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Article

What Is Global Laozegetics?: Origins, Contents,
and Significance

Misha Tadd

College of Philosophy, Nankai University, Tianjin 300071, China; mishatadd@hotmail.com

Abstract: Mainstream scholarship on the Laozi or Daodejing generally focuses on the “original” text
and its “original” meaning. However, the Chinese study of Laoxue老學 (translated here with the
author’s neologism “Laozegetics”) offers a valuable alternative, as it shifts focus to the hermeneutical
and historical value of the 2185 Chinese, 430 Japanese, and 91 Korean relevant interpretations and
commentaries on the classic. The inclusive perspective of Laozegetics has further inspired the author’s
creation of the term “Global Laozegetics.” This even broader topic assumes both Laozi commentaries
and translations (all 2051 in 97 languages) belong within a single field of research. To better introduce
the study of Global Laozegetics to an English-language readership, this article will explore the history
of the term Laoxue, review contemporary related research, and present the content and significance of
applying the notion of Laozegetics to the globalized Laozi.
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1. Introduction

The Daoist classic Laozi or Daodejing is written in a pithy, confounding, and abstract
style. This type of language, along with the text’s broad cosmological, political, and self-
cultivational content, makes it especially open to dynamic exegesis and interpretation. As
a result, throughout Chinese history it has accrued a massive assortment of commentaries.
Additionally, the Laozi has been translated over two thousand times, a phenomenon which
reveals an even greater variety of ways to understand this classic.

Scholarship on the Laozi is plentiful as well. Yet, mainstream research generally focuses
on identifying the one “correct” understanding of this work, with little recognition of its
rich exegetical history. All that matters is the “original” text and its “original” meaning.
However, the Chinese study of Laoxue老學 (translated here with the author’s neologism
“Laozegetics”) offers a valuable alternative, as it shifts focus to the hermeneutical and
historical value of the numerous commentaries on the classic. The inclusive perspective
of Laozegetics has further inspired the author’s creation of the term “Global Laozegetics”
(Tadd 2022). This even broader topic situates all ways of interpreting the Laozi in Chinese
and in translation as a single research object. To better introduce the study of Global
Laozegetics to the Anglophone reader, this article will explore the history of the term
Laoxue, review contemporary related research, and present the content and significance of
applying the notion of Laozegetics to the globalized Laozi.

2. What Is Laozegetics?

To understand Laozegetics, we must offer the first general investigation of the history
and usage of Laoxue. This is particularly needed, as this Chinese original has been barely
discussed by English-language scholars. Basically, there was once a brief mention by Alan
Chan (1998, p. 105), and more recently Thomas Michael has used it as a tool to incorporate
the realms of philosophy and sinology (2021). Linguistic nuance in this account is especially
required, as Laoxue’s meaning can be ambiguous. “Lao” might refer to Laozi the person
or the Laozi text, while the particularly challenging word xue學 has been glossed in this
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compound by Chinese scholars variously as xuexi學習 (study), xueshuo學 (doctrine),
xuepai學派 (school of thought), xuewen學問 (knowledge, learning, scholarship), or xueke學
科 (discipline, field of study). So, theoretically, Laoxue could mean the study of, doctrine of,
school of, knowledge of, or field of study of Laozi the person or Laozi the text. To clarify the
usage of this term, the following will review the assorted ways Laoxue has been employed
in Chinese during its two main periods of popularity. This will then lead to a discussion of
why I translate it as Laozegetics.

2.1. Early Ideas of Laoxue

The first tentative discussions on Laoxue appeared in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s. Alan
Chan has suggested that the earliest instance originated with Yang Shuda楊樹達 in 1924
(Chan 1998, p. 105), but there are some complications to this attribution. Yang’s Laozi guyi
老子古義 (The Ancient Meaning of the Laozi) includes a chapter “Handai Lao xuezhe kao”
漢代老學者考 (An Examination of Han Dynasty Scholars of Laozi). It is important to note
that the title could also be translated as “An Examination of Han Dynasty Laoxue Figures,”
if one instead parses the characters as “Handai Laoxue zhe kao.” Chan, I assume, follows
this latter reading because nowhere else in the chapter does the compound Laoxue appear.

Yang’s very terse introduction provides hints to his intended meaning. There, he notes
that “In the Han era, the study/knowledge of Laozi (Laozi zhi xue老子之學) flourished,”
and he further explains that his list contains the Han people mentioned in the histories who
“study the Laozi” (xi Laozi習老子) or are “fans of its techniques” (hao qi shu好其術) (Yang
[1924] 1991, p. 104).1 These two statements offer different solutions to the troublesome
word xue in the expressions Lao xue zhe and Laozi zhi xue. “Study (xi) the Laozi” suggests
that xue should be understood as xuexi (study), while “fans of its techniques” implies the
xue of Laozi might also be a kind to xuewen (knowledge). So, which is it? Depending on the
answer, one can parse Yang’s title as Laoxue zhe or Lao xuezhe. If it is the former, he is the
first to use the compound Laoxue and conceives of it as the knowledge of Laozi; if it is the
latter, he cannot be properly credited with the term but at least initiates the investigation
into the history of the study of the Laozi.

Chen Zhu陳柱, a few years later, liberally and unambiguously employs the compound
Laoxue in his 1928 book Laoxue bapian 老學八篇 (Eight Essays on Laoxue). His preface
specifies his topic as Laozi zhi xue. Here, the expression, in contrast to Yang’s uncertain
usage, is introduced in parallel to ziyou pingdeng zhi xueshuo自由平等之學 (the doctrine
of liberty and equality), thereby confirming Laoxue as Laozi xueshuo老子學 (the doctrine
of Laozi) (Chen 1928, p. 1). While Chen takes the troublesome xue as xueshuo (doctrine)
instead of xuexi (study) or xuewen (learning), it is important to further identify his sense
of “doctrine.” In his book, Chen first explains the Laoxue of Laozi but then expands his
scope in three essays on the Laoxue of Zhuangzi, the Laoxue of Hanfeizi, and a comparison
of these two. What does it mean for other pre-Qin “Masters” to have their own Laoxue?
Surely, the term in this context cannot simply mean “the doctrines of Laozi.”

Chen presents the Laoxue of these two later pre-Qin masters quite differently. In his
view, Zhuangzi’s Laoxue did not overturn Laozi’s theories but filled in their blanks (Chen
1928, p. 88). To achieve this, Zhuangzi used many literary techniques engaging both Laozi
the person and Laozi’s ideas to develop and adapt a related cosmology, politics, and life
philosophy (ibid., pp. 81–88). The result was that “[Zhuangzi] unleashed the doctrines of
Laozi incisively at many points . . . exceeding Laozi.” From Chen’s perspective, Zhuangzi’s
Laoxue stayed close to its origins, while expanding and expressing the ideas in new ways.

Hanfeizi’s Laoxue manifested quite differently, though more explicitly in his “Jie Lao”
解老 and “Yu Lao”喻老 chapters. Chen asserts that Hanfeizi did not just simply build on
Laozi’s ideas but, due to various historical and environmental factors, instead employed
them in a cruel fashion “contrary to Laozi’s compassion.” Chen explains, “In regard to
Hanfeizi’s Laoxue, although he was certainly able to realize its essence, he was born at the
end of the Warring States . . . He observed that the survival of a state completely relies on
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power” (1928, p. 92). Hanfeizi’s Laoxue was a product of its time, a new theory that both
emerged from and in opposition to the Laozi.

These two contrasting approaches, one developing Laozi’s philosophy and one con-
torting it, are both called Laoxue. Chen clarifies this possible contradiction by saying:

Concerning Laozi’s theories, the two thinkers Zhuangzi and Hanfeizi each up-
holds a general understanding of one extreme. Thus, they both attack benevolence
and righteousness. Zhuangzi only desires to achieve doing nothing, while Han-
feizi only desires to achieve [the state of having] nothing that he will not do. Both
abandon sageliness and discard wisdom. (ibid., p. 117)

Chen’s work inaugurates a more developed concept of Laoxue that does not merely
signify the “doctrines of Laozi,” “the study of the Laozi,” or “knowledge of the Laozi” but
relates to the historical development of and engagement with the person Laozi and his
doctrines by later thinkers.

Following two similar works by Chen Zhu and Liu Qixuan劉其宣 in the early 1930s,2

few mentions of Laoxue appeared during the mid-twentieth century, with the main ex-
ception being Wang Ming’s王明 1948 Laozi Heshanggong zhangju kao老子河上公章句考
(An Examination of Heshanggong’s Commentary on the Laozi). Wang describes the early
Laozi commentarial tradition by explaining, “From the beginning the commentaries each
followed the prevailing trend of their age, transmitting the words of one school” (Wang
1948, p. 1). With this in mind, he proposes that “three phases of Laoxue” (Laoxue sanbian
老學三變) occurred during the Two Han dynasties and the Three Kingdoms and employs
this framework to place Heshanggong in the Eastern Han cultural context. Wang’s use of
Laoxue comes closer to its contemporary sense, as a shorthand for the transformation of the
“doctrine of Laozi” by commentarial authors. Wang Ming’s work was a rare engagement
with Laoxue in this period, and it took almost forty years for Laoxue to reenter academic
discussion.

2.2. Recent Conceptions of Laoxue

The second period of Laoxue research started in the late 1980s and early 1990s and
continues into the present. With this resurgence, Laoxue became further developed and
focused. It started with simple articulations such as Zhang Yunyi’s 张允熠 discussion
of the place of Laoxue (meaning Laozi’s doctrine) in Chinese history (Zhang 1985) and
Zhang Zhiyan’s张智彥 examination of the original Laoxue (Zhang 1987). Zhang Zhiyan
especially stresses the benefits of using the term Laoxue instead of the more common Daojia
道家 (Daoism) by saying, “Actually, Daojia is a name that emerges in the Western Han
dynasty, and its meaning is much broader than Laoxue. When one researches the thought
of Laozi the person and Laozi the book, calling it Laoxue seems more precise” (1987, p. 36).
Zhang is basically proposing Laoxue as a term for what some in English call “Laoism” (See
Graham 1990, pp. 118, 124; LaFargue 1992). Both Zhang Yunyi’s and Zhang Zhiyan’s
visions of Laoxue remain more limited than Yang Shuda’s, Chen Zhu’s, or Wang Ming’s,
as the earlier scholars imagine Laoxue relating to later transformations of or engagements
with the doctrines of Laozi instead of simply an original philosophy.

In the mid-1980s, one other study by Qing Xitai卿希泰 and Zhan Shichuang詹石窗3

engaged Laoxue in a fashion that presaged important developments in the 1990s when a
group of scholars including Zhu Bokun朱伯崑, Tang Yijie汤一介, Zhong Zhaopeng钟肇
鹏, and Xiong Tieji熊铁基 started developing the topic at conferences (Liu 2015, p. 126).
In Qing’s and Zhan’s article, they discuss the Laoxue of the priest Li Daochun 李道純
(fl. 1280–1290), portraying it as a meaningful component of religious Daoist philosophy
that emerged from his interpretation of the Laozi. In addition, they mention the Laoxue of
commentaries such as Bai Yuchan’s白玉蟾 Daode baozhang道德寶章 (Precious Chapters on
Dao and De) (Qing and Zhan 1986, pp. 111–112). Throughout the article, they never define
Laoxue, which they place in scare quotes, but one can surmise their vague sense of Laoxue
extends beyond xueshuo (doctrine) towards the broader sense of xuepai (tradition).
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A clearer articulation of Laoxue, closer to the form and meaning commonly seen today,
finally comes from Zhu Bokun. In his 1993 article “Chongxin pinggu Laoxue”重新评估老
学 (Reevaluating Laoxue), he pointedly redefines the term:

If we can say that historical research on the doctrine of Confucius is called
Ruxue儒學, then we similarly have reason to say that historical research on the
doctrine of Laozi can be called Laoxue. As with the transmission of the Confucian
jingxue 經學 (exegetics of the classics), [Laoxue] has already become a form of
specialized knowledge (xuewen) and an independent field of study (xueke). The
commentaries and analyses of historical scholars concerning the Laozi each reveal
characteristics of their historical periods. They reflect [both] how the people of
their age understood Laozi and the spiritual outlook of that age. (Zhu 1993, p. 16)

By situating Laoxue as equivalent to Ruxue and jingxue, Zhu accomplishes two goals.
First, he elevates Laoxue to equal its Confucian equivalent as a core Chinese tradition of
research. Second, he confirms it as both xuewen (knowledge) and xueke (a field of study).
Together these two moves present a valuable vision of Laoxue.

Zhu elsewhere articulates the significance of studying Laoxue, here understood as the
inclusive corpus of commentaries on the Laozi:

There are two reasons to summarize [historical interpretations]. The first is to
identify the historical and logical development process of Laoxue so that we can
understand the historical status of Laoxue and its impact on Chinese culture. The
second is to assist in understanding the original thought of the Laozi. By clearing
away the later interpretations of Laozi, we can correct its form and purify its
origins. In conclusion, we cannot solely study Laozi or take Laozi’s book to
study Laozi. We should position Laozi’s thought within the historical process
of its formation and development to understand Laozi’s value. Even if later
commentaries do not accord with Laozi’s original meaning, we should not reject
them because they have their own value in that they reflect different periods in
the development of Laoxue. (Zhu 1993, p. 16)

Both of Zhu’s points are valid, though the first especially deserves praise. Too often
scholars seek the essence of Chinese culture in classics such as the Laozi, believing that
to understand the original meaning of such a work will unlock its mysteries. Aside from
the immense challenge of reaching the true historical object, after peeling away the layers
of interpretation as Zhu suggests, any supposed original meaning tells us little about the
actual impact a classic has made. To understand the Laozi and its significance in Chinese
culture, one must study how the classic has been understood and reimagined throughout
its history. And to be clear, the history of Laozi exegesis reveals interpretations far beyond
any narrow meaning the text might have had in the pre-Qin period.

In the conclusion to his article, Zhu expresses his hope that someone will write the
history of Laoxue, it being at that time a major lacuna in contrast to the well-studied history
of Ruxue儒學 (Zhu 1993, pp. 16–17). Just two years later, Zhu’s wish was fulfilled when
Zhongguo Laoxue shi 中国老学史 (The History of Chinese Laoxue) was published. That
project, headed by Xiong Tieji熊铁基 and supported by Lianghuai马良怀 and Liu Shaojun
刘韶军, can be credited with formally establishing the current field of Laoxue studies that
has grown in the last few decades.

At various points in that work, Xiong provides different glimpses of his multifaceted
definition of Laoxue. In the intro, he notes the lack of “a monograph describing the history
of the development of Laozi’s doctrine (xueshuo)” (Xiong et al. 1995, p. 1), implying that
this is the gap the book will fill. He further describes his topic, saying: “People have
investigated, researched, written commentaries, and elucidated [the Laozi] from different
perspectives. In this way, they have formed a vast and long-lasting academic school (liupai),
and simultaneously have created part of the history of Laozi’s doctrine (xueshuo)” (ibid.).
The start of chapter two “The Early Beginnings of Laoxue” also includes the statement,
“Research conducted on the Laozi first began during the Warring States” (ibid., p. 63). This
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suggests that Laoxue is equivalent to research on the Laozi. Lastly, in the “Conclusion,”
Xiong presents the term more broadly, “Laoxue is a thought system (sixiang tixi 思想體
系) built on the foundation of Laozi’s thought. Its content is very rich, including views
on topics such as philosophy, politics, human life, nature, and society” (ibid., p. 518). To
summarize, Xiong’s Laoxue is a doctrine, the study of that doctrine, a school of thought
based on the study of that doctrine, and the resulting wide-ranging system of thought.

Though this polysemous understanding might leave some uncertainty about the
concrete meaning of Laoxue, the content of the book affirms Laoxue as the totality of com-
mentaries on the Laozi. It is an inclusive vision that does not favor one meaning for the
classic. To support this idea of a pluralistic Laozi tradition, Xiong cites the Daoist priest Du
Daojian杜道堅 (1237–1318):

The Way descends into each age and varies with the times. Commentators mostly
follow what is fashionable in their era with each master teaching from their own
perspective. Thus, the Han dynasty commentators produced the Han Laozi, the
Jin dynasty commentators produced the Jin Laozi, and the Tang and Song dynasty
commentators produced the Tang Laozi and Song Laozi.

道與世降，時有不同，注者多随時代所尚，各子其成心而師之。故漢人注者為漢

老子，晉人注者為晉老子，唐人宋人注者為唐老子宋老子。 (Xiong et al. 1995,
p. 1)4

This quote depicts the fundamental view of Laoxue. Moreover, it confirms that the
Chinese traditionally celebrated the plurality of Laozi’s meaning in contrast to contemporary
fixations on the true “original.” Even for a Daoist devotee such as Du Daojian, the Laozi
does not exist in eternal unchanging perfection but adapts to the ever-transforming needs
of the people. As a result, no singular “authentic” Chinese Laozi exists.

The History of Chinese Laoxue represents the proper emergence of Laoxue as a topic of
study in contemporary Chinese scholarship, and the term Laoxue has become common in
academic usage. It is even to where Xiong’s student Liu Gusheng刘固盛 could write a
reflection on the state of the field in 2015. In his “Zhongguo Laoxue yanjiu de huigu yu
zhanwang” 中国老学研究的回顾与展望 (Reflections on the Past and Future of Chinese
Laoxue Research), Liu offers one of the clearest definitions of the term: “In this article, what
we mean by Laoxue is the knowledge (xuewen) formed by historical persons’ interpretations
and developments of the Laozi” (2015, p. 126). For Liu, Laoxue is a scholarly object, a
historically constructed body of knowledge that emerges from different ways of interpreting
the Laozi. He further explains that “Laoxue concerns all major academic disciplines, such as
philosophy, history, literature, and religious studies. Not only does it form an extremely
complex and broad academic system, but it also is closely related to the history of Chinese
culture and Chinese thought” (ibid., p. 126).

The development of the term Laoxue reveals both its potential range of meaning and
its current core definition as the totality of traditional Laozi interpretations. It reminds us
that the historical usages and reconceptualizations of a text such as the Laozi are at least
as worthy of attention as the original moment of the text’s emergence. Due to this crucial
perspective, actually rooted in Chinese tradition, Laoxue deserves to be a respected term
and topic of study among English-language scholars of Chinese philosophy and intellectual
history.

2.3. Translating Laoxue as Laozegetics

The term Laoxue has yet to be popularized in English-language scholarship. A main
impediment to this development is the challenge of its translation. The following reflects
on various possibilities before arguing for the neologism “Laozegetics.”

The greatest obstacle to translating Laoxue again emerges from the uncertain polysemy
of xue學, as its various interpretations inform possible translations. First, I might consider
it equivalent to “ism” that turns Laoxue into “Laoism,” a concept referenced above as
an equivalent for Zhang Zhiyan’s sense of Laoxue. However, Zhang’s extremely narrow
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definition makes Laoxue merely equivalent to a term such as Kantianism, as the philosophy
of Laozi (zhexue or xueshuo) or the philosophical school of Laozi (xuepai). Neither of these
senses are appropriate to the current Chinese usages of Laoxue. Second, “Laoology” or just
“Laozi Studies,” as the field of study (xueke) concerning Laozi, the Laozi, and its philosophy
are similarly unsuitable.5 Laoxue is primarily an object of study and not an activity or field,
and this object concerns the development and interpretation of the text and philosophy
instead of the Laozi text itself. These two possible translations are furthermore ambiguous
because as one researches the history or philosophy of Laoxue, it would be unclear to say
that one studies Laoology or Laozi Studies, when one actually studies the research of others
on that topic. Lastly, Alan Chan suggests translating the compound as “Laozi learning,”
which implies taking xue as xuewen (學問). This has the advantage of allowing for the
historical development of the interpretive tradition, a point Chan makes himself (Chan
1998, pp. 105–106), but it remains an odd way to use “learning” in English. No one would
ever call the teachings and traditions of other classics “learning.” It would be strange to
have Republic learning, City of God learning, or Phenomenology of Spirit learning.

