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Understanding Laozi’s Idea of Wuwei #& %3 through
Chapter 64 of The Daodejing

Wu-wei, literally means ‘non-action’, is an important idea of Laozi. The phrase has appeared
in 9 chapters in Daodejing, and there are more ideas about wu-wei in other chapters throughout
the book. What is wu-wei? Is it as negative as it sounds like? In this presentation, I will fucus
on chapter 64 of Daodejing, to see what wu-wei means in Laozi.

The translation of the Daodejing used in this presentation is based on Wing-tsit Chan, for it
basically conveys the original meaning, and is also clear and simple.

Because the chapter is a bit long, I’ve divided it into 4 parts according to their meanings and

will go through it one by one.

1.

What remains still is easy to hold. What is not yet manifest is easy to plan for. What is brittle
is easy to crack. What is minute is easy to scatter.

H2tgws » HAIRSG - HeH¥ - HZaT -

At the very beginning of something, when it has not yet happened, or there are only some little

signs, it 1s easy to put it into the right way and eliminate the future disaster before it develops.

Deal with things before they appear. Put things in order before disorder arises.

Ry ZINARA > TBZIAREL -

This is the principle. At this moment, before anything has formed, it is the easiest time to do it,
and little effort could make huge changes. But to do this, we need to be perceptive and know

the way things are going.

A tree as big as a man's embrace grows from a tiny shoot. A tower of nine storeys begins with
a heap of earth. The journey of a thousand /i starts from where one stands.
Bz AR > ARNER NUEZE R R L TERZT  BiRET -
Next, it gives three examples to help us understand. Every big project begins with a small start.
Although the start could be as small as someone can easily neglect, over time it can develop
into a powerful project. This is the natural order of things. If someone tries to change it after it

has grown to a big tree, it will require huge efforts with little reward, because it no longer
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follows the way of nature.
This idea echoes chapter 63: Prepare for the difficult while it is still easy. Deal with the big

while it is still small.
B S R KA -
The easy and the small are the start of the difficult and the big. The start is the crucial point and

the key to success. From this, we learn that Laozi’s wu-wei is not doing nothing, but rather

doing things in accordance with the way of nature, with the Dao.

2
He who takes an action fails. He who grasps things loses them. For this reason the sage takes

no action and therefore does not fail. He grasps nothing and therefore he does not lose anything.

Ral L BERZ o B DA A Ryl - Sk -

The first two sentences repeat in chapter 29:

He who acts on it harms it. He who holds on to it loses it. Among creatures some lead and some
follow. Some blow hot and some blow cold. Some are strong and some are weak. Some are in
safety and some in risk. Therefore the sage discards the extremes, the extravagant, and the
excessive. (Trans. Wing-tist Chan with modification)

R R 2 - HUsd TEE § SRR § B ehs ; BaEE o BLIEEARE
K& EFE-

After that, it says everything has its own characteristics, so one should follow their nature and
act in accordance with their characteristics. Otherwise, if you hold on to your own opinions
and force things to go your way, you will certainly fail and lose them. Therefore, the sages
return to the natural order.

Back to this chapter, when it says that the sages ‘take no action’ and ‘grasp nothing’, it means
that they simply follow the natural order without forcing their own will. This is why they do

not fail.

3
People in their handling of affairs often fail when they are about to succeed. If one remains as

careful at the end as he was at the beginning, there will be no failure.
ZUEE > BRI - A - A -

It reminds us of another common mistake. The first part emphasizes the importance of the
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beginning, while this part reminds us that we must also be cautious at the end. At this stage,
people tend to slack off, thinking that the work is almost done, and this often leads to failure.

We should not deviate from the way of nature from beginning to end.

4
Therefore the sage desires to have no desire. He does not value rare treasures. He learns to be

unlearned, and returns to what the multitude has missed (Tao).

LB AEHSZE B ERANZATHE -

There is another interpretation about ‘desire not desire’ and ‘learn not learn’, which is by

Heshanggong ;i) [~/ the sages desire what the common people do not desire and learn what

they cannot or do not learn.

Both explanations make sense, but I prefer the second one, for it accord with the following
sentence. The sages pursue what people don’t. Ordinary people value precious treasures, and
pursue material comfort, fame, intelligence, and so on. What the sages value the most is the

Dao, which is often missed by the ordinary people.

Thus he supports all things in their natural state but does not take any action.
DB 828 - AR -

The last sentence concludes this chapter. The sages take no action (wu-wei). All they do is to
follow the natural order and return to the Dao.

Liu Xiaogan ZI%CH] said that the ‘nature’ (or ‘self so”) is the central value and fundamental
ideology of the philosophy of Laozi, while wu-wei is the principled method of realising this
value.

B T HEN O EENRARE SR 2EHE B oMEENEAIM T -
Therefore, through the practice of wu-wei, we can learn to approach the natural state, where

everything is in accordance with the Dao and the De.

