given in
pinyin.

Each chapter prints the Chinese first, broken into its clauses, one to a line,
and then the English, one line for each line of the Chinese, so that the original
of any English line can be found by counting. The transcription has some
characters wrongly restored from simplified forms, two characters left blank
in chapter 20, and two misprints in chapter 64; these are corrected in the
Chinese as printed here. Where our source differs from Wang Bi’s text in a
way that changes the sense, the Chinese is printed as our source has it, the
English follows it, and a note gives Wang Bi’s reading (chapters 1, 15, 17, 25, 28,
and 39). The two parts keep their old names, the Book of the Way (chapters 1

to 37) and the Book of Virtue (38 to 81). The chapters have numbers only.

Laozi speaks briefly and turns his sayings over: great skill seems clumsy, the
soft overcomes the hard. The English keeps his clauses short, repeats his
parallel frames with the same words, and leaves his paradoxes unresolved.
The words the book turns on are rendered the same way throughout. Dao is
“the Way” De is “virtue,” in the old sense of the power a thing has by its
nature, as when one speaks of the virtue of a healing herb; it is not moral
merit, but no other English word keeps the turn of chapter 38, where high
virtue does not count itself virtue. Wuwei is “non-action” or “doing nothing”



Ziran, literally “self-so,” is “so of itself,” and never “nature” Chang is “the
abiding,” pu “the uncarved block,” and xuan, the color of deep water and the
night sky, is “dark,” meaning hidden, never evil. The book never addresses a
reader as “you,” and nothing from the commentators has been folded into it.

The seventeen notes are the translator’s. They explain a few old objects and
customs and give the readings of Wang Bi where our source departs from
them. Spelling and punctuation are American.
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Part One: The Book of the Way

Chapters 1-37 - 1&4%



Chapter 1

ArE > JEHRE -

a0 JEHEA o

o B R4

H o HBYZR -

HOH % LB

WA ACLEIR -

BEmiE o FHmEY o FEZZ -
RZXZ > W2 o

A Way that can be told is not the abiding Way.

A name that can be named is not the abiding name.

1
Nonbeing names the beginning of heaven and earth;

being names the mother of the ten thousand things.

So in abiding nonbeing one would see its wonders;2

in abiding being one would see its edges.

These two come out together but differ in name; together they are
called dark.

Dark, and darker still: the gate of all wonders.

1. We follow the punctuation of our source (£ , % Xh 14). Wang Bi read 44
and H 4% together: “The nameless is the beginning of heaven and earth; the



named is the mother of the ten thousand things”

2. Again the punctuation of our source (% , AXLAEIH ). Wang Bi read & AR

and % B Ak “Always without desire, one sees its wonders; always with desire,
one sees its edges.”



Chapter 2

KTEEMEZRHFE > WE
BREZRE  WAER -
WA JARZE S RIEME - & A > ZBAEN > AT AHEE -
EUENERSZF  TAFZH -

EBYEEmAR > ETMAA - AR > S o

KM= BIAARE o

When all the world knows beauty as beauty, there is already
ugliness;

when all know good as good, there is already what is not good.

So being and nonbeing give birth to each other, hard and easy
complete each other, long and short shape each other, high and
low lean on each other, tone and voice answer each other, front
and back follow each other.

That is why the sage keeps to the work of non-action and
practices the teaching without words.

The ten thousand things rise, and he does not turn them away; he
gives life but does not possess, acts but does not presume, finishes
the work but does not dwell in it.

Precisely because he does not dwell in it, it does not leave him.
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Chapter 3

THE > ERFF ;
TEMG2 B ERTBIE ;
FRAH > HROTA -
ROWAZIA > L 0 I BHE R
A RARATIRAR o

EREE R A -

BIRE AR o

o
o

When the worthy are not exalted, the people do not contend;
when goods hard to come by are not prized, the people do not
steal;

when what can be desired is not displayed, the people’s hearts are
not stirred.

So the sage governs by emptying their hearts and filling their
bellies, weakening their wills and strengthening their bones.

He always keeps the people without knowing and without desire,
and sees that the clever do not dare to act.

Do what is not doing, and nothing will be left ungoverned.



Chapter 4

A T Z A o

= B2

PRI A > FNHEDE o RIHEE
B e A7 o

AT ?

R o

The Way is empty, and in use it never seems to fill.

Deep, it seems the ancestor of the ten thousand things;

it blunts the sharpness, unties the tangles, softens the light,
becomes one with the dust;

clear and still, it seems almost to be there.

I do not know whose child it is.

It seems to precede the ruler of heaven.

14



Chapter 5

KA UEY R ;
AN L% 555 -
Kt - HIEEE T 2
HET AN > Ehmia o
25 WE  AUINE e

Heaven and earth are not humane; they treat the ten thousand

things as straw dogs.1

The sage is not humane; he treats the people as straw dogs.

The space between heaven and earth, is it not like a bellows?
Empty, yet never exhausted; the more it moves, the more comes
out.

Much talk soon runs dry; better to keep to the center.

1. Dogs made of straw for a sacrifice. During the rite they were handled with
great care; afterward they were thrown into the road to be trampled.



Chapter 6

/A BHEXL -
ZHe 2P o BRI o
MR 7 HZAE -

The valley spirit does not die; it is called the dark female.
The gate of the dark female is called the root of heaven and earth.
Unbroken as a thread, it seems always there; drawn on, it never

wears out.



Chapter 7

KEHIA o

KU FrARE R HAE » IHABEAE  BBERA °
EUENEH ST SNLEME AT
FEDUH AL 2

HCAE AL,

Heaven lasts, earth endures.

Heaven and earth can last and endure because they do not live for
themselves; so they can last long.

That is why the sage puts himself last and finds himself first, sets
himself aside and finds himself preserved.

Is it not because he has no self to serve?

So his self is served.



Chapter 8

EEEK

IKEZRE AT

FR RN Z P > BUORRAE o

JEE o DEN > BB SEE BEG FEE BER -

KMEARTF > BRI -

The highest good is like water.

