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 When you first read the Tao Te Ching it seems like a mysterious, metaphor-driven poem 

that urges you to “go with the flow” and “be one with the Tao,” and Tao seeming to be more or 

less synonymous with “Nature.” That interpretation is fun to play with, but it doesn’t challenge 

the modern reader very much, and the text could then be easily laid aside and dismissed as 

having little to do with “Truth.” So don’t stop there. The text is actually doing something very 

serious that has a lot to do with “Truth,” but from a very different angle than Plato’s. So here is a 

definition and an analytical exercise that will (hopefully) help you to think about the Tao Te 

Ching more engaged-ly. 

 

First, a multi-level definition of the key term: tao 

 

1. Tao (see section 1, first character, for how it is written), where used as a noun, most 

basically means a road, a path, or a way. Used as a verb, it means “to go.” 

2. Extending on that, it means “a way of doing things,” or “process” (my favorite all-

purpose translation). 

3. By further extension, it means “a model for a way of doing things,” thus “a guide.” Used 

as a verb, it means “to guide” or “to lead.” The tao refers to a process of social 

conditioning. (Do you see the link to Mencius yet?) 

4. Early Chinese philosophy is heavily concerned with theories of language, and the 

behavioral implications of how we use language to make distinctions and value 

judgements. Thus, by further extension, tao means “guiding discourse” or even 

“ideology” or “prescriptive teaching.” As a verb, it means “to speak” or “to instruct.” 

5. Heaven/nature has a tao, a process, a way of doing things, just as everything else does, 

and Lao Tzu often refers to it as a metaphor for how humans should act. But I think 

Watson (in the Intro, p. xiii) goes too far to claim that the term tao routinely means a 

“metaphysical first principle” or a “vast Oneness.” This is a common way of interpreting 

the text (even in later Chinese thought), but I think obscures more than it illuminates, 

making the text out to be far more metaphysical and otherworldly than it originally was 

intended to be. 

 

Early Chinese thought can be characterized as a discussion of various taos and how they 

shape human behavior. It is these behavioral implications of language, and not its ability to 

correspond with some absolute external reality (or “truth”), that are at issue in the Tao Te 

Ching. This makes a huge difference in how we interpret the text. A computer, and a tao as a 

computer program that is slowly loaded into us starting from birth, through the process of 

human behavior in all of its subtlety (and intransigence). In early Chinese thought, there 

would be no distinction between “artificial” intelligence and what we in the West think of as 

“consciousness.” Consciousness is just an extremely complex and responsive sort of 

program.  

 The metaphor, along with most of my inspiration for this interpretation of the Tao Te 

Ching, comes from Chad Hansen, A Taoist Theory of Chinese Thought [Oxford 1992]. You 

can also go check out his interesting if not very readable translation of the Tao Te Ching, at 

www. Edepot.com/taosplith.html. This is a great site which allows you to load multiple 



translations of the Tao Te Ching, plus the Chinese text itself, on split screens for 

simultaneous comparison. 

 

Now, on to one possible approach to the Tao Te Ching 

 I like to highlight a common linguistic structure in the text, which I call the “Therefore 

the Sage” passages. In these sections, the text offers a first part. I count about 23 passages on 

this pattern out of the 81 in the text, and they are especially thick in the first part; sections 2, 

3,5,7,8, and 12 all follow this pattern. The behavioral implications laid out in these passages 

correspond well to the advice offered in the other passages, so for me the interesting question 

is the contents of the first part of each passage: what is the basis for asserting that the Sage 

should act in this particular way, and not in some other way? I see three distinct sources. 

 

A. The unreliability of language and thus all teaching, all man-made guides to behavior 

(highlighted by contrasting opposites). This is the most important issue, laid out in 

sections 1 & 2, and targeting one of the key questions in early Chinese thought.  

“Tao called Tao is not Tao. 

Names can name no lasting name.” 

