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Introduction

Laozi is a Chinese classic written about twenty-four to twenty-five hundred
years ago. Its authorship, with little or no dispute, belongs to Laozi (or Lao
Tzu), a contemporary of Confucius. Laozi served as an archive keeper for the
royal court toward the end of the Zhou Dynasty and legend has it that one day
he just rode off China’s Hangu Pass on an ox and was never seen again. At the
insistence of a frontier official at the pass, however, Laozi wrote on the night
before departure and finished a book of five thousand Chinese characters, which
comes to be known today as Dao De Jing or simply Laozi.

The word “Dao”, with older spelling “Tao”, means “the Way” and the
word “De” means virtue and integrity, while the word “Jing” means classics or
scripture. The book deals with fundamental issues of life, from cosmological,
ontological, ethical, dialectical, political, and aesthetical perspectives, in a way
that is intuitive yet nevertheless very profound. Its style is laconic yet verse-
like, full of parables and imageries, easy to read but hard to understand. For
almost two and a half millennia, it has made a deep imprint in the Chinese
consciousness. As a matter of fact, it is the origin of the Taoist philoscphy and
some time later the Taoist religion.

What is the Way? It appears to be a body of precepts or instructions for
men to follow, to live a good and simple life, a virtuous and peaceful life, a life
that returns tb eternity. It is not ineffable, as some high-minded philosophers
and scholars would claim. Rather, it is quite easy to understand, though it may
be hard to put into practice. The Way appears to be celestial: it has a life of its
own, it is totally indepen&ent on others, it is trinity, and it had created Heaven

and Earth and all things. It comes in the personification of one Sage, who is



meek and despised, who is servant, and who is king. For too long, Laozi has
been thought to represent purely oriental philosophy, that it is, but the Western
readers should be able to find much common ground in this unique book of
five thousand Chinese characters.

The original copy of Laozi, like all ancient classics, has been long lost.
Even extant copies of the nearly original manuscripts (hand-written on bamboo
tablets or silk cloths) are also rare to non-existent. This unfortunate state of
affair has a lot to do with China’s first emperor Qin Shi Huang who was so
determined to remove all political opposition from the old guards that he ordered
in the year 213 BC all history books and classics not in government archives to
be burnt. To show that he really meant business, he, in the following year, put
over four hundred vehemently protesting scholars to death by actually burying
them all, alive. )

Well, Laozi has survived, just as practically all the other Chinese classics
managed to have survived. The traditional Chinese scholars have proved
themselves to be a tenacious lot. It was their customary practice to commit to
memory, at least as much as their scholastic heads could hold, all the classics
they studied. So what was burned to ashes by the Qin emperor “miraculously”
resurfaced in later years. All good, but it is not without a steep price to pay.

To reconstruct a classic purely from memory, a master scholar would
read out aloud from his head what he had learned in the yesteryears. His
disciples would listen intently and write down word for word onto a piece of
bamboo tablet held in the left hand. The writing was from top to bottom and
each bamboo tablet would hold one vertical line of writing. ‘When one line was
completed, the bamboo tablet would then be pushed to the right side to join the
previously written tablets, while the scribe would pick up a new bamboo tablet
from the left side with his left hand to start writing again. (This perhaps helps
to explain why ancient Chinese was read from top to bottom and right to left.)

There were two kinds of problems associated with this process of classics
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reconstruction. An obvious one is the varying degrees of reliability of the
memories of the different master scholars. It would be next to impossible for
the human mind to remember everything flawlessly. In the case of Laozi, just
like in the case of other ancient classics, different versions and inconsistencies
started to multiply. A second problem was the process of dictation itself. Chinese
language is a difficult language, and it proves to be no exception even for the
ancient masters and their disciples. Appearances of homonymic and semantic
hieroglyphic variants soon started to obscure the text itself. In the same time,
the Chinese language was, of course, changing and evolving, making it more
difficult to decipher older texts even while the arts of exegetics had developed
very strongly in the next few hundred years. In each epoch of Chinese history
we find scholars meticulously examining, interpreting and updating the many
successive versions of Laozi.

That is why we cannot speak of an original version of Laozi today, or
even any close copies of it. Rather, we must look at what the collective efforts
in the restoration of Laozi’s work throughout the centuries have brought us.
We should have faith that generations upon generations of scholars have done
their full due diligence in keeping this book as accurately as possible. As a
matter of fact, what have remained today as popular versions of Laozi number
in the dozens and they are practically identical to one another in form and
body. Minor differences may arise from the use of ancient variants of certain
Chinese characters and from occasional words or phrases out of sequence.
Their outward differences are mainly due to different annotations and
interpretations made by different schools of thoughts, while the literal
differences actually amount to no more than five to ten percent of the entire
book. Recent archaeological finds of older extant copies of Laozi have largely
confirmed this point. In 1973, two distinct silk copies of Laozi were unearthed
from a Han Dynasty tomb at Mawangdui in Changsha, Hunan Province. To

the delight of the archaeological researchers, these two copies were dated to



the first and third decade of the 2nd century BC. Though somewhat damaged
by tomb water, they have been determined to be basically not much different
from the existing popular versions today. A bigger find was made in 1993 at
Guodian, Hubei Province, where a Chu tomb in the Warring States Period
(475 ~ 221 BC) was unearthed to yield a copy of Laozi in the form of three
groups of bamboo tablets. Dating of the bamboo tablets has determined that
they were entombed prior to 300 BC. That makes the Guodian Chu Jian (bamboo
tablets of the Chu tomb) the oldest extant Laozi. It consists of two thousand
Chinese characters instead of the five thousand as commonly known. Allowing
for some Chinese character graphic variants, and ignoring the fact that most of
the chapters are not kept in proper order, the Chu Jian text finds almost exact
correspondence with the existing popular copies today.

