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B — = Chapter 1

The nameless Way

dao ké dao féi chang dao

SCRUIECIE | g i

The way that can be followed is not the eternal Way.
ming ké ming féi Cilir:gming

L LAEE S

The name that can be named is not the eternal name.

wu ming tian di zhi shi

T R 4,

The nameless is the beginning of heaven and earth.

you ming wan wu zhi mu

R R

The named is the mother of the myriad things.

gl chang wi yu yi guan qi miao
" » . s

B E e, VALEY,
Therefore, ever desireless, one can see the cosmos' mystery,
chang you yu yi guan qi jiao

P NS N A

l%%—’é)\: V/Lg)rl’ﬁ:"fgi]’\o
ever desiring, one merely sees its manifestations.

ci lidng zhé téng cha ér yi ming
i & Rk R

These two concepts have the same origin despite their different names,

tong wei zhi xuan xuan zhi you xuan
S| N S ~
FliBEX %, T X%

both are considered mysteries, mysteries within mysteries,



zhongmiao zhi mén
BT

the gateway to all marvels.

Meaning

Chapter 1 sets out the problem the whole book works with: what lies at the
origin of things cannot be fully held in words. The opening line plays on &
(dao), which means a way, and also to tread it or to speak it: a way that can be
followed, or told, is not the eternal Way, % J&. The second line does the same
with names.

The chapter then pairs the nameless (Ji4%), the beginning of heaven and earth,
with the named (5 44), the mother of the myriad things. Ever desireless, one
sees the mystery of the cosmos; ever desiring, one merely sees its
manifestations. The two come from one source and are named apart, and
together they are called 2% (mystery), "mysteries within mysteries", the gateway
to all marvels.

The punctuation of lines 3 to 6 is disputed. Some editors break after & and &
and read "absence" and "presence" as the key terms; this site follows Wang Bi
and reads J£44 and 544, then ¥ JCAK and % AX. The nameless returns in
chapter 25, and the mother in chapter 52.
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P - .
Hr— ﬁ Chapter 2
Opposites define each other

tian xia jié zhi méi zhi wéi méi si e yi
RTEHmEIAE, LD,
People on Earth have defined beautiful as beautiful, and thus they
created ugliness.

jié zhi shan zhi wéi shan si bu shan yi
WG HE. MRED.
They have defined the good as good, and thus they created evil.

gl you wu xiangshéng nan yi xiangchéng

N a ~

WOR RAR L. A H AR
Therefore presence and absence produce each other. Difficulty and ease
bring about each other.
changdudnxiang jiao gao xia xiang qing

KAaME. 5T,
Long and short delimit each other. High and low contrast with each
other.

yin shéngxiang he qian hou xiang sui

> = YR g

AR, AIEARH
Sound and noise harmonize each other. Front and back follow each
other.

shi yi sheng rén chu wi wéi zhi shi

HUNZFARLEAHZE,

Thus the sage puts himself in a position of non-active productive state,



xing bu yan zhi jiao wan wu zuo yan ér bu cf

FRE2H. PhEBERTH.

carries out unspoken guidance. The myriad things conform to the same
law, without a word.

shéng ér bu you wéi ér bu shi

ARAH . AMAE
Living without possessing, acting without expectations,

g()ngché?g ér  fu ja fa wé‘i fa ja
kb E . RERE,

succeeding without taking credit. Precisely because he does not take
credit,

shi yi bu qu
TATR £ -

so that credit never leaves him.

Meaning

Chapter 2 starts from how people name things: once people on Earth define
beauty as beauty, they create ugliness, and defining the good as good creates
evil. Each quality is known only against its opposite. The chapter then lists six
pairs, presence and absence, difficult and easy, long and short, high and low,
sound and noise, front and back, which produce, complete and follow one
another.

From this the sage draws a way of acting. He puts himself in a state of 7o} (non-
action) and carries out unspoken guidance, and the myriad things conform to
the same law without a word. He lives without possessing, acts without
expectations, and succeeds without taking credit. Because he does not take
credit, credit never leaves him.

The phrase & in line 7 is read either as "does not speak of it", as the house
translation does ("without a word"), or as "does not turn away from them"; the



word gloss gives both. The closing lines return almost word for word in chapters
10 and 51, and the pair of presence and absence in chapter 11.

10
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= &
%1 = = Chapter 3
Not adulating the worthy

bu shang xian shi min bu zhéng

N 1L

R RS F,

Not adulating the worthy makes people non-contentious.

bu gui ndn dé zhi huo shi min bu wéi dao

s 28 S, A% YIS

TRAEFIT RERFAL .

not valuing hard-to-get goods makes people refrain from stealing.
bu xian ké yu shi min xin bu luan

NN IS P - o W -

Not displaying what can be desired keeps people's hearts calm.
shi yi shéng rén zhi zhi

AFAZE

Thus the sage governs:

xi qi xin shi qi fu rud qi zhi gqiang qi gu

ERLw, $HEB, HES BELE.

N

clear people's minds, fill their bellies, weaken their ambitions and

strengthen their bones.

chang shi min wd zhi wad yu shi fa zhi zhé bu gan wéi yé

#{iﬁié‘ji'@k’ ﬁiﬁ%"%"*ﬁiﬁ&:

Always keep the people without knowledge and without desire, and
make the clever ones not dare to act.

wéi wu  wéi zé wu bu zhi
ARA MEFRE .

Act without acting, and nothing will be out of order.

Meaning

11



Chapter 3 is about government and reads as advice to a ruler. If the worthy are
not exalted, people do not compete; if rare goods are not prized, they do not
steal; if nothing desirable is put on show, their hearts are not troubled. The
causes of disorder are placed in what the ruler chooses to honor.

The sage governs by emptying minds and filling bellies, weakening ambitions
and strengthening bones. Keeping the people "without knowledge and without
desire" can sound harsh to a modern reader. This site reads %l here as scheming
cleverness, the kind that sets people competing; Wang Bi explains the line as
keeping the people genuine. The next clause says the clever do not dare to act.
The chapter closes on JNJC Y, acting through non-action: then nothing is out of
order.

The hard-to-get goods return in chapter 12, and the call to give up cleverness and
profit in chapter 19. Chapter 65 takes up again the idea of a people kept simple.

12



%: &) ﬁ Chapter 4

The empty vessel

dao chong ér yong zhi huo bu ying
BT E

The Way is empty, yet used, it never fills up.

3:uz’m xi  si wan wu z}ﬂ zé\ng

MM PR -

So deep as to be the ancestor of the myriad things.

cuo qi rui jie qi fén

HEG, BELY.

It blunts sharpness, untangles knots,

hé qi guang tong qi chén

ik, REL.

softens the glare, combines the elements.
zhan xi si huo cun

gL

/;?i- 5 1”/\ ék /7:}" >

So profound as to possibly have a remainder.
wu  bu zhi shéi zhi zi

LR FifEZ T

I do not know what it is,

xiang di zhi xian

L

it appeared before God.

Meaning

Chapter 4 describes the Way as an empty vessel. {# is read here as an empty
bowl: it can be used and never needs filling, and it never runs out. Deep as an

13



abyss, it seems to be the ancestor of the myriad things.

The middle lines say what it does: it blunts sharpness, untangles knots, softens
the glare and combines the elements. The same four phrases appear again in
chapter 56, where they describe the person who has found the Way. Then the
tone turns uncertain: it is so profound that something of it may remain, and the
speaker does not know what it is.

The last line, 7 2 4¢, says the Way appeared before ##, rendered "God": the
Lord on High, the supreme deity of ancient China, whom Wang Bi explains as
the Lord of heaven. The idea of a fullness that seems empty and is never used up
returns in chapter 45.

14
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% B Chapter 5
The bellows

tian di  bu rén yi wan wi wéi chd gou

RITA=, AT WA 428,
Heaven and earth are inhumane, they treat all things like ritual dolls.
shéng rén  bu rén yi bai xing wéi chu gou

FATR=, ABEHSGH.
The sage is inhumane, he treats the people like ritual dolls.

tian di zhi jian qi yéu tué yue hu

R¥Z 8, B EwEF
Space in the cosmos, is it just like bellows?

xi ér bu qu dong ér yu cha

Empty yet never exhausted, the more it moves, the more comes out.
dudé yan shuoqiéng bu rd shouzhong

5385 ATt

Describing its extremes leads to exhaustion, and is inferior to holding

the center (not naming).

Meaning

Chapter 5 says that heaven and earth, and the sage who takes them as his model,
are inhumane: they do not act out of 1= (humaneness). They treat all things, and
the sage treats the people, like ritual dolls, the straw dogs (Z4) that were
honored during a sacrifice and thrown away after it. Nothing is singled out for
favor.

The second image makes the space in the cosmos a bellows. It is empty yet
never runs out, and the more it moves, the more comes out. Emptiness is again
the source of use, as with the vessel of chapter 4. The chapter ends on speech:

15



describing its extremes leads to exhaustion, and it is better to hold the center
without naming it.

Ritual straw dogs are the reading most commentators follow, and this site with
them. Wang Bi took the two words apart: heaven and earth do not grow grass
(%) for beasts, yet beasts eat grass, nor breed dogs (i) for people, yet people eat
dogs. Either way, things are left to themselves. Speaking little returns in chapter
23.

16
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% 7~ ﬁ Chapter 6

The spirit of abundance
git shén bu si

AT IS5

The spirit of abundance never dies,
shi wei xudn pin

& %4

it is called the mystic female,

xuin pin zhi mén

EX AT

the opening of the mystic female,
shi wei tian di gen

I RIAR

is called the root of heaven and earth.
MG EH

It infinitely seems to exist,

yong zhi bu qin

A

use it, it is never exhausted.

Meaning

Chapter 6 gives the Way two images: the spirit of abundance, which does not die,
and Z4t (the mysterious female). £ is a valley, empty and low, where water and
life gather; the female gives birth. The gate of the mysterious female is called the
root of heaven and earth.

17



The chapter is short and rhythmic, almost a chant. Its last two lines describe
something unbroken: it seems to exist without end, and using it never wears it
out. #)] here does not mean "diligent", as it does today, but "to wear out".

71, literally the valley spirit, has been read in many ways. Heshang Gong took
£+ as "to nourish", nourishing the spirit so as not to die, and the house
translation follows that sense: the spirit of abundance. Wang Bi explains it as the
empty center of the valley, an image of the Way's emptiness rather than a deity;
here the site departs from Wang Bi. The female returns in chapter 10, and the
valley in chapters 15 and 28.

18



%: + ﬁ Chapter 7
Last, and so first

tian chang di jiu

R KA -

The cosmos is infinite and timeless.

tian di sudé yi néngchang qié jiu zhé

RIPTVARE K B X #
The reason heaven and earth can last so long

yi qi bu zi shéng

AL A A%,

Is that they do not foster themselves.
gi néngchangshéng

WAL K A -

Thus they can live long.

shi yi shéng rén hou qi shén ér shén xian

RUAZFABEEERE &
The sage puts himself last, and thus is first,

wai qi shén ér shén ctin

SR TEE -

he detaches himself, and thus endures.

fei yi qf wa si yé

EAEL EA IR

Is he not selfless?

gu néngchéng qi  si

AL Ay A

This is precisely the cause of his fulfillment.

19



Meaning

Chapter 7 draws a lesson for the sage from the long life of heaven and earth.
They last because they do not live for themselves (1~ H%E). Wang Bi explains that
what lives for itself competes with other things, while what does not live for
itself is something all things come back to.

The sage does the same. He puts himself last and finds himself in front; he keeps
himself outside and is preserved. The chapter ends with a question that is also
an answer: is it not because he has no self-interest that he can fulfill himself?

The ending can sound like a calculation, as if selflessness were only a clever
means to gain. The text does not settle this, and readers differ: the paradox is
stated, not resolved. Putting oneself last returns in chapter 66, where the sage
stays behind the people in order to lead them, and the wholeness of one who
does not push himself forward in chapter 22.

20



% N\ ﬁ Chapter 8
Like water

shangshan ruo shui

EEEK.

The highest good is like water.

shui shan i wan wi ér bi zhéng
KEMNTHdF 4

Water benefits all things without struggle,

chu zhong rén zhi su6 wu

b X AT
it goes to places that everyone abhors,

gu ji ya dao

BWILT A -

thus is almost like the Way.

ju shan di xin shan yuan

In dwelling, good at choosing the ground; in the mind, good at depth;

yu shan rén yan shan xin

&=, &,
in giving, good at humaneness; in speech, good at trust;

zhéngshan zhi shi shan néng

EE&E%E. FEE,
in governing, good at order; in work, good at ability;

dong shan shi fi wéi bu zhéng
HEN . RERE.

in movement, good at timing. Precisely because it does not contend,

21



gu  wa yobu

WL -

it is beyond reproach.

Meaning

Chapter 8 compares i (the highest good) to water. Water benefits the myriad
things without contending, and it settles in the low places everyone else avoids.
That is why it is close to the Way.

Seven short phrases follow, each joining an area of life to #, being good at
something: in dwelling, the ground; in the heart, depth; in dealing with others,
humaneness; in speech, trust; in governing (i, standing for ), order; in work,
ability; in action, timing. The list is often read as water's qualities carried over to
a person, though the chapter does not say so, and the phrases are construed in
more than one way; this site reads # in each as "good at".

The last line gives the reason: only because it does not contend, ~4, does it
incur no blame. 4t is one of the book's recurring conclusions, in chapters 22,
66 and 81 as well. Water returns in chapter 78: nothing is softer, yet nothing does
better against the hard.

22



sk S
B ILE Chapter 9
Knowing when to stop
chi ér ying zhi
T,
Persisting in fulfilling it,
bu rda qi yi
e B2
is inferior to stopping in time.
zhui ér rui zhi
¥ m AL
Protecting and sharpening it,
bu ké chang bao
T KPR
cannot be preserved forever.

jin  yi maén tang

& EHT
Treasure-filled halls,

mo zhi néng shou
AT

[e]
cannot be defended.

fu gui ér jiao

g ® A

Wealth and pride,
zi oyl qi Jlu
g

lead to self-loss and bad fortune.

23



ong sul shén tui
PES TS
Accomplish and retire,
tian zhi dao

RZ & .
the Way of heaven.

Meaning

Chapter 9 is about knowing when to stop. It gives four pictures of excess:
persisting in filling something, protecting and sharpening it, treasure-filled halls
that cannot be defended, and wealth and pride that lead to self-loss and bad
fortune.

Each picture shows something pushed past its point, so that it turns against its
owner. The first lines, 1%~ and ffiMi$i.Z, are very compressed in the
Chinese and name no object; a vessel filled to the brim and a blade sharpened
too far are one common way of reading them. The chapter ends with its rule:
when the work is done, withdraw. That is the Way of heaven, K J&.

The advice is not to do nothing, but not to cling to what has been done, as the
sage of chapter 2 does not dwell on his work. Chapter 44 makes a similar point:
knowing what is enough brings no disgrace, knowing when to stop brings no
danger, and one can last long.

24



% + ﬁ Chapter 10
Uniting soul and body

zai ying po bao yi

S e
REHe—.

Manage to unite your soul and body,
néng wa 1li ha

I S ald

can they avoid separation?

zhuan qi zhi réu

TAKE.

Make your breathing soft,

néng ying ér ha

AE R ILT?

can that make you a newborn child?
di chi xuan lan

N — &

RN

Cleanse your dark thoughts,

néng wa ci ha

AR Ty S

AE . B -

can it make you flawless?
ai min zhi gué

= R H

Love people and govern your country,

néng wua zhi ha

% & % 0

can you avoid over-manipulation?

25



tian mén kai hé

RITHHE

As the mysterious gate opens and closes,
néng wa ¢ ha

28 > 2

A A HE 0

can you be impassive?

ming bai si  da

B & w9 3k

As your understanding reaches everywhere,
néng wu wéi ha

A > 32

Ae o A 0

can you refrain from striving?

shéng zhi xu  zhi
£, X,
Create it, foster it,

shéng ér bu you
E A NN

live without possessing,

wéi ér bu shi

EE N

act without expecting,

zhing ér bu za
KR E

lead without domineering,

shi wei xuan dé
| oW - 4k
= e

this is called the mysterious virtue.

26



Meaning

Chapter 10 is a series of six questions, each asking whether one can do
something hard: unite soul and body without their separating; make the breath
soft, like a newborn's; cleanse one's dark thoughts until one is flawless; love the
people and govern the country without over-manipulation; stay impassive as the
mysterious gate opens and closes; let understanding reach everywhere and still
refrain from striving.

The questions move from the person to the state and back, as if self-cultivation
and government were one practice. The closing lines describe Z & (mysterious
virtue): living without possessing, acting without expecting, leading without
domineering.

Several lines are hard. Ef# is read, after Heshang Gong, as the two souls of a
person. In line 10 the recited text says REJCHE T, "can you be without the
female?", but Wang Bi's own text, like the silk manuscripts and Heshang Gong,
has GENIET:, "can you be the female?", which his comment explains as
responding without leading; the house translation gives that sense: "can you be
impassive?" The closing lines repeat chapter 2, and the newborn returns in
chapter 55.

27



%: + - '—‘ag’—‘ Chapter 11

The use of emptiness

san shi fa gong yi gu
=ttt —
Thirty spokes join at the axis,

dang qi wu

4 H K
the empty space in between them,

you ché zhi yong

HEZH -

makes the cart practical.

shan zhi yi wéi qi

BEM VLA B
Mold some clay to make a pot,

dang qi wu
)2
ER N o
its emptiness within,
you qi zhi yong

o
HEZNA
makes the pot usable.
zdo hu you yi wéi shi
BPHRAAE
Cut a door and windows to create a room,

dang qi wu you shi zhi yong
SHE. AEIN

its emptiness within, makes the room useful.

28



gu you zhi yi wéi 1

B A Z VA F
Therefore, presence brings benefits,

wi zhi yi wéi yong
T Z AR -

absence brings utility.

Meaning

Chapter 11 shows, with three everyday objects, that what is absent is what makes
a thing useful. Thirty spokes join at the axis, and it is the empty space between
them that makes the cart practical. Clay is shaped into a pot, and the space
inside is what holds. Doors and windows are cut into walls, and the empty room
is what one lives in.

The final pair states the principle: 5 (presence) brings benefit, Jt (absence)
brings use. The walls, the clay and the wheel are needed; the chapter does not
say that only emptiness matters. It says the two work together, and that the part
people overlook is the part that does the work.

# is the hub, the hole at the center through which the axle passes, here called
the axis. Wang Bi says that the hub can hold thirty spokes together precisely
because it is empty. The pairing of presence and absence comes from chapter 2
and returns in chapter 40, where the myriad things are born from presence, and
presence from absence.

29



%: + — -_g%— Chapter 12

Too many colors

wi sé ling rén mi méng

e S AHTF.

Too many colors render people blind,

wlu yin ling rén ér long

L AFE,
too many sounds render people deaf,

wu wei ling rén koéu shuang

Ar S AT &,
too many flavors dull the palate,

chi chéng tidn lié ling rén xin fa kudng

3t 35 A A A R IE

racing and hunting madden the mind,

nén dé zhi huo ling rén xing fing

AT A AAT

hard-to-get goods make people misbehave.

shi yi sheng rén wei fu bu wei mu

TAFANBETA R,
Therefore the sage provides for the soul, not for the senses.

gu qu bi qu i

G A

Thus he lets go of that, and takes up this.
Meaning

Chapter 12 is a warning about overstimulation. Too many colors blind, too many
sounds deafen, too many flavors dull the palate; racing and hunting madden the

30



mind, and hard-to-get goods make people misbehave. The Chinese says the five
colors, tones and flavors, the standard lists of the time: the senses are pictured
as swamped by everything offered to them.

