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On the English Translation of the Character “Tian” in Chinese Culture from

the Perspective of Drawing Appropriate Analogies from What Is Near at Hand
Cai Xin-le
( Nanjing University Nanjing 210023 China)

In the view of Roger T. Ames the English translation of Tian into Heaven eclipses many of the significances of the notion. A
further research reveals that the translation not only transforms the Daoist cosmology into a Christian genesis but also turns what
Master Kong appeals to as a model in Tian into the God of the Western religion. It is then argued in the paper that based on the
principle of “doing as one would be done by others” and finding appropriate analogies from what is near and taking Kant’s “the
starry sky above ”as a reference Tian can be rendered into “the being overhead ’to reflect what is implied in its Chinese meaning
in Dian and to preserve its metaphysical “supremeness ”as interpreted by Xu Shen.
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1. That which is mandated by heaven is
2 Heaven “ o7 called one’s inherent nature. Fulfilling one’s inherent
2.1 “ o » Heaven nature is called the Tao( the way) . Cultivating Tao
Heaven is called philosophy / religion. David Mungello
« » . « » ( Ames 2001)
“ o7 2. The ordinance of God is what we call
the law of our being( ). To fulfill the law of our
. being is what we call the moral law( ). The moral
o law when reduced to a system is what we call reli—
“ ” gion( ). ( 1996: 526)
3. What Heaven has conferred is called

the material heavens(
ment( ) the sky(
) (3) a day(
dence(
) ; (5) husband( )
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(1) the sky(
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the heavens(

) ; (5) the spiritual /di—

; (3) the

) ; (6) nature what is so-ef-itself(

) ; ( 8) father(

)5 (9) in—
( 10) a period of time(
)5 (12)

) ; (14) one’s entire

) (15)

( as opposed

one’s person (

Heaven

The Nature; an accordance with this nature is called
The Path of duty; the regulation of this path is called
Instruction. James Legge ( Legge 1992:25)

4. By the term ‘nature’ we speak of that
which is imparted by the ordinance of Heaven; / by
‘the Way’ we mean that path which is in conform—

ance with the intrinsic nature of man and things; /

and by ‘moral instruction’ we refer to the process of

cultivating man’s proper way in the world. Andrew
Plaks  ( Plaks 2003: 25)
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1. Before creation a prescience existed /
Self-contained complete / Formless voiceless
mateless / Changeless / Which yet pervaded itself
/ With unending motherhood. Witter Bynner
( Bynner 1944: 63)

2. There was something undefined and
complete coming into existence before Heaven and
Earth. How still it was and formless standing a—
lone and undergoing no change reaching every—
where and in no danger ( of being exhausted) ! Tt
may be regarded as the Mother of all things. James
Legge ( Legge 1891:27)

3. There is a thing inherent and natural
Which existed before heaven and earth. Motionless
and fathomless It stands alone — and never chan—
ges; It pervades everywhere and never becomes ex—
hausted. It may be regarded as the Mother of the U—
niverse. ( Chu 1937: 44)

4. There was something formless yet com—
plete / That existed before heaven and earth; /
Without sound without substance / Dependent on
nothing unchanging / All pervading unfailing.
Arthur Waley  ( 1999:51)

5. Before the Heaven and Earth existed /
There was something nebulous: / Silent isolated /
Standing alone changing not / Eternally revolving
without fail / Worthy to be the Mother of All
Things. ( 2009: 95)

6. There is a thing confusedly formed /
Born before heaven and earth. / Silent and void / It
stands alone and does not change / Goes round and
does not weary. / It is capable of being the mother

of the world. ( Lau 1963:7)
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Legge( 1992)
: Heaven( 233) ; the heavens( 253)

: the way of Heaven( 101)

: the decrees of Heaven( 71); the ordi—
nances of Heaven(221)

:in the world ( 91) ; the world ( 251) ;
throughout the empire ( 235 255); in the empire
(131) ; through the empire( 241) ; everywhere under
heaven( 229) ; the whole kingdom( 195) ; all under
heaven( 167) ; the empire ( 81 85 127 131 133
175 189)

: the Heaven-determined order of suc—
cession( 255)
: Heavenly revenue( 255)

Legge
Heaven “© o
« « »

“ 7 “ 7o « .

» “ 7 the
sky “ 7 under the sky (
Legge « . » “

7 Therefore when it is said that the ruler

being a sage can look on all under the sky as one
family. . .)
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1989: 20)
4 . »:
® D ?

Heaven

?” /The Master was de—
tained in Kuang. He said “After the death of King
Wen was not the cause of truth lodged here in me?
If Heaven had wished to let this cause of truth per—
ish then I a future mortal should not have got such
a relation to that cause. While Heaven does not let
the cause of truth perish what can the people of

Kuang do to me?” ( Legge 1991: 135)

(1995:116) “« o7
“ 7 the cause of truth
“« o7 Heaven

27 K . »/Wan
Zhang said “Was it the case that Yao gave the em—
The emperor

“Yes-but Shun

pire to Shun?” Mencius said “No.

cannot give the empire to anothe®”

)

had the empire. Who gave it to hin?” “Heaven
gave it to him. 7 ( Legge 1992:438)
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Zwei Dinge erfiillen das Gemiit mit immer neuer

und zunehmender Bewunderung und Ehrfurcht je ?
fter und anhaltender sich das Nachdenken damit be—

und das

moralische Gesetz in mir. 1. ( Kant 2012: 161)

sch? ftigt: Der bestirnte Himmel iiber mir

Two things fill me with constantly increasing
admiration and awe the longer and more earnestly I
reflect on them: the starry heavens without and the
moral law within. ( http: //global. britannica. com/
EBchecked /topic /311398 /Tmmanuel Kant)

Two things fill the mind with ever new and in—
creasing admiration and awe the oftener and more
steadily we reflect on them: the starry heavens above
and the moral law within. ( Kant 1987: 84)

the starry

sky above the starry heavens without.
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( 1982: 19)

1. And Heaven!

injustice! (

2. What is you

above(

Heaven

above me)
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overhead
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You let me suffer this
1958:7)
that being overhead?

Confounding the right with the wrong you have nev—

er become yourself!

heaven

Heaven

being overhead
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The mandate issued by the being overhead is called

what gets into man’s character;

and following the

disposition of such a character is called the Way

the cultivating of the Way is called education.
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