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1. Introduction

For almost two millennia, Tao Te Ching by Laozi holds an important place in the intellectual history of China. Briefly
written in classical Chinese, the Tao Te Ching describes Laozi’s profound philosophical thoughts on cosmology,
ethics and rule. For its philosophical significance and poetry, translating the Tao Te Ching into English has always
been a challenging task. There are over two hundred English translations of the Tao Te Ching that have been published
since the nineteenth century. These translations not only differ in linguistic style, but also in their philosophical in-
terpretation. Translation scholars have pointed out that this difference is essentially a translator’s subjective judge-
ment. Baker (2000) for example points out that translators “leave their indelible stylistic fingerprint” in translation.
Venuti (1995) has also pointed out the translator’s interpretive flexibility. In recent years, there have also been corpus-
based translation studies that can locate these patterns empirically by quantitative study (Laviosa, 2002; Miao, 2020).

Building on these approaches, the present study explores three influential translations of Tao Te Ching by Lin
Yutang, Xu Yuanchong and John Minford. Through corpus statistics and text comparison, the study explores how
the translator’s subjectivity manifests translation styles.
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2. Literature Review

Translator subjectivity has become an important topic in translation studies. What translators see as a translation is
understood as an act of interpretation influenced by different ideological, cultural and aesthetic factors. In China, the
translator’s subjectivity tends to be argued by scholars on the ground of intentionality, passivity and initiative (Cha
& Tian, 2003).

Research of the translation of Tao Te Ching has gradually evolved from philosophy to linguistic study. Zhou (2009)
analysed the history of English translations of the Tao Te Ching, while Wen and Luo (2012) reviewed the strategies
of translation in different versions. More recently, corpus studies were applied to explore the writing styles of trans-
lations (Zhao, 2015; Lv, 2021; Zhang, 2023). All these works suggest that lexical diversity, sentence length and
discourse markers can reflect the writing style of translators.

3. Methodology

A small parallel corpus was constructed consisting of the Chinese source text (approx. 5,200 characters) and three
English translations totaling about 31,000 English words. Each translation was digitised, cleaned and segmented at
the sentence level. The alignment of Chinese and English text was done manually.

Corpus statistics were calculated using WordSmith Tools 7.0 and AntConc 3.5.9. Standardized type - token ratio
(STTR) was calculated to evaluate lexical diversity. Mean word length and mean sentence length were also calculated
to evaluate the syntactic complexity. And also conjunction frequency was calculated to evaluate the discourse coher-
ence. For preprocessing, for English texts, the processing included tokenization but no lemmatization, and no part-
of-speech tagging. The sentence alignment in source text and the corresponding text in target language was checked
manually by two scholars and an agreement rate of approximately 98% was obtained, guaranteeing the reliability of
the corpus.

4. Results and Analysis
4.1 Lexical and Syntactic Features

Here, to study the stylistic difference among the three translations in English of Tao Te Ching, we use WordSmith
Tools 8.0 to carry out a corpus-based analysis of lexical and syntactic characteristics of Lin Yutang’s, Xu Yu-
anchong’s and Minford’s versions of the Tao Te Ching. Considered as indicators, the calculated values include stand-
ard type-token ratio (STTR), average word length, average sentence length and average length variation in sentences,
among others, which indicate translator style quantitatively.

Indicator Lin Yutang Xu Yuanchong John Minford
STTR 52.47 52.81 50.12
Mean Word Length 4.42 4.27 4.51
Mean Sentence Length 14.76 12.89 11.14
Sentence Std Dev 8.71 6.61 5.81

Figure 1. Lexical and syntactic features of the three translations.

Figure shows clear differences between them at both word and sentence levels. Lexically, Xu Yuanchong’s trans-
lation has the highest value of STTR (52.81), showing the highest diversity, which also reflects Xu Yuanchong’s
desire for the beauty of variation of poetry under the Three Beauties criteria (beauty of sense, beauty of sound, and
beauty of form). Lin Yutang’s version has a moderate lexical diversity (STTR = 52.47), balances lexical retention
and explanation, and does some additions. Minford’s translation has lower lexical diversity (STTR = 50.12) but much
more consistency in terms and related explanations, which is more befitting his scholarship.

