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“Rosemarie Anderson’s translation of the Tao Te Ching is perhaps the truest reflection of this ancient text, which refers to the Tao not in an impersonal way but in a feminine way. Anderson’s contemplative approach also adds to technical accuracy—the lyricism, beauty, and mysticism of the original way the verses were performed. Her stunning achievement revitalizes this venerable wisdom and powerfully evokes its deeper meanings.”
JENNY WADE, PH.D., 
AUTHOR OF CHANGES OF MIND AND
TRANSCENDENT SEX
“Centering on the Tao as ‘womb of the universe’ and Te as both 
‘virtue’ and potentiality, Rosemarie Anderson gives us a delightful ease of engagement with the ancient Chinese wise sayings. Her embodied approach is heart-opening; the crisp, direct lines are invitational; and the artful spacing of the layout adds to the beauty. I feel at home in this translation. And more to the point, it’s exactly what we need now that things are falling apart. Peaceful means could further our survival.”
JUDY GRAHN, PH.D., 
AUTHOR OF ERUPTIONS OF INANNA AND
ANOTHER 
MOTHER TONGUE
“Rosemarie Anderson’s unique translation of the Tao Te Ching allows us, for the first time, to experience the mystical feminine essence of the Tao—a combination of the power and tenderness, exhortation and patience of the Divine Mother—and invites us to walk the path of transformation for ourselves. Rosemarie translates like a poet—lingering, listening into the rhythm and texture of the words, allowing each phrase to speak its wisdom. And that’s exactly how you should read this book. In doing so, your relationship with the Tao will be forever enriched.”
LINDA SPARROWE, 
TEACHER, CONTENT CONSULTANT, 
AND AUTHOR OF YOGA 
AT HOME AND THE WOMAN’S BOOK OF YOGA AND HEALTH
“As a classic of world literature, the Tao Te Ching seems to unfurl its majestic layers of wisdom anew for each new generation. Professor Anderson has contributed incisively to its history by giving us a layer that speaks eloquently and urgently to our age: the feminine nature of the Tao. As if sitting in the depths of the poetry for centuries waiting to be awakened, the feminine can now speak of her paths and insights that radiate so finely through this new translation. It is rare indeed that a scholar excels in diverse fields; having blazed a creative and influential trail in transpersonal psychology over recent decades, Anderson has now aspired to the challenge of translation. All translation is also interpretation, and Anderson’s sensitive grasp of the wisdom in the Tao will benefit all who read this work.”
BRIAN L. LANCASTER, PH.D., 
AUTHOR OF APPROACHES TO CONSCIOUSNESS 
AND THE ESSENCE OF KABBALAH
“While I have purchased a dozen or more translations of the Tao Te Ching over the years and have found its verses beautiful and practical, Rosemarie Anderson’s version deepened my appreciation for this classic book by drawing my attention to the lyrical, mystical, and feminine nature of the verses—perspectives never before described with such depth and authority. Anderson makes a persuasive case that the Tao is female in nature, and this realization illumines portions of the work that would otherwise be ignored. She also reminds us that the verses were often sung by ancient bards, a provocative practice that her readers can attempt themselves. When I am asked which translation I would recommend to novices, I will not hesitate to choose this one.”
STANLEY KRIPPNER, PH.D., 
ASSOCIATED DISTINGUISHED PROFESSOR AT THE CALIFORNIA 
INSTITUTE OF INTEGRAL STUDIES AND COAUTHOR OF
PERSONAL MYTHOLOGY
“Rosemarie Anderson eloquently gives voice to the feminine soul of the Tao Te Ching. With a profound and in-depth understanding, she reveals the graceful connotations and helps us to experience the beauty and wisdom in the verses. Her commentaries bring new insight to an ancient text full of esoteric knowledge pertinent to the challenges of our modern world.”
LEE L. JAMPOLSKY, PH.D., 
AUTHOR OF HEALING THE ADDICTIVE PERSONALITY
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INTRODUCTION
My Journey to the Tao
In 1977 I was a thirty-year-old tenured professor, comfortably settled into my life—teaching psychology and supervising research at an elite private American university. Asia was “the Orient,” a faraway place overflowing with ancient traditions and largely untouched by Western TV and media. And yet, mysteriously, Asia called to me, speaking to me in ways nothing else did. I needed to get there. So I resigned from my university position and, almost overnight, dropped into another world, embarking on an adventure that continues to unfold today. As few signs were transliterated from Chinese characters into Roman letters, I had to learn to read basic Chinese quickly so I could find the women’s restroom, get on the right train and off at the right station, and buy more than just items I recognized like vegetables, eggs, and beer.
I kept reading, kept learning, and before long fell in love with the etymology of Chinese characters and the elegance of Chinese calligraphy. Everywhere I traveled in those years in Asia—China, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, and Laos—I sought out the national art museums and spent hours in the rooms dedicated to Chinese calligraphy. The beauty of the various forms of calligraphy touched me, and the reverence the Chinese gave to the characters inspired me. “Now here’s a culture that knows what matters,” I thought.
Living in Asia in my early thirties challenged almost everything I thought I knew about the world. I learned the hard lesson of accepting things as they were and not as I thought they were or as I wanted them to be. Looking back, I realize that I had begun to learn what the Chinese call wei wu wei, which means to “act without acting” or “know without knowing.” Not having a car and having to walk or take public transportation everywhere, I mingled with hundreds, if not thousands, of Asian people every day. I was so happy to be in Asia. I suspect that I was like a young child, imitating the people near me as infants do. In so doing, I embodied their wei wu wei effortlessly and certainly came back to the United States a revised human being.
Discovering the Divine Feminine Tao 40 Years Later
Since wei wu wei is an essential lesson of Lao-tzu’s Tao Te Ching, this on-the-ground learning gave me the experiential and embodied understanding I needed to translate the text into English decades later. In fact, wei wu wei was invaluable to me—first as a reader and then as a translator—because it allowed me to wait for a poem to reveal itself to me instead of chasing down meanings intellectually or multi-tasking. I had to slow down, turn off my agenda, and listen until a great silence entered my being.
Being with the Tao Te Ching and reading it with wei wu wei patience, I often found esoteric gems in the poems that had not made it into any English translations I had read over the years. These phrases would flash at me and speak to me intimately, spiritually. However, it was not until I retired that I wondered if I could translate the Chinese manuscript for myself. After all, I could read basic Chinese and scholarly books were now available to help me with the Chinese characters that I did not recognize. Perhaps in translating the poems initially just for my own benefit and delight, I might discover something new in the Tao Te Ching or something new about myself.
To my surprise, I discovered that the Tao was profoundly feminine!  
Never could I have predicted that because, in the English translations I read, 
the Tao is commonly referred as “It” throughout the poems. How could so many 
translators, almost all men, not have noticed that the Tao is consistently 
referred to as “mother,” “virgin,” and “womb of creation,” all of which are 
clearly feminine and hardly gender neutral? Only in a rare poem do a few 
translators refer to the Tao as “She” when the reference to “mother” or “womb” 
is blatant. Therefore, as I continued to translate the poems, I kept asking 
myself, “Am I really the first to notice that the Tao is feminine throughout the 
poems?” English translators typically determine gender by the context provided 
in the Chinese text rather than by grammar, so how could nouns like “mother,” 
“virgin,” and “womb” not signify a Divine Feminine Tao? My friends could not understand why I was so surprised. They just said some version of “Just the same old thing. Why would other translators want to recognize a feminine Tao and challenge the general consensus about the correct pronoun to use?” But, having recognized the Tao in this intensely feminine way, I could not possibly refer to the Tao as anything other than “She.” There was no going back. You will see what I mean in the next chapter.

