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A Comparison of Translations of Chapter 22 of the Dao De Jing

Introduction
Today I will present on Chapter 22 of the Dao De Jing. In this chapter, Laozi talks about humility and non-contending by showing the relationship between opposites.
I will first look at the original text and give an explanation, quoting parts of Master Hanshan’s Annotations which are translated by myself. The second part will be a comparison of three translations of this chapter, the translations of James Legge, D. C. Lau, and Xu Yuanchong.

Original Text & Explanation
曲則全，枉則直，窪則盈，弊則新，少則得，多則惑。是以聖人抱一為天下式。不自見，故明；不自是，故彰；不自伐，故有功；不自矜，故長。夫唯不爭，故天下莫能與之爭。古之所謂曲則全者，豈虛言哉！誠全而歸之。
The first six phrases show the relationship between opposites. 
The key word here is 則：then, becomes, will be; tells us that what follows is a result of the previous
曲: bowed down, stooping, twisted 
全: whole; preserved (this is like grass bowing down in the wind. When there is a storm, the soft grass will bow down, and they will be preserved through the storm; tall trees on the other hand, stand tall and straight but sometimes cannot withstand the storm)
枉: bent
直: straight 
窪: hollow; Master Hanshan explains 窪 as the low places where water collects
盈: full (vessel) 
弊: worn/worn out. 
新: new; Master Hanshan explains 弊 as clothes that are dirty and worn. If clothes have not been worn and dirty, we would not wash them, and thus it would not be new, or clean again. Master Hanshan says 欲不敝，則道不新; “If we do not want something to be worn, then the way/dao will not be new.”
少: few; less
得: to get or obtain (something); gain
多: many; much
惑: confused; perplexed
Here, Master Hanshan explains saying that the sages focus on one study, so they gain from their study. Ordinary people see many things and have a lot of knowledge, but are led astray from the way, the Dao.
是以聖人抱一為天下式: Therefore the sage embraces one and is a model to the world.
We see the above six are relations between opposites. “bowed down” and “whole” “bent” and “straight” etc. This shows Laozi’s philosophy that when one things reaches its highest point, it will then move towards its opposite. Time: Just like the sun rising in the morning, after it reaches noon, the sun begins to go down. Or like the moon, which begins to wane after a full moon. We are in summer right now. But after the warmest days pass, it starts to cool again, then fall and winter follow. One follows the other. This is the “Dao”.
不: not; 自: self; 故: thus
不自見，故明—見: show; make seen; 明: bright; clear
不自是，故彰—是: assert; right; 彰: distinguished; well-known
不自伐，故有功—伐: brag; boast; 有功: has merit
不自矜，故長—矜: proud; boast; 長: long; endures 
夫唯不爭，故天下莫能與之爭: 不爭means non-contending. Non-contending is an idea that we see in other chapters of Laozi as well. Master Hanshan says that the above four “不” phrases all fall under the virtue of non-contending.
Here, I will use D. C. Lau’s translation: It is because he does not contend that no one in the empire is in a position to contend with him. The way the ancients had it, 'Bowed down then preserved', is no empty saying. Truly it enables one to be preserved to the end.

Comparison of Translations
Now, I will compare three translations of Chapter 22, the translations of D. C. Lau, James Legge, and Xu Yuanchong. First, let’s look at each translation individually.

D. C. Lau
· D. C. Lau is a sinologist and translator from Hong Kong. His translation was first published in 1963 and is generally regarded as an accurate translation.
Bowed down then preserved; In the original text, the character is 全, whole. something that is whole and intact has been preserved as opposed to being broken.
Bent then straight;
Hollow then full;
Worn then new;
A little then benefited;
A lot then perplexed.
Therefore the sage embraces the One and is a model for the empire.
He does not show himself, and so is conspicuous;
He does not consider himself right, and so is illustrious;
He does not brag, and so has merit;
He does not boast, and so endures.
It is because he does not contend that no one in the empire is in a position to contend with him.
The way the ancients had it, 'Bowed down then preserved', is no empty saying.
Truly it enables one to be preserved to the end.