I propose translating Laoxue with the portmanteau “Laozegetics,” thereby highlight-
ing the unique and valuable aspect of Laoxue as a topic for research.6 Unlike the vague
“Laoology” or “Laozi Studies,” “Laozegetics” specifies its content directly: the exegesis or
even eisegesis of the Laozi. The construction of this term conveniently obscures the Greek
prefixes of these two opposites—“ex-” (out of) or “eis-” (into)—as Laozegetics incorporates
these two contrasting hermeneutics or what Lu Jiuyuan陸九淵 (1139–1193) and modern
Chinese scholars call liujing zhu wo, wo zhu liujing 六經注我，我注六經 (the six classics
explain my [thoughts] and I explain the six classics). Translating Laoxue as “Laozegetics”
means the term cannot be reduced to the doctrine (xueshuo) of the Laozi but must indicate
both a broad ranging tradition of interpretation and a topic of research that appreciates the
text as the locus of a living and metamorphosing philosophy.

Another value to the “Laozegetics” translation relates to how it shifts focus away
from questions of Laozi the person, which sometimes can be implied in older usages of the
original Chinese or in other possible translations. One great benefit of Laozegetics research
as an approach is that the unresolvable issues of the text’s author or its earliest content
and meaning can be bracketed in favor of the more attainable subject of how the text—
once it was formed or even canonized—was read and thus how it impacted individuals,
communities, and cultures.

One final point about my term Laozegetics. Though generally a topic of study, I
suggest one can also do Laozegetics, as the practice of interpreting the Laozi text.7 This, in
fact, includes the mainstream historical-critical approach to reading the Laozi. However,
I especially encourage researching Laozegetics, studying how others interpret the Laozi.
This meta-level perspective, focused not on the text but on interpretations of the text,
reminds us that the philological or historical methods so often employed to do Laozegetics
are both one among many hermeneutics that each has its own context. They lack the
ultimate value they claim in the face of the Laozegetics phenomenon that comprises two
thousand years of diverse exegesis. Zhu Bokun explains that Laozegetics (Laoxue) helps
reveal the historical transformations of the Laozi and thus enables us to peel away received
biases to aim for the original. I agree with this logic in principle, except that this process
should not simply generate self-reflection in the researcher but also a deeper contemplation
on why the historically informed philologist cannot claim ultimate meaning for the text.
Philology is but one way of extracting meaning, being just a small part of the richness that
is Laozegetics.

3. Modern Research on Traditional Laozegetics?

Having traced the Chinese usage of Laoxue and argued for its translation as Laozegetics,
it is beneficial to look closer at previous research on this topic. This work on “Traditional
Laozegetics,” a more specific term useful to differentiate “Laozegetics” from “Global
Laozegetics,” is not solely Chinese, as it also includes all Korean and Japanese commentaries
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written in classical Chinese on the Laozi. According to Ding Wei’s丁巍 calculations, there
are 2185 historical Chinese works, 430 in Japanese, and 91 in Korean, with many within
the latter two collections being in classical Chinese (Ding 2004). Furthermore, I must stress
this Traditional Laozegetics is not exclusively Daoist but incorporates many different East
Asian philosophical and religious perspectives—including the three teachings and nine
schools—that have engaged the Laozi in dialogue. Traditional Laozegetics represents the
totality of all types of readings of the Laozi, and so no one “native” classical Chinese or East
Asian reading exists.

3.1. Traditional Laozegetics Research in Chinese

The study of Traditional Laozegetics has grown during the last few decades, though
the focus on the original text continues to vastly overshadow it. In China, Traditional
Laozegetics research’s expansion especially followed the publication of Xiong’s The History
of Chinese Laoxue. Xiong further advanced this trend by co-editing the Laozi jicheng老子集
成 (Complete Collection of the Laozi) (Xiong and Chen 2011) in fifteen volumes, a massive
work that essentially includes all preserved Chinese Laozi commentaries and is a precious
resource for scholars of Laozegetics.

Many other Chinese researchers have contributed to developing Laozegetics as a topic.
Particularly vital to this is Xiong’s student Liu Gusheng, who has written a voluminous
quantity of articles on different commentaries, along with his Daojiao Laoxue shi道教老学史
(A History of Religious Daoist Laozegetics) (Liu 2008), and his forthcoming five volume
Zhongguo Laoxue tongshi中国老学通史 (A Complete History of Chinese Laozegetics) (Liu
2022). One also encounters other important contributions, such as Yin Zhihua’s尹志华
(Yin 2004) Bei Song Laozi zhu yanjiu 北宋老子注研究 (A Study of Northern Song Laozi
Commentaries), and Liu Sihe’s刘思禾 (Liu 2017) Qingdai Laoxue shigao清代老学史稿 (A
Preliminary History of Qing Dynasty Laozegetics).

At present, there are 256 articles in the China National Knowledge Infrastructure
(CNKI) database with Laoxue specifically mentioned as a topic. For example, consider the
studies on Wang Fuzhi’s王夫之 Laozegetics (Yang 2021) or on Lin Xiyi’s林希逸 highly
influential but under-researched commentary Laozi Yanzhai kouyi老子鬳齋口義 (Yanzhai’s
Oral Explanations of the Laozi) (Zheng 2020). This topic now even has a dedicated periodical
called Zhonghua Laoxue中华老学 (Chinese Laozegetics) edited by Zhan Shichuang詹石窗
and Xie Qingguo谢清果.

To be clear, Chinese research on the topic that I term Laozegetics does not always
adopt the language of Laoxue, as it has not become a universally accepted framework
for research on traditional commentaries. If one includes all work done in Chinese on
Laozi commentaries, the field becomes significantly larger. Unsurprisingly, Wang Bi’s王
弼 philosophy and Laozi commentary have been heavily studied (Wang 1996; Zhou 1998;
Han 2001; Wang 2002; Jiang 2012). However, there are likewise many rarer topics that
have received attention. For example, Satō Rentarō 佐藤錬太郎 has compared Song
Confucian Su Zhe’s蘇轍 commentary and that by the Ming iconoclast Li Zhi李贄 (Satō
2002), Huang Xi黄熹 has studied the relationship between Dao道 and xing性 (nature) in
Jiao Hong’s焦竑 Laoziyi老子翼 (Laozi’s Wings) (Huang 2011), Chiang Shu-Chun’s江淑君
has examined the art of war commentary by the Tang dynasty general Wang Zhen王真
(Chiang 2015), and Han Huanzhong韩焕忠 has analyzed a Yuan dynasty commentary by
Buddhist Mengshan Deyi蒙山德異 (Han 2017). Lastly, I must note a few rare investigations
classifiable as research on Traditional Laozegetics from the greater Sinographic Sphere: a
study on Yulguk’s Korean Confucian commentary (Kim 1999), a short summary on the
Japanese reception of the Laozi (Wang 2019), and a detailed analysis of the popularization
of Lin Xiyi’s commentary in Japan (Wang 2000). Whether or not employing the language
of Laoxue, related research in Chinese has become fairly developed. Nonetheless, many
commentaries still lack preliminary studies let alone in-depth investigations.
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3.2. Traditional Laozegetics Research in English

Scholars outside of China engage the contents of Laozegetics (Laoxue), i.e., traditional
Laozi commentaries, without the use of the term itself. Yet, as in China, such research
is growing. The most widely discussed commentary remains that of Wang Bi. It has
been translated or been the topic of major studies multiple times (Lin 1977; Rump 1979;
Chan 1991; Lynn 1999; Wagner 2000, 2003). Heshanggong zhangju河上公章句 is another
historically significant commentary that has begun to gain more attention (Erkes 1958;
Chan 1991; Tadd 2013, 2018, 2019; Michael 2022).

Beyond these two, a range of other rarer interpretations have also been studied. For
example, there are two works on Hanfeizi’s earliest preserved commentaries “Jie Lao”解老
(Explaining Laozi) and “Yu Lao”喻老 (Illustrating Laozi) (Queen 2013; Di Fiori 2018). Yan
Zun’s嚴遵Han dynasty Laozi zhigui老子指歸 (The Essential Meaning of the Laozi) (Vertoorn
1988; Chan 1998) and Zhong Hui’s鍾會Wei dynasty commentary (Chan 2003) both have
preliminary studies. Commentaries emerging from religious or organized Daoism are also
topics of interest, including the Xiang’er想爾 (Bokenkamp 1997; Puett 2004), those by Tang
dynasty Chongxuan experts Cheng Xuanying and Li Rong李榮 (Assandri 2019, 2021), and
even those that reveal the text as a manual for inner alchemy (Pregadio 2018). Chinese
Buddhist commentaries have received some attention with both a general review (Wagner
1999) and a couple special investigations of the wonderful commentary by Ming dynasty
monk Hanshan Deqing 憨山德清 (Hsu 1975; Yen 2004). Even general Wang Zhen’s 王
真 commentary has been translated and analyzed (Sawyer 2000). Lastly, Isabelle Robinet
once summarized multiple Laozi commentaries in a preliminary account of the whole
phenomenon (Robinet 1999).8

Traditional Laozegetics includes all Laozi commentaries and interpretations written
in classical Chinese, and English-language scholarship has also engaged a smattering
of works from the greater Sinographic Sphere. For example, there are a few articles on
Korean Confucian readings of the classic (Kim 2007; Glomb 2016; Glomb 2020), while
Mark Teeuwen has written a fascinating piece on how the Laozi and its commentaries were
repurposed to help construct Japanese Shinto as a unique religion (Teeuwen 2015). One
might even include Thomas Cleary’s popular translation of Japanese Zen master Takuan
Sōhō’s 澤庵宗彭 (1573–1646) commentary Rōshi kōwa 老子講話 (Discourse on the Laozi)
within this category of Traditional Laozegetics research (Cleary 2011).

While the increase attention on Traditional Laozegetics in both Chinese and English is
promising, there remains a vast catalogue of unstudied and understudied commentaries.
Scholars continue to prefer debating the pre-Qin context of the Laozi rather than the life
of the classic that came after. Regardless of what remains to be researched, I can unequiv-
ocally state that within Traditional Laozegetics a great range of native Chinese or East
Asian readings of the Laozi exists. There is no true or correct understanding of the classic
because the varied traditions, even including “foreign” Buddhism, of each interpreter and
commentator inevitably inform their encounter with the classic.

4. Laozegetics Globalized

Having described the history of the topic Laoxue, its translation as Laozegetics, and
its contemporary study, let us now turn to the core of this paper—Global Laozegetics.
The vision of Global Laozegetics emerges from the reality that Chinese or Traditional
Laozegetics is fundamentally pluralistic, including countless voices regardless of their
varied philosophical or religious backgrounds. What does it mean for Laozegetics to
become global? It expands an already inclusive concept to incorporate the proliferation of
all new interpretations of the Laozi as it has traversed the globe and encountered a wide
array of non-Chinese traditions and languages.

4.1. The Global Laozegetics Perspective

Global Laozegetics assumes a basic continuity between traditional Chinese-language
Laozi commentaries and the 2051 Laozi translations in 97 languages (author’s count. For
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more on this, see Tadd 2022). This view rests on the argument that interpretation under-
girds all such translations, and that these translations continue the age-old phenomenon
of reimagining the Laozi in countless ways regardless of their presentation in different
languages. This enables Global Laozegetics to encompass both Chinese-language com-
mentaries and non-Chinese-language translations within a single historical and exegetical
(or eisegetical) framework. Its perspective further rejects the idolization of the “original
meaning” of the text, reframing the significance of the translated forms of the classic by
elevating them from flawed approximations to valued representatives in the grand tradition
of Laozegetics.

Making this shift requires acknowledging the active role of the translators, thereby
identifying them as a type of commentator. Consider how the early French sinologist Jean-
Pierre Abel-Rémusat translates the word Dao道 as “la raison” to represent his assumption
that Dao is comparable to the mind of God (Abel-Rémusat 1823, p. 23), or how Roger Ames’
and David Hall’s translation of Dao as “Way-making” explicitly conveys their philosophical
stance that prioritizes process over static ontology (Ames and Hall 2003, pp. 57–59). In
both cases, one might critique these translations as projections of Catholic theology or
process philosophy onto Chinese thought, and that may be a debate worth having, but
from the perspective of Global Laozegetics the conspicuousness of interpretation in these
translations simply confirms that these distinctive and thoughtful readings of the classic
deserve study as unique creations.

While Traditional Laozegetics includes Laozi from different dynasties or sinographic
traditions, Global Laozegetics extends its inclusive frame across any linguistic, cultural,
philosophical, and religious boundaries. As such, it incorporates a large range of transfor-
mations that at least include the Catholic Laozi (Wieger 1906), the Protestant Laozi (Breed
2014), the Islamic Laozi (Nasr and Izutsu 2021), the Jewish Laozi (Buber 1942), the Buddhist
Laozi (Hutanuwat 2005), the Hindu Laozi (Aggarwal 2018), the Theosophical Laozi (Ervast
1925), the mystical Laozi (Mitchell 1988), the naturalist Laozi (Chan 1963), the feminist Laozi
(Anderson 2021), the anarchist Laozi (Yamaga 1962), the communist Laozi (Ân 1950), the
fascist Laozi (Evola 1923), and the liberalist Laozi (Chung 2013). Each Laozi interpreted and
translated in light of these different “foreign” viewpoints belongs to the same phenomenon
as the diverse commentaries in the Chinese tradition. Furthermore, this very interaction
between the text and this broad spectrum of philosophies is what produces the global
reality of Laozegetics.

4.2. Chinese-Language Research on the International Side of Global Laozegetics

The concept of Global Laozegetics (Quanqiu Laoxue全球老學) has not been widely
accepted in China. However, as with the study of Laozi commentaries, research on its
non-Chinese-language side—Laozi translations—has been increasing. In fact, this topic has
already developed into an academic cottage industry. The following will offer a simple
overview of these works so to consider the benefits of reconceptualizing them within the
framework of Global Laozegetics.

In Chinese, there already are over a thousand articles with Daodejing or Laozi and fanyi
翻译 (translation) in the title. While many of these merely summarize certain translations
and add little to the discussion, some studies are quite valuable. Especially noteworthy
are major works on English Laozi translations, such as the pioneering 2008 monograph
Daodejing zai yingyujie: Wenben xinglü yu shijie xiangxiang 《道德经》在英语界：文本
行旅与世界想象 (The Daodejing in the Anglophone World: A Traveling Text and World
Imagination) by Xin Hongjuan辛红娟 (Xin 2008). Yang Yuying杨玉英 (Yang 2013), Wu
Xuemeng吴雪萌 (Wu 2016), and Zhang Yuan章媛 (Zhang 2021b) similarly provide broad
discussions of the English Laozi. There are many other more focused investigations as well,
such as Yao Dadui’s姚达兑 study and transcription of the earliest English Laozi that he
discovered in the Yale University Library (Yao 2016) or Cai Juemin’s蔡觉敏work on the
relationship of popular translations by Stephen Mitchell and Wayne Dyer to American
Daoism (Cai and Qin 2012; Cai Juemin 2014).
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Research on non-English translations exists as well, such as the monograph on Thai
translations by Chen Li陈利 (Chen 2021) or articles on topics such as the Tang dynasty
Sanskrit translation (Yang 2011), Latin missionary translations (Xiao 2018), early French
translations (Yao and Chen 2018), early German translations (Tang 2019), and Spanish
translations (Zhao 2020). Due to the growing popularity of the topic, China East Normal
University initiated a 1.5-million-dollar study of the Laozi in the world, and Professor Deng
Lianhe邓联合 of Sun Yat-sen University (Zhuhai) is soon to inaugurate a new journal called
Guoji Laoxue国际老学 (International Laozegetics) that specializes in Laozi translations and
their international reception. Clearly, the future for this subject in China is bright.

4.3. English-Language Research on the International Side of Global Laozegetics

English-language scholarship on Laozi translations is also on the rise. This trend
partially originated with criticisms of how translations diverge from the “real” original
Laozi, a view promoted by scholars such as Russell Kirkland in his broad critique of Western
“imagined” Daoism (Kirkland 1997) or Paul Goldin in his essay “Those Who Don’t Know
Speak” that specifically maligns amateur Laozi translations (Goldin 2002). However, these
positions have become much less representative as the topic has developed and intersected
fields such as translation studies, history of sinology, transcultural philosophy, religious
studies, and world literature.

For example, there are general studies concerning English translations, such as Julia
M. Hardy’s classic essay on Western readings of the text (Hardy 1998), Hsiu-Chen Chang’s
analysis of the topic from the perspective of comparative philosophy (Chang 1998), Owen
Aldridge’s overview of American Laozi translations (Aldridge 1994), Damian J. Bebell’s
and Shannon M. Fera’s comparative study of different translations (Bebell and Fera 2000),
and Lucas Carmichael’s dissertation on the Laozi as American scripture (Carmichael 2017).
Overviews concerning the reception or translation tactics of the Laozi in other languages
similarly exist, for example, Florian C. Reiter’s discussion of the text in Germany (Reiter
1996), or Pauw Budianto’s look at translations in Indonesian (Budianto 2019).

Scholars also have investigated single translations. The earliest Latin translation has
both been approached as part of missionary history (Von Collani 2015) and as an example
for translation studies (Wei 2018). Two Czech translations have also merited individual
articles: Marián Gálik analyzed Berta Krebsová’s translation (Gálik 1994), and Lomová
Olga addressed that by Rudolf Dvořák (Olga 2018). Admittedly, this type of scholarship
remains limited.

More popular than directly analyzing translations is the examination of the Laozi’s
impact on literary and philosophical greats. We have studies on the historical and artistic
connections between Laozi and Tennison (Benton 1962), Kafka (Zhang 2021a), and Ben-
jamin (Hashimoto 2016), as well as analysis of Tolstoy’s translation and philosophical
uses of the Daoist classic (Chu 2021). Kwok-Kui Wong has considered Hegel’s (Wong
2011) and Schelling’s (Wong 2017) encounters with the Laozi. Additionally, much has been
written on Heidegger’s connection to Daoism, with Lin Ma providing a detailed account
of Heidegger’s translation of the Laozi (Ma 2006). English-language scholars are clearly
discovering the historical and philosophical value of the Laozi in translation, yet I argue
that the understanding of the impact and significance of this phenomenon remains limited
without a broader view.

4.4. Benefits of the Global Laozegetics Perspective

As confirmed above, scholarship on both Laozi commentaries and translations already
exists in Chinese and English. So why should we frame these as one topic called Global
Laozegetics? What does this add to our research? The key value of Global Laozegetics lies
in revealing connections only visible when the entire phenomenon of Laozi interpretation
and reception is viewed together.

For example, previous engagements with the topic of Laozi translations have focused
on only one or two languages, especially English or German, resulting in a limited com-
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prehension of how these translations may have inspired retranslations and thus readers in
other languages such as Persian or Thai. Likewise, without a detailed foundation in Chi-
nese commentaries—a topic still understudied—one cannot unpack where certain modern
readings emerge. Situating Global Laozegetics as a single phenomenon also underscores
the plurality of the Laozi throughout its entire history and calls us to explore the many
intricate interconnections between different commentaries and translations. If one truly
wishes to understand the Laozi’s place in world history or in the history of philosophy, one
must trace which conceptions of the text have been transmitted by whom and to whom.

The links unearthed by viewing all forms of Global Laozegetics together are not minor
but often form broad networks of what I call interpretive lineages. These are sometimes
heavily ideological, and they can cross both linguistic and cultural boundaries. My notion of
interpretive lineages recognizes that although every commentary or translation epitomizes a
unique exegetical stance, many draw inspiration from others’ commentaries or translations
(Tadd 2022, pp. 99–108). Thus, each Chinese or Non-Chinese interpretation forms a node
within one or more lineage transmitting particular conceptions of the text.