The sage's answer is in line 6: he provides for the soul, not for the senses. The
Chinese says the belly, if, and the eye, H: the belly stands for what actually
sustains a person, the eye for what draws one outward toward display and want.
Wang Bi puts it this way: one who lives for the belly is nourished by things, one

who lives for the eye is made their servant.

The chapter ends with a formula that recurs in chapters 38 and 72: let go of that,
take up this. The hard-to-get goods are those of chapter 3, where the sage also

fills bellies and empties minds.
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%: + = '—‘ag’—— Chapter 13

Favor and disgrace

chéng rit rud jing

% B &I

Favor and disgrace are alike alarming,

gui da huan ruo shén

-
TRELSS .
value great trouble as your own self.
hé wei chong ri ruo jing
N 2 = A )=
178 % & &R °
What do I mean by "Favor and disgrace are alike alarming"?
chong wéi xia dé zhi ruo jing
> D 4 D il B
%7@‘1‘" 4%’(75'}&:
Favor is lowly: gaining it is alarming,
shi zhi ruo jing
S Ak 1>
RZHEWR
and so is losing it,
shi wei chong ri ruo jing
B o0 e B 1S
I
thus, I say "Favor and disgrace are alike alarming".

hé wei gui da huan ruo shén

T8 RBEZEH?

What do I mean by "Value great trouble as your own self"?

wi su6 yi you da huan zhé

é‘ﬁﬁyxjﬁk:ﬁ%’

The reason I have great trouble
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weéi wu y6u shén ji wi wa shén

ABERY RERH.

Is that I have a body; if I had no body,
wi you hé huan

EAATE!

what trouble could I have!

gu gui yi shén wéi tian xia
HRAAFAKXRT
Consequently, one who values his body as he values the world
ruo ke J} tian xia
ETHEXRT
Can be trusted with the world;
ai  yi shén wéi tian xia
EAFART
one who loves his body as he loves the world

ruo ké tud tian xia

&I KT -

Can be given charge of the world.

Meaning

Chapter 13 asks why favor and disgrace both unsettle people, and it is one of the
harder chapters to construe. It opens with two sayings, 78+ 5, favor and
disgrace are alike alarming, and 5% Kf#E#5 5, great trouble is valued like one's

own person, then explains each in turn.

Favor is called something low: gaining it brings alarm, and so does losing it.
Great trouble comes from having a body, a self to protect: if I had no body, what
trouble could I have? The point is not to despise oneself, but to see that worry
follows from attachment to the self.
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The last four lines are read in different ways. This site follows the reading given
in its summary: one who values his own person as he values the world can be
entrusted with the world, and one who loves his person so can be given charge
of it. Wang Bi comments that one who would not trade his own person for
anything can be trusted with the world. The weighing of self against possessions
returns in chapter 44, and the ruler who treats the world lightly in chapter 26.
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%: + 2] -_g%— Chapter 14

What cannot be seen

shi zhi bu jian ming yué yi

MIAN, L8 &K,

Look for it, it cannot be seen. It is called the distant.

ting zhi bu wén ming yué xi

FRE L ad,
Listen for it, it cannot be heard. It is called the rare.
b6 zhi bu dé ming yué wéi
BWIARF. L9ft.
Reach for it, it cannot be gotten. It is called the subtle.

ci san zhé bu ké zhi jié gu hun ér wéi yi

BEZF AT, HRAA—

These three ultimately cannot be fathomed. Therefore they join to

become one.

qi shang bu jido qi xia bu mei

L ERBL XT Aok
Its top is not bright; its bottom is not dark.

shéngshéng bu ké ming fu gui ya wia wu

BBATL, BT
Existing continuously, it cannot be named and it returns to no-thingness.

shi wei wu zhuang zhi zhuang wli  wu zhi xiang
LRI K, EHIE-

Thus, it is called the formless form, The image of no-thing.

35



shi wei ha hudng

= 18 & Bt -
This is called the indistinct.

ying zhi bu jian qi shou sui zhi bu jian qi hou

WXL RLEE, MIFRLELE -

Go to meet it, you cannot see its face. Follow it, you cannot see its back.
zhi gu ZPi dé‘lﬁ) yi /yﬂ jin zfﬁ you

MELE, ABASIA .

By holding to the ancient Way, you can protect yourself from present
confusion.

néng zhi gu shi shi wei dao ji

ﬁ%ézﬂ-é"ﬁé) %iﬁjﬁéao
And know the primordial beginning. This is called the very beginning
thread of the Way.

Meaning

Chapter 14 describes the Way by what the senses cannot do with it. Looked at, it
is not seen; listened for, it is not heard; reached for, it is not grasped. The three
names this gives it, 3, 7 and f#, the distant, the rare and the subtle, cannot be

examined one by one, so they merge into one.

The chapter piles up negative descriptions: above it is not bright, below it is not
dark; it goes on without end, cannot be named, and returns to no-thing. It is the
form without form, the image without a thing, the indistinct (Z1t). Met head-
on, it shows no face; followed, it shows no back.

The close turns from description to use: by holding to the ancient Way one is
protected from present confusion and knows the primordial beginning; this is
called the very beginning thread of the Way (J&4Z). The silk manuscripts found
at Mawangdui read $14>Z j, the Way of today, where Wang Bi's text has i
JE; this site keeps Wang Bi's. The indistinct returns in chapter 21, and the Way
that cannot be seen or heard in chapter 35.

36



% + i -_g%— Chapter 15
The ancient masters

gl zhi shan wéi shi zhé wéi miao xuan tong shén bu ké shi

X EALTH MY KA, BRI IR

The ancient masters of the Way had subtle marvelous mystic
penetration; a depth that cannot be known.

fa wéi bu ké shi gl qiang wéi zhi rong
KERTIR, HBAHIE.
Precisely because they cannot be known, I am forced to describe their

appearance.
yu xi ruo dong shé chuan

2 N - <

B ELT

Apprehend it akin to wade across a river in the winter.

you  xi ruo wei silin

W % Fe WAL,
Just like one afraid of his neighbors on all sides.
yan xi qi ruo ro\ng
1 5 L
Respectful, toward its outer appearance.
huan xi ruo bing zhi jiang shi
RV ES 2 3
Like ice, ever melting away before revealing itself.

din xi qi ruo pu

Ky E &AL

Considerate toward its simplicity.
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kuang xi qi ruo g hin xi qi ruo zhud

N : _‘,’_ \\
e REs, Ry EER.
Open, like a valley. Obscure, like muddy water.

shti néngzhué yi jing zhi xa qmg

ShAe R A Z IR E

Who can be muddled, and use clarity to gradually become lucid?

shii néng an yi jiu dong zhi xU shéng

ShAE AR B AR &2

Who can be calm, and use constant application for eventual success?

bio o dao zhé bu yu ying

PRILIE F TARE

The one who holds to this Way does not crave fulfillment.
fa wéi bu ying g néng bi bu xin chéng
S - S ~
RERE  HAEH AR -
Precisely because he does not crave fulfillment, can he preserve himself
and avoid the lure of new accomplishment.

Meaning

Chapter 15 portrays the masters of old who were good at the Way. They were too
deep to be known, so the speaker can only try to describe how they appeared.
Seven images follow: apprehension, as when wading across a river in winter;
caution, like one afraid of his neighbors on all sides; respect for outer
appearance; ice ever melting away before revealing itself; consideration for
simplicity, A (the uncarved block); openness, like a valley; obscurity, like
muddy water.

Two questions follow. Who can be muddled and, through clarity, gradually
become lucid? Who can be calm and, through constant application, succeed in
the end? The chapter ends with those who keep this Way: they do not seek to be
full, and because they are not full, they can preserve themselves and avoid the
lure of new accomplishment.
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Several words are uncertain. In line 1 Wang Bi's text reads -, an officer or
scholar, where the silk manuscripts read J&, which is why the house English says
"masters of the Way". In line 5 many editions read %, a guest, for Wang Bi's %,
appearance; the house translation keeps % . ifit in the last line, to cover, is read
here as preserving oneself; many editors read it as lit, worn. The uncarved block
returns in chapters 19 and 28.

39



X5 =
A + ) '—‘?%‘ Chapter 16
Returning to the root

zhi xu ji shou jing du

BEAR, T#HE.

To reach extreme vacuity, preserve stillness earnestly.

wan wit bing zud Wi yi guan fu

T HAE. BARK -

The myriad things act in concert, I therefore watch their return.
fi wi yin yon g fu gui qi gén

XmEZ SR BEER.

Of all things diverse and varied, each returns to its root.

gui gén yué jing shi wei fu ming

= ;2 =

Ja R B, R R
Returning to the root is called quietude. Quietude is called returning to
life.

ﬁ ming yué ché:lg zhi cha"ng yué ming

Eaaw. ¥ aH,
Returning to life is called constant. Knowing this constant is called
brilliance.

bu zhi chéng wang zuo xiong

T ®. B .

Not knowing the constant, acting arbitrarily, is harmful.

zhi changréng réng nai gong

Fo H R BTIA

Knowing the constant is receptivity, which is impartial.
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gong nai wang wang nai tian

UNVLRE NI L

Impartiality is kingship. Kingship is the universe.
tian nai dao dao ndi jiu

X778, 875X

The universe is the Way, the Way is eternal.

mo shén bu dai
L
ZH R .

To the end of his life, he is without danger.

Meaning

Chapter 16 is about returning. It begins with a practice: reach the utmost
emptiness, keep stillness firmly. Then it says what can be seen from there: the
myriad things arise together, and the speaker watches them return. However
many they are, each goes back to its root.

The chapter then builds a chain, each term leading to the next. Returning to the
root is stillness; stillness is called & i, a return to one's nature, rendered
"returning to life"; that is the constant; knowing # (the constant) is brilliance.
Not knowing it, one acts blindly and comes to harm. Knowing it, one takes
everything in; taking everything in, one is impartial; impartial, kingly; kingship
is the universe (°K), and the universe is the Way; the Way is eternal, so to the end

of one's life there is no danger.

2 A here does not mean the modern "report back". The received Wang Bi text
reads I, kingly, as do the silk manuscripts and Heshang Gong, and the site
keeps it; some editors read 4%, complete, because Wang Bi's comment, "reaching
everywhere'", fits that word, and one printing of his text has it. Returning is the
movement of the Way in chapter 40, and knowing the constant as brilliance
comes back in chapter 55.
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%: + + -_g%— Chapter 17
The great masters

tai shang xia zhi y6u zhi

/‘k_}l’ ’F%ﬂ%‘«(o

The great masters: those below only know they exist.
qi qin ér yu zhi
Ny S S
AR, EmAEZ.
The next are loved and praised.
qi ca wei  zhi
N o2 A
_:El:_ /)/( R o
The next are feared.
ql wi  zhi
TR, B2 .
The next are despised.
xin bu zd yan you bu xin yan
BRREE., ATEE.
Where trust is insufficient, there is distrust.
you xi qi gui yan
NN B =-
&t wzs.

Unhurried, he is sparing with his words.
gong ché{lg shi 511"1

9 F &

Deed accomplished and task successful,

bai xing jié wei wo zl ran

BHFIERAAR
the people all say: "It happened of itself."
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Meaning

Chapter 17 ranks those who lead by how the people see them. Of the great
masters, those below only know that they exist. Next come those who are loved
and praised, then those who are feared, then those who are despised. The order
runs against expectation: being loved ranks below being barely noticed.

The chapter gives a reason: where trust is lacking, distrust follows. The great
master is unhurried and sparing with words, so that when the work is done and
things are accomplished, the people all say it was H%&, so of itself. No one is
credited, because the master's part never showed.

Some editions read I 2, "those below do not know they exist", in line 1; this
site follows Wang Bi's A1 Z. The last line is also read in more than one way;
this site takes it as the people saying that it all happened of itself. The line on
trust returns in chapter 23, and the people who transform of themselves in
chapter 57.
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=3

e AN Chapter 18
When the great Way is lost
da dio fei you rén  yi
K8 %E ﬁ 1= 3L ;
When the great Way perishes, appear humaneness and justice.

zhi hui cha you da wéi

%g:]n % ﬂ:\' s 75 k {79 5
When intelligence is manifest, arises great deception.
lit gin bu hé you xiao ci
AERA . HEE
When the six family relationships are not in harmony, emerge filial piety
and compassion.

gué jia han luan you zhongchén

BR&E., AEE.

When the country is in chaos, stand out loyal ministers.

Meaning

Chapter 18 argues that the virtues people praise appear only when something
has already gone wrong. When the great Way is abandoned, 1~ (humaneness
and justice) appear; when cleverness emerges, great deceit follows; when the six
family relations are out of harmony, filial piety and compassion appear; when
the state is in chaos, loyal ministers stand out.

The structure is the same four times: a loss, then a remedy that is honored as a
virtue. The chapter does not call these virtues bad. It treats them as signs of a
lack, as loyalty only stands out where disloyalty is common. Humaneness and
justice were central virtues for the followers of Confucius, and the chapter is

often read as a reply to them, though no school is named.

The bamboo manuscripts found at Guodian do not have the line on cleverness
and deceit; Wang Bi's text has it, and so does this site. Chapter 19 draws the
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conclusion, telling the ruler to give up humaneness and justice, and chapter 38
traces a similar decline from the Way to virtue, humaneness, justice and ritual.
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% + U '—%—‘ Chapter 19

Simplicity and few desires

jué sheng Lili zhi min 1i bai bei

EHRE RAGARE;

Reject the divine and abandon wisdom, the people will benefit a
hundredfold.

jué rén qi yi min fu xiao ci
_ > ~ 1= 2
BA-F L. REFE
Get rid of humaneness and abandon justice, the people will return to
filial piety and compassion.
jué qido c‘li li d}?af zéi wi you
I5FA . EWREA -
Get rid of cleverness and abandon profit, thieves and gangsters will not

exist.

ci san zhé yi wéi wén bu zd

=%, AALFRE,
These above three, are insufficiently described by mere words,

gl ling you sué zhu

WA T
therefore let people have something to hold on to:

jlan su bao pu
W& AL

look at the essence and embrace simplicity.

shdo si gud yu
N = 0
LY T4

Lessen selfishness and reduce desire.
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Meaning

Chapter 19 draws the practical conclusion of chapter 18: give up what is praised,
and the people will be better off. Reject the divine and abandon wisdom, and the
people benefit a hundredfold; abandon humaneness and discard justice, and
they return to filial piety and kindness; abandon skill and discard profit, and
there will be no thieves.

The chapter then admits that these three, as precepts, are not enough: people
need something to hold on to. What it offers is short: look at the essence and
embrace simplicity, f} (the uncarved block), lessen self-interest and reduce
desires. 2, undyed silk, and £}, uncarved wood, are both materials before they
are worked: the essence of a thing, and its simplicity.

2 in line 1 is not the sage of the book but holiness held up as a public ideal: the
divine. The bamboo manuscripts from Guodian have different pairs here, giving
up knowledge and argument, and giving up artifice, with no attack on
humaneness and justice, and scholars debate what this shows. This site follows
Wang Bi's received text. The uncarved block returns in chapters 28 and 32.
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% - + -_g%— Chapter 20
Standing apart
jué xué wi you
F MW -
Get rid of "learning" and there will be no anxiety.

wéi zhi yu @& xiang qu ji  hé

W2 5. A8 5 LT
Between a polite yes and a curt yes, how great is the difference?

shan zhi yu e xiang qu ruo hé

&2 5%, mEEAT

How far removed from each other are "good" and "evil"?
rén zhi sud wei bu ké bu wei

AZFT &, AT A&

What the people fear, one cannot but fear.

huang xi q1 wei yang zai

AR R

I am scattered, never having been in a comfortable center.

zhong rén  xi  xi ra xiang tai lédo

/\/\Al‘\/‘\’ ﬁagtﬁ’

All the people are bustling about, as if they enjoy the sacrifice,

ri chundéng tai

WwHEEE
enjoy climbing the Spring Altar.

wo da xi qi wei zhao

Eo /é R

I remain alone, not yet having revealed myself.
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ri ying ér zhi wei hai

o B )LZ KR F% -

Like an infant who has not yet laughed.
léi 1éi xi rudo wa sud gui
==A==1 A
(BB K P72
Weary, like one despairing of nowhere to return to.

zhong rén jié you yu

ARAER R
All the people possess surplus,

ér w6 da ruo yi

TE S

while I alone seem left behind.

wo yu rén zhi xin yé zai

HBAZSAEY
Mine is the mind of a fool!
dun dun xi

EURL O

So confused!

st  rén zhao zhao w6 da han han

BB, £BEE

Average people are clear-minded, I am alone and muddle-headed.
s rén chd chd w6 di men mén

BARE, RBAN .

Average people know everything. I am alone and depressed.

dan xi qi ruo hai
N2 :Et N~
//fz: A /ﬂ ’

Tranquil like the ocean,

49



lido xi rud wua zhi
| NG
B 5% & ik .
high winds that never stop.

zhong rén jié you yi ér w6 da wan si bi

AN A VA, T R R ALER
Everyone has a purpose, whereas I am alone, stubborn as a scoundrel.

wo da yi yu rén ér gui shi mu
EBBFETA mXEE.

I alone differ from people, as I value the nurturing mother.

Meaning

Chapter 20 is one of the most personal in the book, spoken in the first person by
someone out of step with everyone else. It opens with a short line, give up
learning and there is no anxiety, then asks how far apart a respectful "yes" and
an offhand one really are, or good and bad.

The center of the chapter is a contrast. The crowd bustles about, as if enjoying
the sacrifice or climbing the Spring Altar; the speaker alone stays apart, not yet
revealed, like an infant that has not yet laughed. Others have more than enough
and know everything; the speaker alone seems left behind, scattered and
dejected, calm as the sea, adrift like the wind. The last line names the
difference: I alone value B}, the mother who feeds.

Several readings are uncertain. Some editors move the first line, 48°# 71, to the
end of chapter 19; this site keeps Wang Bi's division. 'ff and [ are two ways of
saying yes, one polite, one careless. Wang Bi explains the feeding mother as the
root of life, which is the Way. The mother returns in chapter 52, and giving up
learning in chapter 48.
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K5 — o
Hr— + — ¥ Chapter 21
Form, materiality and essence

kong de zhi rong wéi dao shi céng
LB &, MHEEM
The great virtue's form, only originates from the Way.

dao zhi wéi wu wéi huang wéi hu

WA, HEPEIREE .

The Way as a "thing" is only obscure and vague.

ha xi huang xi q1 zhong you xiang

B bts . H4 R %,

How obscure! How vague! In it there is form.

huang xi ha xi qi zhong you wu

ol L+ a4

How vague! How obscure! In it there is materiality.

yao xi ming xi q1 zhong you jing

é)] \"5’/ ) 7N EFZEI%H,

How deep! How dark! In it there is essence.

qi jing shen zhén qi zhong yéu xin

AHER, EP AR

Its essence is very real: within lies truth.

zi gu ji  jin qi ming bu qu

From antiquity to the present, its name has never left it,

yi yue zhong fu
VAR A o

and the study of all its origins.
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wi hé yi zhi zhong fu zhi zhuang zai
AT oA Fo A K ]2
How do I know the form of all its origins?

yi cl

VA b o
By this.