Water is good at benefiting the ten thousand things and does not
contend.

It settles in the places all people loathe, and so it is close to the
Way.

In dwelling, the ground is good; in the heart, depth is good; in
dealings, humaneness is good; in speaking, good faith is good; in
governing, order is good; in work, ability is good; in moving, timing
is good.

Precisely because it does not contend, it is without blame.

18



Chapter 9

Fm&z - AHE ;
fimis z » AR RAR
EEWE > B
EEME > B

WBEGFR RZHE o

&

o

ok .
FAE™NT »
<

Z
BH

=

o

Holding a thing and filling it to the brim is not as good as stopping;
hammered to a fine edge, a blade cannot keep it long.

A hall full of gold and jade can be guarded by no one;

rich and high and proud, one brings ruin on oneself.

To withdraw when the work is done is the Way of heaven.

19



Chapter 10

BRI — - AEIEERE T ?
R EERT ?
ez o A
BEGRE R
TP o B 2 T 2

B ET P » BESR AT 2

hrEZ AT BT BRAS  2HEXHE

Bearing the soul and holding to the One, can they be kept from
parting?

Gathering the breath until it is soft, can one be like an infant?
Washing and clearing the dark mirror, can it be left without a flaw?
Loving the state and governing the people, can one do it by doing
nothing?

As the gates of heaven open and close, can one play the female?
Seeing clearly in all four directions, can one be without knowing?
To give birth and to nurture; to give life but not possess, to act but

not presume, to raise but not rule: this is called dark virtue.

20



Chapter 11

—heE R HHE AR -
BESEHD a0 EHIE > AaZH o

i3
BRSNS E  EHE ARZH -
WA Z LR 2 A A

Thirty spokes share one hub; where it is empty, there is the use of
the cart.

Clay is shaped into a vessel; where it is empty, there is the use of
the vessel.

Doors and windows are cut to make a room; where it is empty,
there is the use of the room.

So what is there gives benefit, and what is not there gives use.

21



Chapter 12

HESNHE ;

HES NEE

HIRS NHR ;

Bt A O > 2 NDFIE

G2 E > 2 NITW ©
BN R EH o EBEUL o

The five colors make the eye blind,;

the five notes make the ear deaf;

the five flavors spoil the palate;

racing and hunting drive the heart mad,

goods hard to come by lead conduct astray.

That is why the sage is for the belly, not for the eye. So he discards
that and takes this.

22



Chapter 13

Favor and disgrace are received with alarm; great trouble is prized
as the body is.

What is meant by “favor and disgrace are received with alarm™?
Favor is lowly: gaining it is alarming, losing it is alarming. This is
what is meant by “favor and disgrace are received with alarm”
What is meant by “great trouble is prized as the body is”?

The reason I have great trouble is that I have a body. If I had no
body, what trouble would I have?

So one who values the world as his own body can be entrusted
with the world;

one who loves the world as his own body can be given charge of
the world.



Chapter 14

AR HHE ;

RAH HHA

ARG HHM -

= A KEE > ORI A — o

H BB HRARR -

ARAE A A4 o 1R ER N IR o
AR IR > WY 2R RHERE -
MZAREE > Bz A RERE -
izl DS ZA o

RERI 45 ERHEA -

Looked at, it is not seen: it is called the faint;

listened to, it is not heard: it is called the hushed;

grasped at, it is not held: it is called the subtle.

These three cannot be questioned to the end, and so they blend
into one.

Its top is not bright, its bottom is not dark.

Endless and unbroken, it cannot be named; it returns again to
nothing.

This is called the shape without shape, the image of nothing; it is
called blurred and dim.

Go to meet it, and there is no head to see; follow it, and there is no

24



back to see.

Hold to the Way of old to master what is here now.

To know the ancient beginning: this is called the guiding thread of
the Way.



Chapter 15

Mz ERHLE S MO AT
RMEARR]GH > R 2 L B a5

s EH K FE
5 HE

S

%

S
~
o
M
/
U>:
/

’

o

{
s
B

iz
BN AE HiE LLHE > FREA 2

HAE T DUER 2 1R 2

HAEZ LB 2 IRAE 2
(RILE & R o
FMEARER - HRE WL T BT ©

The good men of old were subtle, wondrous, darkly penetrating,
too deep to be known.

Precisely because they cannot be known, I can only force a
description: wary, as if crossing a river in winter;

hesitant, as if afraid of the neighbors on all sides;

grave, like a guest;

loosening, like ice about to melt;

solid, like the uncarved block;

26



open, like a valley;

murky, like muddy water.

Who can take the dark and order it, until slowly it grows light?
Who can take the muddy and still it, until slowly it grows clear?
Who can take the settled and move it, until slowly it comes to life?

One who keeps this Way does not wish to be full.

1
Precisely because he is not full, he can be worn and made new.

1. Our source reads @M H AL Wang Bi's text has B/~ FA: “he stays worn and is
not made new.
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Chapter 16

BUEMR - FAFES > BYLIE o ELUBIE -
KROEZ > BEEHR o

ERHAF - AFHE o

EanHHE > MEHA -

ARIE > ZEX o

HER > BTN e

NE > ETIR > RJ5HE > BTN R e

Reach the utmost emptiness, hold fast to stillness: the ten
thousand things rise together, and I watch them return.

Things flourish and flourish, and each returns to its root.
Returning to the root is called stillness; stillness is called returning
to one’s destiny.

Returning to one’s destiny is called the abiding; knowing the
abiding is called clarity.

Not to know the abiding is to act recklessly, and disaster follows.
Knowing the abiding, one is all-embracing; all-embracing, one is
impartial;

impartial, one is kingly; kingly, one is of heaven; of heaven, one is
of the Way; of the Way, one lasts; and to the end of one’s days

there is no danger.