The Global Laozegetics framework further assists in shifting from an essentialized East-
West view to a nuanced global one. This broader vantage point is crucial for understanding
the elaborate networks of influence between different types of Laozi commentaries and
translations. The Laozi did not just travel in a single direction from a single origin. For
example, consider Mohammad Tabatabai’s Persian retranslation of Hans-Georg Moeller’s
English (Tabatabai 2015), Hiroshi Aramata’s 荒俣宏 Japanese retranslation of Marce de
Smedt’s French (Hiroshi 1996), Serge Mairet’s French retranslation of Tam C. Gibb’s English
rendering of the famous Taiji master Cheng Man-ch’ing’s鄭曼青 Laozi yizhi jie老子易知
解 (Laozi is Easy to Understand) (Mairet 1998), Alfredo Cadonna’s Italian translation of
Bai Yuchan’s白玉蟾 commentary (Cadonna 2001), Alejandro Pareja Rodríguez’s Spanish
(Rodríguez 2000) and Zdzisław Płoski’s Polish (Płoski 2009) retranslations of Ralph D.
Sawyer’s English rendition of general Wang Zhen’s “art of war” commentary, or Wang
Qiang’s 王强 and Liu Sa’s 刘飒 Chinese back-translation of Wayne W. Dyer’s English
self-help Laozi (Wang and Liu 2009). These are just a few cases among hundreds that
particularly highlight the unexpected travels of various Laozi interpretations.

The study of Global Laozegetics affirms the inherent plurality of the Laozi in the
world, and this comprehensive perspective enables a full appreciation of the way the text’s
interpretations and translations have spread and interacted.

5. Conclusions

In this paper, the author has explored the history and usage of the term Laoxue, argued
for its translation as Laozegetics, expanded the concept to include Laozi in all languages,
given an overview of Chinese and English scholarship on commentaries and translations,
and explained the significance of the inclusive topic Global Laozegetics.

The coining of “Global Laozegetics” aims to encourage more expansive scholarship on
the Laozi text by asserting the value of its commentaries and translations. This both results
from engaging Laoxue studies in China and broadly critiquing the limits of the dominant
hermeneutic that searches for the Laozi’s “original” text and its “original” meaning. Identi-
fying the diversity and impact of its commentators and translators reveals the Laozi as a
pluralistic and globalized nexus of philosophical debate instead of being merely a record of
pre-Qin ideas. Realizing the full history and development of this Chinese classic expands
our understanding of what Chinese philosophy encompasses, what Daoism encompasses,
and what the philosophy of the Laozi encompasses, thereby demonstrating how the text
becomes unbound to time, place, language, or culture, belonging instead to a complex
network of interpretations that span the globe.

Lastly, the Global Laozegetics framework does not just offer a broad perspective on
the phenomenon of the Laozi in the world. It also functions as a foundation for building an
inclusive and collaborative community of scholars who study all the manifestations of the
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text around the world. This is not merely an abstract ideal, as the author is establishing a
Global Laozegetics research center this fall at Nankai University to help fulfill this aim.
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Notes

1 Yang includes a few other relevant notes, but none of them resolve this ambiguity (Yang [1924] 1991, pp. 106, 111, 112).
2 Chen Zhu’s work on Laozi and Zhuangzi (Chen 1931) repeats his sense of Laoxue, while Liu Qixuan uses it to simply mean Laozi

xueshuo老子學 (Laozi’s doctrine) (Liu 1934).
3 Note that in this article Zhan Shichuang’s name is written with an older simplified form: 占石窗.
4 For this quote’s original context, see Xuanjing yuanzhi fahui玄經原旨發揮 DZ 703, 12:773a.
5 Thomas Michael translates Laoxue as “Laozi Studies” and understands it as “the study of the social, political, philosophical, and

religious history of the Daodejing” (2022, p. 126). This interpretation and translation emphasize the xueke (field of study) meaning
of the term; however, that is not suitable for the most popular usage in China or the author’s personal definition, as what he
describes would more accurately be called Laoxue Studies or Laozi Studies Studies.

6 One might wonder why I do not use “Laozigetics” instead to more clearly preserves the title Laozi. This choice results from
etymological concerns. Exegetics and eisegetics both have the Greek root γέoμαι (hēgéomai) “to guide,” as one either guides
meaning out of (ex-) or into (eis-) a text. Therefore, breaking the word at “getics” contradicts logic. Another option, Laoziegetics,
is also just too unwieldly.

7 In this regard my understanding diverges from Liu Gusheng. He, as mentioned above, depicts Laoxue as only including historical
interpretations, implying that it precludes contemporary efforts.

8 Robinet also published, in French, the most comprehensive discussion of Laozi commentaries in a European language (Robinet
1977).
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Teeuwen, Mark. 2015. The Laǒzı̌ and the Emergence of Shintō at Ise. In Daoism in Japan. Edited by Jeffery L. Richey. New York:

Routledge, pp. 103–25.
Vertoorn, Aat. 1988. Zhuang Zun: A Daoist Philosopher in the Late First Century B.C. Monumenta Serica 38: 69–94. [CrossRef]
Von Collani, Claudia. 2015. The Manuscript of the Daodejing in the British Library. In Sinologists as Translators in the Seventeenth to

Nineteenth Centuries. Edited by Lawrence Wang-chi Wong and Bernhard Fuehrer. Hongkong: Chinese University Press, pp. 39–86.
Wagner, Rudolf G. 1999. Exploring Common Ground: Buddhist Commentaries on the Taoist Classic Laozi. In Commentaries—Kommentare.

Edited by Glenn Most. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, pp. 95–120.
Wagner, Rudolf G. 2000. The Craft of a Chinese Commentator: Wang Bi on the Laozi. Albany: SUNY Press.
Wagner, Rudolf G. 2003. A Chinese Reading of the Daodejing: Wang Bi’s Commentary on the Laozi with Critical Text and Translation. Albany:

SUNY Press.
Wang, Baoxuan王葆玹. 1996. Xuanxue Tonglun玄學通論. Taibei: Wunan tushu chuban gongsi.
Wang, Di王迪. 2000. Cong shuzhi kaocha Riben de Lao-Zhuang yanjiu zhuangkuang從書誌考察日本的老莊研究狀況. Hanxue Yanjiu

漢學研究 18: 33–54.
Wang, Ming王明. 1948. Laozi Heshanggong Zhangju Kao老子河上公章句考. Bejing: Beijing Daxue chubanshe.
Wang, Qiang王强, and Sa Liu刘飒. 2009. Gaibian Sixiang Gaibian Shenghuo改变思想改变生活. Tianjin: Tianjin keji fanyi chuban gongsi.
Wang, Xiaoyi王曉毅. 2002. Wang Bi Pingzhuan王弼評傳. Nanjing: Nanking Daxue chubanshe.
Wang, Yuhuan王玉环. 2019. Laozi yi shu zai Riben de chuanbo yu yanjiu《老子》一书在日本的传播与研究. Zhongguo Daojiao中国道

教 1: 67–69.



Religions 2022, 13, 651

Wei, Sophie Ling-chia. 2018. In the Light and Shadow of the Dao. Journal of Translation Studies 2: 1–22.
Wieger, Léon. 1906. Textes Philosophiques. Xianxian: Impremerie de la mission catholique.
Wong, Kwok Kui. 2011. Hegel’s Criticism of Laozi and Its Implications. Philosophy East & West 61: 56–79.
Wong, Kwok Kui. 2017. Schelling’s Understanding of Laozi. Dao 16: 503–20. [CrossRef]
Wu, Xuemeng吴雪萌. 2016. Yingyu Shijie Laoxue Yanjiu英语世界老学研究. Wuhan: Huazhong Shifan Daxue chubanshe.
Xiao, Qinghe肖清和. 2018. Qing chu suoyinpai chuanjiaoshi Maruose de sanyilun yu kuawenhua quanshi: Yi San yi san wei zhongxin

清初索隐派传教士马若瑟的三一论与跨文化诠释：以《三一三》为中心. Bejing Xingzheng Xueyuan Xuebao北京行政学院学报 4:
113–19.

Xin, Hongjuan辛红娟. 2008. “Daodejing” Zai Yingyujie: Wenben Xinglü Yu Shijie Xiangxiang《道德经》在英语界：文本行旅与世界想象.
Shanghai: Shanghai yiwen chubanshe.

Xiong, Tieji熊鐵基, and Hongxing Chen陳紅星, eds. 2011. Laozi Jicheng老子集成. Beijing: Zongjiao wenhua chubanshe.
Xiong, Tieji熊铁基, Lianghuai Ma马良怀, and Shaojun Liu刘韶军. 1995. Zhongguo Laoxue Shi中国老学史. Fuzhou: Fujian renmin

chubanshe.
Yamaga, Taiji. 1962. Lao-cu-Espernata. Maeda Yukinaga PBK bunko.
Yang, Jianxiao杨剑霄. 2011. Xuanzang fanyi Laozi wei Fanwen tanxi玄奘翻译《老子》为梵文探析. Chongqing Kejiyuan Xuebao重庆科

技学院学报 23: 31–32.
Yang, Liuqing杨柳青. 2021. Wang Fuzhi Laoxue sixiang bianxi王夫之老学思想辨析. Chuanshan Xuekan船山学刊 3: 56–71.
Yang, Shuda楊樹達. 1991. Handai Laoxuezhe kao漢代老學者考. In Yang Shuda Wenji楊樹達文集. Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe,

vol. 13, pp. 104–12. First Published 1924.
Yang, Yuying杨玉英. 2013. Yingyu Shijie de “Daodejing” Yingyu Yanjiu英语世界的《道德经》英语研究. Beijing: Zhongguo shehui

kexue chubanshe.
Yao, Dadui姚达兑. 2016. Yelu Cang “Daodejing” Yingyi Gao (1859) Zhengli He Yanjiu耶鲁藏《道德经》英译稿（1859）整理和研究.

Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe.
Yao, Dadui姚达兑, and Xiaojun Chen陈晓君. 2018. Leimusha, Baodiai he Rulian Daodejing Fayu yiben jiqi yiwen tese bijiao雷慕沙、

鲍狄埃和儒莲《道德经》法语译本及其译文特色比较. Guoji Hanxue国际汉学 15: 91–100.
Yen, Chun-min. 2004. Shadows and Echoes of the Mind: Hanshan Deqing’s (1546–1623) Syncretic View and Buddhist Interpretation of

the Daodejing.. Ph.D. dissertation, The University of Arizona, Tucson, AZ, USA.
Yin, Zhihua尹志华. 2004. Bei Song Laozi Zhu Yanjiu北宋老子注研究. Chengdu: Bashu shushe.
Zhang, Huiwen Helen. 2021a. “A Perfect Bliss-Potential Realized: Transreading ‘Wish, to Become Indian’ in Light of Kafka’s Dao”.

Orbis Litterarum 76: 101–21. [CrossRef]
Zhang, Yuan章媛. 2021b. “Daodejing” Xichuan Zhi Yunbian《道德经》西传之云变. Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe.
Zhang, Yunyi张允熠. 1985. Lun Laozi sixiang de shizhi: Jiantan Laoxue de lishi diwei论《老子》思想的实质：兼谈老学的历史地位.

Shehui Kexue社会科学 9: 55–58.
Zhang, Zhiyan张智彦. 1987. Laoxue de xingcheng jiqi zongzhi xintan老学的形成及其宗旨新探. Qiusuo求索 3: 36–42.
Zhao, Lin赵琳. 2020. Daodejing zai Xibanyayu shijie de yijie《道德经》在西班牙语世界的译介. Zhongguo Daojiao中国道教 1: 73–79.
Zheng, Tianxi郑天熙. 2020. Lin Xiyi Laozi Yanzhai kouyi de Laoxue sixiang jiqi jie Lao deshi. 林希逸《老子鬳斋口义》的老学思想及其

解老得失. Zongjiaoxue Yanjiu宗教学研究 1: 58–66.
Zhu, Bokun朱伯. 1993. Chongxin pinggu Laoxue重新评估老学. In Laozi Yu Zhonghua Wenming老子与中华文明. Edited by Gong

Deshun巩德顺. Xi’an: Shaanxi renmin jiaoyu chubanshe.
Zhou, Guangqing周光庆. 1998. Wang Bi de Laozi jieshi fangfalun王弼的《老子》解释方法论. Zhongguo Shehui Kexue中国社会科学 3:

75–87.



religions

. . .









 









. . .
. . .

. . .



. . .





. . .











�Citation: Michael, Thomas. 2022. The

Original Text of the Daodejing:

Disentangling Versions and

Recensions. Religions 13: 325.

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13040325

Academic Editor: Misha Tadd

Received: 5 March 2022

Accepted: 1 April 2022

Published: 6 April 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the author.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

religions

Article

The Original Text of the Daodejing: Disentangling Versions
and Recensions

Thomas Michael

School of Philosophy, Beijing Normal University, Beijing 100875, China; maike966@gmail.com

Abstract: The Daodejing is counted among the greatest works of world philosophy and literature, but
it is a short work that is exceedingly difficult to comprehend. Among several reasons for this is that
no one knows the actual words and form of its original text. Assessing the differences between any
two editions of it is a simple task when they are laid next to each other, but it is not possible to lay any
edition of the Daodejing next to its original text to assess their differences, because no one has ever
seen the original text of the Daodejing, and no one knows its actual words and form. Approaching the
original text is only made possible through its representations and reflections in later editions that we
do possess, some of them transmitted and others excavated. Any possible access to the original text,
to any degree whatsoever, is dependent on how these later editions are managed. Sinology manages
them with the recension category whereas Laozi Studies manages them with the version category.
This study examines, disentangles, and assesses the different ways that these two categories are used
with the intended effect of approaching the original text of the Daodejing.

Keywords: Laozi Daodejing; Laozi Studies; Chinese Philosophy; textual history

1. Introduction

This paper examines the early textual history of the Daodejing, paying particular atten-
tion to its original text; it is an appropriate contribution to this special issue of Religions,
called “Global Laozegetics: Engaging the Multiplicity of Laozi Interpretations and Transla-
tions.” The term “Laozegetics” is one rendering of the Chinese phrase Laoxue老, which this
paper renders as “Laozi Studies”.1 Approaching the early history of the Daodejing with a
Laozi Studies perspective and methodology, this study contrasts its characteristic features
with those of sinology and philosophy at various points. The emphasis on these contrasts is
a feature, not a bug of this study, because what is at issue in approaching the early history
of the Daodejing, is a matter of understanding the nature of the work’s original orality, so it
is important to understand why Laozi Studies is capable of approaching the original text in
ways that sinology and philosophy are not.2

This study is particularly focused on the question of the original text of the Daodejing,
which refers to the state of the text in its first transmission (i.e., its first edition), thereby
acquiring its status as a text, as far as we understand the term. To recognize the original
text of the Daodejing in this way does not mean to imply that it was the complete text
that we have today, and three points are worth noting up front. First, although this study
supports notions of an original orality for the Daodejing and its continuing oral transmission
throughout the Warring States, there may have been many more written editions of it than
we are presently aware of, and Laozi himself might even be personally responsible for
composing the first one, but if so, those written editions were only incidental, and left
no mark on its early textual history. Second, of the 81 chapters of the received text, it
seems likely that the last fifteen were not part of the original text but were later additions
(Perkins 2014). Third, any examination of the excavated manuscript editions reveals the
text’s fluidity both in form and content, at least until its canonization in the mid-Western
Han by Emperor Jing, which served as a kind of template for the received text as we have
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it (Ding 2017). These considerations do not affect our understanding of the original text as
such, but they serve as a temper for our understanding of its form and content.

Sinology also searches for the original text of the Daodejing, but it is restricted to written
editions, of which the earliest complete ones date only as far back as the early Han dynasty.
Its consensus view is that the original Daodejing is dated to just before then, at the end of the
Warring States period, since there are no earlier textual records attesting to it. This study
analyzes sinology’s basic methodological category, namely the recension, and it shows how
it is employed with the intent to either uncover the original text of the Daodejing, or to
produce a critical edition of it by connecting or separating different historical editions.

For its part, philosophy is less interested in the original text, largely because the
earliest manuscript editions demonstrate a dizzying array of textual variants, in addition
to a plethora of other uncertainties concerning its form and content. Instead, philosophy
is interested in the philosophically authentic text that is understood in terms of textual
intent (see Jiang 2016).3 The authentic text refers to the text of the Daodejing, in which
the philosophical and other linguistic weaknesses found in earlier editions have been
repaired, or even, from philosophy’s point of view, restored; an example of this is seen in
Liu Xiaogan’s suggestion that Wang Bi brought the thought of the Daodejing to its “logical
completion” (Liu 2014, p. 158).

Different from sinology in that it seeks the original written text and what it linguis-
tically says, and different from philosophy in that it seeks the authentic text and what
it philosophically means, Laozi Studies is interested in how the text was interpreted by
different groups; more specifically, it is interested in the hermeneutical horizons from which
sinology’s “original text” and philosophy’s “authentic text” both emerged. Thus, the final
parts of this study attempt to display the interpretive value of approaching the early textual
history of the Daodejing through a different category, that of the version.

Whereas the recension category relied on by sinology identifies the various editions
of the Daodejing based on their textual lineages, the version category relied on by Laozi
Studies identifies the various early editions through their alignments and associations with
their own separate interpretive communities, of which this study recognizes three: the
Yangsheng version of the Daodejing, the Huang-Lao version, and the Tianshi version. This
study demonstrates that the earliest version of the Daodejing, the Yangsheng version, was
originally an oral text that circulated as such throughout most of its early history up to
the end of the Warring States, and it is this version that is most proximate to the original
text of the Daodejing. The concluding section of this study discusses the hermeneutic value
of recognizing the unique features of each of these three versions in terms of how they
complement and serve as counterpoints to each other, thereby shedding light on the early
history, not just of the Daodejing, but of Daoism itself.

2. Laozi Studies

The Daodejing is a worldwide phenomenon, and it has been translated into most of
the world’s languages that are in use today. Quite short and devoid of ornate language,
it is among the simplest of early Chinese texts to read and translate. Generations of its
translators throughout the world’s history have an agreed upon form of the Daodejing as a
text; in 81 chapters and a bit over 5000 words, new translations are often motivated by the
simplicity of its language in conjunction with the abstruseness of its thought.

Many people through the ages have asked what the Daodejing is about, but this paper
raises a different question: what is the text of the Daodejing? We can turn to Merriam-
Webster for a working definition of the text as “the original words and form of a written
or printed work” or “an edited or emended copy of an original work”. This definition,
however, is based on a traditional understanding of a text, which regards it as a specifically
written artefact, but there are reasons to consider the Daodejing as an originally oral text.
This leads me to adopt a simpler understanding of a text, as not more than the actual words
of an authoritative source that may or may not be considered an “author”. Nevertheless,
directing the question of what a text is specifically to the Daodejing, more precise informa-
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tion is needed pertaining to its “original words and original form”. Moreover, of equal
importance for understanding the early textual history of the Daodejing, is understanding
the interpretive communities that formed around the presence of the authoritative source
that “authored” the “original text”.

There are different ways to go about trying to approach the original text of the Daode-
jing, and most of them employ the tools and methods of sinology. For them to be effective
in uncovering the original text, there must be a solid understanding of its words and its
forms. Modern understandings invariably conceive it as written—or inscribed or brushed
or chiseled—onto physical objects—paper or bamboo or silk or stone, although there is no
certainty even on these points.