Conclusion

Wu-wei is not about doing nothing at all, but about refraining from actions that interfere with
the natural way. It means doing things wisely, in accordance with the characteristics of each
thing.

Roger Ames translates wu-wei as ‘noncoercive action that is in accordance with the de of
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things’. In this translation, he highlights two key points: acting without force or personal will,
and following the natural way.

If we follow the natural way in everything we do, we can accomplish our tasks with the least
effort. In fact, the wu-wei method that Laozi teaches us is the most effective and effortless way

of doing things, because it is in harmony with the Dao.
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Wu-wei # 5 (non-action) in the Daodejing g 1, 5 :

2,3,37,38,43, 48,57, 63, 64

(Translation used in this presentation 1s based on Wing-tsit Chan)



1. Deal with things before they happen—the importance of the beginning

What remains still 1s easy to hold.
What 1s not yet manifest 1s easy to plan for.
What 1s brittle 1s easy to crack.

What i1s minute 1s easy to scatter.

Deal with things before they appear.

Put things 1n order before disorder arises.
Hz L3 2R K

R IRE S R T
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hree examples

A tree as big as a man's embrace grows from a tiny shoot.
A tower of nine storeys begins with a heap of earth.

The journey of a thousand /i starts from where one stands.
Loddeaibon 2 2N E £ 5 4 K 2§ 0 Azt S ENEIE R EEEE S

» Chapter 63:
Prepare for the difficult while i1t 1s still easy.

Deal with the big while 1t 1s still small.
Blgg»tH 5 o X3 H o



2. Those who act fail—tfollow the natural order

He who takes an action fails. He who grasps things loses them.
For this reason the sage takes no action and therefore does not fail.
He grasps nothing and therefore he does not lose anything.

. .

Y b pl L 2L B ';:‘y//,,/ = 12 =
5 HPTZ O RMFAZ o AUFAE L EER AREEAL

» Chapter 29:

He who acts on it harms it. He who holds on to it loses it.

Among creatures some lead and some follow. Some blow hot and some blow cold.
Some are strong and some are weak. Some are in safety and some 1n risk.
Therefore the sage discards the extremes, the extravagant, and the excessive.
éﬁﬁi’%ﬁiioﬁﬁéﬁéﬁ;éﬁéﬁ;éﬁéﬁ;éféﬁo
¥ AL H ’-i% ’i%\* o




3. Be on the Way from beginning to end

People in their handling of affairs
often fail when they are about to succeed.
If one remains as careful at the end as he was at the beginning,

there will be no failure.
NZEE > RN m T o LR Ards o RIRRTE o



4. Follow the natural state and take no action

Therefore the sage desires to have no desire.

He does not value rare treasures.

He learns to be unlearned,

and returns to what the multitude has missed (Tao).

DT AGEAEr > A RIRELE 1B E kA 2 o

 ‘Desire not desire’ zx # £x, ‘learn not learn’ 5 7 5 :

The sages desire what the common people do not desire, and learn
what they cannot or do not learn. (Heshanggong & + =)



4. Follow the natural state and take no action

Thus he supports all things in their natural state but does not take any
action.

MEEF 2R AR

* Liu Xiaogan %] % #7: The ‘nature’ (or ‘self so’) is the central value
and fundamental 1deology of the philosophy of Laozi, while wu-wei
1s the principled method of realising this value.
FAREES LR S BN ALE > REPEFRiE- BAfr
B E RS 2 e



Conclusion

Wu-wei
» Refraining from actions that interfere with the natural way.
» In accordance with the characteristics of each thing.

» The most effective and effortless way

Roger T. Ames translates wu-wei as:
‘noncoercive action that is in accordance with the de of things’.

* Two key points: acting without force, following the natural way



10



Bibliography

Ames, Roger T. and David L. HallDaodejing, Daodejing Making This Life Significant A
Philosophical Translation (Ballantine Books, 2003)

Chan, Wing-tsit, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy (Princeton University Press, 1963)

Laozi daodejing heshanggong zhangju &1~ 38 {48 0] /&) (Zhonghua shuju, 1993)

Liu Xiaogan, ¥|5<HY, Laozi gujin: Wuzhong duikan yu xiping yinlun =155 © TS EIELTEE
5|5, (Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 2006)

Yu Peilin 52K, Xinyi laozi duben 3531552, 3rd edn. (Sanmin shuju, 2014)

11



	幻灯片 1: Understanding Laozi’s Idea of Wuwei 無為 through Chapter 64 of The Daodejing
	幻灯片 2
	幻灯片 3: 1. Deal with things before they happen—the importance of the beginning
	幻灯片 4: Three examples
	幻灯片 5: 2. Those who act fail—follow the natural order
	幻灯片 6: 3. Be on the Way from beginning to end
	幻灯片 7: 4. Follow the natural state and take no action 
	幻灯片 8: 4. Follow the natural state and take no action 
	幻灯片 9: Conclusion 
	幻灯片 10
	幻灯片 11