The Wei Wu Wei of Translation
I merged into the process of translating each poem, listening deeply to the Chinese text as I read and reread it and receiving impressions that I would then translate into words over time. This wei wu wei method of translation was rarely mental but typically took the form of bodily impressions. My body became like an eardrum, a tympanic membrane, receiving impressions. Usually I would wei wu wei for days on a single poem—listening, jotting down notes, and eventually receiving the right phrases or words. Most often the lines became simpler and shorter. The simpler and shorter the poem, the longer the translation took. I always worked in pencil—writing, erasing, and rewriting lines—long before I sat down at my laptop to type out a poem. When a poem started to sound like something Emily Dickinson might write, that usually meant the poem was nearing completion. I was always listening and receiving—“acting without acting” and “doing without doing.”
In ancient times the Tao Te Ching was recited and sung. Therefore, translating it requires not only a mystical sensibility but also an ear for the music of poetry and an aesthetic imagination that can grasp the meaning to which poetic metaphors point. Therefore translators of the Tao Te Ching need to be poets and song lyricists—in addition to having knowledge of Chinese language, culture, and history—in order to render the original sense of the eighty-one poems. While the ancient Chinese did not classify the Tao Te Ching as poetry, the eighty-one verses are replete with internal rhythm and rhyme and their short phrases and sentences are easy to memorize. Since Chinese is a tonal language, the tones of one line might match the rhythms and tones of other lines but with different words. While no one—however competent in both Chinese and English—can mimic idiosyncratically Chinese patterns in English, my translations are poetic and musical to the ear. They read much as a storyteller or singer might relay them, attempting as best as possible to match the oral traditions from which the poems arose.