In terms of mean word length, Minford’s mean is the longest (4.51)—reflecting Minford’s preference for

DOI: 10.26855/tfll.2025.12.017 851 Translation and Foreign Language Learning



Lingzhe Li, Sijia Li

compound and foreignizing word formations, whereas Xu’s mean is shortest (4.27)—favoring simplicity and fluency;
Lin takes a middle course (4.42). Syntactically, Lin writes the longest sentences (14.76 words) and has the largest
range (SD = 8.71) largely on account of explanatory elaboration. Xu has rather moderate sentence length (12.89; SD
= 6.61), balance rhythm and coherence. Minford used shorter sentences (11.14) and has a relatively more constant
length (SD = 5.81), keeping readability and conceptual clarity. Overall, these quantitative findings confirm that Xu
values aesthetic variation, Lin makes use of explanatory and mediating style and Minford upholds consistency and
scholarly clarity.

4.2 Discourse Features

Other distinct dimensions of translator style are cohesion at the discourse level. English, being a hypotaxis language,
is predisposed to use explicit conjunctions to signal logical relationships, while Chinese is a parataxis language, one
more dependent on contexts and punctuation for discourse coherence. Due to their different cultural backgrounds,
the use of conjunctions by the translators reflects different subjectivities in organizing discourse. In our analysis, we
use AntConc to identify and quantify conjunctions’ frequency in the three translations.

Translation Conjunctions Percentage

Lin Yutang 666 8.34%
Xu Yuanchong 574 8.28%
John Minford 397 6.08%

Figure 2. Conjunction frequency across translations.

These results suggest clear variation in the use of explicit cohesive devices. Lin Yutang’s proportion of conjunc-
tions is the highest (8.34%), indicating an orientation towards explicitation that favors an English hypotactic style
and indexates his fluency in Western discourse conventions. Xin Yuanchong comes close (8.28%): he is in balance
between the conjunctions and the meter to lend both explicit logical relation and beauty of flow. By contrast, Minford
has the lowest proportion (6.08%), favoring concise syntax and often paraphrasing the conjunctions with arrangement.
That is his stylistic preference for concise writing that is closer to the silent logical relation of the source text. Overall,
then, the differences reveal differing tendencies toward target-language norms and source-text features: Lin favors
explicit coherence, Xin wishes to balance logic and rhythm, and Minford favors concision and subtlety of arrange-
ment.

4.3 Translation of Key Philosophical Terms

Many insights into translator subjectivity, through the translation of important words in the Tao Te Ching, are par-
ticularly obvious: each translator reconstructs core Daoist words and concepts in different ways according to cultural,
aesthetic, or interpretive priorities.

Chinese Term

Lin Yutang

Xu Yuanchong

John Minford

Tao

divine law

Tao

absolute Tao

common law

True Tao

the Nameless

nameless

no name

the Named

named

has a name

Secret of life

internal mystery

Inner Marvel

manifest forms

external manifestations

Outer Radiance

Cosmic Mystery

essence

Mystery

Figure 3. Translation strategies for key Daoist terms.
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Lin Yutang translates Dao into the Chinese word “Tao” (i), supplementing it with explanations such as “Absolute
Tao”, which he balances between “culturality” and “readability”. Xu Yuanchong translates it as “divine law”, as he
does by “Three Beauties” principle, translating it to a Western philosophy frame of reference; however, it dims the
processual, generative side of Dao. Minford also keeps “Tao” and is more keen on its unattainability, depends on
annotation, etc. A more scholarly, less non-domesticating interpretation.

Among differences there also exist translations of wuming (JG44) and youming (5 4%). Lin’s “the Nameless/the
Named” makes the opposition clear, but reified abstraction; Xu’s “nameless/named” is crisper; and Minford’s “has
no name/has a name” is “perfect” in balance. Yet all reduce a dynamic relationship to static ones. As for miao (%))
and jiao/wei (f/f#), Lin favours meaning, Xu conceptual contrast, and Minford a textual effect. To xuan (%), Lin
favouring cosmology, Xu abstraction, and Minford ambiguity. These variations reflect the inherent interpretivity of
translating philosophical terms as a matter of varying cultural mediation, aesthetic re-creation and scholarly reticence.

5. Discussion
5.1 Multidimensional Manifestations of Translator Subjectivity

Contemporary stylistic differences uncovered by the corpus analysis represent systematic, non-random phenomena
that portray translator subjectivity. Specifically, as Zha Mingjian and Tian Yu demonstrated, translator subjectivity
can be characterized in terms of (1) purposiveness (translation purpose and orientation to reader), (2) passiveness
(historical situation and cultural norms constraining translation) and (3) agency (individual idea and literary creativity
in respect of philosophy). Below we outline and analyze the three versions in the light of this triad.

