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The Tao, meaning “the way”, is an ancient Chinese philosophy which stresses the 
metaphysical, or concepts beyond observable reality. It encourages active, holistic, and 
spiritual learning as opposed to the western style of unchanging, factual learning. The 
Tao focuses on teaching harmony and inwardness within the self in order to achieve 
balance and harmony with the world. It was written or compiled by Laozi in the 6th 
century BC, and by the 5th century, its wisdom was widespread in China. The selections 
below explain the Tao and tells its followers how to live life according to several 
principles. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
What does the Tao teach about realities in the human world versus spirituality? 
 
 
 

I: WHAT IS THE TAO 
 
The Tao that can be understood cannot be the primal, or cosmic, Tao, just as an idea that 
can be expressed in words cannot be the infinite idea. 
 
And yet this ineffable Tao was the source of all spirit and matter, and being expressed 
was the mother of all created things. 
 
Therefore not to desire the things of sense is to know the freedom of spirituality; and to 
desire is to learn the limitation of matter. These two things spirit and matter, so different 
in nature, have the same origin. This unity of origin is the mystery of mysteries, but it is 
the gateway to spirituality. 
 

II: SELF-DEVELOPMENT 
 
When every one recognizes beauty to be only a masquerade, then it is simply ugliness. In 
the same way goodness, if it is not sincere, is not goodness. So existence and non-
existence are incompatible. The difficult and easy are mutually opposites. Just as the long 
and the short, the high and the low, the loud and soft, the before and the behind, are all 
opposites and each reveals the other. 
 
Therefore the wise man is not conspicuous in his affairs or given to much talking. 
Though troubles arise he is not irritated. He produces but does not own; he acts but 
claims no merit; he builds but does not dwell therein; and because he does not dwell 
therein he never departs.
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III: QUIETING PEOPLE 
 
Neglecting to praise the worthy deters people from emulating them; just as not prizing 
rare treasures deters a man from becoming a thief; or ignoring the things which awaken 
desire keeps the heart at rest. 
 
Therefore the wise ruler does not suggest unnecessary things, but seeks to satisfy the 
minds of his people. He seeks to allay appetites but strengthen bones. He ever tries by 
keeping people in ignorance to keep them satisfied and those who have knowledge he 
restrains from evil. If he, himself, practices restraint then everything is in quietness. 
 

VII: HUMILITY 
 
Heaven is eternal, earth is lasting. The reason why heaven and earth are eternal and 
lasting is because they do not live for themselves; that is the reason they will ever 
endure.Therefore the wise man will keep his personality out of sight and because of so 
doing he will become notable. He subordinates his personality and therefore it is 
preserved.Is it not because he is disinterested, that his own interests are conserved? 
 

VIII: THE NATURE OF GOODNESS 
 
True goodness is like water, in that it benefits everything and harms nothing. Like water 
it ever seeks the lowest place, the place that all others avoid. It is closely kin to the Tao. 
 
For a dwelling it chooses the quiet meadow; for a heart the circling eddy. In generosity it 
is kind; in speech it is sincere; in authority it is order; in affairs it is ability; in movement 
it is rhythm. 
 
Inasmuch as it is always peaceable it is never rebuked. 
 

IX: MODERATION 
 
Continuing to fill a pail after it is full the water will be wasted. Continuing to grind an 
axe after it is sharp will soon wear it away. 
 
Who can protect a public hall crowded with gold and jewels? The pride of wealth and 
position brings about their own misfortune. To win true merit, to preserve just fame, the 
personality must be retiring. This is the heavenly Tao. 
 

X: WHAT IS POSSIBLE 
 
By patience the animal spirits can be disciplined. By self-control one can unify the 
character. By close attention to the will, compelling gentleness, one can become like a 
little child. By purifying the subconscious desires one may be without fault. In ruling his 
country, if the wise magistrate loves his people, he can avoid compulsion. 
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In measuring out rewards, the wise magistrate will act like a mother bird. While sharply 
penetrating into every corner, he may appear to be unsuspecting. While quickening and 
feeding his people, he will be producing but without pride of ownership. He will benefit 
but without claim of reward. He will persuade, but not compel by force. This is teh, the 
profoundest virtue. 
 

XII: AVOIDING DESIRE 
 
An excess of light blinds the human eye; an excess of noise ruins the ear; an excess of 
condiments deadens the taste. The effect of too much horse racing and hunting is bad, 
and the lure of hidden treasure tempts one to do evil. 
 