How to Read and Sing the Tao Te Ching
If you wish to truly hear the messages of the Tao Te Ching, you must enter into wei wu wei. Listen to the words. Take your time. Read the poems aloud if that helps. Get into the beat and musicality of the poems. Try singing them to a favorite tune. Let the words roll over you like the lyrics of a Bob Dylan song that you love. Live out the oral tradition of the Tao Te Ching at home alone or with friends.
Read or sing one poem a day, and live with it for the day. Imagine yourself on the banks of one of the great rivers of China or high in the mountains of central China where the Taoist masters may have lived. Sink into the sense of a wilderness so vast and remote that the thought of controlling it is simply ridiculous. Abide in a world beyond your control and let the river and the mountains tell their story. The Tao Te Ching is simple to understand if you commit to truly listening to and hearing what it has to offer you. Be wei wu wei—act without acting; do without doing. If you cannot, my translation will just be another translation of this great classic that sits on your shelf.
Sing out loud and sing long. This is hermeneutics in action. The term hermeneutics comes from the Greek god Hermes, the great communicator who brought the gods’ messages down to humans. In singing the Tao Te Ching, communicating with the Heavens and back to planet Earth is precisely what you are doing. Do it. Improvise on the text as an ancient storyteller might. Begin your own legend—your own pathway to the Heavens and back home again.
Let the poems and their meanings seep into your bones and your soul. Release your being into them, unencumbered and uncontaminated by worldly affairs. What this encounter becomes for you is your wei wu wei. My way of wei wu wei is not your wei wu wei. Perhaps you will become like one of those enigmatic Taoist masters of ancient China, who lived in the wilds of nature and came to the village occasionally for provisions and a bit of camaraderie and lingered to tell stories, sing, and rant around a fire at nightfall. Perhaps in encountering the Tao of the Tao Te Ching, you may discover the wild of you—not what your parents wanted you to be or what your culture wants of you, but the wild of you. Aligning with the Tao is not about rules or “same size fits all.” Instead the Tao calls you to be enigmatically, riotously, wildly you and no one else. Just you.
The Tao of the Tao Te Ching may strip you down to the nothing of everything that is, as it did me. You may discover the abyss or emptiness of existence. What could be simpler? More auspicious? More dangerous? Isn’t this what we all want deep down inside?
WITH MY BLESSINGS, 

ROSEMARIE 
ANDERSON, PH.D., 

CHINESE 
YEAR OF THE MOUSE


The Tao as Mother, Virgin, and Womb of Creation
The Tao Te Ching has been revered by the Chinese people for more than 2,500 years. Copied down on robust silk fabric and bamboo slips early in the second century B.C.E., the poems of the Tao Te Ching circulated in the oral tradition of ancient China maybe as far back as the eleventh century B.C.E. Perhaps Lao-tzu, an elder contemporary of Confucius in the sixth century B.C.E., was the author of the written poems. Then again, since Lao-Tzu is an honorific title meaning “Old Master,” there may have been many old masters relaying and singing these poems in ancient times. Sifting between all known facts and legends, we do not know who composed the eighty-one poems or if they are a collection of poems composed by many authors across the centuries. Whatever the origins of the Tao Te Ching, Western-language translations have been available since the middle of the nineteenth century, making the Tao Te Ching a revered book of wisdom for people around the world.
Now, in the twenty-first century, Western-language translations continue to appear, signifying that the ancient wisdoms of the Chinese people are vital to Westerners and to our times. My translation emphasizing the mystical, poetic, and feminine elements of the Tao Te Ching is among these new translations. Perhaps this new wave of Tao Te Ching scholarship is exactly on time for our era. At a time in history when human aggression and aggrandizing motives are out of control and threatening the life of the planet and her creatures, the great Tao’s message of wei wu wei, meaning “act without acting” and “do without doing,” also comes to us as a warning. Now is the era for more and more of us to learn to use the selfless tenderness of wei wu wei in our personal relations and actions in the world. The Tao Herself never dies, never exhausts, and f lows on like a river forever. She will endure whatever happens to the earth and to us. Yet with the planetary stakes now so high, perhaps we can hear Her message and find the peace we so desperately need with each other and with planet Earth.
The Wei Wu Wei of the Tao
The Tao is great because She is “the world’s most tender thing.” She has existed since the beginning of time. Portrayed as the “mother,” “virgin,” and “womb of creation” throughout the eighty-one poems of the Tao Te Ching, Her path is like the nature of water—forever overcoming the impossible. Poem 43 tells us how simply and spontaneously She acts:
The world’s most tender thing
Surpasses the world’s hardest thing
What has no existence enters where no space is
From this we know that in not acting we gain
A wordless teaching
An effortless increase
 
Few in the world realize this
 
Indeed, Her “no existence” finds space “where no space is.” In acting with wei
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