Meaning

Chapter 21 says what can be said of the Way when it is spoken of as a thing. It
begins with fL{# (great virtue), whose form originates only from the Way. The
Way itself is vague and elusive, fEDEEIZ, yet within that vagueness there is
form, there is materiality, there is an essence, and the essence is real and holds
something trustworthy.

The chapter moves from the faintest to the most solid: form, materiality,
essence, truth. It then turns to time. From of old until now its name has not
gone, and through it one can view AR, the beginnings of all things. How does
the speaker know what the beginnings are like? By this.

FXHi is a rare expression. This site follows Wang Bi, who explains it as the
beginnings of things; the silk manuscripts write A&, the fathers of all. The last
line, "by this", is short and open: Wang Bi takes "this" to mean what has just been
said. The vague and elusive comes from chapter 14, and the thing formed before
heaven and earth follows in chapter 25.
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% — + — ﬁ Chapter 22
The bent made whole

qi  zé quan wang zé zhi

w4, AR E

The bent is made whole, the crooked is straightened,

wa zé ying bi  zé )Ein

AN W

the hole is filled, the worn-out is renewed,

shao zé dé duo zé huo

SmAg. W&

with few there is attainment, with much there is confusion.
shi yi sheng rén bao yi wéi tian xia shi
BAZFAR— ARXRT X

Therefore the sage embraces unity, and follows the universe's patterns.

zi xian gu ming zi  shi gu zhang

/TEI W, BH . 7(975#;:2/,

Does not show himself, and therefore is apparent. Does not affirm
himself, and therefore is acknowledged.

fa gu you gong zi jin gu zhang

THRRED, FabHL.

Does not boast and therefore has merit. Does not glorify himself and can
therefore improve.

fa wéi bu zhéng gl tian xia mo néng yu zhi zhéng
REFH. HRTEREIF.

He does not contend, therefore the world cannot contend with him.
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g zhi suo wei qua zé qudn zhé qi xa yan zai

FXHEGM AL EET R

The ancient saying "The bent is made whole", how can it be regarded as
empty talk?

chéngquan ér gui zhi
WA

Be sincerely wholesome and return to it.

Meaning

Chapter 22 opens with an old saying, Hilll4, the bent is made whole, and five
more like it: the crooked becomes straight, the hollow fills, the worn becomes
new, having little brings gain, having much brings confusion. Each pairs a lack
with its reversal.

The sage applies this to himself. He embraces —, unity (the One), and follows
the universe's patterns. He does not display himself, so he is seen; does not insist
he is right, so he is recognized; does not boast, so he has merit; does not glorify
himself, so he can improve. Because he does not contend, no one in the world
can contend with him.

The chapter closes by returning to its opening: is the old saying that the bent is
made whole empty words? Wholeness is real, and things come back to it. The
four "does not" lines appear again, reversed, in chapter 24, where those who
display and boast fail, and the line on not contending returns in chapter 66.
Where Wang Bi has #i—, embrace the One, the silk manuscripts read $i—, hold
to the One; the sense is close.
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% — + = ﬁ Chapter 23
Speaking little

xi yan zl ran

g B A
To speak little is natural.

gu piao féng bu zhongzhao

LW NS
Similarly the wind does not blow the whole morning,

zhou yu bu zhong ri

P R 4 H
nor does a downpour last the whole day.

shiu wéi ci zhé tian di

A HE? KM

What causes these? Heaven and earth.

tian di shang bl néng ji

R & AR A

Even heaven and earth cannot make these last,

ér kuang ya rén ha

LT AF?

how much less can people?

gl cong shi ya dao zhé

WINFE T84,

Thus, by engaging with the Way,

tong yu dao
gy
Fl 18 .

the daoist bonds with the Way,
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de zhé téng yu dé

& B T4i&,

the virtuous bonds with virtue,

shi zhé téng ya shi

KARTX-

the vanquished bonds with defeat.

tong yu dao zhé dao yi le dé zhi

FlT#EA. BFAREFZ,

The daoist who bonds, is also gladly received by the Way.
tong yu dé zhé dé yi le dé zhi

AFid. i FR2.

The virtuous who bonds, is also gladly received by virtue.

tong yu shi zhé shi yi 1le dé zhi

RlTRA& RTRAFZ.
The vanquished who bonds, is also gladly received by defeat.

xin bu zi yan you bu xin yan

BARARAE, AXER-

Where trust is insufficient, there is distrust.

Meaning

Chapter 23 begins with 7 5 HA: to speak little is what is so of itself. Nature

gives the example. A whirlwind does not last the whole morning, a sudden

downpour does not last the whole day. Heaven and earth cause them, and if even

heaven and earth cannot make such outbursts last, how much less can people.

The chapter then turns to affinity. The daoist bonds with the Way, the virtuous

with virtue, the vanquished with defeat. And each is gladly received in turn: the

Way is glad to have the one who joins it, virtue too, and so is defeat. What one

sides with takes one in.
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The grammar of lines 7 to 13 is compressed and varies between editions; this
site follows Wang Bi's text, except that line 8 says [F] T-J& where Wang Bi repeats
J&# (JEH[FTIH), as the recitation and many editions do, and it reads %% as loss,
the opposite of the Way and virtue: defeat. The closing line, on trust lacking and
distrust following, also appears in chapter 17. H#X returns at the end of chapter
25, and speaking little recalls the teaching without words of chapter 2.
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% — + v ﬁ Chapter 24
Standing and striding
qi zhé bu 1 kua zhé bu xing
SFEIL, BEIAT,
Standers do not remain upright, striders do not advance.
zi xian zhé bu ming zi  shi zhé bu zhang
BILATH, BZEHFLH,
They show themselves, but are invisible. Affirm themselves, but aren't
acknowledged.
zi  fa zhé wu gong zi  jin zhé bu chéng
Bx#H LY. BHEFRK-
They boast, but have no merit. They glorify themselves, and do not last.
qi  zai dz}? yé yué yu shi zhui )jing
Hhdd, apRifir.
One who abides by the Way calls these "leftover foods" and "wasted
actions",
wu huo wu zhi
R &
all things may loathe them.
gu you dao zhé bu chu

WA EH T

Thus, the daoist does not act like this.

Meaning

Chapter 24 is about straining. Those who strain to stand do not remain upright;
those who stride do not advance. 1 is rising on tiptoe, 5 taking overlong steps.
The image is physical and plain: forcing a posture makes it fail.
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The same holds for self-assertion. One who displays himself is not seen clearly;
one who insists he is right is not recognized; one who boasts has no merit; one
who glorifies himself does not last. These four are the reverse of chapter 22,
where the sage does none of these things and gains each in turn. Measured by
the Way, such behavior is called leftover food and superfluous action, things that
all creatures may loathe, so one who has the Way does not dwell in it.

R BPT is a hard phrase. # is a useless growth on the body, and some editions
write Ji%, form, for 17, so that the phrase means a useless outgrowth; this site
keeps the plain reading of 1T as action. The warning against excess recalls
chapter 9, and in chapter 29 the sage avoids the extreme, the extravagant and the
excessive.
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%: — + S ﬁ Chapter 25
Before heaven and earth

you wu hun chéng xian tian di shéng

B TREAE .

Something formed out of chaos, born before heaven and earth.

A xi lido xi i  bu gai

da
R K, IR K.
So silent and desolate! Self-standing and invariable.
zhou xing ér bu dai ké yi wéi tian xia mu
BATR g, TOAHRTHE.
It revolves without tiring, and could be the mother of the world.

wid  bu zhi qi ming zi  zhi yué dao

ErRmBLYL, FX O,
I don't know its name. As a word, I label it the "Way".

giang wéi zhi ming yué da

BAZLE KR
Imposing on it a name, I call it "great."

da yué shi shi yué yuan

K8ad#, #9aizt.

Greatness encompasses the passing of time, the passing of time
encompasses the distant,

yuan yué fan
T E R -

the distant entails return.
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gu dao da tian da

iR, KK

Hence, the Way is great, the universe is great,

di da wang yi da

i‘@ k 5 i ‘—j\]-‘ k o
the earth is great, and the king is also great.

yu zhong you si ér wang ju q1 yi yan

ﬁ?ﬁ@k mEIEL—5.

Within our realm there are four greatnesses, and the king is one of them.

rén fa di di fa tian

ANEN, kX,

Human beings follow the earth, earth follows the cosmos.

tian fa dao dao fa zi ran

Rik@, BEAR

The cosmos follows the Way, the Way follows nature.

Meaning

Chapter 25 tells of something formed out of chaos, born before heaven and
earth: silent and empty, standing alone and unchanging, going round
everywhere without tiring. It can be thought of as the mother of the world. The
speaker does not know its name, gives it the style name & (the Way), and, forced

to name it, calls it great.

From "great" the text moves outward and back: greatness encompasses the
passing of time, the passing of time encompasses the distant, and the distant
entails return. Then come four greats, the Way, the universe, earth and the king,
and a chain of models: human beings follow the earth, earth follows the cosmos,
the cosmos follows the Way, and the Way follows H#%, nature (what is so of
itself).
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The last phrase is famous and much discussed: H#X is not a fifth thing above the
Way. Wang Bi explains that the Way does not go against what is so of itself: in the
square it follows the square, in the round it follows the round. In line 9 Wang Bi's
text reads F, the king, while some editions read A\, the human. The nameless
thing recalls chapter 1, and the return chapter 40.

62



% — + 7~ ﬁ Chapter 26

Heavy and light

zhong wéi qing gén jing wéi zio jin

TABRR, BARE -

Heaviness is the root of lightness, composure rules impetuousness.

sh1 yi shéng rén zhong ri xing bu i zi zhong

RAZALBITFEME .

Therefore the sage travels all day without putting down his heavy load.
wéi you rong guan yan chu chao ran

AR, AR
Though there may be spectacles to see, he effortlessly remains
composed.

nai hé wan shéng zhi zhu

AT RZ X
What's to be done with the innumerable leaders,

ér yi shén qging tian xia

RN = A
that are so concerned with themselves as to disregard the rest of the
world?

qing zé shi bén zao z€é shi jun

BN KR, BMEE.

Frivolousness leads to lost roots, impetuousness leads to lost rulership.

Meaning

Chapter 26 sets two pairs side by side: heaviness is the root of lightness, and
stillness is the master of agitation. The heavy and the still come first; the light

and the restless depend on them.
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The image that follows is a journey. The sage travels all day without putting
down his heavy load, ¥, literally the baggage carts. Though there may be
spectacles to see, he effortlessly remains composed. Then comes a question
about rulers: what is to be done with the innumerable leaders (J73€2 &, lords
of ten thousand chariots) so concerned with themselves that they disregard the
rest of the world? Lightness loses the root; agitation loses mastery.

The chapter plays on #% and , light and heavy, which in Chinese also mean
taking something lightly or seriously. Wang Bi's text has 3£\, the sage, in line 2,
where the silk manuscripts and some other editions read # ¥, the noble one. A
ruler's relation between his own person and the world is the subject of chapter
13, and chapter 45 says {H## 7K N IE: clear and still, one sets the world right.
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%: — + + ﬁ Chapter 27
Skill without a trace

shan xing wi zhé ji

EAT R BT

A good traveler leaves no tracks,

shan yan wu xid zhé

& F LB
a good speaker lacks flaws and rebuke,

shan shu bu yongchéu ce

EHRTHE R
a good counter needs no calculator.

shan bi wia guan jian ér bu ké kai

& H & XM m R TH
What is properly closed requires no lock, and yet cannot be opened,

shan jié wu shéng yué ér bu ké jié

ERHRBHTAT R
what is well bound requires no knot, and yet cannot be untied.

shi yi sheng rén changshan jii rén

EAEANT EHA
This is how the sage always elevates people,

gu wi qi rén

ML FA
and doesn't ostracize others.

changshan jin wu g wa qi wu

¥ ERY KEFD

He always takes care of things, and doesn't cast away anything.
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shi wei xi min

REES
This is called following the light.

gu shan rén zhé bu shan rén zhi shi

HEAE, TEAIN;
Hence, the benefactor is the teacher of the lesser person,

bu shan rén zhé shan rén zhi =z

the lesser person is the endowment of the benefactor.

bu gui qi shi bu ai qi oz

AR, FRELKF,
Fail to value the teacher, fail to like the endowment,

sui zhi da mi

B KK
though you may be intelligent, you are greatly confused,

shi wei yao miao
=2 4 ~
Z IR -

this is called the essential subtlety.

Meaning

Chapter 27 begins with five examples of skill so complete that its tools disappear:
a good traveler leaves no tracks, a good speaker leaves nothing to fault, a good
counter needs no calculator, a good closing needs no bolt yet cannot be opened,
a good binding needs no rope yet cannot be undone.

The sage is skilled in the same way with people. He always elevates people, so no
one is cast off, and always takes care of things, so nothing is cast away. This is
called #%HH, rendered "following the light"; 2% can mean to carry on or to cover,
and the phrase is read both ways. The benefactor is the teacher of the lesser
person, and the lesser person is the benefactor's %, the endowment. Whoever
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fails to value the teacher or to like the endowment is greatly confused, however
clever: this is called the essential subtlety.

This site reads % with Wang Bi, as what the benefactor draws on. That no one is
cast off returns in chapter 62, where the Way protects even those who are not
good, and in chapter 49.
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% — =
[ AN Chapter 28
Masculinity and femininity
zhi qi xiéng shou qi cf wéi tian xia xi
g M, FHME, HARTE.
Know masculinity, abide by femininity, be as the world's stream.
wéi tian xia xi chang dé bu 1
\ e oL 2 S
ARTE, FIEXTE,
Be as the world's stream, and the enduring virtue shall not fade,

fu gui ya ying ér

£RTEL.

ever returning to the newborn.

zhi qi bai shou qi héi wéi tian xia shi

milag, FHEEZ, AKXTX-

Know whiteness, abide by darkness, be as the world's model.

wéi tian xia shi chang dé bu te

ARTRN, FEAN

Be as the world's model, and the enduring virtue shall be faultless,

fu gui ya wua ji

BT

ever reverting to infinity.

zhi qi réng shéu qi rit wéi tian xia gi

AR, TEE, AXT4%.

Know glory, abide by disgrace, be as the world's valley.

wéi tian xia gu chang dé nai zu
N ~ 2
ARTH, F1-77R,

Be as the world's valley, and the enduring virtue shall be sufficient,
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fu gui ya pu

BTk
ever returning to the uncarved block.

pu san zé wéi qi

AbBC I A B

Once simplicity is dispersed, so as to craft an instrument,
shéng rén yong zhi zé wéi guanzhing

FARZIMAE %K -

the sage, using them, sets up the heads of officials.

gu da zhi bu gé

R B RE

Therefore, great governance does not seek to process simplicity.

Meaning

Chapter 28 asks the reader to know the strong, bright and honored side of things
while keeping to the soft, dark and humble side.

The chapter is built from three parallel stanzas. Each pairs a quality to know
with one to keep: #f and #iff, masculinity and femininity; H and 2, white and
black; 7% and %, glory and disgrace. Keeping to the lower side makes one the
stream, the model and the valley of the world, low places that things flow into,
and each stanza ends with a return: to the infant, to infinity (JEAi) and to b, the
uncarved block. The female and the valley recall chapters 6 and 10; the infant
comes back in chapter 55.

The last lines turn to government. Once simplicity, the uncarved block, is
dispersed to craft instruments, the sage, using them, sets up the heads of
officials; yet the closing line says that great governance, Affill, does not seek to
process simplicity. fiill means both cutting and ruling; the site keeps both senses
and follows Wang Bi, for whom the greatest rule takes the mind of the world as
its own and so divides nothing. Chapter 32 takes up the same image of cutting

and names.
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% - + U ﬁ Chapter 29

The sacred vessel

jiang yi qii tian xia ér wéi zhi
BB KT mAZ

If you wish to take the world and run it,

wi jian qi b dé yi
TRERFCT .

I can see that you will not succeed.

tian xia shén qi bu ké wéi yeé

RTFAE, TTHE.

The world is a sacred vessel that cannot be acted upon.

wéi zhé bai zhi zhi zhé shi zhi

AXBRZ, WHFRZ -

Manipulators spoil it, commanders lose it.
g wu huo xing huo sui
S E Y
B AT K
Thus, some things move, while some follow.
huo xt huo chui
AP K
Some sigh, while some blow.
huo gidng huo 1éi
R, 7% R A
Some are strong, while some are weak.

huo cuo6 huo hui
~ L
B

Some destroy, while some are destroyed.
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shi yi shéng rén qu sheén

FAZFAEE,
Hence, the sage shuns extremes,

qu shé qu tai

=&, k&

shuns grandiosity, shuns excesses.

Meaning

Chapter 29 warns that no one who sets out to take the world and remake it will

succeed.

The world is called ##1#, a sacred vessel. Wang Bi explains i as what has no
fixed shape or place and #% as something put together: the world is assembled
without a shape, so it cannot be handled like an ordinary object. Two short
clauses give the result, manipulators spoil it and commanders lose it, and they
return word for word in chapter 64. A list of contrasts follows: some things move
and some follow, some sigh and some blow, some are strong and some weak,
some destroy and some are destroyed. Things differ and change on their own,
which is why forcing them into one plan fails.

The conclusion is modest. The sage does not try to control this variety; he only
removes what is too much: extremes, grandiosity and excesses (£, &, %%). The
chapter belongs with chapter 48, on winning the world by leaving it alone, and
with chapter 30, on the use of force.
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%: = + '—‘??— Chapter 30
Not by force of arms
yi dao zud rén zhil zhé
A A A E
Using the Way to assist the ruler,

bu yi binggidng tian xia

A ER KT,

is not a means to dominate people by military force.

qi shi hao huan

EFHFx.

This undertaking backfires.

shi zhi suo chu jing ji shéng yan

JRZ TR Rl A S -
Where troops have camped, thorns and brambles grow.

da jan zhi hou bi y6u xiong nian

j: ﬁ 'Z }é‘ 5 l)\A‘ ﬁ ]i’ #‘ o
A great war's aftermath, necessarily involves famine.

shan zhé guo ér yi bu gin yi qu qidng

EHARML, TEARGE .

Great virtue brings results, nothing else. Do not dare to use violence.

/R /R

Accomplish but don't boast, accomplish but don't vaunt,

gud ér wu jiao gudo ér bu dé yi

Am K, RMIFL,

accomplish but don't be proud, accomplish and that is all,
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R 7 5%

accomplish but don't use violence.

wu zhuang zé lao

B W E
Things with strength ultimately wither,

shi wei bu dao bu dao zao yi
LA E. FETE.

this is not the Way, and what is not the Way soon ends.

Meaning

Chapter 30 is advice to those who serve a ruler: do not use armies to dominate
the world, because force comes back on the one who uses it GLFH{FR).

The images are concrete. Where troops have camped, thorns and brambles
grow; a great war's aftermath necessarily involves famine. Against this the
chapter sets 5%, bringing results: great virtue brings results and nothing else,
and does not dare use violence. Wang Bi glosses % as getting through a
difficulty: one who leads troops well ends the danger and goes no further. Five
short lines repeat the word: accomplish, but do not boast, do not vaunt, do not
be proud; accomplish, and that is all; accomplish, but do not use violence.