There is every reason to question the sinological assumption that the original text of
the Daodejing was in fact written. One way to do so is to turn to a somewhat different
methodological approach, Laozi Studies (Laoxue老), which can be considered a subfield of
Daoist Studies that is exclusively committed to the Daodejing, and that does not parse the
text into “Daoist religion” (daojiao道教) and “Daoist philosophy” (daojia道家).

Although the origins of the Daodejing are shrouded in ancient mystery, by the end
of the Warring States it had become widely popular, and by the beginning of the Han
dynasty, its ideas were dominating political and philosophical discourse. As thinkers began
to contemplate the meanings of the text, they also began to comment on and write about
them; this marks the beginning of Laozi Studies.

Yang (1936) identified his research with Laozi Studies, and his article on the Han
dynasty Daodejing exegesis and interpretation refers to some fifty notable Han period
experts, and a dozen lost works on it. Referring to it, Alan Chan notes, “[b]efore the Han
dynasty, references to the Laozi were already found in such works as Zhuangzi and Hanfeizi;
but complete commentaries did not appear until the Han period. In this respect, certainly
not all of the fifty or so figures identified by Yang Shuda as Laozi experts had actually
written on the subject; but the list does attest to the rapid growth of ‘Laozi learning’ [“Laozi
Studies”] in the Han dynasty” (Chan 1998, p. 106).

In Chinese scholarship, Laozi Studies generally refers to the study of historical inter-
pretations of, and commentaries on, the Daodejing. Following the publication in China of a
profusion of twentieth-century Laozi Studies scholarship, Chan’s article introduced the term
to a Western audience, where it even appears in the title. The term lay dormant in Western
scholarship until Misha Tadd revived it with his translation of Laoxue as “Laozegetics”, a
kind of play on “Laozi” and “exegetics”. Tadd writes:

“Laozegetics”, as a framework and methodology, offers a valuable path to study-
ing the Daodejing that redirects attention from the endless debates about the
classic’s “original” meaning toward the plurality of ways it has been understood
throughout Chinese history . . . Prioritizing this abundance of interpretation shifts
scholarly focus away from the supposed original or “true” text and allows for
an analysis of the text in the world . . . [Laozegetics] both describes the tradition
of Laozi and the interpretation of his text by many different types of people,
including those far outside the bounds of “Daoism”. (Tadd 2021, pp. 71–72)

I have adopted the term for my own work on the Daodejing, where I highlight its
methodological relationship to sinology and philosophy.

To discuss the Daodejing more clearly in the context of what in Chinese is called
“Laozi Studies”老學, this study relies on a set of conventions differently tailored
from other scholarly works, and their application throughout represents one
effort to bring sinology and philosophy closer . . . It is a challenging label for
Western scholars because it does not necessarily distinguish between the values
of what philosophy and sinology separately contribute, and it approaches the
Daodejing as a cultural phenomenon more than a historical artefact. (Michael 2021,
p. 4)
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Where Yang and Chan’s perspective primarily centers on the Chinese dimensions of
Laozi Studies, and Tadd’s emphasizes its global dimensions, mine intends to recognize a
space for it that is next to, but separate from, sinology and philosophy. Tao Jiang points
out the differences between sinology and textual history on one hand, and philosophy and
exegesis on the other, and discusses “the two sets of scholarly objects operative” in each:
the former has insight on the “original text . . . historical author . . . and authorial intent”,
while the latter has the “inherited text . . . textual author . . . (and) textual intent” (Jiang
2016, p. 35).

We can gain a perspective on the difference between sinology and Laozi Studies from
two telling claims, the first of which comes from Harold Roth in an article that will be
discussed more in a later section; he writes, “[i]t is the stated goal of textual criticism [i.e.,
sinology] to locate—in the unlikely event it still survives intact—or to re-establish, if it
does not, this original text. This is indeed the commonly accepted goal of textual criticism”
(Roth 1993, p. 225). The second claim comes from Wang Bo, who identifies his work on the
Daodejing with “the history of thought” or intellectual history, which is perfectly congruent
with Laozi Studies; he writes, “[t]he mainstream approach of the previous century—that
of debating the authenticity of texts—is currently on the wane, while the perspectives of
hermeneutics and the history of thought have become increasingly important” (Wang 2017,
p. 115).

Sinology seeks the “original text” to tell us what it says, and philosophy seeks the
“authentic text” to tell us what it means, but Laozi Studies explores the hermeneutical
horizons from which both emerged. Although heavily informed by both, Laozi Studies is
closely aligned with intellectual history and comparative and cultural approaches to the
Daodejing, whether in the Chinese context pace Yang and Chan, or the modern global context
pace Tadd. Relying on both sinology and philosophy in its commitment to the Daodejing,
Laozi Studies focuses on the text “in the world” by examining its role in religion, science
and medicine, and culture and the arts. It equally explores Han dynasty understandings of
the Daodejing, as well as contemporary global ones, whether in temples on Mount Wudang
or in taiji studios in San Francisco.

Laozi Studies does not judge any particular version of the Daodejing as more faithful to
the original text than others, nor any particular interpretation of the authentic text as more
correct than others. This realization informs the claim by Du Daojian杜道堅 (1237–1318), a
noted Song dynasty commentator of the Daodejing: “[t]he Dao descends into each age and
varies with the times. Commentators mostly follow what is fashionable in their historical
period with each master teaching from their own perspective. Thus, the Han dynasty
commentators produced the Han Laozi, the Jin dynasty commentators produced the Jin
Laozi, and the Tang and Song dynasty commentators produced the Tang and Song Laozi”
(Du n.d.).

The continuing cultural significance of the Daodejing is borne out by the profusion of
its editions and commentaries which are available in most world languages. Laozi Studies
approaches this profusion with an awareness of the diverse cultural forces, beginning thou-
sands of years ago, that have conditioned its transmissions, receptions, and interpretations.

It is these diverse cultural forces that were primarily responsible for the changes to the
text of the Daodejing. Although it is a singular work, its many editions and commentaries
have given birth to very different philosophies. These different philosophies formed around
innovative changes to the text that were crystallized in their respective commentaries. These
commentaries reflect the powerful presence of the interpretive communities behind them,
and the different philosophies that those interpretive communities generated from the
text are inseparable from the distinct textual changes that differentiate one version of the
Daodejing from another. Sinology and Laozi Studies both focus on these textual changes.
In his important (Liu 2003) study, Liu Xiaogan gives representation to the former, where
he analyzes three sources of textual alteration, namely “scribal error” (Liu 2003, p. 338),
“linguistic assimilation” (Liu 2003, p. 351) that seeks textual uniformity, and “conceptual
focusing” (Liu 2003, p. 363) that seeks to highlight philosophical points. The resulting
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textual alterations can be documented and explained by comparing different editions of
the Daodejing.

Wang Bo distinguishes Liu Xiaogan’s “textual alterations”, that prioritize text over
interpretive community, from the “interpretative alterations”, that prioritize interpretive
community over text; nonetheless, Laozi Studies values both explanations equally. We see
this in Wang’s discussion of two early and variant interpretations of the Daodejing: “the life
of the hermit” paradigm adopted by Zhuangzi and “the political philosophy” paradigm
adopted by Han Feizi, and he writes, “[t]his divergence directly led to the formation of
different paradigms of understanding Laozi’s thought in the Han dynasty” (Wang 2017,
p. 116). Wang means that the former paradigm became associated with the Xiang’er edition
and commentary to the Daodejing, whereas the latter was associated with the Heshang
Gong edition and commentary. His following comments demonstrate how this can lead to
a “textual transformation”:

[i]n Section 7, the Daodejing states: “Isn’t it simply because he is impartial (wusi
私) that he can satisfy his own partiality (si 私: partial, selfish)?” The Xiang’er
commentary renders si twice as body (shi尸), which more naturally brings the
dao of longevity into play. There are many such cases, which can be rationally
understood from the perspective of the history of thought. (Wang 2017, p. 116)

Is the Daodejing text that was read by the political philosopher Heshang Gong and
the hermit ecclesiast Xiang’er the same or different?4 This question gains more immediacy
when surveying the early Chinese field which reveals around a dozen different editions of
the Daodejing that often demonstrate important differences among them. Feng Youlan’s
modern distinction between a “philosophical” and a “religious” Daoism is incapable of
containing these differences, and such distinctions serve to muddle the early history of
the Daodejing. Furthermore, although Wang Bo’s distinction between a “hermit” Xiang’er
Daodejing and a “political” Heshang Gong Daodejing is generally inarguable, it too is
incapable of containing the multiple other early Daodejing editions with their fluid contents
and profusion of forms that were repeatedly subjected to persistent “textual transformation”
and “interpretive transformation”.

There is just one “original text” of the Daodejing, the source text that stands behind all of
these multiple editions. Different communities, for example hermits or politicians, altered
it according to their own interpretive tastes, as if that source text equally but murkily con-
tained the religious, the political, and the philosophical that each interpretive community
emphasized differently. Consensus states that any given edition of the Daodejing is, to one
degree or another, reflective of that original text, and editions that are deemed more faithful
to it are accorded higher value than those deemed more divergent. However, as every
known edition of the Daodejing demonstrates that it has already deviated from the original
text, the only way to reliably gauge the extent of its deviation is to compare the edition
against the original, and yet Liu Xiaogan and Wang Bo, who discussed the reasons for such
textual alterations, have never seen the original text that was only subsequently altered.

Laozi Studies, however, makes no judgments about the authenticity of any historically
circulating edition of the Daodejing—they each have their own individual stories to tell, and
this is the hermeneutical horizon inhabited by Laozi Studies. Understanding that horizon
begins with the earliest editions of the text.

3. The Earliest Editions of the Daodejing

There are two general accounts for the origins of the Daodejing, and the line separating
them is 280 BC, the approximate date of the closing of the Guodian tomb by which the
Guodian Laozi acquires its terminus ante quem. The first is the synthetic account that
sees the Daodejing as, more or less, an already complete text before 280 BCE, and it takes
the Guodian Laozi as a partial transcription of it; it would be many more decades before
the earliest complete transcriptions began to publicly circulate. The synthetic account
is generally held by people who believe Laozi himself composed the whole thing in the
Spring and Autumn periods, and although it is quite possible that he did, it is also quite
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possible that the Daodejing is no more than the record of his oral teachings; in addition,
even the received text of the Daodejing cannot hide the overwhelming evidence of its long
history of oral transmission.

The second is the syncretic account that sees the Daodejing becoming a text only after
280 BCE, and the Guodian Laozi is taken as one early batch, among other collected sayings,
that would later be compiled into the complete text. In the following sections, I first discuss
the syncretic account that relies on the notion of a recension to make sense of the early
textual history of the Daodejing, and then I discuss the synthetic account that relies on the
notion of a version to make sense of its early history.

However incompatible these two accounts are, they dovetail in seeing the initial
production of the first publicly circulating written editions of the Daodejing in the last years
of the Warring States. In 249 BCE, the scholar-statesman Lü Buwei gathered the important
spokespeople of the various philosophical trends of the time at his court, including some
who were familiar with Laozi’s philosophy of the Dao and who publicly announced
and articulated it there. This philosophy attracted like-minded thinkers who formed
a philosophical school known as Huang-Lao, and they took essential possession of the
Daodejing as their own. No matter if, according to the synthetic account, they heard the oral
text of the Daodejing and then transcribed it, or if, according to the syncretic account, they
gathered its various pieces and compiled it, it is precisely here that the original written text
of the Daodejing is to be found.

From the moment that original written edition first circulated, it was subjected to man-
ifold changes and transformations, visible in its dozen or so early physical records in our
possession. Sinology relies heavily, almost exclusively, on these records for understanding
the early textual history of the Daodejing, so it is necessary to consider what they are and
how sinology manages them.

The first six early physical records of the Daodejing appear as stand-alone
manuscript editions:

Physical Records 1–3: the three editions of the Guodian Laozi excavated in 1993
from a tomb that was sealed around 280 BC. These records were written on
bamboo slips, which appear in three separate groups standardly recognized as
Guodian Laozi “A”, Guodian Laozi “B”, and Guodian Laozi “C”, and they contain
around 40% of the received edition.

Physical Records 4–5: the two editions of the Mawangdui Laozi excavated from
a tomb in 1973 that was sealed in 168 BC. These records were written on silk
manuscripts, which appear in two complete editions called Mawangdui Laozi
“A”, composed prior to 200 BC, and Mawangdui Laozi “B”, composed after that
but prior to 180 BCE.

Physical Record 6: the Beida Laozi edition donated to Peking University in 2009
that, because it was not archaeologically excavated, can only be roughly dated to
around 100 BCE. It was written on bamboo slips.

The next physical record appears as a stand-alone redacted edition.

Physical Record 7: the Fu Yi edition that was recovered and subsequently edited
by Fu Yi in 574 CE, from a tomb whose female occupant was a consort of Xiang
Yu (d. 202 BC), the general who battled Liu Bang before the latter founded the
Han dynasty. During the Song dynasty, Fan Yingyuan produced a redaction of
this record, which is known as the Fu Yi Laozi or the Guben Laozi.

The next three records of the Daodejing appear as stand-alone redacted editions with ap-
pended commentaries. The question of their textual authenticity, stability, and reliability is
minimized because they were transmitted together with their commentaries, guaranteeing,
for the most part, their resistance to alteration.
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Physical Record 8: the Yan Zun嚴尊 edition, called Laozi zhigui老子指歸, written
at the end of the Western Han, for which only the “De” section and commentary
survive, namely chapters 38–81.

Physical Record 9: the Heshang Gong edition, called Laozi Heshang Gong zhangju
老子河上公章句, likely composed in the first half of the Eastern Han, for which
both the text and the commentary are complete.

Physical Record 10: the Xiang’er edition, called Laozi Xiang’er zhu 老子想爾
注, likely composed in the second half of the Eastern Han and recovered from
Dunhuang in the early twentieth century, for which only the text and commentary
to chapters 3–37 survive.

In addition to these early stand-alone Daodejing records, large parts of the text are
displayed in other independent works.

Physical Record 11–12: the “Jie Lao”解老 and “Yu Lao”喻老 chapters of the Han-
feizi. Despite attribution to Hanfeizi, the two chapters were written by different
people and are datable to the early Western Han.

Physical Record 13–15: the Heguanzi and the Wenzi, large portions of which are
datable to the end of the Warring States, and the Huainanzi, written in the middle
of the Western Han, judiciously quote content from the Daodejing.

Each of these records point to the original text of the Daodejing, but none are identifiable
with it. Generations of scholars who worked before the discoveries of the manuscript
editions have tried their luck at producing a critical edition of the original text, but they
were severely limited by the comparative lateness of the earliest editions upon which they
primarily relied, namely the Fu Yi, the Heshang Gong, and the Wang Bi, and they often
debated which of them was the earliest, and which was the most authentic. Thus, William
Boltz, writing after the discovery of the Mawangdui Laozi but before the discovery of the
Guodian Laozi, says:

“[a]lthough the Mawangdui manuscripts, either individually or taken together,
cannot be said to represent the “original” Laozi, the editio princeps, so to speak,
they cannot but be regarded as having more authority to approximate the original
than any other known version of the text. They are, by a period of more than four
centuries, our oldest witnesses, and can therefore be regarded as the most faithful
extant representative of the original Laozi text.” (Boltz 1982, p. 99)

It is worth noting here that, in terms of “our oldest witness”, the Guodian Laozi is itself
substantially older than the Mawangdui Laozi.

Nonetheless, because of the absence of the original text and the large number of
textual variations seen in all later editions of the Daodejing, it was convenient to consider
the movement from the original text to the later editions as one from clarity and coherence
to dissonance and variation. Adhering to the sinological tenet that later editions invariably
mystify the clarity of the original text, Roth writes that “the later an edition appears within
a lineage, the greater is the number of textual variants not present in the original edition of
that lineage but rather the result of emendation, conflation, poor editing, and so on” (Roth
1993, p. 225). Oddly, however, neither the Mawangdui nor the Guodian Laozi brought us
any closer to the original text; Liu Xiaogan writes:

[s]cholars, as well as ancient editors, tend to believe that [ . . . ] the original or
earliest text should be the most logical and coherent in style and wording. One
may think that that the editors and collators believed that their alterations were
restoring the original version and improving on the extant versions. However,
the bamboo [Guodian] and silk [Mawangdui] versions give evidence that the
earliest versions were not as logical and coherent as later scholars thought and
wished. (Liu 2003, p. 382)
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As Liu recognized, the excavated manuscripts are rife with variations, even when just
compared to each other. The strikingness of some of these variations compel reconsidera-
tion of many of the most fundamental notions established in the transmitted editions of
the Daodejing.

One such fundamental notion is from Daodejing chapter 25, that the constant Dao
“does not change” (bugai不改). Its earliest rendition is found in the Guodian Laozi; it states
that the Dao “stands on its own and does not hai”獨立不亥. The primary reference of hai is
to one of the twelve Terrestrial Branches, but as Scott Cook notes, the Mawangdui Laozi
writes hai with the jade radical, the Beida Laozi writes it with the dog radical, Ding Yuanzhi
interprets it with the earth radical in the sense of “limitless”, Liu Xinfang interprets it with
the speech radical in the sense of “dual”, and Donald Harper interprets it with the sun
radical in the sense of “unique” (Cook 2012, p. 46). The meaning of hai here is anything
but decided.

The Fu Yi, Heshang Gong, and Wang Bi editions, among others, in fact do write “does
not change” (bugai不改), but this interpretation is already permeated with the metaphysics
that follows from identifying the Dao as an “unchanging” substantive entity to begin
with; its use demonstrates a textual transformation that reflects a Huang-Lao metaphysical
philosophy of the Dao that is in many ways antithetical to Laozi’s earlier phenomenological
philosophy of the Dao. Recognizing the difficulty of reading buhai, as a quality of the
constant Dao, to mean bugai不改 (“not changing”), Roger Ames and David Hall write:
“[w]hile ‘does not change’ [bugai] might fall within the semantic tolerance of gai [改], this
translation is hard to square generally and not insignificantly with everything else that is
said about dao in the literature”. (Ames and Hall 2003, p. 210). They consider two variants
of hai, one with the jade radical, meaning “without counterpart”, as seen in the Mawangdui
Laozi, and the other with the sun radical, meaning “never complete”, and they write that
“perhaps the text is making both of these points—dao has no counterpart and is never
complete—at the same time” (Ames and Hall 2003, p. 210).

The excavated manuscripts demonstrate the unsustainability of the notion that the Dao
“does not change”, but this is just one textual instance among many that seriously challenge
sinology’s hope for producing a critical edition of the original text of the Daodejing, as well
as philosophy’s hope for producing an authentic one. Nevertheless, sinology manages
these dozen or so early Daodejing records in terms of literary theory and historical sequence,
and it is important to see how it does so before turning to the somewhat different methods
of Laozi Studies.

4. Sinology and the Recension Category

Sinological tools and methods employed in the production of textual histories of early
Chinese works are already complex, but their application to the early editions of the Daode-
jing is particularly fraught since none of them are identifiable with the original text. The
findings of Harold Roth’s (1993) essay, written after the discovery of the Mawangdui Laozi
but before the discoveries of the Guodian and the Beida Laozis, continue to provide standard
understandings of the early textual history of the Daodejing. This sinological understanding
is worth discussing because it can be taken as both complement and counterpoint to that of
Laozi Studies.

Roth discusses a set of basic sinological categories applied to Chinese writings that
begins with the text, which he defines as “the unique complex and expression of ideas
of an author or authors” (Roth 1993, p. 225). This definition only slightly diverges from
Merriam-Webster’s noted above, which more clearly identifies a text with “a written work”,
seemingly excluding oral texts, and the reference in Roth’s definition to “an author” also di-
rectly implies that the text is a written artefact; thus, sinology has some difficulty accounting
for originally oral texts such as the Daodejing, which are, by definition, not written.

