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PART I [image: ] THE BOOK OF DAO







Chapter 1 THE GATE TO WONDER



The path that can be walked is not the path that lasts; the name that can be spoken is not the name that endures.

Nothingness, the origin of heaven and earth; presence, the mother of all creation.

Empty the mind of desire, so you can take in Dao’s marvels.

Fill the mind with will, so you can discern Dao’s frontier.

This pair of diverging names flow from the same source, both descriptions of mystery, the mystery of mysteries, the gate to wonder.








Not Quite an Introduction

Most books begin with introductions, but in this one, I’ve deliberately put what passes for an “introduction” after the first chapter.

I promise why I’ve done this will soon become clear.



The first chapter of Laozi’s Dao De Jing (sometimes called the Book of the Way and Its Virtue) contains what is likely the most famous passage from the whole book. Many people who know nothing else about Daoism have heard some version of it. Indeed, some think that the entirety of Laozi’s philosophy is encapsulated within it.


The path that can be walked is not the path that lasts; the name that can be spoken is not the name that endures.



It feels like exactly the right quote to start a book about finding a path of tranquility through a turbulent world.

But what if I told you that this quote isn’t, in fact, the first chapter?

In the early 1970s, in a place called Mawangdui, which is in the heart of Hunan Province, a region rich with history since the earliest days of Chinese civilization, archaeologists excavated a set of tombs belonging to nobles who lived during the second century before the Common Era. The excavation revealed many rare artifacts, including some of the earliest surviving manuscripts of the Dao De Jing. (Yes, manuscripts—two versions, written on silk scrolls, were found at Mawangdui.)

Compared to the received text of the Dao De Jing that most readers in subsequent eras have studied, the Mawangdui versions contain many subtle as well as startling differences. The biggest difference of all is that what we think of as the Book of De, or the second part of the Dao De Jing, is at the beginning of the Mawangdui versions. The Book of Dao, or what we think of as the first part of the Dao De Jing, instead comes at the end. (The Mawangdui scrolls weren’t even titled the Dao De Jing, but simply “Five Thousand Words from Laozi.”) This first chapter, therefore, sits right at the middle of the whole book, not the start.

And even the Mawangdui scrolls aren’t the earliest known versions of the Dao De Jing. That honor belongs to fragmentary bamboo slips discovered in a tomb in a place called Guodian, a few hundred kilometers to the north of Mawangdui, and excavated in 1993, dating to some time in the fourth century before the Common Era. Written using a beautiful script specific to the state of Chu during the Warring States period, the bamboo slips predate the Mawangdui text by more than a century. The slips don’t follow the organization of either the Mawangdui text or the subsequent received text and appear to be a compilation spanning some years.

Some have called the Mawangdui and Guodian texts more “authentic,” more “authoritative,” supposedly free from the intervention of later copyists and editors. But I don’t find that idea helpful. Even the Mawangdui and Guodian versions were written centuries after the Dao De Jing was first composed, and the received text, having accumulated millennia’s worth of commentary and informed the understanding of generations of readers and thinkers, has an authority of its own.

As a writer myself, I’m keenly aware of the instability of texts and the futility of tracing and enforcing authority. Each of my published pieces of fiction exists in multiple versions and contains alterations made during transmission and publication: typos and editorial interventions sometimes become canon; corrections I make don’t get to press on time; first publications and revisions compete for attention; even my preferred, “final” versions are often displaced by translations and abridgments and excerpts and pirated copies and even censored editions. Not a single story or novel I’ve ever written has been published 100 percent in the exact form I wanted. Literally no “authoritative” version of my fiction exists anywhere except in my head. And when I die, it will be gone; only the tangible, nonauthoritative texts will remain.

But this is true of every single piece of writing that has ever been disseminated and become embodied in multiple copies. Moreover, the text, as a string of symbols, is not the locus of meaning—understanding comes at the moment when a reader’s mind fills the text with their own language of experience and expectation and transforms the dead text into a living story, one unique to them and them alone. All readings are translations, edits, emendations, corrections, rewritings—there is no other way.

Thus, authenticity and authoritative are always loaded terms that tell us more about those who would like to claim the power of judgment than about reality.


Nothingness, the origin of heaven and earth; presence, the mother of all creation.