5.1.1 Lin Yutang: Cultural Mediation

Lin Yutang’s translation is oriented toward a mediating role of culture. Corpus data confirm the longer sentences,
more lexical variation and the greatest use of conjunctions in his translation: an explanatory and fluent style. In the
dimension of purposiveness, Lin wants to introduce Chinese philosophy to general Western readers, not to specialists;
it is this intention that motivates Lin to utilize explicit logical constructions to enrich his translation of ease of reading.
On the dimension of passivity, Lin’s translation was produced in the mid-twentieth century, a century marked by an
intensified Sino-Western cultural dialogue, in which the limited awareness of Western audiences of Daoism required
an adaptive expression; at that period, Lin combined transliteration (Tao) with some rather interpretive additions, like
“Absolute Tao” and “Cosmic Mystery”, adopted a kind of “recording plus interpretation”, universalized Daoism, as
well as keeping in certain cultural characteristics.

5.1.2 Xu Yuanchong: Poetic Re-creation

Unlike most other translations, Xu Yuanchong’s translation is orientated toward poetic recreation. That corpus results
(high lexical diversity, short word-length, average sentence length) are the same as his aesthetic effect pursuit under
the “Three Beauties” principle. At the level of purposiveness, Xu targets the target readers with the literary tastes,
hoping to achieve the artistic dimension of the aesthetic value of Chinese classics. Moreover, his translation work
reflects the cultural affirmation in late twentieth and early twenty-first century China, where Chinese classics aimed
for recognition internationally. At the level of agency, Xu actively recreates the Daoist philosophy concepts under a
Western perspective and thinking mode, as in “divine law”, “inner mystery”, “outer transformation”. Such creative

recreation increases rhetorical appeal, but also recreates the conceptual composition of source text.

5.1.3 Minford: Scholarly Restoration

Minford’s translation is a more academic way of doing it. Corpus information—lower diversity of lexical items,
longer word forms, shorter, more stable sentences and a small set of conjunctions—indicates a concise and consistent
style. At the level of purposiveness, Minford engages both general readers and scholars, promoting readibility in the
main text, with critical annotations for in-depth reading. At the level of passivity, Minford’s work illustrates the
Western-style sinology that developed in recent decades, whose strategy stresses fidelity and ‘scholarly restoration’.
At the level of agency, Minford retains some major terms by transliterating them (such as Tao) and uses novel ex-
pressions (‘inner power’, ‘So-of-Itself”) and does so with textual simplicity and abundant paratextual explanations.

5.2 Theoretical Implications of Three Translation Paradigms

These differences clearly do not come down to a question of individual taste, but involve the interaction of the
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translation purpose, historical conditions, and cultural position. Lin’s strategy of cultural mediation can enhance the
readability, but also tends to flatten out the dialectical, indeterminate structure of Daoist philosophy. Xu’s poetic
recreation enhances the literary quality, but sometimes stands for underhanded renderings (such as “divine law”),
inviting a more fixed, absolute concept. Minford’s scholarly restitution makes for a clear terminological presentation,
but it depends on annotation to reveal philosophical richness. So these findings make clear the need to reflect both
readability and philosophical richness in the translation of classical texts. Different paradigms serve different pur-
poses: Lin’s is suitable for popularization, Xu’s is useful for literary studies, Minford’s is good for scholarly readings.
There is no golden paradigm; rather, the suitability of a paradigm depends on the translator’s intended readership and
purpose.

Future research will expand this corpus with other translations (for example, Legge, Waley) for diachronic com-
parisons, to other key concepts such as wuwei and ziran, and to reception studies to explore reader responses.

6. Conclusion

This study used corpus studies to explore translator subjectivity in the case of three English translations of the Tao
Te Ching. Quantitative evidence has demonstrated consistent differences in lexical diversity, sentence complexity
and discourse cohesion, corresponding to the translators’ personal translation philosophies and cultural backgrounds.

More importantly, the findings show that translating the 7ao Te Ching is not just a linguistic enterprise but a
process of multilevel dialogue between language, culture and philosophy. By combining corpus data and theoretical
interpretation, this paper understands three typical models—cultural mediation (Lin Yutang), poetic recreation (Xu
Yuanchong) and scholarly reconstruction (Minford). Each of them embodies different types of translator subjectivity
and exemplifies different translator trajectories to render Chinese philosophical classics into English.

More generally speaking, within the rising atmosphere of intercultural communication, translation of classic texts
should transcend simple transference of meaning and serve as a channel to cultural dialogue and the negotiation of
common knowledge. Future research might further enrich methodologies and dimensions of analysis to facilitate a
better study on classical translation and further promote the wide dissemination of Chinese philosophical thought
globally.
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