James Legge
· James Legge translated the Dao De Jing in 1891. His translation was one of the earliest translations and is still widely used today.
(The increase granted to humility)
The partial becomes complete; the crooked, straight; the empty, full; the worn out, new. He whose (desires) are few gets them; he whose (desires) are many goes astray.
[bookmark: _Hlk108509982]Therefore the sage holds in his embrace the one thing (of humility), and manifests it to all the world. He is free from self-display, and therefore he shines; from self-assertion, and therefore he is distinguished; from self-boasting, and therefore his merit is acknowledged; from self-complacency, and therefore he acquires superiority. It is because he is thus free from striving that therefore no one in the world is able to strive with him.
That saying of the ancients that 'the partial becomes complete' was
not vainly spoken:—all real completion is comprehended under it.

Xu Yuanchong
· Xu Yuanchong’s translation is much more recent, being published in 2003. He was also a translator and is known for his translations of many literary works, especially poetry. In the preface of Xu Yuanchong’s translation of Dao De Jing, he stated about other translations: “So far I have read four different versions … All these versions are literal translations, and the key word is phonetically transcribed as “tao” or “dao”, except for [Arthur] Waley who translates it as “the way”. This cannot be easily understood by the modern reader.” Xu Yuanchong’s translation of “Dao” is “the divine law”. Although the words “the divine law” may not fully encapsulate the full meaning of “Dao” since Laozi himself said “I know not its name, so I call it ‘Dao’” (Chapter 25) it may be more understandable to native English speakers immediately upon reading it. So we see that Xu Yuanchong often chooses less uncommon words so that non-academic readers can understand more easily.

Stooping, you will be preserved.
Wronged, you will be righted.
Hollow, you will be filled.
Worn out, you will be renewed.
Having little, you may gain;
having much, you may be at a loss.
So the sage holds on to one
to be the model for the world.
He does not show himself,
so he is seen everywhere.
He does not assert himself,
so he is well-known.
He does not boast,
so he wins success.
He is not proud,
so he can lead.
As he contends for nothing,
none in the world could contend with him.
Is it not true for the ancients to say,
“Stooping, you will be preserved”?
It is indeed the whole truth to which lead all the ways.


Side-by-side of D. C. Lau’s translation and James Legge’s translation
曲則全，枉則直，窪則盈，弊則新，少則得，多則惑。
Six short phrases with the same structure
則: D. C. Lau – then; James Legge – becomes. (Xu Yuanchong – you will be/you may)
We can take notice of the structure of the translation. D. C. Lau uses the exact same form for each of the six phrases whereas James Legge, for the last two, interprets as “[a man] whose desires are” few or many. Xu Yuanchong’s translation also slightly varies for the last two phrases.
不自見，故明；不自是，故彰；不自伐，故有功；不自矜，故長。
Here, In the original text, there is the character 自 in each phrase.
James Legge uses four words (self-display, self-assertion, self-boasting, self-complacency) that have the prefix “self-” to be consistent with the character 自.
The last two phrases of D. C. Lau’s translation (He does not brag, … He does not boast,) do not include 自 (self) in the last two phrases.

Conclusion
Some translations may be for scholars or sinologists who spend their time studying Chinese classics. They will be adept at the terminology and the philosophies and ideas of the ancient Chinese sages. But for Xu Yuanchong, maybe he believes that those who have no academic background should also have the opportunity to read and to learn the wisdom from Chinese classics in the language that they can understand. Each translation has its merit and its significance.
Either way, I think the translator wants to share the ideas Laozi’s philosophy and ideas to an English-speaking audience, which in this chapter is about humility. Through showing the relationship between opposites, Laozi tells us that to be preserved, we must first bow down; to gain, we must first have less; to be known, we should not show ourselves; to endure, we should not boast. It seems paradoxical, but in reality, Laozi tells us that this is the way of nature, the Dao.
Thank you for listening. Your feedback and suggestions would be appreciated.
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