28



Chapter 17

Kb FAAHEZ
HR o imEz ;

HR o gz o
EARE > ARMER -
KoHES -

THEZ > GEHE  TRAEA -

The highest ruler: those below do not know he is there;]

the next: they love him and praise him;

the next: they fear him;

the next: they scorn him.

Where trust is wanting, there is distrust.

Unhurried, he holds his words precious.

The work is done, the task complete, and the people all say, “We

are so of ourselves”

1. Our source reads TARHIH Z. Wang Bi’s text has FA1HF 2 : “those below know
only that he is there”
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Chapter 18

NEA > AEE
Bl EEL > AR e

When the great Way is abandoned, there are humaneness and
rightness;

when wisdom and cleverness appear, there is great falsehood;
when the six kinds of kin are at odds, there are filial piety and
parental love;

when the state is dark and in disorder, there are loyal ministers.



Chapter 19

FEEIEE - RAEM
MEIOIRER > RIEEE
MEITERA > WA o
= DRSO -
WSANE @ AR DRATEAR -

Cut off sageliness, discard cleverness, and the people will gain a
hundredfold;

cut off humaneness, discard rightness, and the people will return
to filial piety and parental love;

cut off skill, discard profit, and there will be no thieves or robbers.
These three are ornament, and not enough.

So let there be something to hold to: show the undyed silk, hold

the uncarved block, make little of self, have few desires.



Chapter 20

AR > R R A ?

ZZHE o HEREM?

ANZFE » Aa] AR -

Jit g HORJLAL |

RNERER > A= KA NEHE o
IR HARI > B 2 R o
(Bl > 3 WP bR o

ANEAE > mREEE -
ELEAZLEHL !

il o

BAREE > REEE -

mANZEZ  BEEY -

& KA M5 gL o
RNEALL B E HER o
PHRERN > MERR -

Cut off learning, and there is no worry.

“Yes, sir” and “uh-huh”: how far apart are they?
Good and evil: how far apart are they?

What others fear, I too must fear.

Vast and wild, with no end in sight!



The crowd is merry, as if at a great feast of oxen, as if climbing a
terrace in spring.

I alone am placid and give no sign, like an infant that has not yet

learned to smile.

Weary, weary, as if with no home to go back to.

The crowd all have more than enough; I alone seem left with
nothing.

Mine is the heart of a fool!

Muddled, so muddled.

Ordinary people are bright; I alone am dim.

Ordinary people are sharp; I alone am dull.

Calm, like the sea; gusting, as if it would never stop.

The crowd all have their uses; I alone am stubborn and uncouth.

I alone am different from others: I prize the nursing mother.

w
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Chapter 21

LIEZ A - MEEZIE -
W) MEDEMETR o
Rahts HPFAR
et HaEY) -
G5 Hp AR
HiFgEH  HA ARG -
B ki - HAHAER > DIBRH -

T U1 AR 2Rk 2
DAL o

The bearing of great virtue follows the Way alone.

The Way, as a thing, is only dim, only blurred.

Blurred, dim, and within it there is an image;

dim, blurred, and within it there is a thing.

Deep, dark, and within it there is an essence;

the essence is utterly real, and within it there is something sure.
From now back to ancient times its name has not left it, and
through it the beginnings of all things are seen.

How do I know the beginnings of all things are so?

By this.



Chapter 22

by

Sm

e
o

A2 o FERIE - ERIE o G o D RIZ
EMEAN—H KT -

ANE R

REZ > W

AEK WA ;

AHP MR

RUERTF > UK T HAERLZ T o

oA AR o SRS

ELEI0) P

Bent, it is whole; crooked, it is straight; hollow, it is full; worn, it is
new; with little, there is more; with much, there is confusion.
That is why the sage holds to the One and is a pattern for the
world.

He does not display himself, and so he is plain to see;

he does not justify himself, and so he stands out;

he does not boast, and so he has merit;

he does not brag, and so he lasts.

Precisely because he does not contend, no one in the world can
contend with him.

What the ancients called “bent, it is whole™ how could those be

w
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empty words!

Be truly whole, and return to it.



Chapter 23

mEHER

R AR BRI AN o
A EH 2

K o

Kt AREA > TP AT ?
MR REH - FRE ;
T8 - FRTE

K#E 0 FIRK -

FREE » EIFEEZ
FRTEH - G
RKE » RINEFZ -

BEARE  ANMES -

Sparing speech is what is so of itself.

So a whirlwind does not last the morning, a cloudburst does not
last the day.

Who makes these?

Heaven and earth.

If even heaven and earth cannot keep them up for long, how much
less can man!

So one who follows the Way in his work is one with the Way;

one who follows virtue is one with virtue;

37



one who follows loss is one with loss.

The Way too is glad to have one who is one with the Way;
virtue too is glad to have one who is one with virtue;

loss too is glad to have one who is one with loss.

Where trust is wanting, there is distrust.



Chapter 24

>

dap [

HAANL

BEHE AT

EIE RN

HE&HEANE ;

EEBEE 37

ERFE RN 3

HTE#EY - H : BRAEE -
MEEZ  MAEE TR °

One on tiptoe does not stand firm;

one who takes long strides does not go far;

one who displays himself is not plain to see;

one who justifies himself does not stand out;

one who boasts has no merit;

one who brags does not last.

In the light of the Way, these are called leftover food and a growth
on the body.

Creatures loathe them, and so one who has the Way does not
abide with them.



Chapter 25

AR > SR -

BB FALTAM > RTINS - n DA% RiEE -
BAMEAY > My HE > Bz HBHK -

KHHA > AHE > BHK -

MOER > RK > HIR > ANTRK »

EAAER > AR ©

NIEHL > #UIEK - RiEE - BIEER -

There is a thing formed in confusion, born before heaven and
earth.

Silent and empty, it stands alone and does not change, goes round
everywhere and is in no danger; it could be the mother of heaven
and earth.

I do not know its name. Forced to style it, I call it the Way; forced
to name it, I call it great.

Great, it goes away; going away, it is far; far, it turns back.