Empty the mind of desire, so you can take in Dao’s marvels.

Fill the mind with will, so you can discern Dao’s frontier.



The more helpful approach, I think, is to remember Laozi’s general contempt for obsession with language, with mere shadows and tracks instead of living wisdom itself. Whether a chapter comes at the beginning or the end or the middle doesn’t matter, for there is no beginning nor end nor middle to Dao itself.

That is why, while I have consulted the Mawangdui and Guodian texts, I don’t treat them as any more authoritative than the received text, and I have not altered the traditional order of the chapters.

I hope we have more discoveries like Mawangdui and Guodian in the future, so that we can have more tracks and shadows and traces to study—however, the ultimate blessing is not to find more texts, but to feel closer to Dao.



The instability of the text of the Dao De Jing is why I’ve decided to put the introduction after the first chapter, and I’ve scattered such things as timelines, notes, a biography of Laozi, parables, observations—things conventionally relegated to appendices—throughout the text. I don’t think Laozi particularly cared about following conventions, and sometimes only by throwing away the map can we find the way.

Now, then, to the introduction proper. Laozi’s book, written two and a half millennia ago, needs no introduction. But this particular version seems to beg for one. Many, many editions of the Dao De Jing are available in English already; so, why another one?

I could answer this question by pointing out flaws in existing translations; I could emphasize my own strength and perspective as a bicultural writer; I could tell you about the difference between translations done by those born inside the culture of the source text and those coming at it from outside; I could give you a manifesto on translation philosophy; I could tell you about the impact of history and the colonial gaze, and how everything fits into structures of power so that no translation is ever neutral; I could speak to you about personal resistance and cultural decolonization and reclaiming a literary heritage—

I stop here because none of that matters, not to me, not to you, and most certainly not to Laozi.

Of all the philosophers who have ever held the esteem of billions around the globe, Laozi is the humblest and also the most elusive. Whereas Zhuangzi, the fellow Daoist with whom Laozi is often closely associated, showed flashes of impatience and arrogance, Laozi never, ever lost his cool. He writes like the flow of water—all-encompassing, always-yielding, never-pressing, ever-doubting. Core to his philosophy is the idea that the fool is wiser than the self-proclaimed clever man, that trying to prove a point is never as good as simply living the truth, that striving and contending and vying for dominance are counterproductive—the best way to silence those who doubt you is by not playing their game.

In the Dao De Jing, Laozi doesn’t see the need to justify himself, to anticipate counterarguments, to furnish syllogisms to dress up his insights about the cosmos with a patina of human rationality. Why should those who translate him feel any more need to justify themselves, to convince you to listen?

So I will explain myself only when it pleases me to, and all my decisions are my own, not anyone else’s. I won’t pepper this translation with footnotes and glossaries; I won’t parade before you a list of scholars, ancient and modern, in some misguided effort to borrow their authority for myself; I won’t lay out my arguments about the technical and aesthetic aspects of translation in anticipation of my critics.

These things smack of trying to prove cleverness, to display credentials, to show off—all antithetical to the Daoist view of life. Trying to justify a perspective, no matter how well-intentioned the effort, is resistance, contention, assertion, aggression, dominance. We may have been taught by modernity that these qualities are always desirable and universally good, but the truth is otherwise. They are especially not helpful in a conversation with the Dao De Jing.

Instead, I will tell you a story.



It was the middle of the pandemic; months had passed since I last wrote a word. I had never run out of stories since the age of five. But here I was, taleless.

My work was to tell stories about the future, futures brought about by the work of humans, a species that is by no means perfect but whose efforts to perfect itself I held as an article of faith.

The pandemic, however, destroyed that faith. The disease itself didn’t scare me, but the politics did. All around me I saw saber-rattling, finger-pointing, paranoia, jostling for power, calls for war. Lies were the most popular stories, varieties of hate the loudest voices, acts of violence the most memorable deeds.

Nations and peoples of the world did not come together as one when an existential threat faced all humanity. Instead, they viewed it as a perfect opportunity to divide, to conquer, to fall apart.

Someone who ought to know better wrote an article celebrating the high death toll in our country as a sign that we were ready for war. Someone else who ought to know better wrote an article musing that Americans of Asian descent were perhaps not “American” enough.