The last lines widen the point. Things with strength ultimately wither; this is not
the Way (~1&), and what is not the Way soon ends. The same lines close chapter
55. Chapter 31 continues with weapons and war, and chapter 69 returns to the

use of troops.
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k = + ? Chapter 31

Weapons of ill omen
fa  jia bing zhé bu xidng zhi qi
j—i/fi/\% Z—Z%“zmz °
Fine weapons are instruments of ill omen.
wu huo wu zhi gu  you dao zhé bu chu
MREZ HREERL
All things may loathe them, so the daoist does not keep them

jun zi jo  zé gul zuo yong bing zé gui you

BFEMS A, HEMNTE .

At home, the noble one honors the left; at war, he honors the right

bmg zhé bu xidng zhi qi
£ AHEILE

Weapons are instruments of ill omen,

fei jon zi zhi qi

EEFIE

not the instruments of the noble one.

bu de yi ér yong zhi
TFemA X,
When he has no choice but to use them,

tian dan wéi shang sheng ér bu méi

FEA L MERE.
calm restraint is best. Victory is not beautiful.
ér méi zhi zhé shi le sha rén

mE LA RERA

To find it beautiful is to delight in killing people.

o
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fa lé sha rén zhé
KRR FAE
One who delights in killing people
zé bu ké dé =zhi yu tian xia yi
MATH/HETRT X
cannot achieve his aims in the world.
ji  shi shang zuo xiong shi shang you
TEHE XNFHAE
In happy affairs the left is honored; in mournful affairs, the right.
pian jiang jon ja  zuod shangjiang jun ju you
> & 2 N>
GEEREE, LHEEL.
The second general stands on the left, the commanding general on the
right,
yan yi sang 1li chu zhi
TUARALLZ .
which means war is treated as a funeral.
sha rén zhi zhong ai be1 qi  zhi
AANZ A M& 32,
When many people are killed, weep for them in grief and sorrow.
zhansheng yi sang 1i chu zhi
S AR AL Z .

A victory in war is treated as a funeral.

Meaning

Chapter 31 calls weapons instruments of ill omen and says that even a victory
should be treated as a funeral.

The argument runs through the custom of left and right. In ordinary life the
noble one, ¥, honors the left, the side of good fortune; in war the right is
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honored, the side of mourning. On campaign the second general stands on the
left and the commanding general on the right, which shows that war is arranged
like a funeral rite. The noble one uses weapons only when there is no other
choice, with calm restraint, and does not find victory beautiful, since to delight
in it is to delight in killing.

The chapter is unusual. The received Wang Bi commentary has no notes on it,
and its repetitions have led some readers to suspect that early notes became
mixed into the text, though the Guodian bamboo manuscripts already have most
of it; the site recites and translates it as received. It continues chapter 30 on
force, and can be read with chapter 69 on the use of troops.
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% = + — ﬁ Chapter 32
Constantly nameless
dao chéng wi ming pll sui xido
A% L%, th&E s
The Way is constantly nameless. Though the uncarved block is small,

tian xia mo néngchén yé

RTREAREAL.

no one in the world can make it a subject.

héu wang ruo néngshou zhi

EEFRTFTZ
If lords and kings could hold to it,

wan wu jiang zi bin

KB E
the myriad things would come to them as guests of their own accord.

tian di xiang hé yi jiang gan 1lu

X M A8 o A H E

Heaven and earth would join and let sweet dew fall,

min mo zhi ling ér =zi jon

REZ A A .

and the people, with no one ordering them, would share it evenly.

shi zhi y6u ming ming yi ji you

R AL, LTBRA

When the block is first cut, there are names. Once there are names,

fa yi jiang zhi zhi

K ¥ 0k .

one should also know when to stop.
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zhi zhi ké yi bu dai

Fa bk B[ VAR G5 .
Knowing when to stop, one can avoid danger.

pi dao zhi =zai tian xia

FHRIART
The Way in the world

you chuan gu zhi yu jiang hai
Bl 52 T itk

is like streams and valleys flowing to rivers and seas.

Meaning

Chapter 32 says that the Way has no name, like a block of wood not yet carved,
and that once names appear one must know where to stop.

The opening joins two images. The Way is constantly nameless (Jo44), and #F,
the uncarved block, though small, cannot be made anyone's subject. If lords and
kings held to it, the myriad things would come to them like guests, heaven and
earth would let sweet dew fall, and the people would share it evenly with no one
giving orders. The words J&# JC44, AME/)N can be punctuated in more than one
way; the site follows Wang Bi, who reads Jo44 and #h as two descriptions of the
Way.

The middle lines take up the image of chapter 28: when the block is first cut,
names appear. Names are not condemned, but they call for #11E, knowing when
to stop, a phrase that returns in chapter 44. The chapter ends with water: the
Way in the world is like streams and valleys running down to rivers and seas, an
image that chapter 66 develops.
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=+ =% Chapter 33
Knowing yourself

zhi rén zhé zhi zi  zhi zhé ming

FeAHE ., BmEH.

Knowing others is wisdom; knowing yourself is clarity.

shéng rén zhé yo6u 1i zi sheéng zhé gidng

EAER S, BRER.

Overcoming others takes force; overcoming yourself is strength.

zhi z4 zhé fu qiang xing zhé you zhi
= 4=
MAKE BATEAS.

Knowing what is enough is wealth; persevering is having will.

bu shi qi su6 zhé jiu
FREFTAE X

Not losing your place is to last.

si  ér bu wang zhé shou

AR TEHE .

To die and not perish is long life.

Meaning

Chapter 33 contrasts what one can gain over others with what one can achieve in

oneself.

It is a chain of short definitions in pairs. Knowing others is wisdom (£);

knowing yourself is clarity (FH). Overcoming others takes force; overcoming

yourself is strength. Each pair puts the outward achievement first and then a

harder, inward one. Two more lines follow the same pattern: knowing what is

enough (F1/2) is wealth, and persevering is having will. B, clarity, is a word the

text keeps for deep understanding, as in chapter 16, where knowing the constant

is called clarity, and in chapter 52.
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The last two lines turn to lasting. Not losing one's place is to last, and to die
without perishing is long life. The final line is read in different ways; Wang Bi
explains that the body dies but the Way by which one lived does not disappear,
and the site's translation keeps to the plain words. Knowing what is enough
returns in chapters 44 and 46.
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H‘ = + W 3= ? Chapter 34
The great Way flows everywhere
da dio fan xi g k& 76 you
K#@izs, BT L%
The great Way flows everywhere; it can go left or right.

wan wu shi zhi ér shéng ér bu cf

7 dm A
The myriad things rely on it for life, and it does not refuse them.

gongchéng bu ming you

eSS
It completes its work but does not claim it.

yi yang wan wu ér bu wéi zhu

RETHRLA L

It clothes and feeds the myriad things but does not act as their master.
ching wii  yi ké ming yi xido

RS TLET A

Ever without desire, it can be called small;

wan wu gui yan ér bu wéi zhu

THERERAA L,

the myriad things return to it, yet it does not act as their master:
ké ming wéi da

TEAK-

it can be called great.

y1 qi zhong bu zi wéi da

AL AT AA K.

Because it never makes itself great,
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gl néngchéng qi da

AL A% A K

it can achieve its greatness.

Meaning

Chapter 34 describes the great Way as present everywhere and serving all things,
yet never claiming to be their master.

It opens with an image of water spreading in every direction: the great Way
flows everywhere and can go left or right. The myriad things depend on it for
their life; it completes its work without claiming it, and clothes and feeds them
without acting as their master. These lines echo chapters 2 and 51, where the
Way and the sage give life without possessing.

The chapter then plays on two names. Because it is always without desire, the
Way can be called small; because all things return to it while it does not rule
them, it can be called great. The conclusion is that it never makes itself great,
and that is how it achieves its greatness. Chapter 63 says nearly the same of the
sage. In I 44H, 44 is read as a verb, to claim as one's own.
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% = + S ﬁ Chapter 35
The great image

zhi da xiang tian xia wang

Hold to the great image, and the world will come;
wang ér bu hai an ping tai

4 3 = NG
EmMAE. £F K-

it comes and is not harmed: peace, calm and ease.

yue yu ér guo ke zhi

REM. FFEIE.

Music and fine food make the passer-by stop.
dao zhi chu kou

BZ o,

But when the Way is spoken,

dan ha qi wa wei

e N 7
itis bland and has no flavor.

shi zhi bu =z jian

MZIAN,
Looked at, it cannot be seen;

ting zhi bu zG wén

N H
listened to, it cannot be heard;

yong zhi bu zd ji

R Z B .

used, it cannot be exhausted.
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Meaning

Chapter 35 says that whoever holds to the Way draws the world without harming
it, though the Way itself has nothing to catch the eye or the ear.

The great image (K4) stands for the Way; chapter 41 says that the great image
has no shape. Whoever holds to it sees the world come, and those who come
suffer no harm: peace, calm and ease. The chapter then sets this against what
usually draws people: music and fine food make the passer-by stop. When the
Way is put into words, by contrast, it is bland and has no flavor.

The last three lines echo chapter 14: looked at, it cannot be seen; listened to, it
cannot be heard. The chapter adds a third line that turns the lack into a strength:
used, it cannot be exhausted, like the empty vessel of chapter 4 that is never
filled. In this chapter the plainness of the Way and its endurance are two sides of
the same thing.
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% = + 7~ ﬁ Chapter 36
Subtle insight

jlang yu xi zhi bi gl zhang zhi

KA, LEKZ,
What is to be shrunk must first be stretched;

jlang yu rud zhi bi gu qidng zhi

¥z, LEBRZ .
what is to be weakened must first be strengthened;

jlang yu fei zhi bi gu xing Zhl

B E 2, LE%Z

what is to be cast down must first be raised up;

jlang yu dué zhi gu  yu zhi

bi
¥a4sz, LEEZ.
what is to be taken must first be given.

shi wei wéi ming

18 A
This is called subtle insight.

réu ruo shénggangqiang

Z 55 BE R 7% -

The soft and weak overcome the hard and strong.
ya bu ké tudé yad yuan

BT RHLT M

Fish must not leave the deep water;

gué zhi 1 q1 bu ké yi shi rén

B ZA&ERTARA

the sharp tools of the state must not be shown to people.
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Meaning

Chapter 36 observes that things turn into their opposites: what is about to shrink
has first been stretched, and what is about to fall has first been raised.

Four parallel lines set out the pattern: shrinking follows stretching, weakening
follows strengthening, casting down follows raising up, and taking follows
giving. The chapter calls this f{fH, subtle insight, and draws the rule that the soft
and weak overcome the hard and strong (Z2585/ENI58), a theme of chapters 43, 76
and 78.

These lines are among the most disputed in the book. Read as tactics, they
advise building up an enemy in order to ruin him, and the Legalist Han Fei cites
them in that sense. Wang Bi reads them differently: to remove the violent, one
follows the nature of things and lets them bring themselves down, without
relying on punishment. The site follows Wang Bi. The closing pair, the fish that
must stay in deep water and the sharp tools of the state that must not be shown,
is read in the same spirit: for Wang Bi, showing them means governing by
punishment.
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% = + + ﬁ Chapter 37
Non-action

dao chang wi wéi ér wa bu wéi

ERRATMETA
The Way constantly practices non-action, yet nothing is left undone.

héu wang rud néngshou zhi

/f% E‘ - Ab r/’ ( s
If lords and kings could hold to it,

wan wu jiang zi hua

77k B AL

the myriad things would transform of themselves.

hua ér yu zuo

¥, g BRAF
If, while they transform, desires arise,

wu jiangzhén zhi yi wia ming zhi pu

LKA ARG Z A
I would calm them with the nameless uncarved block.

wu ming zhi pu

o Z Ab

The nameless uncarved block
fa yi jiang wa yu
R AL -

brings an end to desire.

bu yu yi jing

RBRVA#

Without desire there is stillness,
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tian xia jiang zi ding

XT¥Hax.

and the world settles of itself.

Meaning

Chapter 37 closes the first part of the book, the part on the Way, with the claim
that the Way does not act and yet nothing is left undone.

The opening line, JE# JC A LA, is the fullest statement of J&24 (non-
action), and chapter 48 repeats it. The chapter applies it to rulers: if lords and
kings could hold to the Way, the myriad things would transform of themselves
(E1k), as the people do in chapter 57. Change is not the problem; what the
chapter watches for is desire arising in the middle of it.

Its answer is the nameless uncarved block, £, already met in chapters 28 and
32. The speaker would calm desire with it, and the block itself brings an end to
desire. The last lines run as a chain: without desire there is stillness, and with
stillness the world settles of itself. Stillness as the ground of order recalls
chapter 16, and chapter 45 ends the same way, with clarity and stillness setting
the world right.
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The Book of Virtue
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Hr = + \ ﬁ Chapter 38

Superior virtue

shang dé bu dé shi yi you dé

PR, BAK I

Superior virtue is not "virtuous"; that is why it has virtue.

xia dé bu shi dé shi yi wua dé

4 P ~ 4
TAERKIE, ZALLE .
Inferior virtue never lets go of virtue; that is why it has no virtue.

shang dé wa wéi ér wu yi wéi

4 > ~ D
LERATRELA
Superior virtue does not act, and has no motive for acting.
xia dé wéi zhi ér you yi wéi
Ve > b) N ~
TiEAZMA LA .
Inferior virtue acts, and has a motive for acting.
shang rén wéi zhi ér wu yi wéi
EE=AZmEAA
Superior humaneness acts, but has no motive for acting.
shang yi wéi zhi ér you yi wéi
XA mA RS
Superior justice acts, and has a motive for acting.
shang i wéi zhi ér mo zhi ying
NI D EE
EAAZMEZ
Superior ritual acts, and when no one responds,

zé rang bi ér réng zhi

MR w2

it rolls up its sleeves and forces them.
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gu shi dao ér hou dé shi dé ér hou rén
WkEmElE, kfEmE1IS.

So when the Way is lost, there is virtue; when virtue is lost, there is

humaneness;
shi yi ér hou I

Ki=dma L, kXAl -

when humaneness is lost, there is justice; when justice is lost, there is

ritual.
b

fa 11 zhé zhong xin zh1

Ritual is the thinning of loyalty and trust, and the start of disorder.

ér luan zh1 shou

gian shi zhé dao zh1 hua ér ya zhi shi

ﬁl]‘i;'\%’ ﬁ;u‘(ﬁé o
Foreknowledge is the flower of the Way and the beginning of folly.

shi yi da zhang fa chu qi hou
UKL RLEE,
So the great man dwells in what is thick
b ja  qi bé
FEREE
not in what is thin;

shi bu ju qi hua

TE R

chii qf
2 2%

in the fruit, not in the flower.

B L

Thus he lets go of that, and takes up this.

Meaning
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Chapter 38 opens the second part of the book, the part on virtue, by setting true
virtue against the effort to be virtuous.

Superior virtue (_L1#) is not "virtuous", and that is why it has virtue; inferior
virtue clings to virtue and so has none. The chapter then ranks values prized by
the Confucian tradition by whether they act and why: superior virtue does not
act and has no motive for acting; humaneness (1) acts without a motive; justice
(X) acts with one; ritual (fL) acts, and when no one responds, rolls up its sleeves
and forces people. Hence the famous descent: when the Way is lost there is
virtue, then humaneness, then justice, then ritual, which is the thinning of
loyalty and trust and the start of disorder. Chapter 18 makes a similar point.

The ending uses plant images. Foreknowledge is the flower of the Way and the
beginning of folly; the great man dwells in the thick rather than the thin, in the
fruit rather than the flower. The site reads J:PAJ9 with Wang Bi, as having no
motive for acting; his note on this chapter is the longest in his commentary. The
closing words, letting go of that and taking up this, also end chapters 12 and 72.

92



% = + U ﬁ Chapter 39
Attaining the One
xi zhi dé yi zhé tian dé yi yi qing
HEI/—F RE—AF
Of old, these attained the One: heaven attained the One and became
clear,
di dé yi yi ning shén dé yi yi ling
WiF—AT, HF—AX,
earth attained the One and became calm, the spirits attained the One
and became potent,
gu dé yi yi ying wan wu dé yi yi shéng
BR—AB, TWF—AAE,
the valley attained the One and became full, the myriad things attained
the One and came to life,
héu wang dé yi yi wéi tian xia zhén
ZEEAZF—AAXRT N -
lords and kings attained the One and became the standard of the world.

qi  zhi zhi

-
It is the One that brought this about.

tian wu yi qing jiang kong lie

REAFHLE,
If heaven were not clear, it might split;

di wa yi ningjiangkong fei

KA T L%

if earth were not calm, it might fall to ruin;
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shén wa yi ling jiang kong xié
T oA R E
if the spirits were not potent, they might fade away;
gu wa yi yingjiangkong jié
BT VA BN G
if the valley were not full, it might run dry;
wan wu wu yi shéngjiang kong mie
THEALBAR,
if the myriad things did not live, they might perish;
héu wang wi  yi gui gao jiangkong jué
BERAT &% B -
if lords and kings were not noble and high, they might fall.
gu gul yi jiél\l wéi bén gE{O yi  xia wéi ji
WA ABRAAR, AT AHE.
So the noble has the humble as its root, and the high has the low as its
base.
shi yi héuwing zi wei gu gud bu gu
2 > S z FIN
AUAEEITAHEIN. B 5.
That is why lords and kings call themselves "orphaned", "widowed" and
"unworthy".
o féi yi jian wéi bén yé fei ha
SR A TR g AAR? A0
Is this not taking the humble as the root? Is it not?
gu zhi shu ya wu yu

& &

So if you count the parts of a carriage, there is no carriage.
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by Wl rd oy

R I Ff A £
Do not wish to glitter like jade,

Iud luo ra  shi

7.8 S LI 2

but be plain and hard like stone.

Meaning

Chapter 39 says that heaven, earth, the spirits, the valley, the myriad things and
rulers are each what they are by attaining the One (—).

The first half runs through the same list twice. Heaven attained the One and
became clear, earth became calm, the spirits potent, the valley full, the myriad
things alive, and lords and kings became the standard of the world. The second
pass turns the list around: without what the One gives, heaven would split, earth
would fall to ruin, the valley would run dry and rulers would fall. Embracing the
One appears in chapters 10 and 22, and chapter 42 places the One just after the
Way.

The second half draws a lesson for rulers: the noble has the humble as its root
and the high has the low as its base, which is why kings call themselves
orphaned, widowed and unworthy, as chapter 42 also notes. In line 7, Wang Bi
writes ¥ &%, "would burst"; the recitation, like many editions, says 12 %,
"would fall to ruin", and the site follows it. The line S # L # is hard. Wang Bi's
text has B, a carriage, and the site reads it as counting the parts of a carriage
until there is no carriage; other editions have %, praise: seek too much praise
and there is none. The chapter ends by preferring plain stone to glittering jade.
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%: &) + ’—é— Chapter 40

Returning

fan zhé dao zhi dong

RA&. BXH;

Returning is the movement of the Way;

rud zhé dao zhi yong

gk, B
weakness is the use of the Way.

tian xia wan wu shéng yu you

RT7ZMETH

The myriad things of the world are born from presence,

you shéng ya wu

AETL-

and presence is born from absence.