So the Way is great, heaven is great, earth is great, and man too is

great.1

Within the realm there are four great ones, and man is one of
them.

Man follows earth, earth follows heaven, heaven follows the Way,

the Way follows what is so of itself.

40



1. Our source reads A, “man,” here and in the next line. Wang Bi’s text has £,

”
)

“the king™ “the king too is great,” “the king is one of them.

41



Chapter 26

HYER - B AEBRE -

B TR EAT A E o

i A SR 0 BRI AR o
RTERZ T MUHERT?
BRI > BRAIIKAE o

The heavy is the root of the light; the still is the lord of the
restless.

That is why the gentleman travels all day without leaving his
baggage wagons.

Though there are grand sights, he stays at ease, above them.
How can a lord of ten thousand chariots make light of himself
before the world?

Light, one loses the root; restless, one loses the lord.

42



Chapter 27

=T WY BT IR

HH BN

HH 0 BRI AIBE o B o ARV T A A] R o
BUENFEERN > BURTEAN ;

HERY > HUREY)

TR o

WENE &N

RENE > BANZE

ANEHAN > AEHE - B BEED -

Good walking leaves no tracks; good speaking leaves no flaw to
fault;

good counting needs no counting rods;

good closing needs no bolt, yet cannot be opened; good tying
needs no cord, yet cannot be undone.

That is why the sage is always good at saving people, and so no
one is cast away;

always good at saving things, and so nothing is cast away.

This is called inheriting clarity.

So the good man is the teacher of the man who is not good;

the man who is not good is the good man’s material.



Not to value the teacher, not to care for the material: however

clever, one is greatly lost. This is called the essential wonder.
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Chapter 28

FOFCRE >~y > DR TER o
MR NER > HIEAHE EERRE -
HEE > SFHE > BRI WA - 1B 5 R A o

FIH > FHR > BRTA ©
FRDIR WEE  EEREE -

RPN e
AN 2 a > EAMRZ > AIRE R BOHIAE -

Know the male, keep to the female, and be the ravine of the world.
Be the ravine of the world, and the abiding virtue will not leave;
one returns to infancy.

Know the white, keep to the black, and be a pattern for the world;
the abiding virtue will not err; one returns to the limitless.

Know glory, keep to disgrace, and be the valley of the world.

Be the valley of the world, and the abiding virtue will be enough;

one returns to the uncarved block.

Be a pattern for the world.
When the uncarved block is split, it becomes vessels; the sage uses
them and becomes the chief of officials. So the great shaping does

not cut.



1. This line is found only in our source; it is translated where our source has it.
Wang Bi’s text has nothing here, and instead says “be a pattern for the world”
twice in the third line, as the first and fifth lines repeat their own phrases. The

words seem to have strayed from their place.
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Chapter 29

RACR PRz BEREAFE -

Rfas > ARl Ryt AR

REBRZ > MERZ -

)BTRS > SR EIR o BRER 0 BEEE > BUEANRE  RF
K%k o

Those who would take the world and work on it: I see that they
will not succeed.

The world is a sacred vessel; it cannot be worked on, it cannot be
grasped.

Whoever works on it ruins it; whoever grasps it loses it.

For things now lead and now follow, now breathe warm and now
blow cold, now are strong and now are weak, now carry and now
fall. That is why the sage discards excess, discards extravagance,

discards arrogance.
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Chapter 30

DR NEH > ALURREKT o
HEHYE -

Bl Z Ffrpz > FRAERS

REZE& A NILE o
HZHERME > AEAGE ©
RF; > Rmmk o Rim75E o
RiMARFE > Rz
mAtiE > Z2EAE > AERE -

One who aids a ruler with the Way does not use troops to force
the world.

Such deeds are apt to come back.

Where an army has camped, thorns and brambles grow.

In the wake of a great army there are sure to be lean years.

One who is good at this achieves the result and stops, and does
not dare to grasp at strength.

Achieve it, but do not brag; achieve it, but do not boast; achieve it,
but do not be proud.

Achieve it because there is no choice; achieve it, but do not force.
Things that peak grow old. This is called contrary to the Way.
What is contrary to the Way ends early.
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Chapter 31

RELHE > Az VECEZ  AEERE -
BrEAEL > ARRAELS -

REARFEZSR  IFETZd > AMECMAHZ » HkA L o
BEAE  MEZE » BB

REEENE > ARG ERK TS ©

HEME  XHEMEG o

Rk EREE > LREERAG > SHUEREZ -

WMNZR o DAERNZ » B D R o

Fine weapons are tools of ill omen; creatures loathe them, and so
one who has the Way does not abide with them.

The gentleman at home honors the left; in war he honors the
right.l

Weapons are tools of ill omen, not the tools of a gentleman; when
he has no choice but to use them, calm detachment is best.

He wins but does not think it fine; to think it fine is to delight in
killing people.

One who delights in killing people cannot have his way in the
world.

In happy affairs the left is honored; in grievous affairs, the right.
The lieutenant general stands on the left, the commanding general

on the right: that is to say, they are placed as at a funeral.
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When multitudes have been killed, weep for them in grief and
sorrow; when a battle is won, observe it with the rites of

mourning.

1. In the old rites the left was the place of life and happy occasions, the right the
place of death and mourning.
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The Way is always nameless. The uncarved block, though small, no
one in the world can make a servant.

If lords and kings could keep to it, the ten thousand things would
come to them of themselves as guests.

Heaven and earth would join to send down sweet dew, and the
people, with no one to command them, would share it evenly of
themselves.

When shaping begins, there are names. Once there are names, one
must know when to stop; knowing when to stop, one is out of
danger.

The Way in the world is like the streams and valleys running into

the rivers and the sea.
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One who knows others is wise; one who knows himself is clear-
sighted.

One who overcomes others has force; one who overcomes himself
is strong.

One who knows what is enough is rich.

One who presses on has will.

One who does not lose his place endures.

One who dies but does not perish lives long.



Chapter 34
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The great Way overflows! It can go left or right.