All of a sudden, I no longer felt home in my country.

It was impossible to tell stories about the future. It was also impossible to read stories written by others—those other stories took place in a world before the pandemic; they didn’t account for this.

For solace I tried to escape into things that weren’t storytelling. I fixed old video game consoles, running my soldering iron up and down the ribbon cable, seeing the dead screen slowly coming back to life as the aged solder, refreshed by the heat, allowed electricity to flow across dry contacts once again. I baked bread, losing myself in kneading and folding, much as Ishmael loses himself on the Pequod squeezing the lumps in whale spermaceti. I trained neural networks, feeding them my own fiction in the hope—not entirely unserious—that a robot version of my mind could go on to tell stories about the future while I no longer could.

And I began to read the Dao De Jing.

In the millennia since its composition, Laozi’s book has become an integral part of Chinese cultures and languages. It is the source of countless allusions, metaphors, fixed expressions, idioms. To grow up Chinese was to absorb Laozi through the very air. I knew that governing a country was no different from cooking a small fish. I knew that the best vessels would come out of the kiln last. I knew that the ideal political state involved some aphorism about roosters crowing and dogs barking. I knew that these bits came from Laozi even though I had never read the Dao De Jing, in the same way that I could hold up a plastic skull and proclaim “Alas, poor Yorick!” as a kid long before I read any Shakespeare.

But I had never read the book from start to finish. Like many other classics, I simply assumed I knew it through its translations, quotations, fixed expressions, dead metaphors.

In desperation, I began to read the Dao De Jing. I read it because I could no longer read or tell stories. I read it because the future seemed absolutely hopeless. I read it hoping to find a way out of the darkness.

And it was nothing like I expected. In the Dao De Jing, Laozi is not the kind and wise sage of Orientalist fairy tales, spewing platitudes that say nothing. He’s sharp but doesn’t cut; he’s righteous but doesn’t judge; he’s hopeful but not sweet.


The root of lightness is weight;

The master of recklessness is repose.

Why does a lord of ten thousand chariots treat the fate of the world so lightly?



Sometimes his words can seem like clichés, but that’s only because they’re so embedded in our collective consciousness. Sometimes he can come across as a provocateur, almost trolling, but that’s because he doesn’t think language itself makes much sense.


If it’s not laughed at, it isn’t worthy of being Dao.

The advancing Dao appears to retreat;

The straight Dao appears twisted.



Laozi doesn’t comfort. He doesn’t persuade. He doesn’t offer solace.


Heaven and earth are not benevolent. To them, all things in the cosmos are straw dogs.

The Dao-aware are not benevolent. To them, the people are straw dogs.



He simply makes observations about Dao, the path of providence, of grace, of life itself. There’s no need for Laozi to convince you of anything, for he’s not trying to sell you anything. You can take his words or leave them; it’s all the same to him.

Instead, he invites the reader to have a conversation with his text, through which the readers must discover their own way. The text is not what matters, but the attempt to see the shimmering water flowing beyond the channels of the text. Again and again, Laozi insists, Dao cannot be taught; you must come to it yourself.

In that refusal to confront, to judge, to direct, Laozi did comfort me, persuade me, give me solace. What can be more comforting than to have a conversation with a mind that has transcended mortality, a voice that has survived the ages?


Between heaven and earth is a bellows, empty but inexhaustible. The more movement, the more powerful the flow.



The more I read, the more I wanted to argue, to contend, to dispute, and then, later, to yield, to accept, to imagine. In that conversation with Laozi’s text, I began to see the shape of my own life, the questions that opened seams, the patterns that pooled and shimmered. I began to feel the desire to write again—though that would have to wait for another book.

It wasn’t a way out, not yet, but a path always began with the desire to walk.

Meanwhile, a record of my conversation with him could be set down, which might be more conventionally termed a translation. All translations are, ultimately, a record of the translator’s trials to discern the spirit of the text within its shadowy mirror. This translation merely makes that struggle obvious instead of hiding it, a foolish honesty that I think Laozi would appreciate.

That is how this book came to be.

