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Introduction (excerpt) 
 

Dao, 道   
 
What is then this dao? 

dao way, road, path; lead, connect; course, conduit; way to be followed, guiding principle, norm, 
doctrine; follow a doctrine, be adept of; the Tao, the Way; art, method; magical or technical 
work; power of the diviner, magician or king; rule, govern; discourse, say, teach, speak, 
explain, express, communicate; know, realize.1 

Like most Chinese characters, dao embraces a vast range of meanings. These meanings are in some 
way interconnected, they flow into each other by what we could call a 'free association' process. 
Most of the meanings of dao are older than Daoism: the word was already in current use when the 
Daoists took it over, so to speak, and gave it a new and specific meaning that, following 
conventional use, I capitalise: the Dao, the Way. In order to understand this new and specific 
meaning, it is good to get an idea of how the word was used in the philosophical debate in China at 
the time of the composition of the Laozi. 
This debate was first and foremost epistemological and ethical: the key questions were how to 
decide between true and false, right and wrong, what are the guiding principles for correct behavior 
and what is the ultimate foundation of social norms. The discussion was therefore about dao's, 
about guiding principles, norms, and about discourses, arguments, reasons offered as evidence for 
those. The two main schools of thought facing each other in the philosophical arena were the 
Confucians, tracing their origin to Confucius (551-479 BCE), and the Mohists, tracing their origin 
to Mozi, circa 480 BCE. In highly simplified terms, their controversy can be described as follows. 

The Confucians were traditionalist. They located the ultimate ethical authority in the ways of the 
ancient sage-kings, as carried down by tradition and embodied in social norms and rituals. One of 
their main concerns was the 'rectification of names', i.e. the appropriate use of language. Correct 
naming, correct behavior and correct order in the family and in society were seen as intimately 
related and essentially a matter of returning to an older and purer tradition in order to overcome the 
disorder and corruption of the present times. 

The Mohists, on the other hand, were innovators and reformers. While the Confucians " were 
priests specializing in cultural and ritual performance... the Mohists were carpenters, engineers, 
military strategists. The standards of success for them [were] more world-guided and less socially 
dependent..."2 They claimed that traditional norms, being a human creation, were not necessarily 
intrinsically correct or universally valid. Their ideal was an impartially selected social norm of 
behavior, an unbiased universal ethics. They attempted to ground such an ethics in an objective 
utilitarianism, based on a natural distinction between benefit and harm. 

                                                
1 Instituts Ricci (Paris-Taipei), Dictionnaire Ricci de caractères chinois, Desclée de Brouwer, Paris, 
1999 (simplified, my translation). 
2 Chad Hansen, op. cit., p. 99. 
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 In this debate the Daoist intervened in a radical way, questioning the fundamental assumptions of 
both camps. Mohists and Confucians were disagreeing about which was the correct dao for the 
individual and for society. The Daoists questioned the very existence of a correct dao. They asked: 
how can one say that a particular dao is right or wrong? Is there a constant, universal dao? Can one 
claim an absolute right and an absolute wrong? Or are true and false, right and wrong, inevitably 
relative and context-dependent? 
Mohists and Confucians were debating about the proper foundation of the ethical norms that have to 
guide society. The Daoists questioned the usefulness of imposing ethical norms, any ethical norms, 
upon human beings. In their eyes ethical norms were a poor replacement for the spontaneous 
wisdom, the authenticity and simplicity of the natural human being. They were convinced that the 
very effort to improve things was taking the first step in the wrong direction and ultimately 
increasing disorder. Better, they thought, to abstain from interfering in the course of nature, to adopt 
a minimal form of action that they described as 'non-action' or 'non-doing' (we will meet this idea 
over and over in the Laozi), to revert to a natural condition represented by the metaphor of the 
uncarved block of wood', or 'the simplicity of the newborn'. 

 

Dao ke dao... 
 

Let us reconsider the first verse of the Daodejing in the light of the philosophical context that has 
been briefly outlined above. The verse consists of six characters: dao4 ke3 dao4 fei1 chang2 dao4. 

  
dao4 way, road, path; way to be followed, guiding principle, norm, doctrine; the Tao, the 

Way; art, method; power; rule, govern; discourse, say, teach, speak, communicate 
 

ke3 permit, consent, possible, can, may, able to, truly 
 

dao4 way, road, path; way to be followed, guiding principle, norm, doctrine; the Tao, the 
Way; art, method; power; rule, govern; discourse, say, teach, speak, communicate 

 
fei1 not to be, not, different, opposition, contradiction 

 
chang2 constant, lasting, always, frequent, absolute, permanent 

 
dao4 way, road, path; way to be followed, guiding principle, norm, doctrine; the Tao, the 

Way; art, method; power; rule, govern; discourse, say, teach, speak, communicate 
 

Some possible readings of this verse are: 
"a way that can be spoken/taught/communicated is not a constant/eternal way," 

"a norm/doctrine that can be spoken/taught/communicated is not a constant/eternal 
norm/doctrine," 
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"a discourse/teaching that can be spoken/taught/communicated is not a constant/eternal 
discourse/teaching," 
"all guidance that can be spoken/taught/communicated is not constant/eternal guidance." 