The ten thousand things rely on it for life, and it does not turn
them away; the work is done, and it does not call it its own; it
clothes and feeds the ten thousand things and does not act as
their master.

Always without desire, it can be called small;

the ten thousand things return to it and it does not act as their
master: it can be called great.

Because it never makes itself great, it can achieve its greatness.
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Chapter 35
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Hold the great image, and all the world comes.

They come and meet no harm, and there is peace, evenness, and
ease.

Music and good food make the passing traveler stop.

The Way, when it comes out of the mouth, is bland; it has no
flavor.

Looked at, it is not worth seeing; listened to, it is not worth

hearing; used, it cannot be used up.
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To shrink a thing, one must first stretch it;

to weaken it, one must first strengthen it;

to cast it down, one must first raise it up;

to take from it, one must first give to it.

This is called subtle clarity.

The soft overcomes the hard; the weak overcomes the strong.
Fish must not leave the deep water; the sharp tools of the state

must not be shown to others.
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Chapter 37
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The Way always does nothing, yet nothing is left undone.

If lords and kings could keep to it, the ten thousand things would
transform of themselves.

If, as they transform, desire arises, I will hold it down with the
nameless uncarved block.

Held down by the nameless uncarved block, they too will be
without desire.

Without desire, they will be still, and the world will set itself right.



Part Two: The Book of Virtue

Chapters 38-81 - {&4%

Ul
~J



Chapter 38
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High virtue does not count itself virtue, and so it has virtue;
low virtue does not let go of virtue, and so it has no virtue.

High virtue does nothing and has no purpose in doing;

low virtue does nothing yet has a purpose in doing.

High humaneness acts yet has no purpose in acting;

high rightness acts and has a purpose in acting.

High ritual acts, and when no one responds, it rolls up its sleeves

and drags them to it.



So when the Way is lost, there is virtue; when virtue is lost, there
is humaneness; when humaneness is lost, there is rightness; when
rightness is lost, there is ritual.

Ritual is the thinning of loyalty and trust, and the head of disorder.
Foreknowledge is the flower of the Way, and the beginning of folly.
That is why the great man keeps to the thick, not the thin;

keeps to the fruit, not the flower.

So he discards that and takes this.
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These are the ones that of old attained the One: heaven, attaining
the One, is clear;

earth, attaining the One, is settled;
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the spirits, attaining the One, are potent;

the valley, attaining the One, is full;

the ten thousand things, attaining the One, live;

lords and kings, attaining the One, set the world right.
Taken to the end: if heaven could not be clear, it might split;
if earth could not be settled, it might crumble;

if the spirits could not be potent, they might fade;

if the valley could not be full, it might run dry;

if the ten thousand things could not live, they might perish;
if lords and kings could not stand upright, they might fall.
So the noble has the humble as its root; the high has the low as its
foundation.

That is why lords and kings call themselves the orphaned, the

lacking, the unworthy.1
Is this not having the humble as the root?

Is it not?

2
So praise pursued to the end is no praise.
Therefore one does not wish to glitter like jade, but to be rough as

stone.

L In Chinese fll gu, & gua, and <5 bugu: “the orphaned,” “the one lacking in
virtue,” and “the one who is not good” Lords and kings of old used these words
of themselves, to make themselves low.

2. Our source reads B4R, Wang Bi's text has ZEUHEEM: “count up the parts
of a carriage, and there is no carriage”
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Chapter 40
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Turning back is the motion of the Way;
weakness is the use of the Way.
The ten thousand things of the world are born of being, and being

is born of nonbeing.
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Chapter 41
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When the highest sort of man hears of the Way, he works hard to
practice it;
when the middling sort hears of the Way, he half keeps it and half
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loses it;

when the lowest sort hears of the Way, he laughs out loud at it.
If he did not laugh, it would not be the Way.

So the established sayings have it: the bright Way seems dark;
the Way forward seems to go back;

the level Way seems rough;

high virtue seems a valley;

the purest white seems soiled;

broad virtue seems lacking;

steadfast virtue seems idle;

true substance seems to change;

the great square has no corners;

the great vessel is finished late;

the great note is hushed;

the great image has no form;

the Way is hidden and has no name.

Only the Way is good at lending and at bringing to completion.
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Chapter 42
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The Way gives birth to one, one gives birth to two, two gives birth
to three, three gives birth to the ten thousand things.

The ten thousand things carry yin on their backs and hold yang in
their arms, and the empty breath brings them into harmony.
What people hate is to be orphaned, lacking, and unworthy, yet
kings and dukes take these as their titles.

So things are sometimes added to by being taken from, and
sometimes taken from by being added to.

What others teach, I teach too.

“The violent do not die a natural death”: this I take as the father of

my teaching.



Chapter 43
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The softest in the world gallops through the hardest in the world.
What has no being enters where there is no gap.
By this I know the benefit of non-action. The teaching without

words, the benefit of non-action: few in the world attain them.



Chapter 44
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Name or body: which is dearer?

Body or goods: which is worth more?

Gain or loss: which does more harm?

So great attachment is sure to cost dearly;

great hoarding is sure to bring heavy loss.

Know what is enough, and there is no disgrace; know when to

stop, and there is no danger; and one can last long.



Chapter 45
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Great perfection seems flawed, yet its use never wears out.
Great fullness seems empty, yet its use is never exhausted.
Great straightness seems bent, great skill seems clumsy, great
eloquence seems tongue-tied.

Stillness overcomes restlessness, cold overcomes heat.

Clear stillness sets the world right.
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Chapter 46
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When the world has the Way, the racing horses are sent back to
manure the fields.

When the world lacks the Way, warhorses foal in the fields outside
the walls.

No disaster is greater than not knowing what is enough;

no fault is greater than the wish to gain.

So the enough of knowing what is enough is always enough.
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Chapter 47

AP AR

AFE > RKE -

HoHi sz - HAD o

DU AATIA > AR ASZ5TAL o

Without going out of the door, one knows the world;

without looking out of the window, one sees the Way of heaven.
The farther one goes, the less one knows.