Meaning

Chapter 40, the shortest in the book, names the movement of the Way and the
source of all things in four lines.

Returning (J%) is the movement of the Way, and weakness (59) is its use. <
means both turning back and turning into the opposite; as in chapter 25 (I
%), the site keeps both senses. The second line ties the Way to the theme of
chapters 36, 43 and 78: the soft and weak overcome the hard and strong.

The last two lines give an order of birth: the myriad things of the world are born
from presence (), and presence is born from absence (JE). The pair comes
from chapters 1, 2 and 11, where presence and absence give rise to each other
and the empty space in a wheel, a pot or a room is what makes it useful. Here
they are set in sequence instead, with absence first. Wang Bi's note on this
chapter says that what begins to exist has absence as its root (lAJCNA), the idea
at the center of his reading of the whole book.
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% W+ — ﬁ Chapter 41

Hearing of the Way

shang shi wén dao

r+HEaE,

When the superior scholar hears of the Way,
qin  ér );ing Zfﬂ

%)5 mAT X ;

he practices it diligently;

zhong shi wén dao

+ o+ HE .

when the average scholar hears of the Way,
ili) cin 24;‘) Wé:ng

5 hBE T

he half keeps it, half loses it;

xia shi wén dao da xiao zhi

TEHE. KRKZX-

when the lesser scholar hears of the Way, he laughs out loud at it.
bu xiao bu za yi wéi dao
RETRRVAA E .

If he did not laugh, it would not be the Way.
gu jian yén you Z}li

HRZTHZ .

So the established sayings have it:

ming dao rud mei jin dao ruo tui
SEF LSS

The bright Way seems dark, the Way forward seems to go back,
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yi dao ruo lei shang dé ruo gu
[EVRRNEIN PR
HEEH, LitE s,
the smooth Way seems rough, the highest virtue seems like a valley,

da bai rudo ru guing dé rud bu za
= > -

raExk, I EE1RL,
the purest white seems soiled, broad virtue seems not enough,
jlan dé ruo tou

2 A A
2485
firm virtue seems idle,

zhi zhén ruo yu

Ji B AT

true substance seems to change,

da fang wu ya da qi win chéng

KRG RE, KEW AR

the great square has no corners, the great vessel is finished late,
da yin xi shéng da xiang wi xing

REHmPF. REEW.

the great sound is barely heard, the great image has no shape,

dao yin wid ming

BREL -
the Way is hidden and nameless.
fi wéi dao shan dai qié chéng
KeEE, B E MR-
Only the Way is good at giving and at completing.

Meaning

Chapter 41 describes how people react when they hear of the Way, then gives a
list of sayings in which its greatest qualities look like their opposites.
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It begins with three kinds of scholar (). The superior one hears of the Way and
practices it; the average one half keeps it and half loses it; the lesser one laughs
out loud, and the chapter adds that if he did not laugh, it would not be the Way.
The laughter is taken as a sign: the Way does not look like what people expect.

The established sayings that follow make the same point line by line: the bright
Way seems dark, the highest virtue seems like a valley, the purest white seems
soiled, the great square has no corners, the great sound is barely heard, the great
image has no shape. In K23, a silk manuscript from Mawangdui writes %
for M, and some read the line as the great vessel is never finished; the site
follows Wang Bi's f, finished late. Chapter 45 continues the list, and the closing
line, that only the Way is good at giving and completing, recalls the Way that
gives life in chapter 51.
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%: &) + — ﬁ Chapter 42
One, two, three

dao sheng yi

HAE—,

The Way gives birth to one,

yi shéng er ér shéng san

- _{i._ =, = _}:_lF_ _E- )
one gives birth to two, two gives birth to three,

san shéng wan wu

N

three gives birth to the myriad things.

wan wu fu yin ér bao yang

774 B M A de e

The myriad things carry yin on their backs and embrace yang,
chong qi  yi wéi hé

AR A e

and the rising breath makes them one in harmony.

rén zhi su6 wu wéi gl gua bu gu

A&, "BIN. &R . T8
What people loathe is to be "orphaned", "widowed" and "unworthy",

ér wanggong yi wéi chéng

7 VA A AR
yet kings and lords use these as their titles.

g wu huo sin zhi ér yi

W RARZ s

So things may gain by being diminished,
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huo y1 zhi ér sun

X X AR -

or lose by being increased.

rén zhi sud jiao wo yi jido zhi

AP, RITFHZ -

What others teach, I also teach:

qlanghang zhé b dé qi s
Z2AEFRFER,

the violent do not die a natural death.

wu jiang yi wéi jiao fu
LW A B

I will make this the father of my teaching.

Meaning

Chapter 42 begins with how the Way gives birth to all things, then turns to why
things gain by losing and lose by gaining.

The opening sequence is one of the most quoted passages in the book: the Way
gives birth to one, one to two, two to three, and three to the myriad things. The
text does not say what one, two and three are. Many readers take two as yin and
yang, which the next line names, and three as the breath that blends them (i
X). Wang Bi explains the sequence through naming instead: to call something
"one" already adds a word to it, which makes two, and the two with the one make
three. The site's translation keeps the bare numbers.

The second half returns to the humble titles of chapter 39: what people loathe,
to be orphaned, widowed and unworthy, kings take as their titles. So things may
gain by being diminished and lose by being increased (1, 7). The chapter ends
with a saying that others also teach, that the violent do not die a natural death,
and the speaker makes it the father, the starting point, of his teaching.
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%: &) + = ﬁ Chapter 43
The softest thing

tian xia zhi zhi réu chi chéng tian xia zhi zhi jian

RTXEZ, BERXRTIER,
The softest thing in the world runs through the hardest thing in the
world.

wld you ru wu jian

A NLIA
What has no substance enters where there is no gap.
wi shi yi zhi wa wéi zhi you yi
ERANmEAIH B -

From this I know the benefit of non-action.

bu yan zhi jiao wiu wéi zhi yi

FEXH RAZX &

Teaching without words, the benefit of non-action:
tian xia xi ji zhi

R ~
RTFARZ

few in the world attain them.

Meaning

Chapter 43 says that the softest thing in the world overcomes the hardest, and
that the lessons of non-action and wordless teaching are rarely grasped.

Its first image is of something soft galloping through something hard: the softest
thing in the world runs through the hardest. The text does not name it. Wang Bi

gives breath (<) and water as examples, and chapter 78 says that nothing is
softer than water, yet nothing surpasses it for attacking the hard. The second
line goes further: what has no substance (Jifi) enters where there is no gap.
From these observations the speaker draws the benefit of JE 4, non-action.
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The chapter is short and ends with a reflection: teaching without words and the
benefit of non-action are things few in the world attain. Teaching without words
comes from chapter 2, where the sage keeps to non-action and practices the
teaching without words. The theme of the soft overcoming the hard links the
chapter to chapters 36, 76 and 78.
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K5 =

FoRusly plucl Chapter 44
Fame or life

ming yi shén shi qin

PR RS

Fame or your life: which is dearer?

shén yi huo shd dud

PIogE)

HEWH %
Your life or your goods: which is worth more?
dé yu wang shu bing

Vizi NS S

5 3hm?

Gain or loss: which does more harm?

shi gu shen ai bi da fei

15} YN

EHEF LK,
So great attachment is sure to cost much,
dudé cang bi hou wang zhi z4 bu ru

2B BT, AR,
and great hoarding is sure to bring heavy loss. Knowing what is enough,
you are not disgraced;

zhi zhi bu dai ké yi chang ji

Faak K56 TIAK X -

knowing when to stop, you are not in danger, and can last long.

Meaning

Chapter 44 weighs fame and possessions against one's own life and concludes
that knowing what is enough is what lets a person last.

It opens with three questions. Fame or your life: which is dearer? Your life or
your goods: which is worth more? Gain or loss: which does more harm? The
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questions answer themselves, and the third turns the usual view around: gaining
can hurt more than losing. £, translated here as "your life", means the whole
person, body and self together.

The second half gives the reason in two lines. Great attachment is sure to cost
much, and great hoarding is sure to bring heavy loss. Then the remedy: knowing
what is enough (H1/2), you are not disgraced; knowing when to stop (¥11L), you
are not in danger and can last long. The two phrases join chapters 32 and 33, and
chapter 46 says that no disaster is greater than not knowing what is enough.
Chapter 13 also asks what one's own person is worth beside the world.

105



%: &) + S ﬁ Chapter 45
Great perfection seems lacking

da chéng ruo qué qi yong bu hi

PNk 7 S I N S

Great completion seems lacking, yet its use never wears out.
da ying rud chong  qi yong bu qiong

KBEN, ERAART -

Great fullness seems empty, yet its use is never exhausted.

da zhi ruo qu

KEF B

Great straightness seems bent,

da qiao ruo zhuo

KI5
great skill seems clumsy,
da bian rud ne
K#tE A -
great eloquence seems to stammer.

zao shéng han jing shéng re

B R, HMAK.

Movement overcomes cold; stillness overcomes heat.
qing jing wéi tian xia zheng

HHAHRTIE.

Clear and still, one sets the world right.

Meaning

Chapter 45 continues the paradoxes of chapter 41: the greatest qualities look like
their defects, yet they never fail in use.
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Each line pairs a quality with its seeming flaw. Great completion seems lacking,
yet its use (H) never wears out; great fullness seems empty, yet its use is never
exhausted. Three shorter pairs follow: great straightness seems bent, great skill
seems clumsy, great eloquence seems to stammer. Some editions of the Wang Bi
text, including the one the site checks against, add a phrase on the use of each of
these three (LR E, HANHE, HHAZE); the usual Wang Bi text, the silk
manuscripts and Heshang Gong do not have them, and neither does the
recitation, so the site leaves them out. Great fullness that seems empty recalls

the empty vessel of chapter 4.

The last lines are harder. Movement overcomes cold and stillness overcomes
heat, as a body warms by moving and cools by resting. Some modern editors
rearrange the words so that stillness overcomes agitation; the site keeps the
received order. The chapter ends on stillness: clear and still (i5##), one sets the
world right, as in chapter 37 the world settles of itself.
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% a) + 7~ ﬁ Chapter 46
Knowing what is enough

tian xia you dao que zéu ma yi fén

RARTHE, HAEGHAE.

When the world has the Way, galloping horses are sent back to manure
the fields.

tian xia wua dao réng ma shéng yu jiao

RARTEE, REG LT
When the world lacks the Way, warhorses are bred on the borders.
huo mo da yda bu zhi zd
R TR Fa
No disaster is greater than not knowing what is enough;
jit mo da ya yu dé
HRERTEAT .
no fault is greater than wanting to gain.
g zhi zt zhi chang zi yi

BrRZR, ERE.

So the contentment of knowing what is enough is lasting contentment.

Meaning

Chapter 46 measures a world that has the Way against one that lacks it, and
traces the difference to not knowing what is enough.

The opening is a pair of images about horses. When the world has the Way,
galloping horses are sent back to manure the fields; when it lacks the Way,
warhorses are bred on the borders. The second line is read in more than one
way: B can mean the outskirts of a city or the frontier, and some take the line to
mean that even mares in foal go to war and give birth in the open. Either way,
the horses show the state of a whole country.
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The chapter then names the cause. No disaster is greater than not knowing what
is enough (“‘F41/2), and no fault is greater than wanting to gain. Several editions
add a line on desire before these (§F 5L K T A AK); Wang Bi's text does not have it.
The conclusion plays on /&, enough: the contentment of knowing what is
enough is lasting contentment. Chapters 33 and 44 make the same point, and
chapter 30 describes the war that follows when it is forgotten.
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%: & + + ﬁ Chapter 47
Without going out of the door

bu cha hu zhi tian xia
P mRTF

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

bu kui you jian tian dao
2

TH M. LXK .
without looking out of the window, one sees the Way of heaven.

qi cha mi yuin qi zhi mi shao

—:Q:-ﬂj%’:ié, ;E[-%p%(&‘ ©

The farther one goes, the less one knows.

shi yi shéng rén bu xing ér zhi

T A ZE AT @ Ja
So the sage knows without going,

bu jian ér ming

YR
names without seeing,

bu wéi ér chéng
T h A

and achieves without acting.

Meaning

Chapter 47 says that one can know the world without going out of the door, and

that going far does not bring more knowledge.

The images are domestic: the door and the window. Without going out of the

door one knows the world; without looking out of the window one sees the Way

of heaven (KJE). Then comes the line that surprises most readers: the farther
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one goes, the less one knows. The chapter is not against travel as such; it says
that what matters is not found by collecting more and more from outside, a
point chapter 48 makes about learning.

The conclusion describes the sage in three short phrases: he knows without
going, names without seeing, and achieves without acting. Some editions write
B, to understand, for 44, to name; Wang Bi keeps 44 and explains that one who
grasps how things come about can name right and wrong without seeing them,
and the site follows him. The last phrase is another form of 7o}, non-action.
Chapter 54 ends on a similar question: how does one know the world?
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V23 =
Rl AN - Chapter 48
Losing every day
wéi xué i yi wéi dao ri sln
N w2 2 N a2 v
%7 = I > 76 i@ H 35! °
Pursuing learning, one gains every day; pursuing the Way, one loses
every day.
sin zhi you sun yi zhi ya wa wéi
2 5 \=4 ~ N
MZAM AETEA -
Losing and losing again, one arrives at non-action.

wi wéi ér wa bu wéi

TATMETRA -
With non-action, nothing is left undone.

qu tian xia chang yi wu shi

BRRTHALF,
One wins the world by constantly leaving it alone;

ji. qi you shi bu =zt yi qu tian xia

BREAEEF. REURKT.

as soon as one meddles, one is not fit to win the world.

Meaning

Chapter 48 contrasts two ways of working on oneself: learning, which adds
something every day, and the Way, which takes something away every day.

Pursuing learning (J9°#), one gains daily; pursuing the Way (J97#), one loses
daily. The losing goes on until it reaches J& 7, non-action, and the chapter
repeats the line from chapter 37: with non-action, nothing is left undone. What
is lost is not named. The context suggests the habits, plans and interventions
that pile up with effort, rather than knowledge as such; chapter 47 has just said
that going far does not increase what one knows.
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The last lines apply this to government. One wins the world by constantly
leaving it alone (JC5%); as soon as one meddles, one is not fit to win it. BUK T can
mean taking the world or governing it, and Heshang Gong glosses I as i, to
govern; the site's translation keeps the simpler word, to win. Chapter 57 uses the
same phrase, winning the world by not meddling, and chapter 29 warns against
taking the world to remake it.
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% &) + U ﬁ Chapter 49

The people's mind

shéng rén wi chéng xin

AL TS,

The sage has no fixed mind of his own;

yi bdi xing xin wéi xin

1N NN S NN

he makes the people's mind his mind.
shan zhé wu shan zhi

&5, BEZ

To the good, I am good;

bu shan zhé wai yi shan zhi dé shan

T&EH TTEZ. BE-
to those who are not good, I am also good, and so goodness is gained.
xin zhé wi  xin zhi
e, &,
The trustworthy I trust;
bu xin zhé wi yi xin zhi dé xin
> b3 = 4 >~
FEAE, BB, BE
the untrustworthy I also trust, and so trust is gained.

sheng rén zai tian xia xi xi

FALERTHRE
The sage in the world draws himself in,

wei tian xia hin qi xin
> N3 NN
%7 3—( I /$ -,E:‘ (AN}

and for the world's sake keeps his mind undivided;
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sheng rén jié hai zhi
b h) ~
FANTZZ

the sage treats them all as children.

Meaning

Chapter 49 describes a sage who has no fixed mind of his own and treats
everyone with the same goodness and trust.

The sage makes the people's mind his mind. To the good he is good, and to those
who are not good he is also good; the trustworthy he trusts, and the
untrustworthy he also trusts. In {83 and (5 the character # is read as 15, to
gain, as some editions write it and as the site's glossary notes: in this way
goodness is gained, and trust is gained. The point is not that the sage cannot tell
good from bad, but that he withholds goodness from no one; chapter 27 says in
the same spirit that the sage abandons no one.

The last lines show the sage among the people. He draws himself in, keeps his
mind undivided (7&) for the world's sake, and treats them all as children (#%4.2).
The received text has one more phrase between these, F ¥ EiEHH H, the
people all turn their eyes and ears toward him; the recitation does not include it,
so the page leaves it out. The child, like the infant of chapters 20, 28 and 55, is a
model in this book, not a lesser state.

115



%: h + -_g%— Chapter 50
Into life, into death

cht shéng ru  si

A A

Coming out into life, going into death.

shéng zhi ta shi you san

A, A=,

Those who follow life are three in ten;
si  zhi ta shi you san

vk, +AH =,

those who follow death are three in ten;
rén zhi shéng

Ak

and people who live

dong zhi si di

T Z_H

but move toward the place of death

yi shi you san

TTH=.

are also three in ten.
fi hé gu

RAT 2

Why is this?

yi  qi shéngshéng zhi hou

AR A A Z B,

Because they cling too hard to living.
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gai wén shan sheé shéng zhé It xing bu yu si  hu

~ ~ 2 /, ~
SHMERESE BITFRELR.
I have heard that one who nurtures life well walks the land without
meeting rhinos or tigers,
ru jon bu pi jid bing
NETRHT £ ;
and goes into battle without armor or weapons;
si wa sud téu qi jido hu wu sud cuo qi zhdo

REBEL A REMMEILN,

the rhino finds nowhere to drive its horn, the tiger nowhere to set its

claws,

bing wu sud ré‘ng qi reén
AR5

the weapon nowhere to lodge its blade.
fi hé gu

R AT 2

Why is this?

yi qf wa si di

VAR o b i

Because he has no place of death in him.

Meaning

Chapter 50 asks why so many people die before their time, and describes one
who nurtures life so well that death finds no place in him.

It opens with four characters, 4 A%: coming out into life, going into death.
Then come three groups, each 1+ =. The site follows Wang Bi in reading this
as three in ten: three in ten follow life, three in ten follow death, and three in ten
live but move toward the place of death. Han Fei read the same words as
thirteen, the four limbs and nine openings of the body; Legge, like the site, has
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three in ten. The third group, the chapter says, clings too hard to living ((E422
J£), a phrase close to one in chapter 75.

The second half is an image of safety. One who nurtures life well (& %/£) walks
the land without meeting rhinos or tigers and goes into battle without armor or
weapons; the rhino finds nowhere to drive its horn, the tiger nowhere to set its
claws, the weapon nowhere to lodge its blade, because there is no place of death
in him. Chapter 55 gives a similar picture of an infant that no creature harms.
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%: A+ — ﬁ Chapter 51
The Way gives life

dao shéng zhi dé xu zhi wu xing zhi

gy ~ 2 S ~ ) ~

BAZ, BEZ WL
The Way gives them life, virtue nourishes them, things shape them,
shi chéng zhi

FoRZ .
circumstance completes them.

shi yi wan wu mo bu zin dao ér gul dé

a2 > o S ,
ATy R A
So among the myriad things none fails to honor the Way and value
virtue.

dao zhi zan dé zhi gui fa mo zhi ming ér chang zi ran

gy ~ N2 2 ~ EEN ~ A N AN

WX H, &G, REIFRF AR
The Way is honored and virtue valued not by anyone's command, but
always of themselves.

gl dao shéng zhi dé xu zhi
HEAEZ, BEZ.
So the Way gives them life and virtue nourishes them.
zhing zhi yu zhi ting zhi di zhi
KZHFZ, F#ILHZ,
It raises them and rears them, shapes them and ripens them,

yang zhi fu zhi
RXEZ -

nurtures them and protects them.
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shéng ér bu you
EA oD I

It lives without possessing,
wéi ér bu shi
RN

acts without expecting,

zhang ér bu zai

KA FE

leads without domineering.

shi wei xudn dé
B oW - 4
Pl e

This is called mysterious virtue.

