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PREFACE

Almost anyone can translate words from one language to anoth-
er but the best translations must be works of art rather than manipu-
lations of words. When working with Tao Te Ching ( Book of Tao
and Book of Virtue), one of the most frequently translated Chinese
classics, only a few versions will be considered satisfactory because
no translation can be as ambiguous as the Chinese original. Much of
this is l;y design: Laotse believed that many of his most profound
ideas® like the Tao itself, could not be put into words. This is why
so much of what he says sounds paradoxical and ambiguous. His
teaching methods were intuitive; he placed a low price on formal
logic and empty words. Intuitive insight is the necessary key for un-
derstanding Tan Te Ching and the Tao. It is presumptuous to think
one can express these ideas clearly and unequivocallys nevertheless,
such an exercise stands as a constant challenge to all who would be

students of Tao.

To attempt such a translation is a labour of love. The philo-
sophical essence of Taoism s contained in the roughly 5,000 Chinese
characters which comprise the eighty-one chapters of Tao Te
Ching. One is drawn to its mysterious insights perplexed by at-
tempts to decipher and express it, yet unable to lay it aside. The ob-
scurity of the book is made even more troublesome by the nature of

the ancient Chinese language'*-+-+ it has no active or passive, no sin-
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gular or plural, no case, no’person, no tense, no mood. It has no
punctuation whatsoever: one must decide {or one’s self where one
sentence ends and another beginss and there are many cases where

such decisions dramatically reverse meaning.

This English translation of the bi-lingual text is based on the
earliest extant copy of Tao Te Ching, the Mawangdui Version A
which was unearthed at Changsha in 1973, but the Chinese text we
are using is not tied to one single version. For reasons of clarity and
accuracy, certain Chinese characters from other versions have heen
substituted and we have decided to follow the clder chapter divisions
(which are not always the same as those of the more popular
versions). As much as possible, this translation attempts to remain
faithful to the meaning and intention of the ancient text while trying
to render it into intelligible and contemporary English. For the con-
venience of foreign readers .. we have put pinyin (Chinese phonetic

transcriptions) under the Chinese characters.

July 1595 Wang Rongpei
Dalian, China and
William Puffenberger
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(1)

Tao can be defined as “Tao”,

But it is not the eternal Taos

Names can be used for its name,

But they do not give the eternal name.

The nameless Tao is the origin of all things;

The named Tao is the mother of all things.

Therefore, be always dispassionate to detect

its wonderss
Be always passionate to detect its manifestations.

The “named” and “nameless” designate the same

Tao;

Form mystery to mystery leads this gateway to

all wonders.
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(2)

When everyone knows beauty as beauty,
ugliness is revealed:
When everyone knows goodness as goodness,

evil is revealed.

Being and nonbeing are two phases of existence;
Difficult and easy are two stages of persistences
Long and short are two degrees of distance)
High and {ow are two ranks of eminences

Echo and sound are two expressions of resonance.
Before and after are two orders of sequence:

Things always contrast in this way.
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Therefore, the sage acts without visible action:
He teaches without verbal instruction.

He observes grqwth without activating it;

He works without claiming credit;

He succeeds without dwelling upon it

He claims no credit--he deserves it.
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(3)

Not honouring wise men keeps people {rom
dissenston ;

Not valuing rare goods keeps people from

' thieverys

Not stimulating desires keeps people from

confusion.

Therefore, the sage governs his people by

Emptying their minds and filling their
stomachs,

Weakening their wills and strengthening
their bones.

If the people abstain from intellectualism
and desire

And are convinced not to aspire,

Order will always prevail.
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(4)

Tao is a void which never drains with use;

[t is an abyss from which all things spring.

It blunts its sharpness and untangles its knots;

It coneeals its brilliance and is as humble as dusts
It appears to exist like a visible void.

[ know not how it was conceived;

It appears to have preceded the heavenly gods.