 Which means what? That there can be no singular, absolute, authoritative guiding 

discourse. That of course is what every other school of thought claimed it had access to, but Lao 

Tzu dismisses it right off the bat. Language, education, moral indoctrination – there is no one 

best way, no eternal infallible guide for human behavior. This is as close as the text gets to 

saying there’s no absolute truth, but it is not equivalent to the Western assertion that we should 

dismiss external, sensory reality (as Plato suggests in the cave allegory). Lao Tzu makes a much 

more restricted claim. Nonetheless, Lao Tzu sees this observation as having important behavioral 

implications: be humble and uncontentious (since you have no privileged access to 

understanding), avoid making distinctions and claims, and play the contrarian to those who do 

make absolute claims. Sections 2, 22, 63, and 64 are good examples of the text playing with 

counter-intuitives and linguistic oppositions to draw “Therefore the Sage” conclusions. 

 

B. The way of nature/Heaven (highlighted by metaphors from the natural world). This is 

the most commonly noted feature of the text, but it is fundamentally secondary to the 

first. The point here is that nature, being wordless and unambitious (and 

contrarian/paradoxical/ironic?), basically models the kind of behavior that is implied 

by assertion #1, and therefore is helpful in extending that model by analogy. Water, 

valleys, plants, wind and rain, and the cycle of seasons are just some of the metaphors 

used; they are easy to pick out. Some behavioral implications that are generated this 

way include: be enduring, humble, uncontentious, equalizing, and not necessarily 

kind (that’s jen, the primary Confucian virtue which we all know from Mencius). 

And, as a bonus incentive, If you do all of that you will eventually overcome all 

things! Sections 5,7,8,23,66,77, and 78 use natural metaphors in explicit “Therefore 

the Sage” passages, but they are everywhere.  

 

C. Miscellaneous assertions that can only be characterized as “fork wisdom.” Many of 

the “Therefore the Sage” passages simply use memorable clichés or bits of common 

wisdom, and then draw conclusions from them. Many of these are about government, 

and can be considered advice for rulers, such as in 3, 29, 38, 57, 58, and 72. They 



advance some significant further behavioral assertions which are consistent with 

those from #1 and #2, such as: avoid promoting learning, making distinctions, and 

hierarchical rankings use humility and laissez-faire, rather than weapons, fear, and 

awe-inspiring display; do not try to control things. Others simply add to the general 

pool of advice, as in 12, 24, 27, and 47: avoid ostentation and self-glorification; don’t 

be defensive; don’t travel much.  

 

 

Behavioral Implications of This Analysis: How Do I Teach This? 

 

 The role of language is so primary I think it should be handled right away on the first 

day. I would use the “Therefore the Sage” passages for this, starting with the all-important 

Sections 1 & 2, but clearly pointing out that the themes of self-generating opposites, slippery 

meanings, and contrariness as a virtue are carried throughout the text and show a deep and 

profound skepticism for language and pre-set standards of behavior (legal or moral). What this 

implies about “truth” is the reason the Tao Te Ching fits into this section in the first place. So, try 

having students compare Lao Tzu’s approach to discourse with Socrates’. Both place maximum 

value on the process of challenging and debunking claims. But Socrates (in Plato’s version) sees 

this as a refining process, leading to ever-closer approximations of an ultimate truth, whereas 

Lao Tzu is explicit that there is no such truth. The conclusions for human behavior contrast 

starkly: Socrates’ skepticism demands a high profile as a social gadfly; Lao Tzu’s suggests a low 

profile as a humble cipher.  

 Following up on that discussion, is a comparatively easy for students to characterize how 

a Taoist Sage is supposed to behave straight from the reading. I like to have students list specific 

metaphors that are frequently used in the text, and then explore the behavioral implications they 

generate. Besides the natural metaphors listed above, others include emptiness, the feminine, the 

babe, the uncarved block, all suggesting humility, yielding, and unlearnedness. Break students 

into groups and generate most of the key behaviors of the Sage, along with a decent appreciation 

for the role of nature/Heaven in the text. This is a good exercise for the first day. Or it can be 

split up over two days: have students identify “favorite passages” on the first day and have a free 

discussion or free write about them, and then end up by generating a list of key metaphors from 

those favorite passages. For the beginning of the second day, have them break into groups to 

analyze the behavioral implications. Or have them write a little paragraph on this topic to bring 

to class. Obviously, you have now thrown the net wide open to comparison with other ideals of 

human behavior: Socrates, Mencius, any of our heroes.  