Meaning

Chapter 51 describes how the Way and virtue bring all things into being and care
for them without commanding or possessing them.

The first lines name four stages: the Way gives things life, virtue (&) nourishes
them, things give them shape, and circumstance completes them. That is why all
things honor the Way and value virtue, and the chapter stresses that this honor
is not commanded but comes of itself (F&). The care is then spelled out in a
run of verbs: raising, rearing, shaping, ripening, nurturing, protecting. =2 8.2
is the hard phrase, since # usually means poison; Wang Bi's note speaks of
completing what is real in them, Heshang Gong's text writes i 3.2,
completing and ripening, and the site's "shapes them and ripens them" follows
that line of reading.

The ending repeats lines from chapters 2 and 10: it lives without possessing, acts
without expecting, leads without domineering. This is called Z#, mysterious
virtue, a phrase that also closes chapter 10 and returns in chapter 65. Chapter 34
says much the same of the great Way.
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%: S + — ﬁ Chapter 52
The mother of the world

tian xia you shi yi wéi tian xia mu

XFTH®., AHRXRTHE.
The world has a beginning, which is the mother of the world.

i dé qi mu yi zhi qi zi

AR &, AmEF,

Having found the mother, one knows the children;

i zhi qi oz fu shou qi mu

BeilF. BEFHEE,

knowing the children, one holds again to the mother,
mo shén bu dai

RH A6 -

and to the end of one's life there is no danger.

se qi dul

EHL
Close the openings,

bi qi mén zhongshén bu qin

METT. #5719 .

shut the doors, and all your life you will not be worn out.

kai qi dul
2
L

Open the openings,

i gl shi zhongshén bu jiu

i S

busy yourself with affairs, and all your life you cannot be saved.
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jlan xido yué ming shou réu yué gidng

R Eam, FEE%E.
Seeing the small is called clarity; keeping to the soft is called strength.

yong qi guang fu gui qi ming

MEk. Byia,
Use the light and return to clarity,

wi yi shényang shi wéi xi chang

i B R, AT

bring no harm upon yourself: this is called following the constant.

Meaning

Chapter 52 traces the world back to its source, the mother, and advises guarding
the senses and keeping to the sofft.

The first lines use the image of mother and children. The world has a beginning,
which is the mother of the world; having found the mother, one knows the
children, and knowing the children, one holds again to the mother and is not in
danger to the end of one's life. The mother recalls chapter 1, where the named is
the mother of the myriad things, and chapter 25.

The middle lines are about the senses. Close the openings (%) and shut the
doors, and all your life you will not be worn out; open them and busy yourself
with affairs, and you cannot be saved. Chapter 56 repeats the first pair. The
chapter then defines two terms: seeing the small is called clarity (H), and
keeping to the soft () is called strength. It ends with using the light and
returning to clarity, which is called following the constant. Wang Bi's text writes
)& other editions have 247, like 2400 in chapter 27, and the site reads both as

following or practicing the constant.
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%: S + = ﬁ Chapter 53
The great Way is smooth

shi wo jié ran you zhi xing yi da dao

ENARA R, TTRE,

If I had the least knowledge, walking on the great Way,
wéi shi shi wei

3 K -

my only fear would be to stray from it.

da dao shén yi ér min hao jing

RKE£ &, mRFHE-

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

chédo shén chu

HAE R

The court is spotless,

tian shen wu cang shén xa

mEE SEE

while the fields are full of weeds and the granaries empty;

fa wén cai

i ST
they wear embroidered robes,

dai li jian yan yin shi

# A S SRR
carry sharp swords, are sated with food and drink,

cai huo you yua

WA A

and have wealth to spare:
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shi wéi dao kua

15} ~ ~

A LS
this is called the boasting of robbers.

fei dao yé zai
AF 38 b 2 !

This is not the Way!

Meaning

Chapter 53 sets the smooth great Way against a court that grows rich while the
fields lie waste, and calls such rulers robbers.

It opens in the first person: if I had the least knowledge, walking on the great
Way, my only fear would be to stray from it. This line is read in two ways. Wang
Bi takes Jiffi as acting or doing, so the fear is of meddling; the site's translation
follows the reading of Jiffi as it, to go astray, proposed by later philologists such
as Wang Niansun. The next line keeps the image of the road: the great Way is
very smooth, yet people love side paths.

The second half is one of the most concrete social pictures in the book. The
court is spotless while the fields are full of weeds and the granaries empty; those
in power wear embroidered robes, carry sharp swords, are sated with food and
drink and have wealth to spare. This is called ¥$%, the boasting of robbers, and
the chapter ends with a rare exclamation: this is not the Way! Chapters 75 and 77
make similar charges against rulers who take too much.
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%: S + v ﬁ Chapter 54

Well planted

shan jian zhé b ba

EHRATK

What is well planted cannot be uprooted,

shan bao zhé bu tud

SR N
what is well held cannot slip away,

zi sin yi ji si  bu chuo

TIARAC T H
and children and grandchildren will keep up the offerings without end.

xit zhi ya shén qi dé nai zhén

Cultivate it in yourself, and virtue will be genuine;

xit zhi ya jia qi dé nai ya

B TR, LESER.
cultivate it in the family, and virtue will be abundant;

xii zhi ya xiang qi dé ndi chang

B2 T4, Hi&75 %k,
cultivate it in the village, and virtue will last;

xit zhi ya gud qi dé nai féng

Bz FE. i E.

cultivate it in the state, and virtue will flourish;

xid zhi ya tian xia qi dé nai pu

B FRT. £i&7E.

cultivate it in the world, and virtue will be everywhere.
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g yi shén guan shén yi jia guan jia

BAZEWE, AXIEK.
So observe the self through the self, the family through the family,

yi xiangguanxiang yi gud guan gud

Ag G, ARIHE.
the village through the village, the state through the state,

yi tian xia guan tian xia

AR THRRT -
the world through the world.

wd hé yi =zhi tian xia zhi ran =zai yi

Bl R T AR vk .

How do I know the world is so? By this.

Meaning

Chapter 54 says that virtue cultivated in oneself spreads outward, through the
family and the village, to the state and the world.

It begins with two images of firmness: what is well planted cannot be uprooted,
and what is well held cannot slip away, so that children and grandchildren keep
up the ancestral offerings without end. Then comes a ladder of five steps.
Cultivated in oneself, virtue is genuine; in the family, abundant; in the village,
lasting; in the state, flourishing; in the world, everywhere. Readers often
compare this ladder with the sequence of self, family, state and world in the
Confucian Great Learning (K).

The last lines turn the ladder into a way of knowing: observe the self through the
self, the family through the family, and so on up to the world through the world.
One reading is that each level is understood on its own terms rather than
measured against another. The chapter ends with a question and a short answer,
how do I know the world is so? By this, a formula also found in chapters 21 and
57. Chapter 47 likewise speaks of knowing the world without going out of the
door.
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V3 3

% A + S ﬁ Chapter 55
Like a newborn child

han dé =zhi hou bi yG chi zi
SR, T AT
One who holds virtue in fullness is like a newborn child.
feng chai hui shé bu shi méngshou bu ju
HEBIIE, RETE.
Wasps, scorpions and snakes do not sting him, wild beasts do not seize
him,

jué nido bu bod

BE K >
M.
birds of prey do not strike him.

g ruo ji;l‘ réou ér wo gu

£

B 95w &R E

His bones are weak, his sinews soft, yet his grip is firm.
wei zhi pin mu zhi hé ér zul zuo

S N

R go gk X & d JRAE

He knows nothing of the union of male and female, yet his member
stirs:

jing ZPI zhi yé

R

this is vital essence at its height.

zhong ri hao ér bu sha hé zhi zhi yé

KRATmAE, M EAd.

He cries all day without growing hoarse: this is harmony at its height.

127



zhi hé yué chang zhi chang yué ming

Fofa €] %, Fa i GBH .

Knowing harmony is called the constant; knowing the constant is called

brilliance.

yi shéng yué xiang

ad g
Forcing life is called ill-omened.

xin shi qi yué gidng

AR AE 3R
The mind driving the breath is called forcing.

wu zhuang zé lao

P W2

Things with strength ultimately wither,
shi wei b dio

AT A1

this is not the Way,

bu dao zao yi

FHEFCL.

and what is not the Way soon ends.

Meaning

Chapter 55 takes the newborn child as its picture of a person whose virtue is

whole. Stinging insects, wild beasts and birds of prey leave the infant alone; its

bones are weak and its sinews soft, yet it grips firmly and cries all day without

growing hoarse. The text sees two things at their height in the child: vital

essence (ff) and harmony ().

The second half turns from the image to a warning. Knowing harmony is called

the constant, and knowing the constant is brilliance, words that echo chapter 16.

Against this stands forcing: trying to add to life, or letting the mind drive the
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breath. The last three lines repeat the end of chapter 30: things with strength
ultimately wither, and what is not the Way soon ends.

Two lines are read in different ways. In line 5, Wang Bi's text has 4%, which he
takes as "whole"; other editions write 2 (zui), the infant's member, which is
what the recitation says, and the site follows it. In line 9, #f usually means a
good omen, but here, as Wang Bi reads it, it is an ill one: adding to life cuts it
short.
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’x5 IR
5 _ﬁ."f‘ 7N ¥ Chapter 56
Those who know do not speak
zhi zhé bu yan yan zhé bu zhi
TERT TAH T
Those who know do not speak; those who speak do not know.
se qi dul bi qi mén cud qi rui
> N2 ~ N 4
EHEL, AMEIT, BEH,
Close the openings, shut the doors, blunt sharpness,
jie qi fen hé qi guang tong qi chén
2l N2 = VAR
fpla, Lk REL,
untangle knots, soften the glare, combine the elements:
shi wei xuan téng
|2 A ¢ G =
18 % B .
this is called mysterious oneness.
gu bu ké dé ér qin
s fv3
R T AF m
So one cannot draw near to it,
bu ké dé ér shu
481 >
45 fa B ;
nor hold it at a distance;
bu ké dé ér 1 bu ké dé ér hai
Viz4 Vaz4 3
AT FmA RNTHEME
one cannot benefit it, nor harm it;

bu ké dé ér gul bu ké dé ér jian
AT ERE, RTHEME .

one cannot honor it, nor debase it.
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gl wéi tian xia gui

HAKXT R -

So it is the most valued in the world.

Meaning

Chapter 56 is about a knowing that does not put itself into words, and about
blending with the world instead of standing apart from it. It opens with one of
the book's most quoted lines: those who know do not speak; those who speak do
not know.

The middle lines gather phrases found elsewhere. Closing the openings and
shutting the doors comes from chapter 52; blunting sharpness, untangling
knots, softening the glare and combining the elements repeat the Chinese of
chapter 4. Together they are called 2 [F] (mysterious oneness). One who has
reached it cannot be drawn near or held at a distance, benefited or harmed,
honored or debased, and so it is the most valued in the world, the same closing
words as chapter 62.

In line 3, Wang Bi's text writes 47, "division"; the site reads it as 7, "tangles", the
character chapter 4 has in the same phrase. The "it" of the last lines may be the
person who has reached this oneness or the oneness itself; the translation leaves
both open.
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%: S + + ﬁ Chapter 57
Laws and disorder
yi zhéng zhi gué yi qi yong bing
AEBE. A5 A K.
Govern the state by what is upright; wage war by surprise;

yi wai shi qu tian xia

ARLFBRKRT -
win the world by leaving it alone.

wia hé yi zhi qi ran zai yi o

BT e R KR Pk

How do I know it is so? By this:
tian xia dud ji hul
XTF % &,
the more prohibitions in the world,
ér min mi pin
™~
i ROR R
the poorer the people;
min dué6 i qi gué jia zi hin
=3 — ~>2
RE5AE. BREZES;
the more sharp tools the people have, the more the state falls into

confusion;

rén dud ji qido

A% AT

the more skill and cunning people have,
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T% i
the more strange things appear;
fa ling =zi zhang dao zéi dud you
~ N2 S 3% N
RABY, BWREA
the more laws and orders are displayed, the more thieves and robbers
there are.
gu shéng rén yun
% A=
So the sage says:
wo wu wéi ér min zi hua
[ ~ D
HAA MR B A,
"I do not act, and the people transform of themselves;
w6 hao jing ér min zi zheng
KEFHMHKA L,
I love stillness, and the people become upright of themselves;

wo6 wu shi ér min zi 1:1

RELFMRAF

I leave things alone, and the people grow rich of themselves;
wo wu yu ér min z pu

& KA m K A A

I have no desires, and the people become simple of themselves."

Meaning

Chapter 57 argues that a state is best governed by doing less. It opens with three
methods set side by side: govern the state by what is upright, wage war by
surprise, but win the world by leaving it alone (&), a phrase also found in
chapter 48.
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The proof is a list of measures that backfire. More prohibitions make the people
poorer; more sharp tools bring more confusion; more skill and cunning breed
more strange things; more laws and orders produce more thieves and robbers.
Each step meant to create order adds to the disorder.

The chapter ends with the sage speaking in the first person, in four parallel
lines. He practices JC & (non-action), loves stillness, leaves things alone and has
no desires, and each time the people do the rest of themselves: they transform,
become upright, grow rich and become simple. The last word, #F, is the
uncarved block of chapters 28 and 32. Chapter 75 makes the same case from the
other side, listing what goes wrong when those above meddle.
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%: S + \ ﬁ Chapter 58
Fortune and misfortune
qi zhéngmén mén qi min chiinchtin
LB, LRIEF,
When government is dull and quiet, the people are simple and honest;

q1 zhéng cha cha qi min qué qué

HEHHRR, LR

when government is sharp and prying, the people are discontented.

huo xi fa zhi suo yi

T 948 Z BT

Misfortune is what fortune leans on;
fa xi huo zhi suo fu
5 A sm S -
8 5 Fm Z BT AR -

fortune is where misfortune hides.

shi zhi qi qi  wu zheng

ji
ShemEAg? L.
Who knows where it ends? There is no fixed rule.

zheng fu wéi qi shan fu wéi yao

ER A, ER AWK

The upright turns again into the strange; the good turns again into the
ill-omened.

rén zhi mi i gu jiu

Aiﬁi’ /\E]-k

People have been lost in this for a long time.
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shi yi shéng rén fang ér bu ge

7N N
So the sage is square but does not cut,

lian ér bu gui zhi ér bu si

BARS . E@RE
sharp-edged but does not wound, straight but not overbearing,

guang ér bu yao

bright but does not dazzle.

Meaning

Chapter 58 is about how things turn into their opposites, in government and in
fortune. It begins with two kinds of rule: a government that is dull and quiet
keeps the people simple and honest, while one that is sharp and prying leaves
them discontented.

Then the chapter widens. Misfortune is what fortune leans on, and fortune is
where misfortune hides. No one knows where the turning ends, and there is no
fixed rule: the upright becomes strange again, the good becomes ill-omened
again, and people have long been lost in this. The idea that each state carries its
opposite runs through the book, from chapter 2 to chapter 40, where returning
is the movement of the Way.

The sage's answer is four balanced qualities: square but not cutting, sharp-edged
but not wounding, straight but not overbearing, bright but not dazzling. He has
edges and light, but does not turn them on others, much as chapters 4 and 56
speak of softening the light. Line 5, FJC1E, is short and has been punctuated in
more than one way; the site reads it as a statement that there is no fixed rule.
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%: S + U ﬁ Chapter 59
Frugality
zhi rén shi tian mo ruo sé
~ X >
BAFR, EE5S
In governing people and serving heaven, nothing is better than frugality.
fa wéi se shi wei zdo fu
Ko d RTFH
Being frugal means submitting early;

zdo fu wei zhi chéng ji

FRIFZ & %,\4& ;

submitting early means accumulating virtue again and again;

chéng ji dé zé wa bu ke

FARENL L,

accumulating virtue again and again, nothing cannot be overcome;
wd bu ke zé mo zhi qi ji
N
S B S AR
when nothing cannot be overcome, no one knows one's limits;

mo zhi qi ji ké yi you gud

H A%, —EJ‘V/{7FLJ-;

when no one knows one's limits, one can hold a state;

you gué zhi mu ké yi chang jiu

AEZE. TAKA,

holding the mother of the state, one can last long.
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shi wei shén gén gu di changshéng jit shi zhi dao

ZIBERERAMK, ¥kAEZAZE

This is called deep roots and a firm base, the Way of long life and lasting
sight.

Meaning

Chapter 59 recommends # (frugality): being sparing with one's strength and
resources, both in governing people and in serving heaven. The character is
related to f%, gathering in the harvest, and the chapter keeps that sense of
storing up rather than spending.

The argument is a chain in which each step leads to the next. Frugality means
submitting early; submitting early means accumulating virtue again and again;
then nothing cannot be overcome; then no one knows one's limits, and such a
person can hold a state. Holding the mother of the state, one can last long. The
chapter ends with two images: deep roots and a firm base, and the Way of long
life and lasting sight (K4EARN).

Line 2 is read in different ways. *-lx can mean "to submit early", or, taking Ik as
%, "to return early", which is how Legge rendered it. The site follows Wang Bi,
who glosses AR as &: submitting early to the constant. Frugality returns as one
of the three treasures in chapter 67, and the root as the place of return in

chapter 16.
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K oS .
D + '—%—‘ Chapter 60
Cooking a small fish
zhi da gud ruod péng xido xian
BRE, FI
Govern a great state as you would cook a small fish.
yi dao li tian xia qi gui bu shén
~ N b
ABERT. LRFA,
When the Way presides over the world, ghosts have no power;

fei qi gui bu shén qi shén bu shang rén

FERTAP, HAv 5 A
not that ghosts have no power, but their power does not harm people;
féi qi shén bu shang rén sheng rén yi bl shang rén
LAY TG A FATRMGA-
not that their power does not harm people, but the sage, too, does not
harm people.
fa liang bu xiangshang gu dé jiao gui yan

ABRARYG . R .

Since neither harms the other, their virtue flows back to the people.

Meaning

Chapter 60 opens with one of the book's best-known images: govern a great state
as you would cook a small fish. A small fish falls apart if it is turned and stirred
too often, and a state is spoiled in the same way by too much handling.