After hundreds of generations, a single tomb in Hunan Province could transform the way we understand the textual order of the Dao De Jing. Who’s to say that after thousands of translations, this one won’t touch you in a way that others haven’t?

In the end, a dandelion needs no reason to blossom, even though a thousand other flowers are already blooming. A child needs no rationale to sing, even though a thousand other songs have already been sung. I need no rationale to produce a new translation of the Dao De Jing other than to declare that I love the book and wish to do so.



As I mentioned, Daoists in general do not think we should obsess over words and texts—they are like footprints and shadows, mere dead traces by aid of which we’re supposed to discover the living truth, which is impossible to capture using mere language. Yet, language remains the only, flawed technology through which we can attempt this search for the truth, this struggle for meaning. This is the central paradox of not just translation and communication, but the very means by which we construct our transcendent selves through imperfect language.

Laozi’s text, open-ended, playful, multivalent, so artful that it appears uncrafted, poses particular difficulties for translators. Taking to heart Laozi’s admonition not to be “clever,” in this translation I’ve deliberately tried to be plain and direct, forsaking erudition for clarity. I don’t strain to imitate the original’s wordplay or strive to approximate the purposeful ambiguity in Laozi’s classical Chinese formulations—trying to do so has been the downfall of far too many translators. Because choosing what not to say is far more important than choosing what to say, I prefer to present a simple sketch that captures what I find most striking in the original rather than a messy painting that tries to encompass everything, thereby catching nothing.

A plain translation strives for the Daoist ideal of uncarved wood, eschewing ornamentation and ostentatious craft. A plain translation, however, does not simplify. Laozi does not present Dao in straightforward, simplified language, with sentences that pose no challenge to the reader, through metaphors that don’t demand the reader to think. This is because sentences that require no effort from the reader to understand are the most artificial, for they hew closest to the conventions, clichés, and fashions of society. Paradoxically, to shock the reader into lasting reflection, to guide the listener into discovering the eternal nature of Dao for themselves, Laozi must use language that is purposefully unconventional, unusual, unsmooth.

“The straight Dao appears twisted,” as Laozi says.

Like Laozi’s original, a plain translation yearns to be like the uncarved branch. An uncarved branch is full of knots and burrs, forks and bends, unexpected turns that force the mind to seek new patterns; it’s covered in rough bark that scrapes away the calluses of the banal and trivial, that scratches at the raw nerves of our cocooned mind, lulled into complacency by the varnish of unquestioned modernity; it isn’t smooth and easy.

I avoided certain clichés in English translations of Chinese classics, such as the use of “gentlemen” and “sage” for jūnzǐ and shèngrén, respectively. In the same way that derivatives and imitations can get in the way of our raw encounter with the classics, these clichés, products of another time, get in the way of the understanding of the contemporary reader. In places where Laozi’s words may appear out of step with modern sentiment, I chose to leave them alone rather than rewriting, for I think it better for the reader to form their own rehabilitative interpretations, if they wish, rather than for me to impose one on them. I also declined to adopt a pseudo-verse form, as Laozi’s original is poetic, but not formal poetry. Laozi preferred the beauty of nature to craft, and so I feel the plain rhythm of everyday English prose, stripped of the artifice intended to show off the craft of the translator, suits the text best.

In a few places where I made specific translation decisions that seem notable and where an explanation may add to the reader’s conversation with the text, I’ve added a brief note to elaborate.

The biggest obstacle to full engagement with the Dao De Jing is the temptation to rush through. The chapters are so short, so “simple,” that the modern reader, trained from toddlerhood to “consume” content, to race to the end of the paragraph before it has scrolled off the screen, to scan for “main ideas” rather than to let each and every word fill the mind, is tempted to finish it in twenty minutes. If you try that approach, you will certainly consume the Dao De Jing, but I won’t agree that you’ve read it.

To counter that temptation, I’ve supplemented the translation with some parables by Zhuangzi, another Daoist master whose fantastic tales have illuminated the Dao De Jing for generations of readers. The stories give the text texture, more places for the mind to find purchase, more nooks and crannies to explore. These stories aren’t included to “illustrate” specific points; rather, I’ve put them in places where the flow of the conversation feels right to me.


More knowledge brings fewer paths; better to keep hollow, stay open.



May you keep hollow and stay open.
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