That is why the sage knows without traveling, has clarity without

looking, achieves without doing.
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Chapter 48
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In pursuing learning, one adds every day; in pursuing the Way, one
takes away every day.

Take away, and take away again, until one arrives at non-action.
One does nothing, yet nothing is left undone.

The world is always taken by undertaking nothing. Once there is

undertaking, one is not fit to take the world.



Chapter 49
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The sage is always without a heart of his own; he takes the
people’s heart as his heart.

Those who are good, I treat as good;

those who are not good, I also treat as good;

virtue is good.

Those who are trustworthy, I trust;

those who are not trustworthy, I also trust;

virtue is trustworthy.

The sage, living in the world, draws in, and for the world’s sake
blurs his heart. The people all strain their ears and eyes toward

him, and the sage treats them all as children.
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Out of life, into death.

The companions of life are three in ten;l

the companions of death are three in ten;

and people who live, yet move toward the ground of death, are
three in ten as well.

Why is this?

Because they make too much of living.

I have heard that one who is good at guarding life travels by land
without meeting rhinoceros or tiger, and enters an army without
being struck by weapons.

The rhinoceros finds nowhere to drive its horn, the tiger nowhere
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to set its claws, the weapon nowhere to lodge its blade.
Why is this?

Because in him there is no ground of death.

1. +% = is read here as “three in ten” An old reading takes it as “thirteen,” the

four limbs and the nine openings of the body.
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Chapter 51
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The Way gives them birth, virtue rears them, things give them
shape, circumstance completes them.

So the ten thousand things all revere the Way and honor virtue.
The Way is revered and virtue honored not by anyone’s command,
but because this is always so of itself.

So the Way gives them birth, virtue rears them;

grows them, nurtures them;

completes them, ripens them;

feeds them, shelters them.

It gives life but does not possess, acts but does not presume, raises
but does not rule.

This is called dark virtue.
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Chapter 52
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The world has a beginning, which is the mother of the world.
Having found the mother, one knows the children; knowing the
children, one keeps to the mother again, and to the end of one’s
days there is no danger.

Block the openings, shut the doors, and to the end of life one
never wears out.

Unblock the openings, multiply affairs, and to the end of life there
is no rescue.

Seeing the small is called clarity; keeping to the soft is called
strength.

Use the light, return again to clarity, and leave the body no harm;
this is called practicing the abiding.



Chapter 53
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If I had the least bit of knowledge, walking the great Way, I would
fear only to stray.

The great Way is very level, yet people love side paths.

The court is spotless, the fields are full of weeds, the granaries are
empty;

they wear embroidered clothes, carry sharp swords, gorge on food
and drink, have wealth to spare;

this is called the pomp of robbers.

This is not the Way!
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What is well planted is not uprooted, what is well held does not
slip away, and sons and grandsons will offer sacrifice without end.
Cultivate it in the self, and its virtue is genuine;

cultivate it in the family, and its virtue is abundant;

cultivate it in the village, and its virtue lasts;

cultivate it in the state, and its virtue flourishes;

cultivate it in the world, and its virtue is everywhere.

So look at the self through the self, at the family through the
family, at the village through the village, at the state through the
state, at the world through the world.

How do I know the world is so?

By this.
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Chapter 55
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One who holds virtue in fullness is like a newborn child.
Poisonous insects do not sting it, fierce beasts do not seize it,
birds of prey do not strike it.

Its bones are weak, its sinews soft, yet its grip is firm.

It knows nothing yet of the joining of female and male, yet its
member stands: this is the height of essence.

It cries all day and does not grow hoarse: this is the height of
harmony.

Knowing harmony is called the abiding; knowing the abiding is
called clarity.

Adding to life is called an ill omen.

The mind driving the breath is called forcing.



Things that peak grow old. This is called contrary to the Way.
What is contrary to the Way ends early.
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Chapter 56
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Those who know do not speak; those who speak do not know.
Block the openings, shut the doors; blunt the sharpness, untie the
tangles, soften the light, become one with the dust: this is called
dark sameness.

So no one can draw near him, and no one can hold him off;

no one can benefit him, and no one can harm him;

no one can honor him, and no one can debase him.

So he is prized by all the world.
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Chapter 57
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Govern the state by the orthodox, wage war by the unorthodox,
take the world by undertaking nothing.

How do I know it is so?

By this: the more taboos and prohibitions in the world, the poorer
the people;

the more sharp tools the people have, the more benighted the
state;

the more skill and cunning people have, the more strange things
appear;

the more laws and orders are made plain, the more thieves and

robbers abound.

82



So the sage says: “I do nothing, and the people transform of
themselves;

I love stillness, and the people set themselves right;

[ undertake nothing, and the people grow rich of themselves;

I am without desire, and the people become the uncarved block of

themselves.”



Chapter 58
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When the government is dull, the people are simple;

when the government is sharp, the people are broken.

Misfortune is what good fortune leans on; good fortune is where
misfortune hides.

Who knows where it ends?

There is no fixed norm.

The orthodox turns back into the unorthodox, the good turns back
into the uncanny.

People have been lost for a long time now.

That is why the sage is square but does not cut, has edges but does
not wound, is straight but does not overreach, shines but does not

dazzle.
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In governing people and serving heaven, nothing is better than
sparing.

Being sparing is called early submission;]

early submission is called storing up virtue twice over;

storing up virtue twice over, there is nothing one cannot
OVercome;

with nothing one cannot overcome, no one knows one’s limit;
when no one knows one’s limit, one can possess a state;
possessing the mother of the state, one can last long;

this is called deep roots and a firm stem, the Way of long life and

lasting sight.



L. Bk is read here as submitting early, that is, following the Way from the start.

Some texts write fif as {&: “preparing early.
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Chapter 60
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Ruling a large state is like simmering a small fish.

When the Way presides over the world, its ghosts have no power;
it is not that the ghosts have no power, but that their power does
not harm people;

and not only does their power not harm people, the sage too does
not harm people.