The rest of the chapter speaks of ghosts and spirits. When the Way presides over
the world, ghosts have no power; or rather, they keep their power, but it does not
harm people; or rather still, the sage, too, does not harm people. The argument
steps back twice with JF ("not that") and comes to rest on the ruler. Since neither
the spirits nor the sage do harm, virtue () flows back to the people.
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The chapter belongs with others on light government, such as chapter 57, where
the sage leaves things alone and the people order themselves, and chapter 29,
which calls the world a sacred vessel that cannot be acted upon. The last line, &
RIAF, is terse and is read in several ways; the house translation takes it as the
virtue of both returning to the people.
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K oS >
D + — ¥ Chapter 61
The lower place
da gué zhé xia lia
}-\ [g %_ .—F ;Jlgl_, b
A great state is like the lower course of a river,
tian xia zhi jiao
RT3 -
where the whole world meets.

tian xia zhi pin pin chang yi jing shéng mu

RF 246, foi vh# 4,

It is the female of the world. The female always overcomes the male by
stillness;

yi jing wéi xia

A# AT -
by stillness she takes the lower place.

gu da gué yi xia xido gud

HREAT A HE,

So when a great state places itself below a small state,
7 qi xido gud

U e

it wins the small state;

xido gué yi xia da gud zé qu da gud

PEATRE, MRREA .

when a small state places itself below a great state, it wins the great

state.
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gu huo xia yi qu

R T AL
So one wins by lowering itself,

huo xia ér qu

BT B
the other wins by being low.

da gué bu guo yu jian xu rén

KELTZIHREZEA

A great state wants nothing more than to unite and nourish people;
xido gué b gud yi ri shi rén

PEFRTRNFE A

a small state wants nothing more than to join and serve others.

fa lidang zhé ge dé qi sud yu

PNGE -SSR
For both to get what they want,

da zhé yi wéi xia
AREBEAT -

the great one should take the lower place.

Meaning

Chapter 61 is about how a great state should treat smaller ones, and its answer is

to take the lower place. It compares the great state to the lower course of a river,

where the whole world meets, and to the female, who overcomes the male by

stillness and lies below.

The middle of the chapter is built as a careful symmetry. A great state that places

itself below a small state wins it; a small state that places itself below a great one

wins it in turn. One wins by lowering itself, the other by being low. Each wants

something modest: the great state, to unite and nourish people; the small one, to
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join and serve. The closing line puts the burden on the stronger side: the great
one should take the lower place.

The images link to others in the book: the mysterious female (234t) of chapter 6,
keeping to the female in chapter 28, and the rivers and seas of chapter 66, which
are kings of the hundred valleys because they lie below them. it in line 1 is
read here as "the lower course", not in its later sense of "base" or "vulgar".

143



X5~ —

N + — ﬁ Chapter 62

The refuge of all things

dao zhé wan wu zhi ao

BHT IR
The Way is the hidden refuge of the myriad things,

shan rén zhi bio bu shan rén zhi sud bao

EFAZLE, REAZIK
the treasure of the good, and what keeps the not-good safe.
méi yz‘in ke yi Sl'li le'n );ing ké yi jia rén

FZ AT, GATE WA A
Fine words can be sold; noble deeds can raise a person up.
rén zhi bu shan hé qi zhi you

AXTFE, FAIAH?
Even if people are not good, why cast them away?

gu 1 tian zi zhi san gong

HIKRF, B=n
So when the Son of Heaven is enthroned and the three ministers
appointed,

sui you gong bi yi xian si md

RABEA LML,

though there be jade discs held in both hands, followed by teams of four
horses,

rd  zuo ]m ci dao

T%i.

it is better to sit still and offer this Way.

144



gi zhi sud6 yi gui ci dao zhé hé

+ Z BT VAR S 38 E A0
Why did the ancients value this Way?
bu yué qil/i yi  dé you zui yi mian yé
8 RVAIF, A E AR
Is it not said: by it, those who seek find, and those who have done wrong
are spared?

gu wéi tian xia gui

HAKRT R

So it is the most valued in the world.

Meaning

Chapter 62 describes the Way as a shelter open to everyone, the good and the
not-good alike. It calls the Way the % of the myriad things: the inner corner of a
house, where one is sheltered, translated here as "hidden refuge".

Fine words can be sold and noble deeds can raise a person up, but the chapter
asks why anyone should be cast away for not being good, a thought close to
chapter 27, where the sage abandons no one. It then turns to a court ceremony:
when the Son of Heaven is enthroned and the three ministers appointed, jade
discs are presented and teams of four horses follow, yet it is better to sit still and
offer this Way.

The ending asks why the ancients valued the Way and answers with a saying: by
it, those who seek find, and those who have done wrong are spared. The site
reads DA in line 9 as "by it", the Way. The last line, "so it is the most valued in the
world", repeats the end of chapter 56.
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X5 > — 3
N + - ﬁ Chapter 63
Acting without acting

wéi wu  wéi shi wua shi

ARA FRF,

Act without acting, work without working,
wei wi wei
u* % u* .,
taste without tasting.
da xido dud shio bio yuan yi dé

Kb %Y, ®BAE.

Treat the small as great and the few as many; repay resentment with
virtue.

th ndn ya qi yi wéi da ya qi xi

AfETHH, AKXRTHE,
Plan the difficult while it is easy; do the great while it is small.

tian xia nan shi bi zuo yu yi

RTRERFLET
The difficult things of the world always start out easy;

tian xia da shi bi zuo ya x

AT RELET .

the great things of the world always start out small.

shi yi sheéng rén zhong bu wéi da

VA FALRA KR,

So the sage never does anything great,
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gl néngchéng qi da
AR AR A K -
and so he can achieve greatness.
fi qging nudo bi gud xin
S - N = >
*k B2E L EA,
Light promises always earn little trust;
du6 yi ér bi dud nan
)2 \ b
% 5 dsb %
taking much as easy always brings much difficulty.
shi yi sheng rén ydéu nan zhi
T FAREZ
So the sage treats things as difficult,

gu zhong wi nan yi

WA g R

and so in the end has no difficulty.

Meaning

Chapter 63 is about dealing with things while they are still small and easy. It
opens with three paradoxes in one pattern: act without acting (J97cN), work
without working, taste without tasting. The first of them also appears in chapter
3.

Line 3 is one of the tersest in the book. X/N£Z/) is literally "great small many
few" and has been read in several ways; the site reads it as treating the small as
great and the few as many. The same line ends with fRA&PAT#, "repay resentment
with virtue". The Analects records Confucius being asked about this saying and
answering that resentment should be repaid with uprightness, and virtue with

virtue.

The rest is practical. Plan the difficult while it is easy and do the great while it is
small, since everything difficult or great in the world starts out easy or small. So
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the sage never does anything great, and achieves greatness; he treats things as
difficult, and in the end has no difficulty. Chapter 64 carries the theme on with
the tree, the tower and the journey of a thousand miles.
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%: 7~ + v ﬁ Chapter 64
A journey of a thousand li
qi an yi chi qi wei zhao yi moéu
Exhis, ERKHHE.
What is at rest is easy to hold; what has not yet appeared is easy to plan
for.

qi cul yi pan qi weéi yi san

e ni, Lok

What is brittle is easily broken; what is minute is easily scattered.
wéi zhi yu wei you

AZTRAE

Deal with things before they exist;

zhi zhi ya wei luan

BT AR

put them in order before disorder comes.
hé bao zhi mu

2K,

A tree as wide as your arms can reach

shéng yi hdo mo

£ TEKR;

grows from a tiny shoot;

jiu céng zhi tai
HEZE

a tower of nine stories

149



qi yh lei i

T AL

rises from a heap of earth;

gian i zhi xing shi ya zu xia

a journey of a thousand miles starts beneath your feet.

wéi zhé bai zhi zhi zhé shi zhi

AHKZ, MHKRZ -

Manipulators spoil it, commanders lose it.

shi yi sheng rén wa wéi g wua bai

TAZANTLARLH
So the sage does not act, and so does not spoil;

wi zhi gu wa shi

ML K -

does not grasp, and so does not lose.

min zhi céng shi chang ya ji chéng ér bai zhi

RZNFE, & TIUmmBZ .

People at their work often spoil it when it is almost done.

shenzhong ra  shi zé wu bai shi

W& dmds, MEKRF .

Be as careful at the end as at the beginning, and nothing will be spoiled.

shi yi shéng rén yu bu yu

& VA Z2 N INHK
So the sage desires not to desire,

bu gui nan dé zhi huo
e s e §9)
LGN

and does not value goods that are hard to get;
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xué bu xué fu zhong rén zhi sud guo
w2 w2 )= ~ ~
FREFE, BEAAAZITA .
he learns not to learn, and brings people back from where they went too
far.

yi fu wan wu zhi zi ran ér bu gin wéi

AT B R, mAEA -

He helps the myriad things to be as they are of themselves, and does not

dare to act.

Meaning

Chapter 64 carries on from chapter 63: deal with things before they grow. What
is at rest is easy to hold and what has not yet appeared is easy to plan for; what is
brittle or minute is easily broken or scattered. So act before things exist, and put

them in order before disorder comes.

Three images make the point: a tree as wide as your arms can reach grows from
a tiny shoot, a tower of nine stories rises from a heap of earth, and a journey of a
thousand miles starts beneath your feet. The last has become a common saying,

in Chinese and far beyond.

The second half turns the other way. Manipulators spoil it and commanders lose
it, lines also found in chapter 29, so the sage neither acts nor grasps. People
often fail when the work is almost done, so be as careful at the end as at the
beginning. The chapter closes on H#& (what is so of itself): the sage helps the
myriad things to be as they are of themselves, and does not dare to act. Not
valuing goods that are hard to get echoes chapter 3.
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% 7~ + S ﬁ Chapter 65
Keeping the people simple
gii zhi shan wéi dao zhé fei yi ming min
T EAEE FAAR.
Those of old who were good at the Way did not use it to make the people

clever,

jlang yi  ya zhi

BLARZ .

but to keep them simple.

min zhi nan zhi yi qi zhi dud
R, AE%E % .

People are hard to govern because they are too clever.

gu yi zhi zhi gud gué zhi zéi

BWAFBE, EHIWK,

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

bu yi zhi zhi gué gué zhi fu

FAAEBE, B4
not to govern a state with cleverness is a blessing for the state.

zhi ci lidng zhé yi ji shi

e 3k 7 & TR AR X
Knowing these two is also knowing the pattern.

chang zhi ji shi shi wei xuan dé
'_\J_g’ ~ ~ a \W ~ 2
# ik X, RIEEAE .

Always knowing the pattern is called mysterious virtue.
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xuan dé shén yi yuan yi
= 4d 2 =
ZIERE, TR,
Mysterious virtue is deep, is far-reaching,

it turns back with all things,

ran hou nai zhi da shun

Kig 77 2 KR -

and then reaches the great harmony.

Meaning

Chapter 65 says that the ancients who were good at the Way did not use it to
make the people clever, but to keep them simple. People are hard to govern
when they are too clever; to govern a state by cleverness robs it, and not to do so

is a blessing.

The key word is /&, which in modern Chinese means "foolish". The house
translation renders it "simple", and this is the hardest choice in the chapter;
Legge wrote "simple and ignorant". Wang Bi explains /& as being without
cunning, keeping to what is genuine and following what is so of itself, and
chapters 3 and 19 point the same way. The cleverness the chapter rejects (£) is
scheming, and line 4 holds it against the ruler as much as the people.

Knowing these two ways is knowing the pattern, and always knowing the
pattern is called Z2& (mysterious virtue), the phrase that ends chapters 10 and
51. Such virtue is deep and far-reaching; it turns back with all things, as
returning is the movement of the Way in chapter 40, and so reaches the great

harmony.
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%: 7~ + 7~ ﬁ Chapter 66

Rivers and seas

jiang hdi sudé yi néng wéi bai gi zhi wang zhé
LEFTVARRA B X 1A

Rivers and seas can be kings of the hundred valleys

yi qi shan xia zhi

AL E T,
because they are good at being below them;
gu néng wéi bai gu ZPi wang
WA BB L.
so they can be kings of the hundred valleys.
shi yi yu shang min bi i yén xia z‘hi
%1/1’/6)1:—]:&3 ')\ZA‘VXETKO
So to be above the people, one must speak as one below them;

yu xian min bi yi shén hou zhi

BER, LA EZ .
to lead the people, one must put oneself behind them.

shi yi sheng rén chu shang ér min bu zhong

AAFAR E@mRAERNE,

So the sage is above, yet the people do not feel his weight;
chii gian ér min bu hai

LA T RLE -

he is in front, yet the people do not feel harmed.

shi yi tian xia le tul ér bu yan

FUAKRT RifEm RR

So the whole world gladly supports him and never tires of him.
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yi gi bu zhéng gl tian xia mo néng yu zhi zhéng

IERF, MR TEREZ F.

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

Meaning

Chapter 66 explains leadership through the image of water. Rivers and seas are
kings of the hundred valleys because they are good at being below them: every
stream runs down into them.

The chapter draws the lesson for a ruler in two parallel lines. To be above the
people, one must speak as one below them; to lead the people, one must put
oneself behind them. So the sage is above, yet the people do not feel his weight;
he is in front, yet they do not feel harmed. The whole world gladly supports him

and never tires of him.

The last line returns to 4+ (not contending): because he does not contend, no
one in the world can contend with him, nearly the same words as chapter 22.
Rivers and seas also close chapter 32, the great state takes the lower place in
chapter 61, and in chapter 7 the sage puts himself last and finds himself first.
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% 7~ + + ﬁ Chapter 67

The three treasures

tian xia jié wei wo dao da

RATHEHELEXR.

Everyone in the world says my Way is great,
si  bu xiao

AR H

yet it seems like nothing at all.

fa wéi da st bu xiao

K &MT%

It is because it is great that it seems like nothing.

rud xiao ju y ql xi ye

=H k%\m&£'

If it resembled something, it would long since have become small!

wo you san bao chi ér bdo zhi

KA = BEakz.

I have three treasures, which I hold and keep:

yi yué ci ér yué jian

the first is compassion, the second is frugality,

san yué bu gan wéi tian xia xian

ZEHIRB|AKRT & -
the third is not daring to be first in the world.

ci  gu néngyong

BHAEH

With compassion, one can be brave;
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jlan gu néngguang
e¥ae s
with frugality, one can be generous;

bu gin wéi tian xia xian

REAKRT %
not daring to be first in the world,

gu néngchéng qi zhdng

> ug

AL R B K-
one can become the leader of all.

jin shé «ci qié yong shé jian qié guang
Ab#EBLF. 4B,
Now, to give up compassion yet be brave, to give up frugality yet be
generous,

shé hou qié xian si yi

Sl Ak, K
to give up being last yet be first: this is death!

fa  ci yi zhan zé sheng yi shou zé gu
KEVEM A, AFNE .
With compassion, one wins in battle and holds firm in defense.
tian jiang jiu zhi yi o wei zhi
XEKZ, AEILZ.

Heaven will save such a one, and guard him with compassion.

Meaning

Chapter 67 is the chapter of the three treasures. It opens with the speaker's Way:
everyone says it is great, yet it seems like nothing at all ("), and that is
because it is great. Were it like some particular thing, it would long since have
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become small. In chapter 25 too, the Way is called "great" only because a name is
forced on it.

Then come the treasures: 24 (compassion), f& (frugality) and not daring to be
first in the world. Each makes its apparent opposite possible. Compassion makes
one brave, frugality makes one generous, and not daring to be first makes one
the leader of all; the word for leader, #51, is literally "the head of the vessels". To
give up compassion and still be brave, frugality and still be generous, being last
and still be first: this is death.

The chapter ends with war. Compassion wins in battle and holds firm in defense,
and heaven guards with compassion the one it will save. This leads into chapters
68 and 69, both about fighting, and chapter 69 warns against losing "my
treasures'. Frugality was praised already in chapter 59, under the word .
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K oS .

D + \ ﬁ Chapter 68
Not contending

shan wéi shi zhé bu wu

EAETHITR
A good officer is not warlike;

shan zhan zhé bu nu

& BRAETK.

a good fighter is not angry;

shanshéng di zhé bu yu shan yong rén zhé wéi zhi xia
EMEEFRE, ERHAZFAIT,

one good at defeating enemies does not engage them; one good at using
people places himself below them.

shi wei bu zhéng zhi dé shi wei yong rén zhi 1i

. S . .

RERF & RIBRAAZIS .
This is called the virtue of not contending; this is called using the
strength of others;

shi wei pei tian zhi ji

ZIE K .

this is called matching heaven, the highest of all.

Meaning

Chapter 68 describes the good warrior by what he does not do. A good officer is
not warlike, a good fighter is not angry, one good at defeating enemies does not
engage them, and one good at using people places himself below them.

These four lines are then given three names: the virtue of not contending (f4*
Z 1), using the strength of others, and matching heaven. Strength that lies in
restraint and in taking the lower place joins the chapters on war to those on
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government, such as chapter 66, where the sage leads by staying below. 1 here
is an officer, not the scholar of chapter 41.

The last line is short and has been read in different ways. Wang Bi's text has it X
i Z M, matching heaven, the summit of the ancients; the recitation, like many
editions, says FC K Z i without 7, and the site follows it: matching heaven, the
highest of all. Chapter 73 says the same of heaven itself, whose Way does not
contend yet is good at winning, and chapter 81 ends the book with a Way that
acts and does not contend.
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%: 7~ + U ﬁ Chapter 69
The guest, not the host

yong bing you y.zin
HERZ:
Strategists have a saying:
wi bu gan wéi zhu ér wéi ke
114 ~ hJ ~ >
TR EMAE
"T dare not be the host but rather the guest;
bu gan jin cun ér tui chi
~ ~ b))
B < ik R
I dare not advance an inch but rather retreat a foot."
shi wei );ing wi );{ng rang wu b;g
g 5w 4= = & 3
ZWBATRAT, LA
This is called marching without moving, rolling up one's sleeves without

armes,

réng wu di zhi wu bing

PBERE, MEE -

facing no enemy, holding no weapon.

hu6 mo da ya qing di qing di ji sang wua bao

MERKTHRE BHILLEZE.

No disaster is greater than underrating the enemy; underrating the

enemy nearly loses my treasures.

g kang bingxiang jia ai zhé sheng yi

WILEAI, RHEBL .

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

Meaning
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Chapter 69 turns a saying of strategists into a lesson in restraint: better to be the
guest than the host, better to retreat a foot than advance an inch. The host () is
the side that starts the fight; the guest (%) is the side that only responds.

Four paradoxes follow: marching without moving, rolling up one's sleeves
without arms, facing no enemy, holding no weapon. One way to read them is as
an army that is ready but never shows itself as the aggressor. The greatest
disaster, the chapter says, is to underrate the enemy, which nearly loses "my
treasures", the three treasures of chapter 67: compassion, frugality and not

daring to be first.

The last line says that when armies meet, the side that grieves will win. I is

grief or sorrow, not fury, and it fits chapter 31, which says that even a victory
should be treated with the rites of mourning. Chapters 30 and 68 belong with
this one.
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K5 =
% £+ = Chapter 70
Easy to understand
wi yan shén yi zhi shén yi xing
= 2] 0 4=
Bz EHR. EHiT
My words are very easy to understand and very easy to practice.
tian xia mo néng zhi mo néng xing
% 4e 28 4=
RTEAE, ZAEAT .
Yet no one in the world can understand them, no one can practice them.
yan you zong shi you jon
TAE FAAB -
Words have an ancestor; deeds have a master.
fa wéi wia zhi shi yi bu wo zhi
KME L F, BIVALRRK F0 .
It is because people do not understand this that they do not understand
me.
zhi w6 zhé xi zé wo zhé gui
N N N
Fo R AH A MRE -
Those who understand me are few; those who follow me are rare and
precious.
shi yi sheng rén pi he huai yu

VA ZAEBIEE .

So the sage wears coarse cloth but carries jade inside.