In the best-case scenario, the text is directly present in the words and form of the
original text written by a specific author(s) at a specific time(s). The complications in the
case of the Daodejing are multiplied, not only because there is no original text available,
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but also because scholars have no clear idea about its words and form. Looking just at
their forms, we can note that the Mawangdui Laozi in 81 chapters, and the Beida Laozi
in 77 chapters place the De section first, as does Yan Zun’s edition. The Xiang’er edition
places the Dao section first, but it is without chapter divisions. The editions by Heshang
Gong and Wang Bi, which also place the Dao section first, have the standard division of 81
chapters, but some of their chapter divisions and sequences differ from the Mawangdui
Laozi. Finally, only Heshang Gong’s edition has chapter titles (although they were likely
added after the Song dynasty).

No matter its words and form, the existence of the original text is guaranteed by the
textual records that reflect it, which Roth defines as “the actual physical objects in which
the forms of the message or states of the text are embodied” (Roth 1993, p. 215), which
in this case, are the early Daodejing records introduced above. Stand-alone records of the
Daodejing constitute an edition of the text, defined by Roth as “the actual physical record of
a particular state of a text” (Roth 1993, p. 221) and as “a distinct record containing a unique
state of a text” (Roth 1993, p. 227).

Much like the term physical record, the term edition is value-neutral and here refers
to stand-alone written records of the Daodejing, but it is not used for classifying different
editions. For that, sinology uses a different category, recension, which is a notably literary
notion that groups together similar editions and separates dissimilar ones based on their
textual features; Roth defines it as “a foundational version of a text that exhibits a distinctive
pattern of textual variants and sometimes a unique textual organization and which is often
associated with a particular ancient commentary on the text” (Roth 1993, p. 223).

As “revised foundational versions of canonical works” (Roth 1993, p. 222), recensions
are not identifiable with the original text, since once it is revised it is no longer original.
Standing between an original text and its recensions are redactions, a category that refers to
the first or founding written edition of a new recension, and “each recension of a text began
as a distinct redaction” (Roth 1993, p. 224). Roth makes an interesting observation: “[i]n the
vast majority of cases in early Chinese philosophical literature, the redaction that contained
the very first record of a recension is no longer extant. Although I have not been able to
examine this question in detail, one possible exception might be the case of the Mawangdui
recension of the Laozi” (Roth 1993, p. 225).

As a “canonical work”, the different recensions of the Daodejing are primarily distin-
guished by their “textual variants [and] textual organization”. Sinologists use the recension
category to group or separate the various editions, without that recension being defined or
identified by any edition; Roth writes that “a recension is a foundational state of a text, but
it is not a ‘record’, that is, an actual physical object” (Roth 1993, p. 224). He explains this by
writing that a recension “is a version of a text that can persist through many generations of
editions [but] a recension itself is not an edition: it is . . . a foundational state of a text that
is contained in its many different records. Hence the Mawangdui recension of the Laozi is
contained in both manuscripts A and B” (Roth 1993, p. 224).

Roth recognizes four distinct early Daodejing recensions: the Mawangdui recension
that contains the two Mawangdui editions, the Fu Yi recension that contains the much
later Fu Yi and Fan Yingyuan editions, the Heshang Gong recension that contains the
Yan Zun, Heshang Gong, Wang Bi, and the much later Su Tan editions, and the Xiang’er
recension that contains the Xiang’er edition. In this way, sinology relies on the recension as
its principal category that organizes and accounts for these several editions based on strictly
textual features, which ought to be sufficient for producing a reasonable textual history of
the Daodejing, if only we had a clearer idea of the words and form of its original text.

There is only one text of any given work, such that any two texts, no matter how
similar, represent two different works. The textual history of a work becomes an object
of research only when the text itself is written or otherwise recorded; especially in the
modern age, an author’s original text is transmitted through reproductions of its first
or revised critical editions. Transmitted editions of early Chinese texts dating from the
early Western Han and before are normally revised redactions initially produced in close
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relationship with their original texts. Based on “a distinctive pattern of textual variants
and sometimes a unique textual organization”, as judged in comparative relation to other
editions, occasionally there appears a new edition of a text whose words and forms are so
distanced from previous existing editions that sinology distinguishes them according to
their recension.

First there is the original text, and it transmits through different recensions. A recension
can be populated by any number of editions that share the same variants and organization.
When a new and different edition appears or is produced, sinology calls it a redaction,
“a synonym for edition”, that Roth defines as “a new edition, created from one or more
ancestors, that exhibits a unique format, a unique arrangement of text and commentary, and
certain characteristic textual variations . . . Remembering that a recension is a foundational
state of a text, but that it is not a ‘record’, that is, an actual physical object, we can say that
each recension of a text began as a distinct redaction” (Roth 1993, p. 224).

The characteristic features of a new redaction, its unique textual variations, can es-
tablish a new recension if they remain consistent in succeeding editions. Nevertheless,
grouping similar editions according to the recension category reveals the contours of a
work’s textual history, but it does not reveal the different interpretations of it that are
inseparable, as both cause and effect, from the production of new redactions that establish
new recensions.

Redactions are also often further distinguished by signature commentaries, which,
taken by themselves, are already virtually sufficient for distinguishing, for example, the
Xiang’er recension from the Heshang Gong. Such commentaries, when they exist, invariably
display the textual interpretations standing behind new redactions, in two ways. First, they
provide concise definitions or explanations for discrete terms in the text as the author of the
commentary would like them to be understood, and second, they also provide the writer’s
total interpretation of the text as a whole; they are a central component of the hermeneutical
horizon, which is the primary concern of Laozi Studies. Its focus is on the hermeneutical
horizon, which makes it complementary and counterpoint to sinology, since, next to being
limited to written editions, sinology’s recension category neither accounts for how the text
was interpreted nor who was doing the interpretation.

5. The Original Text of the Daodejing

The text itself, understood as “the unique complex and expression of ideas of an
author”, is the foundation of sinological studies. The best demonstration of a text is the
original text, but if it is either absent or unclear, then sinology turns to revised critical
editions as the “best approximation of the authorial original by careful analysis of the
extant testimony to that text” (Roth 1993, p. 215). However, the words and forms of the
early Daodejing editions are not neatly identifiable with those of the original text, and
without it, sinology’s ability to manage the text is made exponentially more complicated. If
the origins of an oral text are proximate to its earliest transcriptions, then the complications
are minor, but if there is a long separation between them, as with the Daodejing, then they
are major.

These issues make us question the text itself: what kind of a thing is it? Roth notes
that “[t]he Mawangdui manuscripts are, at the very least, editions of the Laozi; they are not
texts [ . . . ] There is only one ‘text.’ It may—and invariably does—change over time; it is
transformed into the many states contained in the records that are its editions” (Roth 1993,
p. 221). A text is not a physical object, it only becomes one upon being recorded, and there
are two senses to its non-physicality: one is as the original text, the other is as the “one text”
that changes over time, in other words, the received text or textus receptus. Both senses
refer to the same text but from different perspectives, and when the original text is virtually
identical to the received text, they are indistinguishable. However, this is not the case
with the Daodejing. Many visible features of the original text, as far as we can tell, starkly
differ from the received text, the most important of which is the excavated manuscripts’
use of heng恆 to describe the Dao in contrast to all later editions that uniformly use chang
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常 to describe it, showing both the identification of the original with the received text,
as well as the differences between them. The political reason for this substitution was
that the term heng became taboo when Emperor Wen, whose name was Liu Heng劉恆,
ascended the throne in 180 BCE, but it also reflected a philosophical shift from the original
phenomenology of the Yangsheng Daodejing to the derived metaphysics of the Huang-Lao
Daodejing (this is a central topic of analysis in Michael 2021).

The category of received text refers to the text as we have inherited it through its
recensions, and more specifically to “the authoritative source that only bold scholars
dared to question”, Bedier’s “best-text”, and LeBlanc’s “best ancient edition” (Roth 1993,
pp. 223–24). The notion of the received text as “the best text” directs our attention to certain
privileged editions, for example, the Xiang’er edition that represents the received text of
the Xiang’er recension, and the Heshang Gong edition that represents the received text of
Heshang Gong recension.

Despite the Daodejing’s representation in physical records, its text remains a non-
physical object, and because there is no clear idea about it, modern studies do not clearly
discuss it. Still, the syncretic account locates the original text after the Guodian Laozi and
at the end of the Warring States, when its collection of sayings was initially compiled by
community-less editors, significantly different from an author’s individual composition,
whereas the synthetic account locates the original text before the Guodian Laozi and at
the end of the Spring and Autumn, when its body of sage teachings initially began to
orally circulate within an interpretive community before they were first transcribed into a
complete written edition centuries later.

Although the stubborn differences of these two accounts make consensus on the
original text contentious, thirty years of continuing research on the Guodian Laozi is finding
that the original text of the Daodejing almost certainly predates it. Among the first Western
scholars to address its ancient orality, Kristofer Schipper wrote that “a good part of the
Daodejing comes from an ancient oral tradition” (Schipper 1993, p. 185). Alan Chan makes
the interesting observation that, just on its own, recognition of the text’s original orality is
already sufficient to debunk the syncretic account; he writes:

[t]he idea of an oral tradition that preceded the writing of the Daodejing has
gained wide acceptance in recent years; yet it is not always clear what that
entails. On the one hand, it could lend support to W. C. Chan’s view that Laozi’s
disciples kept alive the teachings of the master orally before some later student(s)
committed them to writing. On the other hand, it could also mean that redactor(s)
or compiler(s) had access to disparate sayings originated from and circulated in
different contexts. (Chan 2002, p. 5)

Nevertheless, it is contemporary research on the Guodian Laozi that dictates the terms
of what we can know of the ancient orality surrounding the Daodejing approached within
the totality of its early textual history. To investigate the text in the period before its first
written editions is to analyze the prominent features of the ancient orality from which it
emerged, and this begins with the recognition of its particular oral features that remain
visible even in the received text, whose condensed points include the following:

1. Interlocking Parallel Style.
2. Rhymed passages integrated with unrhymed portions of text.
3. Absence of narration in relation to persons, places, or times.
4. Restricted vocabulary.
5. Generalized present except for depictions of cosmogony.
6. Introductions, transitions, or summaries that frame units of verse, often in tetrasyllables.
7. Rhythm of rhymed tetrasyllabic lines.
8. Literary gestures of questioning and exclamation and use of the first person.
9. Semantic parallelism and/or antithesis with corresponding words in adjacent lines.
10. Patterns of repetition of individual words or chains of words in consecutive lines.
11. Foregrounding of dichotomies.
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12. Paradox.
13. Binomes that are mostly limited to descriptions of cosmic and natural phenomena.

Each of these features of the original orality of the Laozi Daodejing is already present in
the Guodian Laozi. Although they mostly concern the words of the text, of equal importance
for understanding the ancient orality of the Daodejing is the form it took. Thus, next to
demonstrating the stability of the internal content of the Daodejing, its early records also
demonstrate their structural fluidity, seen in the order of the Dao and De sections, the
sequence of chapters, and where they begin and end. These differences imply that the early
Daodejing consisted of different and movable pieces that had become mostly stabilized by
the time of the Mawangdui Laozi when they were recognized as independent “chapters”
(zhang章).

Laozi Studies recognizes an authoritative source that initially articulated, or otherwise
produced, separate pieces of the text; the tradition identifies this source with Laozi, a title
that can refer either to a single individual (Old Master) or a collective (Old Masters). The
text’s initial production likely did not occur at a single time, and its content needed to be
gathered and synthesized into a manageable form, able to be regularly reproduced in its
oral transmissions, regardless of whether the order of the Dao and De sections or the order
of chapters had yet been stabilized.

The Guodian Laozi clarifies that the different pieces of the Daodejing text, consisting
primarily of numerous discrete units of thought, are the vehicle through which the text
presents its ideas. In his study of the Guodian manuscripts, Dirk Meyer recognized two
main types of early Chinese philosophical writings. The first he calls “authority-based
texts”, which present their arguments in progressive step-by-step fashion where particular
ideas serve as building blocks in the construction of relatively complete philosophical
positions concerning, for example, virtue or ritual. The second he calls “context-dependent
texts”, in which the discrete units of thought “put forward one isolated concern [and] every
new unit reflects a different concern . . . ” (Meyer 2009, p. 836). The Daodejing falls into
the latter category because it does not attempt to produce a complete argument on any
single theme, but rather weaves a vast tapestry of individual units of thought together,
from which emerges a canvas of total meaning.

The discrete units of thought, orally transmitted in the form of what Meyer calls
“movable modules”, or manageably transmissible forms of the units of thought, were
packaged and polished by the interpretive community. An important element of this was
the incorporation of introductions, transitions, or summaries often in tetrasyllabic forms of
four characters (points 6 and 7 above) that framed the units of thought contained in the
modules. As modules do not link as progressive steps in a formal argument, they remained
formally separate from each other, thus there could be no ordained sequence from one
module to the next. They represent the basic measure of the original text of the Daodejing
in terms of both words (the unit of thought) and form (the movable module), and they
supplied the basis for the later organization of the received text into 81 “chapters” (zhang).

Early Chinese texts predominantly circulated in the form of pian 篇 (section, book,
volume); Liao Mingchun and Li Cheng write, “[i]n comparison with the works of other
pre-Qin masters such as the 71 pian of the Mozi, the 52 pian of the Zhuangzi, and the 55 pian
of the Han Feizi, the Daodejing is much shorter with only two pian and 5000 words. Thus
compiling it was the easiest and the time of compilation was the earliest” (Liao and Cheng
2017, p. 153). Explaining the pian sequence of the Mawangdui Laozi that differs from the
received text, they write, “[t]he Daodejing at its earliest was not an integrated monograph,
not a work written at one time and place, but rather a collection of Laozi’s sayings. The two
pian, “Dao” and “De”, were originally two independent parts that Laozi wrote at different
times, and that circulated separately. There was originally no fixed order between them”
(Liao and Cheng 2017, p. 151).

Between the Daodejing’s oral origins and its transmission in the form of a full-fledged
oral text in two sections, there stands the question of the text’s authority. Its original
authority originated with “Laozi”, the masters or master who initially articulated the
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separate units of thought, deemed worthy of monumentalization by those to whom they
were addressed, namely the interpretive community. Once the units of thought were
packaged, bundled, and embedded in movable modules, and thus separated from the
original source, the authority transferred to the units of thought themselves, whereas
the masters from that point forward acquired a different authority based not on their
articulations of additional units of thought, but on their position as teachers and interpreters
of those already existing ones.

In addition to being movable and without fixed sequence, the modules containing the
units of thought were subject to the sorts of textual changes examined above by Liu Xiaogan
and Wang Bo, but the high number of textual “variants” found in the Guodian Laozi (in
comparison to later editions) were the result of the oral nature of the text, in which accurate
spelling was of less import than accurate pronunciation: a good number of the Guodian
Laozi “variants” do not concern variant words with different meanings, but rather the same
base character with variant radicals, which could only be recognizable when the oral text
was being transcribed into written editions. In addition, the Guodian Laozi is written in an
ancient script, which itself is not fully understood by modern readers. So “textual variants”
is not the right phrase for this earliest known Daodejing record, because there is nothing
contemporaneous to compare it against. If not for these considerations, then the Guodian
Laozi could nicely serve as the base text against which later texts diverged.

In the movement from the oral text to its first transcriptions to its canonization,
the continuity of meanings in the Daodejing was not disrupted but remained consistent:
virtually nothing seen in the Guodian Laozi is not seen in later editions, and the portions of
the received text not seen in the Guodian Laozi also did not challenge its overall canvas of
coherency, as judged by the standards of its context-dependent teachings. This speaks to
the integrity of the early interpretive community that kept the oral transmission of the text
relatively stable until written editions superseded oral transmissions.

If the origins of the Daodejing are placed at the end of the Spring and Autumn, it means
that the text orally circulated for several centuries before its first surviving written records
in the Guodian Laozi. During that long timespan, it is certainly possible that the text may
have otherwise been incidentally transcribed, but if so, those transcriptions played no
apparent role in the early textual history of the Daodejing, and there are no records attesting
to them. Either way, it took yet another long span of time, from the Guodian Laozi to the
court of Lü Buwei around 249 BCE, for the teachings of Laozi to be recorded into written
editions that were thereupon publicly circulated.

From its origins in the Spring and Autumn to Lü Buwei, the original interpretive
community maintained primary control of the content and interpretation of the oral text
until it was introduced into the public domain, the result of Lü Buwei’s conferences. The
Lüshi Chunqiu is the massive work that resulted from those conferences, and it is the first
written text that mentions Laozi and discusses his philosophy. However, it oddly does so
without directly quoting anything from the Daodejing, which strongly implies that even at
that time, the text of the Daodejing had not yet been recorded into a written edition.

By the time that the Daodejing first began to circulate in written editions at the end of
the Warring States, it had already been in oral circulation for many centuries. This places a
very long gap between its origins and the Mawangdui Laozi, which currently stands as the
earliest complete edition of the Daodejing. Therefore, we might now be in a position to ask
two poignant questions: once the textual history of the Daodejing reaches Mawangdui, can
its further textual history be safely placed in the care of sinology and managed with the
recension category? Does understanding that textual history not urge a deeper exploration
of the role and identity of the interpretive community(s) through categories other than
those of literary criticism?

6. Laozi Studies and the Version Category

Sinology understands the early textual history of the Daodejing in terms of redactions
and recensions, but because it remains within the text, uncovering lines of relationships
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between the different recensions does not come naturally to it. For example, the Mawangdui
recension was born, and it died with the two editions of the Mawangdui Laozi; about four
hundred years later, there separately appeared the Xiang’er recension that was also born,
but died with the Xiang’er edition; but then the Heshang Gong recension, with its Heshang
Gong edition, survived by acquiring the status of textus receptus (“best ancient text”).
Sinologically understanding the relations between them is a textual affair that is not by
itself compelled to consider other extra-textual social and cultural trends which are able
to uncover the hermeneutical horizons within which those recensions moved; this is the
domain of Laozi Studies.

The redaction category used for analyzing lines of textual transmission, which the
Daodejing has undergone, can only apply once the text has been committed to written
editions, but the earlier oral Daodejing is not so easily contained within them. Sinology
excels at comparing textual variations between recensions, but it is less effective at analyzing
them in relation to the interpretive communities that made the variations, because such
connections are extra-textual. Sinology looks upon textual alterations in later editions as
either improving or worsening the text, but the editions that were produced cannot be
separated from the interpretive communities that produced them.

Laozi Studies gives as much attention to historical interpretations of the Daodejing
as it does to the text itself. Instead of approaching editions in terms of recensions, it
relies on a different category to group or separate different ones, namely the version,
because this label identifies an edition by referencing it with its interpretive community
in the first instance, rather than to its textual recension. Laozi Studies seeks to uncover the
particular hermeneutical principles that undergird a community’s textual interpretation,
the analysis of which is greatly facilitated by commentaries appended to the edition, as
with the Yan Zun, Heshang Gong, and Xiang’er commentaries (the excavated manuscripts
are without commentary).

When used to characterize any given community, the Daoism label proves tricky and
contentious, but a less ambitious framing of the historical field under consideration can be
more simply described as “Daodejing communities”, for which I recognize three important
ones: Yangsheng, Huang-Lao, and Tianshi. Although they can be and often are tagged
with the Daoism label, as in “Yangsheng Daoism”, “Huang-Lao Daoism”, and “Tianshi
Daoism” (“Celestial Master Daoism”), they do not share a common Daoist identity but
a common Daodejing identity, related by nothing more than a shared commitment to the
text. Nevertheless, this commitment to the text necessarily entails a commitment to its
philosophy, for which the term “philosophy of the Dao” seems most appropriate (Michael
2005). Each community interpreted that philosophy differently, as can be determined
through analysis of their editions with guidance from their commentaries, when available.