 Implications for government are also worth analyzing as a separate issue on the second 

day, especially since the “Te” half of the text (sections 38-81) is more heavily concerned with 

this issue than the “Tao” half (sections 1-37). The implications are startling and not always 

appealing to most students (such as section 3: keep the people well-fed and stupid). Have them 

study the ideal society in section 80 and compare it to Mencius’s ideals. Would you want to live 

in this place? 

 Above all, keep them critical of the text and its assertions; if the discussion begins to 

descend into a “go-with-the-flow” love-fest, you’re losing them. But don’t feel bad – it’s 

happened to me more than once! 

 

 



My (totally b.s. off-the-cuff) partial translation of Ch 1-8 

 

1.  

To do what can be done is not infallible doing  If you can teach it it’s not infallible 

To name what can be named is not infallible naming If you can name it it’s not infallible 

 

“wu” (to not exist) names the origin of the universe 

“you” (to exist) names the mother of all things 

 

Therefore take “wu” to be infallible if you want to observe mysteries 

Therefore take “wu” to be infallible if you want to observe manifestations 

 

These two are the same to start with, yet different in name 

They are the same in being called “unknowable” 

That they are the same is also unknowable 

The mother of all mysteries 

 

2 

That everyone knows to deem the beautiful as “beautiful” just creates “ugly” 

That everyone knows to deem the good as “good” just creates “not good” 

 

Therefore, “you” (existence) and “wu” (non-existence) mutually arise 

Hard and easy mutually… etc. 

(followed by a sequence of opposites in parallel) 

 

This is how a sage 

  Manages affairs without evaluating, 

  And educated without speaking. 

And how all things 

  Act yet don’t comment, 

  Grow yet don’t own, 

  Deem yet don’t get complacent, 

  Accomplish yet don’t dwell in it. 

It is only by not dwelling in it that they never leave it. 

 

3 

If you don’t praise “the worthy,” then you will cause people not to contend 

If you don’t esteem rare objects, then you will cause people not to commit robbery 

If you don’t gaze at what is desirable, then you will cause people’s hearts not to be confused.  

 

This is how a sage’s governance empties minds and fills bellies, strengthens bones and weakens 

ambitions 

Infallibly causes people to lack knowledge and desires, and causes the wise not to dare act. 

 

4 

This method is empty; in using it you will seem unsolid. 



Deep, ah! Like the ancestor of all things. 

Dull their edges 

 Solve their tangles 

  Soften their light 

   Merge their dust 

Clear, ah! Like something present. 

I do not know from whom this was born 

Its image precedes god. 

 

5 

The natural world is not “ren” (humane); it treats all things as straw dogs 

A sage is not “ren”; he treats all people as straw dogs. 

 

It is not the space between heaven and earth like a bellows or a flute? 

When empty they are submissive, when roused they are unsurpassed. 

 

Lots of words and endless calculations are not as good as staying centered. 

 

6 

The spirit of the valley that does not die is called the “unknowable womb.” 

The gateway to the “unknowable womb” is called the beginning of heaven and earth. 

(On and on), ah! As if present. 

In using it one will never tire. 

 

7 

Heaven lasts long and earth endures. 

The reason heaven is able to last long and earth to endure 

Is that they do not themselves create life, and therefore can live long. 

 

This is how a sage treats his self last though it is prior 

Puts his self outside though it remains 

Is this not how he is without a self? 

And thereby can fulfill himself. 

 

8 

Higher worth is like water. 

The worth of water is that it benefits everything and doesn’t contend 

And dwells where people despise. 

Thus it is not far from the channel/watercourse/way. 

The worth of a dwelling Is its soil; 

The worth of a heart is its depth; 

The worth of a relationship is its kindness; 

The worth of speech is its integrity; 

The worth of governance is its orderliness; 

The worth of an affair is its potential; 

The worth of an action is its timing. 



 

Thus only if you don’t contend will you be without blame. 

 