Therefore the wise man attends to the inner significance of things and does not concern 
himself with outward appearances. Therefore he ignores matter and seeks the spirit. 
 

XVII: SIMPLICITY OF HABIT 
 
When great men rule, subjects know little of their existence. Rulers who are less great 
win the affection and praise of their subjects. A common ruler is feared by his subjects, 
and an unworthy ruler is despised. 
 
When a ruler lacks faith, you may seek in vain for it among his subjects. 
 
How carefully a wise ruler chooses his words. He performs deeds, and accumulates 
merit! Under such a ruler the people think they are ruling themselves. 
 

XIX: RETURN TO SIMPLICITY 
 
Abandon the show of saintliness and relinquish excessive prudence, then people will 
benefit a hundredfold. Abandon ostentatious benevolence and conspicuous righteousness, 
then people will return to the primal virtues of filial piety and parental affection. 
Abandon cleverness and relinquish gains, then thieves and robbers will disappear. 
 
Here are three fundamentals on which to depend, wherein culture is insufficient. 
Therefore let all men hold to that which is reliable, namely, recognize simplicity, cherish 
purity, reduce one's possessions, diminish one's desires. 
 

XXII: INCREASE BY HUMILITY 
 
At that time the deficient will be made perfect; the distorted will be straightened; the 
empty will be filled; the worn out will be renewed; those having little will obtain and 
those having much will be overcome. 
 
Therefore the wise man, embracing unity as he does, will become the world's model. Not 
pushing himself forward he will become enlightened; not asserting himself he will 
become distinguished; not boasting of himself he will acquire merit; not approving 
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himself he will endure. Forasmuch as he will not quarrel, the world will not quarrel with 
him. 
 
Is the old saying, "The crooked shall be made straight," a false saying? Indeed, no! They 
will be perfected and return rejoicing. 
 

XXIII: EMPTINESS AND NOT-DOING 
 
Taciturnity is natural to man. A whirlwind never outlasts the morning, nor a violent rain 
the day. What is the cause? It is heaven and earth. If even heaven and earth are not 
constant, much less can man be. 
 
Therefore he who pursues his affairs in the spirit of Tao will become Tao-like. He who 
pursues his affairs with teh, will become teh-like. He who pursues his affairs with loss, 
identifies himself with loss. 
 
He who identifies himself with Tao, Tao rejoices to guide. He who identifies himself with 
teh, teh rejoices to reward. And he who identifies himself with loss, loss rejoices to ruin. 
 
If his faith fail, he will receive no reward of faith. 
 

XXIV: TROUBLES AND MERIT 
 
It is not natural to stand on tiptoe, or being astride one does not walk. One who displays 
himself is not bright, or one who asserts himself cannot shine. A self-approving man has 
no merit, nor does one who praises himself grow. 
 
The relation of these things (self-display, self-assertion, self-approval) to Tao is the same 
as offal is to food. They are excrescences from the system; they are detestable; Tao does 
not dwell in them. 
 

XXVI: THE VIRTUE OF DIGNITY 
 
The heavy is the root of the light; the quiet is master of motion. Therefore the wise man 
in all the experience of the day will not depart from dignity. Though he be surrounded 
with sights that are magnificent, he will remain calm and unconcerned. 
 
How does it come to pass that the Emperor, master of ten thousand chariots, has lost the 
mastery of the Empire? Because being flippant himself, he has lost the respect of his 
subjects; being passionate himself, he has lost the control of the Empire. 
 

XXIX: NOT FORCING THINGS 
 
One who desires to take and remake the Empire will fail. The Empire is a divine thing 
that cannot be remade. He who attempts it will only mar it. 
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He who seeks to grasp it, will lose it. People differ, some lead, others follow; some are 
ardent, others are formal; some are strong, others weak; some succeed, others fail. 
Therefore the wise man practices moderation; he abandons pleasure, extravagance and 
indulgence. 
 

XXX: BE STINGY OF WAR 
 
When the magistrate follows Tao, he has no need to resort to force of arms to strengthen 
the Empire, because his business methods alone will show good returns. 
 
Briars and thorns grow rank where an army camps. Bad harvests are the sequence of a 
great war. The good ruler will be resolute and then stop, he dare not take by force. One 
should be resolute but not boastful; resolute but not haughty; resolute but not arrogant; 
resolute but yielding when it cannot be avoided; resolute but he must not resort to 
violence. 
 
By a resort to force, things flourish for a time but then decay. This is not like the Tao and 
that which is not Tao-like will soon cease. 
 