Meaning

Chapter 70 is the speaker's complaint that simple words go unheard. They are
very easy to understand and very easy to practice, yet no one in the world can
understand or practice them. Words have an ancestor and deeds a master (§ &
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X, FHE): they come from something, and because people do not know it,
they do not know the speaker.

Line 5 is read in two ways. Ml can be the verb "to take as a model", and the house
translation reads it so: those who understand me are few, and those who follow
me are precious. It can also be the word "then", giving "those who know me are
few, and so I am the more valued", which is closer to Wang Bi's comment and is
how Legge translated it.

The chapter ends with one of the book's lasting images: the sage wears coarse
cloth but carries jade inside (#2#&4 %). The worth is hidden under a plain
surface. Chapter 78 makes the same complaint about the soft overcoming the
hard, which everyone knows and no one can practice, and chapter 41 describes
how people laugh when they hear of the Way.
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K5 =
5 + ”]‘ — ¥ Chapter 71
Knowing that you do not know
zhi bu zhi shang
Fa N Fa L,
To know that you do not know is best;
bu zhi zhi bing
N FaFa Jm o
not to know, yet think you know, is a sickness.
fa  wéi bing bing shi yi bu bing
. s s a - o
KRR —RATR
Only by recognizing the sickness as sickness are you free of it.
sheng rén bu bing yi qi bing bing
FATR, ALmmA
The sage is not sick, because he recognizes the sickness as sickness;
shi yi bu bing
)= I
VAN 7 o

that is why he is not sick.

Meaning

Chapter 71 is about knowing the limits of one's knowledge. It opens with four
characters, FI/41_L: to know that you do not know is best. Not to know, yet to
think you know, is a sickness ().

The rest of the chapter plays on that one word. Only by recognizing the sickness
as sickness (J//#) is one free of it; the sage is not sick because he recognizes it as
such. The repetition makes the point by its form: the cure is simply to see the
fault for what it is.

The opening line can also be read as "to know, yet to hold oneself as not
knowing, is best"; the house translation takes the plainer reading. The thought is
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close to chapter 33, where knowing oneself is clarity, and to chapter 56, where
those who know do not speak. Readers of the Analects will recall a saying of
Confucius in a similar spirit: to take what you know as known and what you do
not know as unknown is knowledge.
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%: + + — ﬁ Chapter 72

When the people no longer fear

min bu wei wéi zé da wéi zhi

BB MRBE .

When the people no longer fear authority, a greater terror comes.
wi xid qi sud ju wi ya qi sud shéng

AL E, RREA .

Do not cramp their homes; do not press down on their livelihood.
fa wéi bu ya shi yi bu yan

RERIR, ALK

Only if you do not press down on them will they not turn against you.
shi yi shéng rén zi zhi bu =z xian

ZAFABRAA N,

So the sage knows himself but does not show himself,
zi ai bu zi gul

B%FEB R,

loves himself but does not exalt himself.

g qu bi qu

@) A

Thus he lets go of that, and takes up this.

Meaning

Chapter 72 warns those who rule not to press down on the people. When the
people no longer fear authority, a greater terror arrives, whether that is revolt or
disaster. So do not cramp their homes, and do not press down on their
livelihood.
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Lines 2 and 3 are among the hard ones. #f is read as %, "to cramp", and JX is
read in two ways: in its first two uses as ya, "to press down'", and in its last as yan,
"to tire of". The house translation follows this: only if you do not press down on
them will they not turn against you. The chapter's pinyin marks the two
readings, and other readings exist.

The sage, by contrast, knows himself but does not show himself, loves himself
but does not exalt himself. Not showing oneself is praised in chapters 22 and 24.
The closing line, "he lets go of that, and takes up this", is a formula that also ends
chapters 12 and 38.
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% + + = ﬁ Chapter 73
Heaven's net

yong yu gan zé sha

BT Em %

Bravery in daring leads to death;
yong yu bu gin zé hud
BT REMNE .
bravery in not daring leads to life.
ci liang zhé huo 1i huo hai
AL, RARF -
Of these two, one benefits and the other harms.

tian zhi sud wu shi zhi qi gu

RZBT &, 3hom L #o

What heaven loathes, who knows why?
shi yi shéng rén ydéu nan zhi

T A FAREZ

So even the sage finds it difficult.

tian zhi dao bu zhéng ér shansheng

RZ#E, AFmEH,
The Way of heaven does not contend, yet is good at winning;

bu yan ér shan ying bu zhao ér zi lai

remEr, AEmA Kk

does not speak, yet is good at answering; is not summoned, yet comes of
itself;
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chan ran ér shan méu

AR &
is unhurried, yet is good at planning.

tian wang hui hui sha ér bu shi

R AR Ffm K

Heaven's net is vast; its mesh is wide, yet nothing slips through.

Meaning

Chapter 73 sets two kinds of courage side by side. Bravery in daring leads to
death; bravery in not daring leads to life. One benefits and the other harms, yet
when heaven loathes something, no one can say why.

Line 5, "so even the sage finds it difficult", repeats a line of chapter 63 and is
missing here in some early manuscripts; the site keeps it, as Wang Bi's text does.
Then comes a portrait of X2 j& (the Way of heaven) in four parallel lines: it
does not contend yet is good at winning, does not speak yet is good at answering,
is not summoned yet comes of itself, is unhurried yet is good at planning.

The chapter ends with a famous image: heaven's net is vast, its mesh is wide, yet
nothing slips through (KKK, Hilfi~’K). Today it is often quoted to say that
wrongdoers cannot escape; in the chapter it describes how heaven works
without strain. Chapter 74, on who may take a life, follows directly, and chapter
76 returns to the hard and the soft.
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% + + vy ﬁ Chapter 74
The master carpenter

min bu wei si

R &L,

If the people do not fear death,

nai hé yi si ju zhi

AAT AR 22
why threaten them with death?

ruo shi min chang wei si
AR E R
If the people always feared death,
ér wéi qi zhé

CRO R

and those who did wrong

wi dé =zhi ér sha zhi
TAF I AL

could be seized and killed by me,
S}lﬁ gan

FhEK?

who would dare?

chang you si sha zhé sha
WA A RAE K

There is always an executioner who Kkills.

fa dai si sha zhé sha
AR FHF

To kill in the executioner's place
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shi wei dai da jiangzhud

ZIHAKKEAT -

is like cutting wood in the master carpenter's place.
fi  dai da jiangzhud zhé

RRKEAT A

Those who cut in the master carpenter's place

xi you bu shang qi shou yi

AT R

rarely escape cutting their own hands.

Meaning

Chapter 74 argues against ruling by the threat of death. If the people do not fear
death, threatening them with it is useless; and even if they did fear it, and
wrongdoers could be seized and killed, who would dare? The question is left

open.

The second half names the deeper problem. There is always an executioner who
kills, A%, "the one in charge of killing". Commentators read this as heaven,
or the natural order, which brings death in its own time. A ruler who kills in its
place is like someone cutting wood in place of the master carpenter, and such
people rarely escape cutting their own hands. The house translation keeps the
plain image and leaves the reading to the reader.

J97iH in line 4, literally "those who do strange things", means those who break
the norms, translated "those who did wrong". The chapter belongs with chapter
72, on oppression, chapter 73, on daring, and chapter 75, on why the people
make light of death: together they form a group on punishment and the limits of
power.
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%: + + S ﬁ Chapter 75
Taxes and hunger

min zhi ji yi qi shang shi shui zhi dud

R, AL EAEHRZ S,

The people go hungry because those above eat up too much in taxes;

shi yi ji

= VAL .

that is why they go hungry.

min zhi nan zhi yi qi shang zhi you wéi

RIB%, AL EIHA,
The people are hard to govern because those above meddle;

shi yi nan zhi

AR

that is why they are hard to govern.
min zhi qing si

RZ 3%,

The people make light of death

yi qi shang qit shéng zhi hou

E ERAZE,
because those above seek too much from life;

shi yi qing si

Z VAR -
that is why they make light of death.

fa wéi wia yi shéng wéi zhé
RKERALEAH

Only those who do not live for living
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shi xidn yd gui shéng

ERTHA.

are wiser than those who prize life.

Meaning

Chapter 75 gives three causes for the people's suffering, all in the same pattern.
They go hungry because those above eat up too much in taxes; they are hard to
govern because those above meddle; they make light of death because those
above seek too much from life. Each time, the fault lies with the rulers, not with
the people.

B ("acting, meddling") is the opposite of JE¥ (non-action), and this chapter
shows its cost plainly. The phrase 3K 2 J& echoes chapter 50, where people
move toward death by clinging too hard to life, and rulers who grow rich while
the fields lie waste appear in chapter 53.

The last two lines are read in different ways. The house translation takes J& DA4E
9 as "not living for living": those who do not make life itself their aim are wiser
than those who prize life. In context, those who "prize life" are the rulers who
seek too much from it, so the line turns the chapter's complaint into a principle.
Legge read the lines in a similar way.
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% + + 7~ ﬁ Chapter 76
The living are soft

rén zhi shéng yé réu ruo qi si yé jian giang

A H 4 FEF, HdEag.
People are soft and weak when alive, hard and stiff when dead.

wan wu cdo mu zhi shéng yé réu cui

T FERZAELEN,

The myriad things, grass and trees, are soft and tender when alive,

qi si yé ki gao

AErbtA .

dry and withered when dead.

gu jian gidng zhé si zhi ta

R R A

So the hard and stiff are companions of death;

réu ruo zhé shéng zhi tu

EHAE LI
the soft and weak are companions of life.

shi yi bingqidng zé bu shéng

A VA JE 58 ] S B
So an army that is rigid will not win;

mu giang zé bing

A 5E M K .

a tree that is rigid will be cut down.
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gidang da chu xia réu rud chu shang

mAAT . FHLLE.

The hard and great take the lower place; the soft and weak take the
higher place.

Meaning

Chapter 76 draws its lesson from the difference between the living and the dead.
People are soft and weak when alive, hard and stiff when dead; the myriad
things, grass and trees, are soft and tender when alive, dry and withered when
dead. So the hard and stiff are companions of death, and the soft and weak (&
§5) are companions of life.

The lesson is then applied to armies and trees: an army that is rigid will not win,
and a tree that is rigid will be cut down. The chapter ends by reversing the usual
order of things: the hard and great take the lower place, the soft and weak the
higher.

Line 7, R I, is a known difficulty. Wang Bi's text has £z, "weapon", read here
as the tree being cut down; other editions have T, "to break", or . The 3# of
this chapter is rigidity, not the strength praised elsewhere. The theme of the soft
and weak runs through chapters 36, 43, 55 and 78.
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%: + + + ﬁ Chapter 77

Drawing a bow

tian zhi dao qi yéu zhanggong yi

xz@E, Bkkghe

Is the Way of heaven not like drawing a bow?

gao zhé yi zhi xia zhé ju zhi

mAWZ, TAHEFEZ,
What is high is pressed down, what is low is raised up;
you yu zhé sun zhi

HRAERZ

what has too much is reduced,
bu zd zhé bu zhi

R FZ

what has too little is added to.

tian zhi dao sin you ya ér bu bu zu

BA R AT .

The Way of heaven reduces what has too much and adds to what has too
little.

rén zhi dao zé bu ran

AZ B R

The way of people is not so:

suin bu zu yi feng you yu

RRRUAER A .

it takes from those who have too little to give to those who have too
much.
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shi néng you yu yi feng tian xia

MAEA ALK T

Who can take what he has in excess and give it to the world?
wéi you dao zhé

EHEA

Only one who has the Way.

shi yi sheng rén wéi ér bu shi

VN NG R N

So the sage acts without expecting,

gongchéng ér bu chu qi bu yu xian xidn

oo R BRI

achieves but does not dwell on it, and has no wish to show his worth.

Meaning

Chapter 77 compares the Way of heaven to drawing a bow. When a bow is strung
and drawn, what is high is pressed down and what is low is raised; in the same
way, heaven reduces what has too much and adds to what has too little.

The way of people, lowercase in the translation because it is not the Way, does
the opposite: it takes from those who have too little to give to those who have too
much. Only one who has the Way can take what he has in excess and give it to
the world. The chapter is among the book's plainest statements about fairness,
and it sets heaven's balance against human custom.

The sage acts without expecting, achieves but does not dwell on it, and has no
wish to show his worth, lines that echo chapters 2 and 51. K2 J#& (the Way of
heaven) returns in chapters 9, 73, 79 and 81; chapter 79 adds that it has no
favorites.
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% + + \ ﬁ Chapter 78

Nothing softer than water

tian xia mo réu rud yd shui

RFTEEFHTAK

Nothing in the world is softer or weaker than water,

ér gong jian giang zhé mo zhi néngshéng
EE X
o R, R A
yet for attacking the hard and strong, nothing surpasses it,
qi wa yi yi zhi
g oa
HEAH = .
for nothing can take its place.

rud zhi shénggidng

55 X Pt 5%
The weak overcomes the strong,
réu zhi shénggang
F R
the soft overcomes the hard:
tian xia mo bu zhi mo néng xing
EES AN
RT R Fa AT -
everyone in the world knows it, yet no one can practice it.

shi yi sheng rén yin

AN AE

So the sage says:
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shou gué zhi gou shi wei she ji zhu
‘o S g s <
TEIE. FIHARE,
"One who takes on the filth of the state is called lord of the altars of earth
and grain;

shou gué bu xidng shi wéi tian xia wang

TETHE RARTE.”
one who takes on the misfortunes of the state is king of the world."

zhéng yan ruo fan
—_
I F 5 R e

True words seem contrary.

Meaning

Chapter 78 returns to the image of water. Nothing in the world is softer or
weaker, yet nothing surpasses it for attacking the hard and strong, for nothing
can take its place. The weak overcomes the strong and the soft overcomes the
hard: everyone knows this, yet no one can practice it.

A saying of the sage then applies the lesson to rule. One who takes on the filth of
the state is lord of the altars of earth and grain (#1:#%), that is, of the state itself;
one who takes on its misfortunes is king of the world. To lead is to accept what is
low and unwanted, as water goes to the places everyone dislikes in chapter 8.

The chapter ends with four characters that could stand for the whole book: I &
i )%, true words seem contrary. Many of its sayings take this form, from the soft
overcoming the hard to the sage who comes first by putting himself last. Water
and softness also appear in chapters 8, 43 and 76, and chapter 70 voices the same
frustration that easy words go unpracticed.
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V3 3

% £ + U chapter 79
The tally

hé da yuan bi y6éu yi yuan
Fo K&, LA RE,
When a great grievance is settled, some grievance always remains;
an ké yi wéi shan

LI IAA &
how can this be called good?

shi yi sheng rén zhi zué qi

TAEAMER,
So the sage holds the left half of the tally

ér bu zé yi rén

mATT A

but makes no demands on others.

you dé si  qi wi dé si che

4 = 4 =1 4

One with virtue keeps the tally; one without virtue collects the dues.
tian dao wua qin chang yu shan rén

REBLEE FHEEA

The Way of heaven has no favorites; it is always with the good.

Meaning

Chapter 79 is about grievances and how to avoid them. When a great grievance is
settled, some grievance always remains, so settling it cannot be called truly
good. Better not to create the grievance at all.

The image comes from contracts. A tally (¥2) was split in two, and the creditor
held the left half. The sage holds the left half but makes no demands on others:
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he has the claim and does not press it. One with virtue keeps the tally; one
without virtue collects the dues (], a tax or levy). The difference is between
holding a right and enforcing it.

The last line, "the Way of heaven has no favorites; it is always with the good", can
be set beside chapter 5, where heaven and earth are not humane. Heaven takes
no sides, yet the good find it with them. Some modern editors move "repay
resentment with virtue" from chapter 63 into this chapter, after the first line; the
site keeps the received order.
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%: /\ + '—‘?%‘ Chapter 80

A small state

xido gué gua min shi you shi bai zhi qi ér bu yong

TERERR EAAMEIERRM

A small state with few people: let them have tools for ten or a hundred,
and not use them;

shi minzhong si ér bu yuan xi

1% K& ed At
let the people take death seriously and not travel far.

sui you zhou yua wi  sud chéng zhi

BAAE, RATRZ

Though they have boats and carts, they have no need to ride them;

sul you jid bing wu  sud chén zhi

ERTE, RAHRZ.

though they have armor and weapons, they have no need to display
them.

shi rén fu jié shéng ér yong zhi

AR % %M A,
Let people go back to knotting cords to keep records,

gan qi shi méi qi fa

HE2, FEKR,
find their food sweet, their clothes beautiful,

an qi ja

2L

their homes peaceful,
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le qi su

and delight in their customs.
lin gud xiangwang jl qudn zhi shéngxiang wén
. s e a <
MEAE, BRI F AR,
Neighboring states can see each other, and hear each other's cocks and
dogs,

min zhi lio si bu xiangwang lai

yet the people grow old and die without ever visiting each other.

Meaning

Chapter 80 pictures an ideal community: a small state with few people (/NEZ
[R). They have tools that do the work of ten or a hundred, but do not use them;
they take death seriously and do not move far away. Boats and carts, armor and
weapons exist, but nothing calls for them.

The people go back to knotting cords to keep records, a practice that tradition
places before writing. They find their food sweet and their clothes beautiful, are
at peace in their homes and delight in their customs. The neighboring state is so
close that its cocks and dogs can be heard, yet the people grow old and die
without ever visiting it.

Readers have long disagreed about how literally to take the chapter, as a plan of
government or as a picture of contentment. ff{1.Z#% in line 1 is read here as
tools for ten or a hundred people; others take {1{H as squads of soldiers.
Chapters 3, 19 and 57 make the case for simplicity in other words, and chapter 46
says that no disaster is greater than not knowing contentment.

184



sk S
AN + — ¥ Chapter 81
True words are not beautiful
xin yan bu méi méi yan bu xin
T AE, FE A
True words are not beautiful; beautiful words are not true.
shan zhé bu bian
S E L
The good do not argue;
bian zhé bu shan
MHERE
those who argue are not good.

zhi zhé bu bd
Fa i A

Those who know are not learned in everything;
b6 zhé bu zhi

[

those learned in everything do not know.

shéng rén  bu ji

EATRAR
The sage does not hoard.

i yi wei rén ji yu you

A ATRA .
The more he does for others, the more he has;

jooyi yu rén ji yu dud

Bl AT S .

the more he gives to others, the more he gains.
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tian zhi dao i ér bu hai
RARZiE, AR E,
The Way of heaven benefits and does not harm;

shéng rén zhi dao wéi ér bu zhéng

FAZE, AMEF

the Way of the sage acts and does not contend.

Meaning

Chapter 81, the last of the book, gathers its themes into short paired sayings.
True words are not beautiful and beautiful words are not true; the good do not
argue and those who argue are not good; those who know are not learned in
everything, and those learned in everything do not know.

Then comes the sage. He does not hoard, and the more he does for others and
gives to others, the more he has: giving does not empty him. The thought recalls
chapter 7, where the sage puts himself last and finds himself first, and chapter
77, where the one who has the Way gives his excess to the world.

The book ends on two parallel lines. The Way of heaven benefits and does not
harm; the Way of the sage acts and does not contend (T ~4). Its last word,
4+, returns to a theme first set out in chapter 8, where water benefits all things
without contending. The opening pair can be read beside chapter 56: those who
know do not speak.
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