There is, after all, one difference that may be significant. One chapter
regarding knowledge and ritual rites seems to be oddly out of place with the
Taoist philosophy, which believes they are only hypocritical substitutes of the
all good and all natural Tao (the Way). From this, one might conjecture that
earliest Taoism could be much closer in thoughts with Confucianism than we
have generally believed. In this light, the Chu Jian text with two thousand
Chinese characters could be a reliable copy of the original Laozi and the
additional three thousand Chinese characters could be simply fabricated by
later Taoists. On the other hand, the Chu tomb master is known to be a Confucian
scholar and Chu Jian Laozi might just be preferential excerpts that he had
collected and perhaps even edited in favor of Confucianism. Well, what are we
to believe?

Chu Jian Laozi is undoubtedly an exciting archaeological find. However,
it remains one single piece of evidence that stands apart from the bulk and the

norm. Even so, with its limited two thousand Chinese characters, it has lent

credence and support to the existing popular versions of Laozi because of the

high congruence of the texts. Unless future evidence indicate otherwise, we
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are safe to say that Laozi is the author of the book Laozi, in which he penned
down two thousand to five thousand Chinese characters. Later Taoists might
have embellished on his work somewhat, but they had not deviated from his
main theme and the book itself has withstood the scrutiny of scholars and
exegetes for the past two thousand years.

There are today many existing English translated versions of Laozi,
perhaps in the dozens to a hundred or more. There are also a countless number
of Chinese translations and interpretations of Laozi’s ancient text. These works
have provided the foundation as well as inspiration for my efforts to further
understand and reveal Laozi’s thoughts. Through this translation, I hope to
present a more holistic picture of Laozi’s outlook and worldview while keeping
his very terse yet free-flowing style. This calls for more direct and sometimes
nearly literal translation. I cannot claim to be very successful in doing so,
perhaps far from it; but I do believe it is well worth the effort of portraying a
real-life Laozi. Along the way, it is hoped that some existing erroneous

interpretations have been corrected and some new insights added.
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%, BRMZE; H, LTWZE,
HET, BU: A, ST,
W, FMTRL, FEZX.

RZNZE, RBZIT.

1 [#¥)X(chang): Mib{E¥E (ordinary) W, “IEWH” BAILRIBH—A. ¥
BAOE, “¥" FERBITRAEKIE (cternal), B “Kil” o LIEF N XHE
M. ULHMAARARE, BELREASH, AR, RK %" F
MENAKEMNE, “K48” ENEEMBIKERENET. Ri, £+H
ABEE, QATELZE, BREDPNEZZHUR, UF “ZRTH
L WEE, M “HH” X “HE8” INMMEEFLRABREN. 1973 5
ERRNEHEORE (ET) HHF “HWlt, EEHRD; T84, F
figd” 24, BESIHXEE “®” B “E” DAkEZE. ¥k, “E”
FHRFMBEHEE. I, 2FX0ER, WHXNFHE CHEEFERE,
ERMTFAEXIANE, BHEREXRNE.

2 [#])(jiao): 13k, /1R (boundary, border)



Chapter 1

The Way (Tao) can be told, yet
it’s not an ordinary way'.
It can be given a name, but

not an ordinary one’.

It is Nothingness — a name for the beginning of Heaven and Earth.
1t is Real® — a name for the Mother of all things.
It always is Nothingness* — how I wish to see its subtleties.

It always is Real — how I desire to observe its boundaries.

The two are of one origin, though with different names.
They are one great mystery —
the mystery of all mysteries, and

the doorway to all subtle wonders.

1, 2 [#%)(chang) may mean ordinary or constant (eternal). Numerous translations
render these two lines as: A way that can be told (or trodden) is not the eternal way.
A name that can be given is not an everlasting name.

3 [# X(ydu) means there is, have or exist. Here it may be construed as Existence,
Being, Entity, or Real (a physical entity).

4 [XE)(wl) means nothing or nothingness. It may also be taken to mean the great
void.
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RKTEHRZ IR, B BHEZHNE, HFAED,

M TAAE, XESMR, KEME, B TR, FHEEM, 5
JEAERE.

BURAENZE, FASZH, FUEBTIRE.
AR, HTFEE, SRTEE.

RMEFRE, RUAZE,

1 D7 3(sT) (AU3) ik, iX (this); (i) B (then)



Chapter 2

Every one under Heaven beholds beauty as beauty;
there is ugliness already.
Likewise, every one perceives goodness as goodness;

there is evil already.

Being and non-being beget each other;
Difficult and easy become each other;
Long and short measure each other;

High and low lean towards each other;
Sound and tone blend with each other;

Fore and rear follow each other.

Wherefore, the Sage conducts his affairs not by interference'.
He teaches not with words.

No words, yet all things grow and thrive.

He raises them but he owns them not.
He acts on their behalf with no presumptions.
He accomplishes much but makes no claims.

By not making claims, all credits due him remain forever.

1 XX )1(wiwéi): Some renditions may have translated this Chinese expression as
inaction, without action, or without unnatural action. The translator believes that the
word “noninterference” is better understood and actually more appropriate because
Laozi’s main concern throughout his writing was about governance.
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