XXXI: AVOIDING WAR 
 
Even successful arms, among all implements, are unblessed. All men come to detest 
them. Therefore the one who follows Tao does not rely on them. Arms are of all tools 
unblessed, they are not the implements of a wise man. Only as a last resort does he use 
them. 
 
Peace and quietude are esteemed by the wise man, and even when victorious he does not 
rejoice, because rejoicing over a victory is the same as rejoicing over the killing of men. 
If he rejoices over killing men, do you think he will ever really master the Empire? 
 
In propitious affairs the place of honor is the left, but in unpropitious affairs we honor the 
right. 
 
The strong man while at home esteems the left as the place of honor, but when armed for 
war it is as though he esteems the right hand, the place of less honor. 
 
Thus a funeral ceremony is so arranged. The place of a subordinate army officer is also 
on the left and the place of his superior officer is on the right. The killing of men fills 
multitudes with sorrow; we lament with tears because of it, and rightly honor the victor as 
if he was attending a funeral ceremony. 
 

XXXIV: THE PERFECTION OF TRUST 
 
Great Tao is all pervading! It can be on both the right hand and the left. Everything relies 
upon it for their existence, and it does not fail them. It acquires merit but covets not the 
title. It lovingly nourishes everything, but does not claim the rights of ownership. It has 
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no desires, it can be classed with the small. Everything returns to it, yet it does not claim 
the right of ownership. It can be classed with the great. 
 
Therefore the wise man to the end will not pose as a great man, and by so doing will 
express his true greatness. 
 

XXXVI: EXPLANATION OF A PARADOX  
 
That which has a tendency to contract must first have been extended; that which has a 
tendency to weaken itself must first have been strong; that which shows a tendency to 
destroy itself must first have been raised up; that which shows a tendency to scatter must 
first have been gathered. 
 
This is the explanation of a seeming contradiction: the tender and yielding conquer the 
rigid and strong (i.e., spirit is stronger than matter, persuasion than force). The fish would 
be foolish to seek escape from its natural environment. There is no gain to a nation to 
compel by a show of force. 
 

XLIII: THE FUNCTION OF THE UNIVERSAL 
 
The most tender things of creation race over the hardest. 
 
A non-material existence enters into the most impenetrable. 
 
I therefore recognize an advantage in the doctrine of not doing and not speaking. But 
there are few in the world who obtain the advantage of non-assertion and silence. 
 

XLIV: PRECEPTS 
 
Which is nearer, a name or a person? Which is more, personality or treasure? Is it more 
painful to gain or to suffer loss? 
 
Extreme indulgence certainly greatly wastes. Much hoarding certainly invites severe loss. 
 
A contented person is not despised. One who knows when to stop is not endangered; he 
will be able therefore to continue. 
 

XLVII: SEEING THE DISTANT 
 
Not going out of the door I have knowledge of the world. Not peeping through the 
window I perceive heaven's Tao. The more one wanders to a distance the less he knows. 
 
Therefore the wise man does not wander about but he understands, he does not see things 
but he defines them, he does not labor yet he completes. 
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LVI: THE TEH OF THE MYSTERIOUS 
 
The one who knows does not speak; the one who speaks does not know. The wise man 
shuts his mouth and closes his gates. He softens his sharpness, unravels his tangles, dims 
his brilliancy, and reckons himself with the mysterious. 
 
He is inaccessible to favor or hate; he cannot be reached by profit or injury; he cannot be 
honored or humiliated. Thereby he is honored by all. 
 

LXVI: TO SUBORDINATE SELF 
 
The reason rivers and seas are called the kings of the valley is because they keep below 
them. 
 
Therefore the wise man desiring to be above his people must in his demeanor keep below 
them; wishing to benefit his people, he must ever keep himself out of sight. 
 
The wise man dwells above, yet the people do not feel the burden; he is the leader and the 
people suffer no harm. Therefore the world rejoices to exalt him and never wearies of 
him. 
 
Because he will not quarrel with anyone, no one can quarrel with him. 
 

LXXVIII: TRUST AND FAITH 
 
In the world nothing is more fragile than water, and yet of all the agencies that attack 
hard substances nothing can surpass it. 
 
Of all things there is nothing that can take the place of Tao. By it the weak are conquerors 
of the strong, the pliable are conquerors of the rigid. In the world every one knows this, 
but none practice it. 
 
Therefore the wise man declares: he who is guilty of the country's sin may be the priest at 
the altar. He who is to blame for the country's misfortunes, is often the Empire's 
Sovereign. True words are often paradoxical. 
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