There is just one text of the Daodejing that comes to us in three early versions that
are recognizable by their editions: the Yangsheng Daoist version reflected in the Guodian
and Mawangdui editions, the Huang-Lao Daoist version represented by the Mawangdui,
Yan Zun, and Heshang Gong editions, and the Tianshi Daoist version represented by the
Xiang’er edition.5 None of these texts are particularly controversial, since the Guodian
and Mawangdui Laozis come to us as excavated manuscripts and the Yan Zun, Heshang
Gong, and Xiang’er editions were transmitted together with their appended commentaries
serving as a check against scribal error and other kinds of textual alteration.

The Daodejing’s philosophy of the Dao presents a Dao-centered worldview, but the
different versions interpret it differently, and this provides a comparative baseline against
which to distinguish them. The Yangsheng version concerns the hermit-sage and his/her
yangsheng bodily cultivation, and it was directed to other specialists in bodily techniques,
primarily masters and disciples. The Huang-Lao version concerns the sage-ruler and his
governing policies, and it was directed to other specialists in government, primarily states-
men and philosophers. The Tianshi version concerns the Celestial Master and his religious
policies, and it was directed to specialists in religion, primarily priests and congregants.
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Each version of the Daodejing sees the world as generated from the Dao, but their
understandings of it are different. The Yangsheng version only celebrates the temporalizing
Dao (heng dao恆道), which the sage embodies by successful yangsheng bodily cultivation,
thereby assisting the transformation of the world into a natural harmony (Michael 2015). In
the Huang-Lao version, nothingness is identified with the constant Dao (chang dao常道,
which reflects a metaphysical connotation of chang); it does not speak but can be known
through its natural ordering principles, which the sage-ruler is to implement in the political
realm, thereby assisting in the transformation of the world into in political harmony. In the
Tianshi version, Lord Lao老君, who is the deified form of Laozi himself, is identified with
the eternal Dao (chang dao常道, which reflects a different, theological connotation of chang),
who will save the congregants from the conflagrations soon to the engulf the world, and
the Celestial Master is responsible for guiding the people to that end.

Sinology discusses “patterns of textual variants” that are easily documented by com-
paring their editions, but understanding their deeper significance requires an understand-
ing of the underlying hermeneutical principles that motivated them. The commentaries
make such understandings much easier, so that when the Xiang’er edition says that the Dao
speaks, the Xiang’er commentary explains why, and when the Heshang Gong edition says
that the Dao cannot be spoken, the Heshang Gong commentary also explains why. In other
words, the Xiang’er edition and commentary systematically announce the “religious” mean-
ings of its Tianshi version, and the Heshang Gong edition and commentary systematically
announce the “political” meanings of its Huang-Lao version; being an oral text without a
complete written edition or commentary, the Yangsheng version has less opportunity to
demonstrate its “bodily” meanings, but in any case, the task is not impossible.

Approaching the early editions of the Daodejing in terms of their version opens up
several additional dimensions to its textual history. The perspective of the recension
category is exclusively directed to written editions, whereas the version category allows
multiple other perspectives on the Daodejing’s textual history to come forth, the most
important of which concern the interpretive communities.

Since a text does not interpret itself, the different versions are primarily distinguished
by their identification with an interpretive community that possesses the authority to
either alter or interpret it in the best way that they see fit. We can assess these versions
according to the terms of their hermeneutical principles: those of Yangsheng Daoism center
on the bodily cultivation of the sage; those of Huang-Lao Daoism center on the political
governance of the state; and those of Tianshi Daoism center on the religious orthodoxy of
the church. One text in three versions.

7. Conclusions: The Daodejing and Early Daoism

The Laozi Studies approach adopted here supports the main elements of the synthetic
account of the original text of the Daodejing, namely its oral antiquity, its philosophical
coherence, and the presence of an interpretive community standing behind it. We refer to
that community as Yangsheng Daoism: “Yangsheng” because yangsheng bodily cultivation
appears as its primary concern, and “Daoism” because of its profound connection to the
Daodejing. This paper has discussed two other Daoist communities, Huang-Lao Daoism
and Tianshi Daoism, both of which also acquire their “Daoism” label by way of their direct
connection to the Daodejing.

These three early Chinese communities are immediately distinguished based on the
version of the Daodejing that they produced; furthermore, the Yan Zun and Heshang Gong
commentaries to the Huang-Lao version and the Xiang’er commentary to Tianshi versions
reinforce those distinctions, and the absence of a commentary to the Yangsheng version
does not mean there are not other ways to distinguish it from those two.

The single-most important distinguishing feature of the Yangsheng version is its use
of the term heng, whose ancient meaning coheres around “temporalization”, rather than
chang, to characterize the Dao. This significantly differs from the Huang-Lao and Tianshi
versions, both of which use the term chang, whose meaning by the Han dynasty had
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come to coalesce around “constancy/permanence/eternity”, to characterize the Dao. The
Huang-Lao version interprets chang dao in terms of “constancy” in the sense of constant
laws, and the Tianshi version interprets chang dao in terms of “eternity” in the sense of
divinity. These recognitions allow us to characterize the Yangsheng version of the Daodejing
as a phenomenology, the Huang-Lao version as a metaphysics, and the Tianshi version as
a theology.

There is another important participant in the field of early Daoism, namely the
Zhuangzi, which deserves mention. The thought of the work, or at least the “Inner Chapters”
and other sections directly related to them, is both an expression and an extension of Laozi’s
philosophy of the Dao, specifically the philosophy of the temporalizing Dao; however, it
replaces yangsheng bodily cultivation with zuowang spirit cultivation, and we distinguish it
from Yangsheng Daoism by referring to it as Zuowang Daoism.

Approaching the Daodejing through the version category rather than the recension
category helps to clarify our understanding of the early textual history of the Daodejing,
but more than that, it also provides a kind of map for understanding the many different
forms of early Daoism seen in historical relation to each other, and also for understanding
the central position, in relational and comparative context, of the Daodejing for all of them:
Yangsheng Daoism, Zuowang Daoism, Huang-Lao Daoism, and Tianshi Daoism.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: Not applicable.

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.

Notes

1 The term “Lao” in the phrase “Laozi Studies” refers not to the man but to the text, which is also called the Daodejing, for which the
full Chinese title is Laozi Daodejing. Accordingly, in the Chinese academy, there is no difference between calling it the Laozi or
the Daodejing, but referring to it as the Laozi is more common. In the Western academy, on the other hand, referring to it as the
Laozi is relatively more common among sinologists, who are, in any case, more focused on the “original” text, and referring to it
as the Daodejing is relatively more common among philosophers, who are, in any case, more focused on the “authentic” text
(the difference is explained in a later section of this paper). There is an important historical point that can clarify the distinction:
the title Daodejing explicitly recognizes the text as a jing經, a “classic”, a status it acquired during the reign of Han dynasty
Emperor Wen (r. 180–157 BCE), and it was the imperial librarian, Liu Xiang (77–6 BCE), who edited and arranged the first-known
canonized edition that received the imperial imprimatur, thereby laying the basis for what is often called the received text.
Although this canonized edition was still open to textual changes in terms of its words and its organization, for the most part,
transmitted editions from that time on had much less wriggle room. Before that canonization, what we have are a number of
excavated manuscripts that are often distinguished by their place of excavation, but nowhere in the Chinese or the Western
academy are any of these excavated manuscripts recognized as a “classic”: they are systematically referred to with the title Laozi,
as with the Guodian Laozi or the Mawangdui Laozi. This paper supports and recommends maintaining this distinction between
referring to the pre-canonized, excavated editions with the title Laozi, and referring to the post-canonized, transmitted editions
with the title Daodejing. Nevertheless, when referring to the text globally, without distinguishing excavated from transmitted
editions, I use the title Daodejing, as for example in the phrase “the textual history of the Daodejing”.

2 Introducing the Daodejing as the product of an initially oral tradition may appear to doom, once again, the quest for the original
text for two reasons: first, there is no record of that oral text, and second, there is no way to gauge its identity with or proximity to
the original text, for which there is also no record. Nevertheless, the goal of this study is not to definitively locate that original
text, but rather how to forge a viable approach to it.

3 Although it should be noted that philosophical approaches may be more pluralistic than described, Jiang’s study remains an
authoritative source. Many philosophers do acknowledge the historical and archaeological complications of deciphering a
singular, “authentic” Daodejing, but this is just one philosophical project among others, albeit perhaps a common one. Philosophers
are, certainly, as interested as sinologists in finding ways to interpret the Daodejing that are more or less viable. I am grateful to
the anonymous reviewer for pointing this out.

4 Heshang Gong did not compose the Heshang edition and commentary to the Daodejing, and the term xiang’er does not refer to a
person (it means that the Dao is “thinking of you”), but I use them in this way for reading convenience.
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5 This refers only to early versions; recalling the comments of Du Daojian quoted above, there were many more versions to come,
beginning with the Xuanxue version of the Daodejing that is most famously represented by the Wang Bi edition.
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Abstract: The question of the authorship of the Daodejing, otherwise known as the Laozi, is a hotly
contested debate, and one’s stance on the existence and role of the author can have potential impli-
cations for one’s interpretation of the text. This paper explores how notions of authorship of a text
influence, often unconsciously, a reader’s interpretation such that the possible meaning generated
within that text becomes limited, reduced, or terminated. Three hermeneutic frameworks, Authorial
intentionalism, reader-oriented readings, and intention of the text, are problematized, revealing both
how they contribute to the production of meaning, but more importantly how a lack of critical aware-
ness of one’s own hermeneutic stance regarding authorship might terminate potential significance.
These hermeneutic frameworks are applied to the work of contemporary scholars and translators of
the Laozi in order to assess how implicit notions of authorship contribute to strengths and weaknesses
in interpretations of the Laozi as it regards the production of meaning and significance. Being critical
in nature, this paper is meant only to reveal how the reader’s unreflexive engagement with their
attitude toward authorship can lead to problematic results in interpretation and translation of any
work in general and the Laozi in particular.

Keywords: Laozi; hermeneutics; authorial intentionalism; reader-oriented text

1. Introduction

There are few works of literature whose authorship is more debated than the Laozi老
子, particularly within the last fifty years. The traditional view regarding the authorship of
the Laozi is derived from scattered references in Pre-Qin and Han dynasty texts to a figure
referred to as Laozi, Lao Dan老聃 or老耽, and Li Er李耳 often portrayed promoting central
themes found in the Laozi. The Lüshi Chunqiu呂氏春秋 (Master Lü’s Commentary to the
Spring and Autumn Annals) for example, describes “Lao Dan esteems rou柔 (suppleness,
softness, flexibility)” (Zhang et al. 2011, p. 526), the Zhuangzi莊子 (Book of Master Zhuang)
portrays Lao Dan as having recognized the interrelated nature of binaries such that “life and
death [is] a single thread,” (Ziporyn 2009, p. 35), and in the Liezi列子 (Book of Master Lie)
he is depicted directly quoting the Laozi “the soft and weak are the disciples of life”. (Yang
1979, p. 82). The most commonly cited source attributing the authorship of the Laozi to a
historical figure is Sima Qian’s司马迁 (145–86 B.C.E.) description of Laozi in his Records
of the Grand Historian (Shiji史記). Despite this account being written some four hundred
years after the historical figure Laozi supposedly existed, this is the widely accepted story
of the Laozi’s authorship within China and without. For those who do not accept the story
of Laozi as author of the titular manuscript, many still maintain that the extant editions
of the Laozi point to an urtext from which all received editions are ultimately derived.
Others are more skeptical of the idea of a single person named Laozi having written the
eponymous work, the majority of whom support variations of accretion models regarding
the coming-to-be of the received manuscript, or “an edited accumulation of fragments and
bits drawn from a wide variety of sources” (Hansen 1992, p. 201). Over the past fifty years,
manuscripts related to the Laozi have been unearthed, most importantly the Mawangdui
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马王堆 silk texts dating to around 168 BCE found in 1973 and the Guodian郭店 bamboo
slips dating to around 300 BCE found in 1993, adding fuel to the debate concerning the
historicity of Laozi-the-man and the existence of an ancient urtext.

Disregarding the veracity of claims for Laozi-the-person having written the Laozi or
the existence of an ancient urtext, this paper will bracket off questions regarding who
authored the text or how it was compiled and reflexively direct our awareness towards
how one’s stance on the existence of Laozi and his “original intention” behind the text
affects one’s hermeneutic position when interpreting it. With this reflexive attitude, the
problem of providing a standard for interpretation as it regards notions of authorship will
be explored, utilizing hermeneutic theories as they might be applied to interpretations of
the Laozi. Examples of interpretations from contemporary scholars in the field will help
reveal how the quest to discover the author’s original meaning or, the other extreme, the
complete rejection of authorial intention and historical context might generate or limit the
production of meaning within the Laozi and influence the reader’s (often unconscious)
perception of the boundaries of acceptable interpretations. The first hermeneutic model
which directly addresses the problem of authorial intention is that of Roland Barthes.

2. Authorial Intentionalism and Its Limits

In his groundbreaking paper The Death of the Author, Roland Barthes1 implores us to
reconsider the role of “the Author”2 in relation to the reader’s relationship with “the work”.
This “Author” is not merely the writer of the work, or the empirical author, but is also
what that empirical author represents; the historical time period, political context, and the
semiotic relationship between signifier and signified which existed when the empirical
author penned the work. According to Barthes, not only is the Author always already
removed from the reading of the work because of our lack of access to the empirical author’s
inner thought, historical context, and the immediacy of the process of semiosis, of but also,
as Barthes says:

Once the Author is removed, the claim to decipher a text becomes quite futile. To
give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a final
signified, to close the writing. Such a conception suits criticism very well, the
latter then allotting itself the important task of discovering the Author (or its
hypostases: society, history, psyche, liberty) beneath the work: when the Author
has been found, the text is ‘explained’-victory to the critic. (Barthes 1997a, p. 147)

Removing the Author from the work makes deciphering it futile because it simulta-
neously removes the idea of the Author’s intention and final signified. Once the reader
relinquishes this presupposition of discovering what the Author really meant, as if solving
a complicated math problem, the reader also destroys all the limits which this assumption
presupposes. The work ceases to have a single, static, “correct” interpretation, which is
really not an interpretation at all, but rather a discovering of the authorial intention. Barthes’
concept of the Author is closely related to its correlated concept: the work.

“The work” is the product of the Author, the space of actual words-as-signifier into
which the Author places their intention, and through which the meaning-as-signified is to
be grasped by the reader. Barthes’ describes the work thusly:

The work closes on a signified . . . either it is claimed to be evident and the work
is then the object of a literal science, of philology, or else it is considered to be
secret, ultimate, something to be sought out, and the work then falls under the
scope of a hermeneutics, of an interpretation (Marxist, psychoanalytic, thematic,
etc.) . . . the Author is reputed the father and owner of his work: literary science
therefore teaches respect for the manuscript and the author’s declared intentions.
(Barthes 1997b, p. 158)

The work is the receptacle of the Author’s meaning, and the passive reader (or con-
sumer) is meant to search this meaning out and, such as a piece of pottery from an archeo-
logical excavation, it should be studied for clues as to how and where the author’s intention
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lies. Barthes depicts and problematizes the work as being either the object of scientific
investigation or a sort of talisman which contains a truth for which the reader must find
the correct interpretation. The search for “authorial intention” represented by such notions
as “Author” and “work” posit a single, definite, and unchanging meaning within the work
and treats the work as a sacred object: sanctity for the Author, deference for the reader.

Bringing attention back to the Laozi and the ideas surrounding its authorship, the
modern debate within China concerning authorship of the Laozi can be traced to late 19th
century and early 20th century China’s National Learning (guoxue國學) movement, which
included trends in evidential learning (kaoju xue考據學), textual exegesis (xungu xue訓
詁學), and “skepticism toward antiquity” (yigu sichao疑古思潮). The influential thinker
Zhang Dainian 張岱年 (1909–2004) summarized the positions of major thinkers active
in this movement on the time during which Laozi existed or the Laozi was compiled as
follows:

In the 1920’s skepticism towards antiquity become popular and Liang Qichao
梁啟超 put forward the idea that the Laozi was not a work from the Spring and
Autumn period. In his History of Chinese Philosophy, Feng Youlan馮友蘭 placed
the Laozi after the Mengzi, but before the Zhuangzi. Qian Mu錢穆 and Gu Jiegang
顧頡剛went even further and placed the text after the Zhuangzi. Hu Shi胡適 and
Guo Moruo郭沫若, however, persisted in the belief that Laozi the person and
Confucius were of the same time period and that Laozi was older in years than
Confucius . . . In the 1950’s I rethought the problem of the time period in which
Laozi lived and realized that The Records of the Historian could not be ignored
and once again placed Confucius and Laozi in the same period, Laozi being the
elder . . . (Zhang 1992, pp. 74–78)

These changes in the Chinese intellectual community, influenced by western ideas of
textual exegesis, represent a move towards more scientific rigor and had a tremendous
effect on how Chinese scholars conduct textual research and how they understand the
intellectual history of China. Despite this increased emphasis on evidential research which
led to suspicion of the Laozi’s authorship, the traditional belief regarding the authorship of
the Laozi is widely maintained to this day in China, whereas in English language literature
disbelief and ambivalence is more common. The reader’s position on the authorship of
the Laozi, whether that be belief in Laozi as author, disbelief, or ambivalence, often carry
important implications for one’s interpretation of the text.

As a result of its poetic language, a wider range of possible meanings can be read
into the Laozi than, for example, Common Sense by Thomas Paine, On the Electrodynamics of
Moving Bodies by Albert Einstein, or directions to building a cabinet bought at Ikea. Given
the dearth of historical information about its authorship, this becomes more complicated by
those who read it as a work produced by an Author whose original intention and meaning
must be searched out. This is evidenced by the usage of “yuanyi”原意 (original meaning)
commonly used in Chinese literature about the Laozi. While belief in the existence of a
wise author whose profound wisdom can be found within this work (whether that be the
empirical author or Author as a web of contexts) certainly provides a sense of significance
and invests it with meaning in many regards, it also leads to a number of implications
which limit the reading of a text, especially when dealing with one which has been altered
over many years. Placing the position of the Author atop the hierarchy of considerations
forces the reader to think of their interpretation as a deciphering of the original intention
of the Author. This presumption places limitations on the production of meaning and
restricts the many possible interpretations to those which strictly coincide with the historical
contexts of the late Spring and Autumn period (770-476 BCE). Additionally, the earliest
accessible version of the Laozi, in this case the Guodian bamboo slips, must be valued over
and above all other versions as it is the closest to the supposed urtext authored by Laozi.
Such attitudes can be found in the work of two contemporary scholars of early Chinese
thought, Guo Yi郭沂 and Chen Guying陳鼓应.



Religions 2022, 13, 433

Guo Yi (b. 1962) believes that there existed an original Laozi text authored by Laodan
which was altered over the centuries. Guo argues for the superiority of the Guodian
bamboo edition over the received editions, citing 26 ways in which the Guodian edition is
superior to the received edition. He pays particular attention to passages of the Mawangdui
and received versions of the Laozi which appear to be critical of the ru (儒 Confucians)
but which do not contain a sense of criticism in the Guodian bamboo slips, arguing that
the Laozi should be read as compatible with the traditional Confucian ethos. The received
edition and the Mawangdui silk scripts contain lines and chapters which seem to directly
criticize traditional ru values, such as chapters 18 and 19, “when the great Dao is dispensed
with, then there is humanity and righteousness” (Moeller 2007, p. 47) and “abandon
humaneness and discard righteousness and the people will return to filial piety and care”.
(Moeller 2007, p. 49) Guo Yi argues against this reading citing the Guodian edition.

