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Abstract 

The aim is to know the English translation of Tao Te Ching. The previous English 
translation of Tao Te Ching is analyzed from these aspects: translator’s subjectivity, Eco-
translatology, and multi-dimensional adaptability (language, culture, and cultural 
exchange). Then, the shortcomings of the existing researches are indicated. The results 
show that many translators do not understand Tao Te Ching or the spiritual connotation 
of the oriental culture well, which causes deviations in the translation. Therefore, the 
review of the English translation of Tao Te Ching provides more possibilities for widely 
spreading oriental culture and provides a new perspective for future research. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Tao Te Ching is one of the greatest works in Chinese history. The content is rich in 
philosophical significance and has a profound impact on traditional philosophy, science, politics, 
and religion. Tao Te Ching is one of the most popular cultural works translated into foreign 
literature after the Bible. The English translation of Tao Te Ching not only builds a bridge 
between China and the West but also spreads China’s splendid culture to the West, which helps 
the West better understand China’s culture and history [1]. 

According to statistics, Tao Te Ching has been translated into many languages, as shown in 
Figure 1. Tao Te Ching has many versions all over the world, which also shows that scholars in 
different countries and regions have realized the value and influence of Tao Te Ching in the 
world. 
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Figure 1. Translation versions of Tao Te Ching 
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Among the translated versions of Tao Te Ching, French versions, German versions, and 
English versions are the most; many translators are still doing the translation of Tao Te Ching, 
among which Starfish, old Walter Goren, Zhai Lin’nai, Arthur Waley, Wu Jingxiong, and Binner 
have great influence in the translation field. Therefore, the existing English translation of Tao Te 
Ching is analyzed to continue to spread Chinese culture. Besides, the achievements and 
shortcomings of the previous English versions are summarized to provide a reference for future 
research. 

2. ANALYSIS OF THE ENGLISH TRANSLATION OF TAO TE CHING 

In the analysis of the English translation, the existing translation materials are analyzed, 
including dissertation, conference, and English versions. These research materials are analyzed 
from three aspects: translator’s subjectivity, Eco-translatology, and multi-dimensional 
adaptability. The translation of “道” in Tao Te Ching arouses disputes. Zhang Fengxian (2009) 

first explained the meaning of “道” in Tao Te Ching, and then analyzed the past translation from 
“Vervbum logos” to “Way” and then to “Tao” that had been widely understood and accepted by 
English and Americans. Zhang’s study shows that the translator’s understanding and 
translation of Tao Te Ching are built on the understanding of Chinese culture in an innovative 
way. 

2.1. Analysis of the Translator’S Subjectivity 

Due to the cultural turn of translation theory, translation studies have made a breakthrough. 
The society pays much attention to the subject of translation activities. As the society pays much 
attention to the subject of translation activities, scholars have a deep understanding of the 
translator’s subjectivity. Different translators adopt different strategies in translation. 
Translators not only need to consider the content contained in the source language but also 
combine the content with the western language, culture, and cultural exchange. Then, 
translators translate the content into the one that can be easily understood [2]. 

2.2. Analysis based on Eco-translatology and Language  

Hu Gengshen, professor of Tsinghua University, put forward the theory of Eco-translatology 
based on the Theory of Natural Selection and Survival of the Fittest; that is, “Translators 
dominate the translation according to the article, aiming to realize the cross-cultural 
information transformation.” There are some difficulties in translating Tao Te Ching into English, 
owing to the different modes of thinking between Chinese and English. On the one hand, Chinese 
culture is extensive and profound, which endows the content with traditional cultural ideas. 
Also, the differences between language lead to different ways of expression. On the other hand, 
the characteristics of writings in classical Chinese and the philosophical meaning behind the 
characters also make it difficult to translate Tao Te Ching into English. “水” in Tao Te Ching is 

taken as an example. It contains the personality of “尚德,” which suggest “水” is not just a simple 
natural object (water) but contains certain philosophical meaning [3]. 

Therefore, the “道” in Tao Te Ching is analyzed. Waley translated the core word “道” as “Tao,” 
which is transliteration. This translation keeps a balance between Chinese and English, as it 
represents not only the Chinese characteristics and the connotation of Taoism but also the 
profound meaning of “道” that matters much in the thoughts of Lao Zi (an ancient Chinese 

philosopher and the author of Tao Te Ching). For example, “道常无为而不为” is appropriately 
translated as “Tao never does; yet through it, all things are done,” which is similar to the “Govern 
by doing nothing that goes against nature” in Waley’s time. The translation shows that Waley 
has realized the adaptive transformation in language, which also reflects the translator’s 
subjectivity. 
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2.3. Analysis based on Eco-translatology and Culture 

Due to the cultural differences, there will be some deviations in the understanding of the 
same things. Therefore, translators should try their best to avoid overweighing the target 
culture but belittle the source culture and to avoid overweighing the source culture but belittle 
the target culture. 

