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THE CLARITY OF THE SIMPLE 
CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE 

The Ancients who cultivated the Tao 

did not cause the people to be dependent  

on the knowledge they attained, 

but rather promoted the Clarity of the Simple 

For knowledge without not-knowing, 

is to lose the root of clarity and true harmony, 

so that people endowed with mere knowledge, 

have difficulty finding the Subtle Guidance, 

and is this not to bereave the land? 

To use the clarity of not-knowing 

is to perceive the patterns of the world 

Ever perceiving the patterns of the world 

is to have obtained mysterious virtue, 

bestowing a profundity that can be measured not 

Indeed, the great Tao follows the Law of Reversal 

 

 COMMENTARY 

On a surface level, at first glance the original Chinese version of the text seems to imply that Lao Zi 

promotes the idea of keeping people ignorant and uninformed, apparently saying that when people 

become educated they become difficult to control. This is how this verse is depicted in most translated 

versions of Dao De Jing. However, this goes so strongly against all the other highly democratic—nearly 

anarchistic—verses of this book that this simply did not make sense. The Tao cultivation in my soul gave 

off many warning signals that something was wrong here. I needed to look clearly at what absence of 

knowledge meant to the Taoist mystic, and I also needed to have a good look at the radical components 

(the parts that make up a Chinese character) of the Chinese character “治” (zhì) that is often translated 

into English as to govern or to control. 

In the Unmanifested realm of Tao, neither knowledge nor ignorance exists. However, via the virtue of 

transcendental empathy, attaining this realm leads to a harmonious attunement with the principles of 

nature, whereby one consequentially attains wisdom and clarity—knowledge. The reason why the 

ancient Taoists did not want to emphasize the knowledge they gained through their not-knowing, is 

because people will only turn to the knowledge, but thereby not pursue the origin of the knowledge—

which is not-knowing. The ancient Taoists transcended both ignorance and knowledge whereby they 

became attuned with the quantum fabric of reality: becoming informed of the subtle mechanics of the 

universe. This emphasizes that esoteric knowledge should be considered a symptom of Tao cultivation, 

and not its essential identity. To cultivate oneself esoterically without knowing how to adapt one’s inner 

functioning to the transcendental principle but empowers the state of the personal self, not allowing a 

transcendental attunement with the laws of nature. This is to be divorced from nature to an esoteric 

degree, just like our modern civilization is divorced from nature to a technological and scientific degree. 



 

Knowledge has great value, but to merely pass on knowledge, esoteric or otherwise, actually but causes 

a sophisticated blindness in people; I call it intelligent ignorance. Knowledge without not-knowing as the 

foundation, is knowledge without cosmic guidance. Highly educated, people become so witty and 

(aggressively) convinced of themselves, that this but serves to utterly desensitize them to the workings 

of Tao, and so for all their knowledge actually remain deeply ignorant. Is this not incredibly descriptive 

of our modern age? We have knowledge, and yet we are deeply lost. We have access to reams of 

information on the Internet, and yet we do not attain a personal, sensitized and direct attunement with 

the inner workings of nature. We are so learned, and yet we do not know who we are or how to live 

responsibly. We are so erudite, and yet can but use it to build the most devastating weapons and 

harmful technologies. This is the mayhem of which Lao Zi warns in this verse; this is the ill of intelligent 

ignorance. For the Ancients to merely pass on their knowledge and not emphasize the transcendental 

clarity of not-knowing is like allowing the population to read science books and yet withhold them the 

means of conducting science themselves. This is to incur an educated handicap. 

Now let us investigate the radical components of the Chinese word “治” (zhì), that is often interpreted 

to mean to govern or to control. 

On the left, the word begins with three strokes: 氵(shuǐ). This component means water. By now you may 

have realized that water has a very deep meaning to a Taoist, and functions as a symbol for the workings 

of Tao. 

Moving to the top-right, we see the character 厶 (mǒu). This component means private and secret. In 

Taoist context, the meaning that is forming so far is that one is having an interaction with the workings 

of the great Mystery — the Tao. The private part means that it takes place within the individual himself 

and that it concerns his own individual path in life. 

At last, at the bottom-right we see the final character 口 (kǒu). This usually expresses the meaning 

mouth, but also entrance, or gate. This further substantiates the meaning that was already forming with 

the preceding components, namely that an individual is being receptive to the subtle workings of the 

Tao.  

On a mystical level, I can sense that “mouth” here also means “simple ordinary things”, because it refers 

to eating — a symbol for daily affairs. Where else to find the Tao but in daily, ordinary things? For the 

Tao is all things, and all things are the Tao. The subtle receptivity that the character 治 describes 

therefore hints that this receptivity is to be actualized (by being serene and mindful) in daily affairs, 

hence Lao Zi feared the consequences of over-sophisticating people’s minds. The Taoist realms of my 

soul also tell me that the character tells us that the ultimate sustenance is to be found in the infinite 

abundance of the Tao, whereby sages cultivated (nourished) an ethereal immortal body by which they 

transcended the cycle of death and rebirth. 

In conclusion, Lao Zi was not implying that sages keep people in the dark, because educating them 

would make them difficult to control. What Lao Zi was saying is that by merely providing people with 

knowledge makes their minds both sophisticated and yet superficial at the same time, while also making 

people aggressively convinced of themselves, a very stubborn form of blindness. This but desensitizes 

people to Tao and the inner workings of nature; they would be bereft of their own individual destinies in 

life. They would become blind and deaf to their inner guidance; hence I have chosen to translate 治 as 

Subtle Guidance.  
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