The bamboo edition does not have pointed language against the ru ethical per-
spective, and those passages in today’s edition which obviously negate the ru
ethical perspective are either different characters from the bamboo edition or ad-
ditions and subtractions . . . In today’s edition chapter 19 says “Discard sageliness
and get rid of wisdom” and “discard humaneness and get rid of responsibility,”
while in the bamboo edition it reads “discard wisdom and get rid of distinctions”
and “discard artificiality and get rid of deliberation”. With one character being
different the thought is completely opposite. (Guo 1998, p. 51)

The existence of passages which appear to be critical of the ru ethos poses somewhat of
a problem for those who believe that the Laozi was written in the late Spring and Autumn
period by a teacher of Confucius. The older Guodian version of the Laozi being uncritical
of the ru can serve as evidence for the existence of a Spring and Autumn Period author
or urtext because the lack of criticism might point to the original text having been written
before the rujia儒家 (Confucian school) and daojia道家 (Daoist school) became distinct or
even oppositional schools. Reading the Guodian edition of the Laozi as uncritical of the ru
is still a contentious issue, with some scholars arguing that the Mawangdui and received
editions are more specifically anti-Mencian, while the Guodian edition is critical of the
pre-Mencian ru orthodoxy. (Henricks 2000).

Such an interpretation is constructed around the belief that an author or urtext existed
prior to the traditionally dated lunyu 論語 (Analects of Confucius), which compels the
reader to disregard any interpretation which reads the Laozi as critical of the ru. The idea
of accepting a single ancient author while recognizing the lack of hard evidence for this
supposition (one could call it an act of rational faith) does indeed contribute to making
significance of the text insofar as it imbues it with a sense of sanctity. However, the idea that
the oldest edition of the text is necessarily more valuable or more “right” than later editions
because it is closer in terms of language and ideas to the presumed original work dismisses
later editions. This prevents the reader from accessing new meanings generated from an
evolving text which has responded to new cultural stimuli and developed new language
and concepts as a result. Guo Yi’s belief in the Guodian edition’s temporal proximity to
an original urtext written by the ancient author Laozi colors his belief in the superiority
of the Guodian edition. This in turn influences his interpretation such that the Guodian
version must necessarily be superior to later editors which are more distant in content from
the sanctity of that imbued by the original Author. It is perhaps due to the importance he
places on finding the author’s intention that he rejects interpretations of the Laozi which
would place the text in some sort of hostile discourse with the ru.

Similar attitudes can be found in the work of another esteemed scholar, Chen Guying
(b. 1935), who holds the belief that Laozi and pre-Han Daoism had many similarities
with the ru and, such as the ru, wished to affirm humaneness and positively effect society.
Defending this view of Laozi’s original intention, he writes that chapter 19’s promotion of
abandoning humaneness and righteousness was an alteration by later scholars.

The reality is, however, that the heated antagonism between competing schools
of thought, particularly Daoism and Confucianism, did not appear until the
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later part of the warring states period. If this chapter attacks the Confucian, and
possibly Mohist, advocacy of humaneness and responsibility, as many scholars
have claimed, then the original words of Laozi were altered, a theory that fits
well historically. The transmitted Laozi’s push against sages, humaneness, and
responsibility is most likely a mid-to-late Warring States addition. The original
Laozi, on which the Guodian editions were based, lacks such a focused statement
against Kongzi (Confucius). The additions occurred in accord with popular
post-Zhuangzi Daoist arguments. (Chen 2015, p. 68)

This is another example of how attachment to an Authorial intentionalist perspective
of the Laozi, or any work that went through a historical evolution, can lead one to belief
there is a more ‘correct’ edition amongst its various incarnations. Although both Guo
Yi and Chen Guying use the same chapters of the Laozi for their arguments, the Chen
Guying passage quoted above highlights another way in which an Authorial intentionalist
perspective can limit the possible meaning found within the work.

Whereas Guo Yi’s attachment to the Authorial intentionalist perspective leads to a
stronger emphasis on the elevation of the oldest edition of the Laozi to which we have access
(i.e., the Guodian edition), for similar reasons Chen Guying emphasizes the depreciation
of the later editions as alterations of “the original Laozi, on which the Guodian editions
were based”. Rather than understand the Mawangdui and received editions as valuable
instances of a work which emerged through the evolution of the text and from which
new meaning and significance can be generated, Chen devalues them as corruptions of an
ancient urtext which should be omitted because they are a few more degrees of separation
away from the supposed original text written by the supremely wise Laozi. Regardless
of any distinctions between Guo and Chen’s approach, they lead to the same result in the
prioritization of the Guodian version over others. In Chen’s commentary to chapter 18
he advocates rejecting the lines found in the Mawangdui and received versions which
appear to criticize the values that would become associated with traditional Confucianism
on the grounds that “these phrases are not present in the Guodian Bamboo Slips version
and they should be omitted. The superfluous addition of these phrases is probably the
result of the influence exerted by the theories of extremist followers of Zhuangzi in the late
Warring States period, who preposterously added them to the text”. (Chen 2020, p. 139)
Furthermore, by regarding the traditional model of Authorship as the paramount standard
of interpretation, the text must necessarily be strictly constrained by a historical, cultural,
and political context which renders it of little use to a contemporary reader living in a world
which is historically, culturally, and politically vastly different from 6th century BCE China.

This Barthesian critique of “the Author” as applied to the Laozi reveals how the
reader’s assumption that the goal of interpreting the Laozi is to discover Laozi’s original
intent might limit the potential interpretations and possible significance generated by the
reader. The elevation of the Guodian edition as the text closest to the ancient urtext forces
one to interpret it in such a way that it corresponds with the cultural milieu of 6th century
BCE China, the time during which the supposed author lived. It also forces one to devalue
all other editions, including the Mawangdui, Heshang Gong, Wang Bi, etc. as alterations
and corruptions of the original Laozi. Being oriented toward discovering the Author’s
intention might lead the reader to casually overlook or devalue the meaning inherent in
these alterations, alterations which occurred because of real historical, cultural, and political
events, in favor of deciphering what Laozi “really meant”. Because the Author’s intent is
the final arbitrator of such a reader’s interpretation, the depth of potential meaning found
in the text as a result its evolution might be ignored by the monomaniacal seeker of the
Author. While the authorial intentionalist hermeneutic position does indeed provide ways
which open potential significance within the text, it is also worthwhile to recognize the
ways it limits the text’s plurality of meanings and reduces it to a work with a single, static
interpretation placed within a specific locus of history. Given the problematic nature of
searching for the Author’s original intent within the work, Barthes offers a way of reading
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which opens the reader up to infinite possible meanings within the text which will be
referred to as the “reader-oriented Text”.

3. The Reader-Oriented Text and Its Limits

While “the work” is related to “the Author” as that empirical space into which the
Author’s intention is deposited, he proposes the notion of “the Text”3 which is related
to “the reader” as “a methodological field . . . the Text is experienced only in an activity of
production . . . the Text is radically symbolic: a work conceived, perceived and received in its
integrally symbolic nature is a text”. (Barthes 1997b, p. 159) Rather than regarding the Author
as the sole supplier of meaning, Barthes shifts the focus onto the reader, who ultimately is
the sole creator of meaning. Although words on the page are being read, the Text cannot be
said to have started until the reader begins to play with relationship between signifier and
signified to produce meaning. Barthes writes:

A text is made of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering
into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is one place
where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as was hitherto
said, the author . . . the reader is without history, biography, psychology; he is
simply that someone who holds together in a single feild all the traces by which
the written text is constituted. (Barthes 1997a, p. 148)

The reader, being unrestricted by the delusion of deciphering the Author’s intention,
becomes open to the infinitude of meanings which can be derived from the unstructured
intertextuality that occurs in the act of reading. With this newfound freedom, engagement
with the text as a “work” transforms into engagement with the process of semiosis itself, or
the “Text”. Barthes often describes this act of reading as one which is radically detached
from any attempt to read into the text an authorial and historical context, which can be
described as a radical reader-oriented hermeneutic stance.4

In the case of the Laozi, such interpretations which treat it as “the Text” rather than “the
work,” unburdened by the exclusive interpretive standard oriented around the Author’s
intention, often use semantics such as grasping “the spirit of the book” (Le Guin 1998,
p. 115) as opposed to finding the Author’s “original meaning” and “the freest translation is
often the most faithful” (Mitchell 2006, p. xii) as opposed to attempting to strictly translate
the words of the Author. Despite Stephen Mitchell’s belief that the ancient author Laozi did
exist (Ursula Le Guin seems relatively ambivalent about this), this sort of language exposes
a very different hermeneutic stance than that of the authorial intentionalist, one according
to which the potential for significance of the text lies much more emphatically in the
reader’s contribution to it. While not quite representing a radical reader-oriented position,
neither of these translators are able to read Chinese and thus forego any presumption of
a faithful rendering of the Author’s words. Furthermore, external historical, linguistic,
or intertextual standards cannot be applied to the “spirit” of a text in the same way they
might to the historical context of the Author, thereby allowing the reader much more
leeway in depicting the “spirit of the book”. Such an attitude can extend the realm of
potential significance within the text far beyond the constraints of Authorial intentionalism,
fostering novel connections with other non-native cultures and ideas, a fusion with modern
trends and phenomena which might breathe new life into the ancient text, or the possibility
of applying the text to a wider set of socio-political problems in contemporary society.
This more open attitude can be found in interpretations which read the text as promoting
a libertarian or anarchic approach to the political economy, (Boaz 1998; Stamatov 2014)
something akin to new age spirituality, (Kohn 2019) or environmentalism (Girardot et al.
2001; Nelson 2009; Schönfeld 2014) amongst many others.5 Some examples cited to defend
such interpretations as valid include interpreting “act through non-action, then there will
be nothing that is not ordered” (Moeller 2007, p. 9; translation modified) as a parallel to
laissez faire ideas such as Friedrich Hayek’s “spontaneous ordering,” “concentrate the and
attain softness” (Moeller 2007, p. 25) as teaching a form of spiritual cultivation which allows
one to connect to the dao, and “[the sage] is able to support the nature of the ten-thousand
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things” (Moeller 2007, p. 149; translation modified) as an exhortation for human society to
be in ecological harmony with the natural world.

While these interpretations are indeed helpful in lending new significance to the text,
such as the authorial intentionalist position, an excessively reader-oriented interpretation
can also lead to problematic results. In diminishing, or in the case of the radical reader-
oriented stance completely ignoring the historical, political, intellectual, and linguistic
context in which the Laozi was compiled in favor of capturing a decontextualized “spirit of
the book”, the “freest translation” often becomes more of a portrait of the interpreter’s own
beliefs, sensibilities, and experiences than a reflection of the content of the Laozi. Barthes
himself recognized this pitfall, emphasizing the importance of re-reading because “those
who fail to reread are obliged to read the same story everywhere”. (Barthes 1974, p. 16)
Prejudiced and biased interpretations in which the interpreter excessively projects their own
ideas and personal beliefs into the text can be seen in the use of cherry picking, highlighting
chapters which validate one’s reading while ignoring those parts which are unrelated
or even contradict it, a common phenomenon in both academic and popular literature
on the Laozi. The reader always carries within themself a world of experiences, biases,
knowledge, culture, in short, a worldview, through which they make sense of the world
and turn this ‘blooming, buzzing confusion’ into something able to be navigated. The
unreflexive projection of these internal and prejudiced worldviews, which is to some degree
unavoidable, and the corresponding diminishing of external standards of interpretation can
potentially lead to the very opposite of what is intended, a reduction in the production of
meaning. By creating a sort of zero-gravity interpretive environment in which no external
standards tether the reader to the ground, beliefs, ideas, and modes of thinking already
affirmed by the reader prior to textual engagement are merely re-established. Having
external standards for what counts as a good or bad interpretation, whether it be historical,
conceptual, or linguistic, helps contribute to the production of significance and meaning by
challenging the reader to break out of habitual thought, a theme which ironically can be
found in the Laozi itself (chapter 44). These standards for interpretation serve as a tool to
challenge the reader, breaking them out of their own complacency and creating new realms
of significance for both the text and the reader.

The disadvantages of a reader-oriented theory can further be seen from a more prag-
matic perspective as, there being no standard to judge any interpretation as better or worse
than another, putting it into practice would lay waste to all discourse concerning any
particular text. For there to exist discourse about anything in general there must exist some
agreement amongst the interlocutors on a standard of evaluation, otherwise the discourse
must pivot towards what is the best standard of evaluation, which assumes yet another
agreed upon standard. This is what Richard Rorty calls “normal discourse,” which is the
agreement on a “set of conventions about what counts as a relevant contribution, what
counts as a question, what counts as having a good argument for that answer or a good
criticism of it” (Rorty 1979, p. 320). This “normal discourse” then allows for “the sort of
statement that can be agreed to be true by all participants whom the other participants
count as ‘rational’” (Rorty 1979, p. 320). Along similar lines, Stanly Fish argues that while
it is through the reader’s interpretation that the literary work is created, this does not
invite an unchecked proliferation of interpretations because “it is interpretive communities,
rather than either the text or reader, that produce meanings”. (Fish 1980, p. 14) The idea of
producing meaning outside of any discourse within a community is not only contradictory
because all concepts, beliefs, and worldviews ultimately derive from discourse within a
community, but it is also antithetical to all academic disciplines, especially philosophy,
for which the idea of dialogue and discourse serves as a foundation. Indeed, it is even
necessary for knowledge of the physical sciences which, as Kuhn points out, exists within
the matrix of scientific communities (Kuhn 2012).
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4. Intention of the Text and the Production of Meaning

We are faced with two extremes: the dogmatic authorial intentionalist perspective and
the radical reader-oriented perspective. The strengths each of these particular perspectives
cannot be denied, but they carry with them a number of limiting factors and disadvantages
which makes an uncritical attachment to them untenable. We are thus led to take a stance
which avoids adherence to the specter of the Author while having some sort of grounding
on which discourse and interpretations of the text can exist. Umberto Eco attempts to create
a theory of semiosis which does just this by allowing for numerous interpretations of any
given text while also providing external standards to which any given interpretation might
be subjected. While influenced by thinkers who extended conceptions of the field of semio-
sis and particularly by Barthes himself, he argued that there must exist some standards
for interpretation on the grounds that “the notion of unlimited semiosis does not lead to
the conclusion that interpretation has no criteria. To say that interpretation (as the basic
feature of semiosis) is potentially unlimited does not mean that interpretation has no object
and that it ‘riverruns’ merely for its own sake” (Eco 1994, p. 6). Regarding the opposition
between the authorial intentionalist theory and the radical reader-oriented theory, Eco
points out “one can object that the only alternative to a radical reader-oriented theory of
interpretation is the one extolled by those who say that the only valid interpretation aims
at finding the original intention of the author . . . there is a third possibility. There is an
intention of the text” (Eco 2004, p. 25).

The “intention of the text” is the interplay between the model reader and the model
author. The model reader can be thought of as the act of reading in which conjectures are
made about the intention of the text, a sort of reading in which infinite conjectures are
allowed. The model reader’s activity and productivity lie in this act of making conjectures.
These conjectures, however, are limited by the model author (as opposed to the empirical
one, which Barthes refers to as the Author). The model author is an interpretation (one of
many possible interpretations) that coincides with the intention of the text. Regarding the
relationship between model reader, model author, and intention of the text, Eco says “more
than a parameter to use in order to validate the interpretation, the text is an object that the
interpretation builds up in the course of the circular effort of validating itself on the basis
of what it makes up as its result” (Eco 1994, p. 59).

But how does one know which model author, which is to say, which interpretations,
coincide with the intention of the text? Eco provides the standard for this judgement as
“any interpretation given of a certain portion of a text can be accepted if it is confirmed and
must be rejected if it is challenged by another portion of the same text. In this sense, the
internal textual coherence controls the otherwise uncontrollable drives of the reader” (Eco
1994, p. 59). Here we see a simple, yet powerful concept in textual theory which reigns
in the excessive freedom of the Barthesian reader: coherence. He further develops the
concept of textual coherence with a more concrete standard for what is considered textually
coherent, that of isotopy, an umbrella term which includes many different types of isotopies,
but all exhibiting a common trait which is defined as “constancy in going in a direction
that a text exhibits when submitted to rules of interpretative coherence” (Eco 1980, p. 153).

The many different types of isotopies widen the limits of possible acceptable inter-
pretations, i.e., interpretations with high levels of interpretive coherence. These limits are
simultaneously restricted by the language of text, to which these isotopes must refer. Here
Eco’s standards for textual coherence can once more be found in the interplay between
author and reader, or what he refers to as “interpretive cooperation”, which he defines as:

an act in the course of which the reader of a text, through successive abductive
inferences, proposed topics, ways of reading, and hypotheses of coherence, on the
basis of suitable encyclopedic competence . . . determined by the nature of the text.
By the “nature” of the text I mean what an interpreter can actualize on the basis
of a given Linear Manifestation, having recourse to the encyclopedic competence
toward which the text itself orients it Model Reader. (Eco 1980, p. 154)
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The various ways in which different isotopies can be read into a text, creating a
plurality of interpretations, provides semiotic freedom, while the “nature of the text” and a
general standard of coherence tethers the interpretation to the text and provides a sort of
semiotic foundation.

Freeing one’s interpretation from the search for the intention of the empirical author
as the paramount goal of reading, yet still holding one’s interpretation to the standard of
textual coherence (which may include philological, historical, or conceptual coherence)
may open the potential meaning produced when engaging with each particular edition of
the Laozi while still being grounded in possible discourse. If this model is extended further
to intertextual coherence with, let us say a tradition of texts, the evolution of the Laozi may
likewise be opened up to greater potential meaning. Similar hermeneutic positions can also
be found within Chinese intellectual history and the commentarial tradition of the Laozi in
particular. The legitimacy of interpretations within Chinese commentarial traditions are
established according to whether or not the ideas therein are tong通 (continuity, connection),
which implies internal coherence or continuity as well as continuity within the larger
tradition. Within the Chinese commentarial tradition “the goal of ‘explaining the classics’
is achieving tong, going from character, to word, to sentence, to paragraph, to chapter, and
extending to the entire internal text and its intertextual relationships, gradually generating a
network of connections and organic system” (Bao 2015, p. 3). Likewise, Rudolph G. Wagner
describes Wang Bi’s hermeneutic position in regard to the existence of Laozi in similar
terms to those of Eco’s, writing “the assumption of the Laozi’s being written by an author
called Laozi is an assumption about the philosophic homogeneity of this text” (Wagner
2000, p. 120). It should thus not be surprising that the notion of hermeneutic coherence,
whether it be linguistic, conceptual, or historic, can also be found in contemporary Chinese
scholarship on the Laozi in such a way that it allows for equal estimation for the various
editions of the Laozi as opposed to the authorial intentionalist, while still holding those
interpretations to external standards.

An example of such a reading of the Laozi can be found in that of another esteemed
scholar, Liu Xiaogan 刘笑敢. Liu believes that there did exist an urtext from which the
other editions eventually developed and also agrees with Chen Guying and Guo Yi about
the Guodian edition of the Laozi being at least much less critical of the ru, perhaps even
compatible. As with Chen and Guo, he regards the attitude towards ruist values to be one
of the major differences between the Guodian edition and later versions.

As for the relationship between Daoists and Ru, a popular perspective is that the
two are at battle . . . In fact, before the Song Dynasty there was not any textual
foundation for mutual antagonism or criticism between the Ru and Daoists . . . the
sentences “eliminate sageliness, get rid of wisdom” and “eliminate benevolence,
get rid of righteousness” found within the received edition of the Laozi is the result
of language being inserted into the text by later editors. This sort of insertion is the
most serious kind of tampering done within the evolution of the various editions
of the Laozi, but it is not completely without basis. In any case, the received
edition clearly projects and intensifies a critical attitude towards Confucianism . . .
the hierarchy and position of Laozi’s dao and de is higher than Confucian morality,
but does not simply deny or replace Confucian morality. (Liu 2016)

An important distinction between Liu and Chen/Guo’s positions, however, is that
when Liu discusses the differences between the Guodian edition and received edition,
he does not elevate the status of the Guodian edition as being “more correct” or “more
authentic,” nor does he denounce the later received editions as corruptions and therefore
less meaningful than the earlier editions. He seems to recognize the alterations made by
editors and compilers of the later editions without making any value judgement.