 “前识者，道之华，而愚之始” in Tao Te Ching is another example. Waley translated it as 

“Foreknowledge may be the flower of doctrine, but it is the beginning of folly.” “道” is translated 
into “doctrine,” which connects the Tao Te Ching with the Western cultural background. The 
translation suggests that Waley can keep the cultural background and promote cultural 
exchange between different languages [4]. 

The previous study has pointed out that Waley puts “道” in the same position as the Christian 

doctrine in the West to help Westerners understand its importance. Otherwise, the translation 
cannot deepen the West’s understanding of “道” from a cultural perspective. Waley’s translation 
not only spreads traditional Chinese culture to the West but also is an innovation by combining 
the original with the Western cultural background. The translation gives play to the subjectivity 
of Waley as a translator. 

2.4. Analysis based on Eco-Translatology and Cultural Exchange 

All writing works are for cultural exchange. Translators need to analyze the intention of the 
original, understand the communicative significance behind the text, and convert the original 
into a communicative version. For example, “知常容，容乃公，弓乃王，王乃天，天乃道，道

乃久，没身不殆” is translated as “He who knows the always-so has room in him for everything; 
He who has room in him for everything is without prejudice. To be without prejudice is to be 
kingly; To be kingly is to be of heaven; To be of heaven is to be in Tao. Tao is forever, and he that 
possesses it, Though his body ceases, is not destroyed” by Waley. “道” is translated successively 

as “Tao” and “he” which indicates that Waley has a deep understanding of “道” and regards “道” 
as a living thing with eternity [5]. 

3. SHORTCOMING AND REFLECTION 

In the 1990s, there were only a few studies about the English translation of Tao Te Ching. 
However, in the early 21st century, the number of researchers increase, and the related research 
has gradually increased from 4 to 21 and then to 61 [6]. At the same time, there are some 
problems. 

First, the research scope is narrow. The previous studies have pointed out that translating 
Tao Te Ching is a difficult task. Except for language differences, there are many differences in 
political background, religious belief, ideology, and cultural connotation. Scholars pay attention 
to the analysis of different versions but ignore cultural connotations. Worse, scholars focus on 
famous translators but ignore the achievements of other translators. Therefore, the narrow 
scope of research cannot complete the research in an all-round way. 

Second, the research is shallow. The past research contains the cultural level. When 
translators translate Tao Te Ching into English, they analyze the ideological and cultural 
background. However, as one of the most famous classics in China, Tao Te Ching should also be 
analyzed from the aspects: philosophy, national politics, and the development of the times. Tao 
Te Ching has been translated without considering the profound meaning of writings in classical 
Chinese. Therefore, the analysis of translation strategies and methods are not profound. Worse, 
Tao Te Ching is translated only based on Skopos, Functism, Reception Theory, and Hermeneutics 
Theory, without adjusting according to the development of translation theory. When the 
translation remains on the surface, readers cannot understand the meaning deeply. At the same 
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time, different translators adopt different translation strategies, but many scholars only point 
out the shortcomings in translation without further exploring the rationality of these 
deficiencies in expression or communication. 

Finally, research evaluation is not objective. Many researchers have a one-sided 
understanding of the relevant contents due to different analysis angles when they study the 
original and translation of Tao Te Ching. Few Western media have commented on the translation 
of Tao Te Ching. Although there are many translation versions of Tao Te Ching, it does not be 
spread widely. The reason may be that translators have a shallow understanding, or the 
translated version cannot attract the West to read it deeply. Therefore, translators need to put 
Tao Te Ching at a certain height in the translation process to make the West treat it with the 
Western works on an equal footing. Increasing more favorable local comments can enrich the 
persuasive materials. Many translators add subjective ideas in the process of translation, 
especially in terms of culture. The English translation of Tao Te Ching should be explored from 
a dialectical point of view. A single theory cannot support translation work. Translators should 
consider the cultural background, political background, war situation, and philosophical 
connotation when they learn from the advantages of each translation. Thus, scholars can 
evaluate the translation from a comprehensive and developmental perspective avoiding the 
subjectivity of the translator, and provide a fair analysis and evaluation for the follow-up 
research and evaluation. 

4. CONCLUSION 

The English versions of Tao Te Ching have improved the English translation level of Chinese 
classics to a certain extent. Chinese classics should be promoted to the world to make the West 
have a deeper understanding of Chinese culture, which will be helpful to affirm the value of 
oriental culture and the spiritual connotation. Then, Chinese and Western cultures can be 
communicated on an equal platform. In the future translation process, it is necessary to analyze 
the cultural background before translating, innovate based on understanding the cultural 
connotation, and make Chinese classics go further and further in the world. 
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