Since the two do not harm each other, their virtue joins and comes

home.
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A great state is the lower reaches of the river, where the world
meets; it is the female of the world.

By stillness the female always wins over the male; in stillness she
takes the lower place.

So a great state, by putting itself below a small state, takes the
small state;

a small state, by putting itself below a great state, is taken in by the
great state.

So one puts itself below in order to take, another is below and so is
taken in.

The great state wants nothing more than to gather and nourish
others; the small state wants nothing more than to come in and

serve others.
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For each of the two to get what it wants, the great one should take

the lower place.
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The Way is the innermost room of the ten thousand things.

It is the treasure of the good man and the safeguard of the man
who is not good.

Fine words can buy honor; fine deeds can lift a man above others.
Though people are not good, why cast them away?

So when the Son of Heaven is enthroned and the three ministers

are installed, though there be a jade disc that fills both arms, sent

ahead of a team of four horses,1 it is not as good as sitting still and
offering this Way.

Why did the ancients prize this Way?

Did they not say that by it one who seeks will find, and one who
has done wrong will escape?

So it is prized by all the world.
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1. The three ministers (=4) held the highest offices under the Son of Heaven.
When precious gifts were presented of old, a great jade disc that took both
arms to hold (3£8%) went first, and a carriage with a team of four horses (§15)

came after.

91



Chapter 63

A IERy 0 HIRTEH O BRIERK o

KINZD > WARDIE -

RINEESE > SRS 0 RTERFE - BERA -
LU NIRRT R HRERRELR o
KRESGHDTNE > 25025 -

BN R RS o

Do what is not doing, undertake what is no undertaking, taste
what has no taste.

Great or small, many or few, repay resentment with virtue.

Plan the hard while it is easy; do the great while it is small.

The hard things of the world must begin in the easy; the great
things of the world must begin in the small.

That is why the sage never does great things, and so can achieve
his greatness.

Light promises are sure to earn little trust; finding much easy is
sure to bring much hardship.

That is why even the sage treats things as hard, and so in the end
has no hardship.

92



Chapter 64
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What is at rest is easy to hold; what has given no sign is easy to
plan for; what is brittle is easy to break; what is minute is easy to
scatter. Act on it before it exists; put it in order before there is
disorder.

A tree that fills the arms grows from a shoot as fine as a hair;

a terrace nine stories high rises from heaped earth;

1
a journey of a thousand li starts beneath one’s feet.
Whoever works on it ruins it; whoever grasps it loses it. That is
why the sage does nothing, and so ruins nothing; grasps nothing,

and so loses nothing.



When people take on a task, they always ruin it when it is nearly
done.

Take as much care at the end as at the start, and nothing will be
ruined.

That is why the sage desires not to desire, and does not prize
goods hard to come by;

learns not to learn, and goes back to what the crowd has passed
by.

So he helps the ten thousand things to be so of themselves, and

does not dare to act.

1. The li was a measure of distance, about a third of a mile.
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Chapter 65
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The good practitioners of the Way of old did not use it to make the
people bright, but to make them foolish.

The people are hard to govern because they have too much
cleverness.

So to govern a state by cleverness is to rob the state;

not to govern a state by cleverness is the state’s blessing.

To know these two is also to know the pattern.

Always to know the pattern: this is called dark virtue. Dark virtue
is deep and far-reaching;

it turns back with things, and only then comes the great accord.
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The rivers and the sea can be kings of the hundred valleys because
they are good at staying below them; so they can be kings of the
hundred valleys.

So the sage, wishing to be above the people, must put himself
below them in his words;

wishing to be ahead of the people, must put himself behind them
in his person.

That is why the sage stays above and the people do not find him
heavy, stays ahead and the people do not feel harmed.

That is why the world gladly pushes him forward and never tires of
him.

Because he does not contend, no one in the world can contend

with him.
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All the world says that my Way is great and seems to resemble
nothing.

Precisely because it is great, it seems to resemble nothing;

if it resembled anything, it would long ago have become small!
I have three treasures that I hold and keep.

The first is compassion, the second is frugality, the third is not

daring to be first in the world.
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With compassion, one can be brave;

with frugality, one can be generous;

not daring to be first in the world, one can become the head of all
things.

Now to give up compassion and still be brave,

to give up frugality and still be generous,

to give up being last and still be first:

that is death!

Fight with compassion, and one wins; defend with it, and one
holds firm.

When heaven would save someone, it guards him with

compassion.
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Chapter 68
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One who is good at being a warrior is not warlike;

one who is good at fighting does not get angry;

one who is good at defeating the enemy does not engage him;
one who is good at using people puts himself below them.

This is called the virtue of not contending; this is called using the
strength of others; this is called matching heaven, the summit of
old.
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Chapter 69

MEAS  TEARBEMASE ;
AHCETTIRR ©

MR TR > B A o
ML - HHEB 5 o

Among those who use troops there is a saying: “I dare not play the
host, but play the guest;

[ dare not go forward an inch, but fall back a foot.”

This is called marching without a column;

rolling up sleeves with no arms;

dragging forward with no enemy;

holding weapons with no weapons.

No disaster is greater than taking the enemy lightly; to take the
enemy lightly is nearly to lose my treasures.

So when matched armies meet, the side that grieves will win.
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Chapter 70

RMEMRD > B LURNFRAT -
MIEE A HIEE -
DB AN TR L o

My words are very simple to understand and very simple to
practice.

Yet no one in the world can understand them, no one can practice
them.

Words have an ancestor; deeds have a lord.

Precisely because people do not understand this, they do not
understand me.

Those who understand me are few; those who take me as their
model are precious.

That is why the sage wears coarse cloth and carries jade inside it.
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Chapter 71

oA E&
AL R g e
AR - DUHRRE o
KM > T2 U e

To know, yet think one does not know, is highest;

not to know, yet think one knows, is a sickness.