All of these correspond to the epistemological position of the Daoists that has been outlined above. 
At this level the verse says that all discourse is contingent, all prescriptive norms are relative, no 
representation of reality is unconditional, there is no ultimate foundation for epistemology and 
ethics.  

That is essentially the realization that is also the foundation of postmodern thought. A classic 
formulation of it is Korzybski's famous statement that "the map is not the territory"3: a seemingly 
obvious statement, which taken in a larger metaphorical sense has a devastating impact on all 
attempts to capture reality in a system of thought. Korzybski is saying that as soon as we try to 
describe reality in any kind of language, we are creating a map. The universe of discourse is the 
universe of maps: reality, the 'territory', is forever beyond it.  

Another beautiful, ironic statement of the same realization, one that no doubt would have delighted 
Laozi and Zhuangzi, is Magritte's pipe. In 1929 the Belgian surrealist René Magritte produced the 
following work, entitled The Treachery of Images: 
 

 
 

Of course the 'treachery' Magritte is talking about is not limited to images, but extends to all forms 
of representation. A pervasive human error is the reification of our mental constructs (mistaking the 
map for the territory, in Korzybski's language).  
Nevertheless, while Daoism and post-modern thought share the same relativistic epistemology as 
their starting point, they radically diverge in the conclusions they draw from it. Reality is 
unspeakable, it is forever beyond the universe of discourse: this is the common starting point. Then 
post-modern thought chooses to forego 'reality' and to concentrate on the universe of discourse as 
creator of intersubjective realities, of social worlds. The interest of Daoists, on the other hand, is 
entirely focused on the unspeakable reality. Their interest in the sphere of discourse is merely 
critical and ironic. The existential dimension is the only one that counts for them. 

Therefore they invent a new meaning of the word dao, they use it to point to the dao that is beyond 
all dao's, the one I have chosen to call 'the Dao' (Chinese does not have capital letters!). The Dao is 
that which is beyond the universe of discourse, that which has no name and therefore can be spoken 
of only in paradox and allusion. The Dao is that which is 'older than heaven and earth'; it is 'the 
mother of the myriad beings'; it is the creative 'emptiness' preceding the duality of subject and 

                                                
3 The statement first appeared in a paper Korzybski presented before the American Mathematical 
Society in New Orleans in 1931. 
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object, consciousness and world, the 'emptiness' from which everything originates and to which 
everything returns. 
When we keep in mind this other use of the word dao, we can enlarge our readings of the first verse 
of the Daodejing to include the following: 

"all dao's that can be spoken about are not the eternal/constant Dao," 

"all ways that can be spoken/taught/communicated are not the eternal/constant Way," 
"Dao, when talked about, is no longer the eternal/constant Dao," 

and even, concisely, with Addiss and Lombardo: 
"Dao called Dao is not Dao." 

These new meanings do not exclude those we have seen before. The Chinese text embraces them 
all. It is a characteristic of classical Chinese (a characteristic that makes it a wonderful tool for 
poetry) that each word contains a multiplicity of resonances and each sentence can be read in 
various ways. But this is particularly true of Daoist texts: it is characteristic of the Daoist spirit to 
welcome the opposites as complementary and to hold different interpretations of the same thing. 
Consider, e.g., this passage of the Zhuangzi, the other great classic of Daoism, roughly 
contemporary or slightly posterior to the Laozi: 

So I say, 'that' comes out of this and 'this' depends on 'that' - which is to say that 'this' and 
'that' give birth to each other. But where there is birth there must be death; where there is 
death there must be birth. Where there is acceptability there must be unacceptability; where 
there is unacceptability there must be acceptability. Where there is recognition of right there 
must be recognition of wrong; where there is recognition of wrong there must be recognition 
of right. Therefore the sage does not proceed in such a way, but illuminates all in the light of 
Heaven. He too recognizes a 'this', but a 'this' which is also 'that', a 'that' which is also 'this'. 
His 'that' has both a right and a wrong in it; his 'this' too has both a right and a wrong in it. 
So, in fact, does he still have a 'this' and 'that'? Or does he in fact no longer have a 'this' and 
'that'? A state in which 'this' and 'that' no longer find their opposites is called the axis of the 
Way. 

(Zhuangzi 2, On Making All Things Equal)4 
Or this passage from Chapter 2 of the Laozi: 

When in the world all appreciate beauty as beauty, 
then ugliness is already there; 
when all appreciate good as good, 
then bad is already there. 
Therefore being and non-being generate each other, 
difficult and easy complete each other, 
long and short define each other, 
high and low lean towards each other, 
voice and music harmonise with each other, 
before and after follow each other. 

This book is therefore an invitation to read the Laozi in a frame of mind "in which this and that no 
longer find their opposites". It wants to be a 'Daoist' translation of the Laozi, one that allows the 
reader to embrace and hold together various readings of the text without necessarily having to 
choose: looking at them instead as layers of meaning that can complete and enrich each other. 

                                                
4 Burton Watson, The Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, Columbia University Press, New York and 
London, 1968, p. 40. 