The sage is not sick, because he takes the sickness as sickness.
Precisely because he takes the sickness as sickness, he is not sick.
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Chapter 72

RARE > RIREE -
JEIRICP o SRR
RMEARR > ZLARRR o
EUENBAAER
HEAHHE -

R HUE

When the people do not fear might, great might descends.

Do not cramp the places where they live; do not crush the lives
they live.

Precisely because he does not crush them, they do not tire of him.
That is why the sage knows himself but does not display himself;
loves himself but does not exalt himself.

So he discards that and takes this.



Chapter 73

BRI BRSBTS o

BE/i o B o

R > AT ?

LA -

RZHE > AFMER > ASMZE > AW ERK > REIARMEH
RAAWK > BRI o

Bold in daring, one is killed; bold in not daring, one lives.

Of these two, one brings benefit and the other harm.

What heaven hates, who knows the reason?

That is why even the sage treats it as hard.

The Way of heaven does not contend yet is good at winning, does
not speak yet is good at answering, does not summon yet things
come of themselves, is unhurried yet good at planning.

Heaven’s net is wide, so wide; its mesh is coarse, yet nothing slips
through.
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Chapter 74

RORESE » 22 LUSEL Y 2
PABRABIE - MAAH - BN - B ?
BAARER o

RRABER - BHRKES - RRAEHE  FATHHTR o

If the people do not fear death, why threaten them with death?

If the people were made always to fear death, and I could seize and
kill those who do strange things, who would dare?

There is always the executioner to kill.

To kill in place of the executioner is to carve in place of the master
carpenter. Of those who carve in place of the master carpenter,

few do not cut their hands.



Chapter 75

Rzl UWHERBRZZ > ZDEL-
Rz#ih UHEZAED > BUEIE -
RZEHE » UH ERAEZE > Z DT o
KMERDUE R # > BENEL -

The people are hungry because those above them eat too much in
taxes; that is why they are hungry.

The people are hard to govern because those above them are
always doing things; that is why they are hard to govern.

The people take death lightly because those above them make too
much of living; that is why they take death lightly.

Only one who does nothing for the sake of living is wiser than one

who prizes life.
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Chapter 76

ANZEMZRES » HAEthE I o
EARZAEWEA - HACAAE
ESRFIE 2t 0 RIS E AL ZE -
DU SR AN > ARSRRIT o
PN ] A

People are soft and weak when alive, hard and strong when dead.
Grass and trees are soft and tender when alive, dry and brittle
when dead.

So the hard and strong are the companions of death; the soft and
weak are the companions of life.

That is why a strong army is destroyed, a strong tree breaks.

The strong and great lie below; the soft and weak rise above.



Chapter 77

Rz HIERSE ?
mENZ > NERZ

AfRFEIHZ > PREMZ

R > HABRTH AL

ANZHE > QIR AR UEAR
HAEABRUIZERT > EAEHE -
LU N TR > ki A e - HARE -

The Way of heaven: is it not like stringing a bow?

What is high, it presses down; what is low, it lifts up;

what has too much, it takes from; what has too little, it gives to.
The Way of heaven takes from what has too much and gives to
what has too little.

The way of man is not so: it takes from those who have too little to
offer to those who have too much.

Who can take what he has too much of and offer it to the world?
Only one who has the Way.

That is why the sage acts but does not presume, finishes the work

but does not dwell in it, and has no wish to display his worth.
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Chapter 78

RINEFRGRAK > MBRRE » HZRER > UHEMUGZ -
§9Z BE5R 0 2] 0 KRR - BLAELT o

BUEANE T2 Rt EE

B BR/RRKTE -

A I o

F
i
m_

Nothing in the world is softer and weaker than water, yet for
attacking the hard and strong nothing surpasses it, for nothing
can take its place.

That the weak overcomes the strong and the soft overcomes the
hard, everyone in the world knows, yet no one can practice it.

So the sage says: “One who takes on the filth of the state is called
lord of its altars;

one who takes on the ill omens of the state is king of the world”

Straight words seem to say the reverse.
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Chapter 79

R > AR ;

WASLUE > ] LAy ?
NS MAERA e
ATER L WAER

R WBLE N o

When a great resentment is settled, some resentment is sure to
remain;

if one repays resentment with virtue, how can that be counted
good?

That is why the sage holds the left half of the tally and makes no

1
demands on others.

One who has virtue takes charge of the tally; one without virtue

takes charge of the tithe.”
The Way of heaven has no favorites; it is always with the good

man.

L In old agreements a strip of wood was notched and split in two. The lender
kept the left half and matched it with the other when the debt came due.

2. The Chinese is f&, the tax of the Zhou dynasty that took a fixed share of the
harvest.
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Chapter 80

NEIERR e

A HZamAH ;

it R BE T A EIE ©

AR R BEA W AT o
R o

HHE®  B2HR - 2HE $HG -

WA - BER 2 EEMR - RE I MG o

A small state with few people.

Let there be tools that serve for ten or a hundred, and let them lie
unused;

let the people take death seriously and not move far away.
Though they have boats and carriages, they have no occasion to
ride them; though they have armor and weapons, they have no
occasion to display them.

Let the people go back to knotting cords and using them.

They relish their food, think their clothes fine, rest easy in their
homes, delight in their customs.

Neighboring states are within sight of each other, the sounds of
their chickens and dogs within hearing of each other, and the

people grow old and die without ever going back and forth.
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1. Before there was writing, it is said, people kept records and accounts by tying
knots in cords.
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Chapter 81

BErkE > ZES5HE-

EEAR O REALE

H#EAE > HEHAH o

AR B/ ACEA  BUBEACES -
KRz MMmAE ;

EANZHE > BMAT o

Words to be trusted are not beautiful; beautiful words are not to
be trusted.

The good are not eloquent; the eloquent are not good.

The knowing are not learned; the learned do not know.

The sage does not hoard. Having done all for others, he has more;
having given all to others, he owns more.

The Way of heaven benefits and does not harm;

the Way of the sage acts and does not contend.
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