Rather than dismissing the alterations as deviations from the original manuscript, he
uses the evolution of the various manuscripts as something which can potentially provide
meaning. Just as Eco provided ways of testing coherence in individual texts in the form of
isotopes, Liu provides ways of testing coherence in the evolution of a text in the form of
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linguistic assimilation and conceptual focusing, which he defines as “the general tendency
of editors of the Laozi to replace some words, phrases, or passages with common terms
or patterns according to their understanding of the message and style of the text” and
“processes designed to bring out the intellectual insights and key concepts of the Laozi” (Liu
2003, p. 338). Conceptual focusing in particular indicates that Liu sees these alterations to
the text as contributing to valid and valuable concepts.

Making a much more explicit statement on his stance regarding the search for Autho-
rial intention, he writes:

One may think that the editors and collators believed that their alterations were
restoring the original version and improving upon the extant versions. However,
the bamboo and silk versions give evidence that the earliest versions were not as
logical and coherent as later scholars thought and wished. Approximating the
original or earliest texts did not necessarily accord with the goal of improving
the extant editions or creating the best version. The received versions show im-
provement in that they have a more regulated pattern and style than the antique
versions, but they are not closer to the antique versions. Likewise, modern textual
studies may improve ancient texts according to modern logic and assumptions,
but they do not necessarily preserve the intent and style of the original or earliest
versions. (Liu 2003, p. 381)

He regards textual coherence according to his standards of linguistic assimilation and
conceptual focusing as a more valuable contribution to the received versions of the text
than would have been attempting to simply make it as similar to the original or earliest
versions as possible. It seems that in his interpretation of the evolution of the Laozi, Liu,
much in the same way as Eco, navigates between the Scylla of searching for authorial intent
and the Charybdis of an ungrounded reading of the text. Such an interpretation opens the
field of possible meaning to include the evolution of the texts, which in turn reveals the
possible, and now legitimate, significance that can be found in each individual edition in
their own particular way. This interpretation is quite distinct from those of Chen Guying
and Guo Yi, but this distinction all stems from a very subtle difference in hermeneutic
stances regarding authorial intention.

5. Conclusions

The debate regarding the existence of Laozi the author is perhaps an example of
misplaced energy for those on both sides of the debate, particularly those working on
reading the Laozi from a philosophic perspective. There is no doubt that any advancements
or findings on the historicity of Laozi-the-person would be exciting, but those reading the
Laozi from a philosophic or literary perspective would be better suited considering how the
perceived authorship of the Laozi influences their interpretation of the text. The intention of
this paper has not been to prove any one interpretation over and above others, but is meant
to bring attention to how any interpretation which lacks a critical, and thus reflexive attitude
toward one’s own hermeneutic position might easily succumb to problematic elements
which exist for any position whatsoever. Chen Guying and Guo Yi’s positions are certainly
not dogmatically authorial intentionalist, nor are Mitchell and Le Guin’s translations mere
flights of fancy, but a lack of critical awareness of one’s own hermeneutic position can
lead to problematic results, such as an adherence to the Author’s “original meaning” for
the former or reading into the text a decontextualized, borderline mystical “spirit of the
book” for the latter. Without a critical awareness of the hermeneutic principle according
to which one interprets a text, even the principle of coherence could lead to problematic
results. Whereas Liu Xiaogan’s reflexive awareness of his use of the principles of linguistic
assimilation and conceptual focusing allows him to point out in what ways the later
editions were a continuation of aspects of the Guodian edition, yet distinct in their own
right, one can easily imagine an uncritical interpreter blindly and dogmatically affirming
the coherence of all editions expressing the same “spirit” of Laozi, thereby overlooking
each version’s unique contributions.



Religions 2022, 13, 433

Conscious recognition and critical awareness of the utilization in one’s interpretation of
hermeneutic concepts such as authorial intention, textual coherence, “tong”通 (continuity),
or many possible others not only help avoid potentially problematic pitfalls, but also open
new paths of interpretation, new ways of meaning, and new roles for the reader to take
on. At the expense of withdrawing into naval gazing, discourse on hermeneutic principles
which guide our interpretations and translations of the Laozi might prove to be a great
source of insight, scholarship, and inspiration. For example, to further use the notion
of coherence as a hermeneutic standard, a concept such as “coherence validity,” similar
to Lee J. Cronbach and Paul E. Meehl’s explication of construct validity, (Cronbach and
Meehl 1955) could be used as a general principle for the interpretation of the Laozi, amongst
other texts. While the act of interpretation is not the sort of thing to which a hard and
fast scientific method can be ascribed, discourse surrounding a notion such as coherence
validity might produce new perspectives on how the already existing wealth of scholarship
on the historical, linguistic, and conceptual context of the Laozi are related to one another in
novel and creative ways, revealing new networks of significance within the text(s). This
would perhaps represent a shift in focus from what the Author meant to how the text means.
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Notes

1 Barthes is used to represent a trend of 20th century thinkers and schools of thought which resisted the “intentional fallacy,”
including T.S. Eliot, Stanly Fish, and, as will be discussed later in the paper, Umberto Eco. While many of the thinkers who
represent the resistance to Authorial intent have literary works like poetry, novels, or plays in mind, similar arguments can
be and have been extended to the authorship of works of philosophy (Deleuze 1985) and even to history itself. (White 1966)
Problematizing Authorial intent in the Laozi is also defendable considering the text’s literary and poetic nature.

2 The Author is capitalized to distinguish it from the “empirical author” as the constellation of contexts which orient the work’s
supposed intention.

3 Like “Author”, “Text” is capitalized to distinguish it as a “methodological field” and “activity of production” rather than “text”
as a work containing written text.

4 It should be noted that this more “radical” position might be read within Barthes’ work as a gesture to merely problematize the
notion of Authorial intention and reveal the significance of intertextuality in the act of semiosis rather than an outright rejection
of historical contextualization. This more radical position is likewise being use in this paper for the same purpose while also
problematizing the position itself.

5 The examples cited here are not necessarily examples of the radical reader-oriented hermeneutic as they are certainly more
thorough in terms of historical contextualization. The tomb in which the Mawangdui version, for example, was found also
included the Daoyin tu導引圖manuscript containing illustrations of a form of Qigong spiritual cultivation practice, providing
some historical evidence for Kohn’s spiritualist interpretation. Such interpretations might be considered merely reader-oriented
as compared to that of the strictly Authorial intentionalist.
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Abstract: This paper provides a typology of rhetorical questions in the Daodejing and examines
their functions on rhetorical effects and argumentative construction. This paper argues against a
reading of rhetorical questions that translates them directly into propositional statements. Instead,
the fact that rhetorical questions appear in one version of the text but not in others shows us the
unique subtleties of meaning that rhetorical questions deliver. An awareness of the performative
and dialogical functions elicited through rhetorical questions deepens our understanding of the
persuasive power of the Daodejing. Furthermore, emotional sentiments within the text can be detected
through the use of rhetorical questions which function to impress the readers/listeners while urging
a point. A study of rhetorical questions in the Daodejing reveals textual differences across versions
that transcend their wording, all the while motivating a new understanding of rhetorical questions
based on classical Chinese texts enriches current definitions proposed in the field at large.

Keywords: rhetorical questions; Daodejing; meaning constructions; parallel texts; rhetorical effects

“If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh?

If you poison us, do we not die? And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge?”

(William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice) (Greenblatt et al. 2016, pp. 467–521)

1. Introduction: Rhetorical Questions, and What Is New?

The famous opening phrase of the first chapter of the Analects has Confucius utter
three rhetorical questions:

“學而時習之，不亦說乎？有朋自遠方來，不亦樂乎？人不知而不慍，不亦君子
乎？”

“Is it not pleasant to learn with a constant perseverance and application? Is it
not delightful to have friends coming from distant quarters? Is he not a man of
complete virtue, who feels no discomposure though men may take no note of
him?”. (Cheng [1990] 2008, pp. 1–8)

In the “Fu賦” chapter of the Xunzi, the text presents a series of conversations possibly
between a minister and king, or a teacher and disciple, or a questioner and shaman, to
whom the second speaker consistently replies with series of rhetorical questions (Lewis
1999, p. 180). In the Wang Bi version of the Daodejing, I estimate that 18% of chapters (a
total of 16 chapters: 5, 7, 10, 13, 15, 20, 21, 23, 26, 44, 50, 58, 62, 73, 77, and 79) use rhetorical
questions either individually, consecutively, or in a string (Lou 2016, pp. 14, 19, 23, 29, 33,
46, 53, 58, 69, 121, 134, 151, 161, 181, 186, and 188).1

The prevalence of rhetorical questions in classical literature raises the question, why are
they used at all? Does it make a difference? If so, how? This paper explores these questions,
focusing on the parallel texts of the Daodejing. This paper argues against reading rhetorical
questions as propositional statements. Instead, this paper examines their rhetorical effects
and use in argument construction.

First, a few words on the definition of “rhetorical” questions. In English literature,
the discussion of what defines a rhetorical question has been controversial. A rhetorical
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question (RQ) has the syntactic form of a question but the semantic value of a declarative
statement (Sadock 1971; Han 2002). On the one hand, scholars such as Džemal Špago show
us that in modern English literature, there are syntactic and semantic elements that are
more likely to be identified as rhetorical questions (Špago 2016), arguing not only for a
rhetorical use of questions, but for a distinct form of rhetorical questions. On the other hand,
others insist that the co-occurrence of interrogative pronouns or adverbs and sentence-final
particles does not conclusively indicate a rhetorical reading since genuine information-
seeking questions can share the same features (Xiang et al. 2021, p. 6). This means that
RQs are not a special category of questions with a distinct form, nor are they bound to
any particular language or linguistic structure. This has directed scholars’ attention to
the special use that defines rhetorical questions (Jung and Schrott 2003). Unlike ordinary
information-seeking questions, RQs do not expect answers from the addressees (Xiang
et al. 2021, p. 2).2 They are “meant to be heard as questions and understood as statements”
(Ilie 1994, p. 130). This is also why RQs are different from standard questions that mainly
seek information.3 To what extent RQs center on the function of making a statement in the
Daodejing will be evaluated in the conclusion of this paper.

Research on RQs covers the processes and mechanisms through which they exercise
their cognitive pragmatic force (Wang 2014), their varying persuasive effects (Blankenship
and Craig 2006),4 and how their recipients are expected to respond within the circle of
debate (Cacioppo et al. 1981).5 The study of RQs has moved into philosophical, political,
and theological literature in recent years. For example, Cornelia Ilie has examined the
complex and loaded RQs during parliamentary question periods and other political speech
(Ilie 2010). Christine Padesky describes the process of Socratic questioning in psychological
and cognitive therapy as a guide to discovery rather than an attempt at changing others’
minds (Padesky 1993). Stephen Salkever discusses the wide use of RQs and questioning
in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and Politics (Salkever 2007). Douglas Estes examines the
questions and the questioning of the Bible’s New Testament in the original Greek and alerts
readers that we might be only looking at 15% of the text (Estes 2017, p. 22). Furthermore,
Jim Adams shows us the performative nature of RQs in the original Hebrew of the Old
Testament from the perspective of “indirect speech acts” and how they facilitate active
self-involvement (Adams 2020).

To locate literature reviews of RQs in early Chinese studies is not an easy task, mostly
because it is not yet a distinctive research topic that has received due attention. Another
possible reason is that it has long been categorized as a linguistic “problem”. Previously,
RQs in Chinese scholarship have mostly been studied from a linguistic and grammatical
perspective. In his Categorical Dictionary of Old Chinese (Interrogatives), Wang Haifen 王
海棻 not only lists more than 170 terms for RQs (in Chinese, fanjie yiwen 反詰疑問) but
also categorizes them into three types, focusing on the underlying statements they express
(Wang 2015, pp. 368–437).6 Yang Bojun楊伯峻and He Leshi何樂士 also point out four
features and grammatical indicators of RQs in classical Chinese (Yang and He 1992, vol. 2,
pp. 889–93).7 Many other contributions collect and classify sets of RQs in a variety of
classical Chinese literature (Li 2003).

Research involving the Daodejing, the Analects, and Zhuangzi has discussed the rel-
evance of RQs for effective persuasion and to construct meaning. First, Mark Lewis
insightfully suggested that RQs employed amidst riddles, prose, and paradoxes are used
as argumentative features of proto-Daoist texts to express an “individual and poetic voice”
and demonstrate the breakdown of ritual communication. He argues that RQs in the Daode-
jing, on the one hand, challenge existing ideas, a common practice used by theoreticians
of arguments, which are also found in Zhuangzi. On the other hand, RQs in the Daodejing
indicate what one ought to do; for example, a series of RQs in Chapter 10 provides a
detailed account for the procedure of meditation (Lewis 1999, p. 180).

While Lewis clearly and rightly points out the argumentative functions of RQs,
Christoph Harbsmeier reminds us of the expressive power of RQs in the Analects (Harb-
smeier 1990), which I argue can also be found in the Daodejing. While illuminating the
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humor in the Analects, he points out a perspective on the informal tone and expletive
particles including the colloquial RQ “Isn’t that X?” (original text: bu yi X hu不亦X乎？)
and the use of sentence-final particle “fu夫”, all of which are used to elicit an impulsive
and sarcastic reading of the texts (Harbsmeier 1990, p. 141). Harbsmeier believes that
Confucius’s famous claim “You don’t yet understand even life. How can you understand
death?” (the Analects 11.12) is argumentative and emotive, namely “a straightforward
witticism and an expression of irritation” (Harbsmeier 1990, pp. 143–44). Another use
of RQs in the Analects shown by Harbsmeier gives us a closer look at the spontaneous
and personal comments on excessive emotions expressed by RQs. In the Analects 11.10,
when being accused of “showing excessive emotions” (tong慟) while facing the death of
his beloved disciple Yan Yuan, Confucius replies with rhetorical anger: “So, I’m showing
excessive emotion?! But if I’m not to show excessive emotion for this person, whom should
I show it for?” (Harbsmeier 1990, p. 145).

Mingjian Xiang and Esther Pascual take RQs in Zhuangzi as “situated face-to-face
interaction”. Applying Pascual’s communication framework of “fictive interaction blends”,
they discuss the use of such RQs as providing a conceptual integration for mental space that
cannot be clearly observed in a communicative situation while highlighting the turn-taking
structure between participants. (Xiang and Pascual 2016).8

Building upon previous scholarship, this paper further explores the argumentative
and rhetorical functions in the Daodejing. I argue that, first, RQs not only facilitate argument
construction to serve the coherency of the chapter but also illuminate changing compo-
sitional motivations in “parallel texts” of different versions beyond differences in mere
wording. This can be shown in comparing the received Wang Bi王弼 (226–249 C.E.) version
with the Guodian郭店 Laozi bamboo-slip manuscripts excavated from a late fourth-century
B.C. Chu-state tomb at Guodian, Hubei, in 1993, and the Mawangdui 馬王堆 Laozi silk
manuscripts which were discovered at the Mawangdui site in Changsha, Hunan, in 1973.9

While Lewis points to the use of RQs for expressing an individual voice as opposed
to communal ritual performance, a focus on the persuasive and communicative functions
of RQs can further facilitate our understanding of the “dialogical” characteristic of the
text, highlighting the self-reflective and self-discovery features of the teachings of the
Daodejing.10 Such a focus on self-discovery also differs from the “authoritative” sayings
used in later receptions such as in the “response to the way” chapter of the Huainanzi,
wherein citations of Daodejing texts are introduced with the formula “therefore Daodejing
says” (gu Laozi yue 故老子曰) (Queen 2008). Furthermore, in agreement with William
Baxter’s observation that the Daodejing is a text with a “lack of narration” and no anchor
to a particular person, time, or event (Baxter 1998, p. 240), RQs however evoke a sense
of conversation between the text and the audience, and therefore presents the text as
“dialogical” and reflective.

RQs can express a sense of urgency, anger, and ridicule. Consecutive and strings of
RQs draw on performative and dramatic elements of language, revealing the relationship
between tone of voice and linguistic force beyond conceptual and grammatical concerns. A
string of RQs may be used to hammer down a point by adding emotive force. They can
provide criticism and imply anger and ridiculousness; they may repeat an argument by
suggesting universal validity and an unacceptable doubt; and they can set the stage for an
audience before providing the conclusion.

In this paper, I firstly situate RQs in the received Wang Bi version within parallel texts
to compare their use in meaning construction and their compositional motivations. Next, I
examine the self-discovery dialogical features of RQs in the Daodejing. Thirdly, I speculate
about the feelings expressed by the Daodejing, focusing on its various “body” (shen身)
related RQs. Lastly, I discuss how RQs reveal the differences between the Daodejing versions
beyond mere wording, and how their use of RQs further enriches current definitions of the
concept.
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2. Receptions of RQs in Daodejing Parallel Texts

In this section, I show three case studies that reveal different uses of RQs in the parallel
texts. While the textual parallels are similar in vocabulary and concepts, the internal logic
and philosophical differences marked by changes in particles, adverbs, and sentence initials
are nonetheless clear. These differences serve their respective contexts and indicate the
different ways meaning can be constructed.11

First, let us compare Chapter 15 of the Wang Bi version with its parallel text in the
excavated Guodian version.12 The Wang Bi version Chapter 15 reads:

“古之善為士者，微妙玄通,深不可識。夫唯不可識，故強為之容。豫兮若冬涉
川；猶兮若畏四鄰；儼兮其若容；渙兮若冰之將釋；敦兮其若樸；曠兮其若谷；

混兮其若濁；孰能濁以靜之徐清？! 孰能安以久動之徐生？!13 保此道者，不欲

盈。夫唯不盈，故能蔽不新成。” (Lou 2016, p. 33)

“Of old he who was well versed in the way, was minutely subtle, mysteriously
comprehending, and too profound to be known. It is because he could not be
known, that he can only be given a description by compromise. Tentative, as if
fording a river in winter, hesitant, as if in fear of his neighbours; formal like a
guest; falling apart like thawing ice; thick like the uncarved block; vacant like a
valley; murky like muddy water. Who can be muddy and with tranquility, slowly
become clear? Who can be at rest yet stirring, slowly come to life? he who holds
fast to this way, desires not to be overfill. It is because he is overfilled, that he can
be worn and yet newly made.” (Lau 2001, p. 34)

In the Wang Bi version, the text clearly shows an unwillingness to manipulate lan-
guage and an uncertainty towards how language might be representing reality in the text.
Similar to the point made at the beginning of the chapter, language is considered a forced
compromise (qiang wei zhi強為之) to describe the profound and imperceptible sage, so RQs
function to make a statement without directly telling people what to do.

Accordingly, two RQs marked by “who can” (shu neng 孰) in the text discuss the
importance and difficulty to “be muddy yet with tranquility . . . rest yet stirring” without
explicitly issuing commands or giving prescriptions. They describe a natural result of
“slowly becoming clear and slowly coming to life” without making promises or predictions.
RQs can be used to suspend propositional arguments and may feature a didactive, decisive
tone. They open up room for describing the imperceptible and paradoxical. Presenting
ideas in an interrogative form further strengthens the non-prescriptive tone of teaching.

The parallel RQs in the Guodian slips instead read as conditional sentences, which
supports the directive tone expressed throughout the Guodian text. This is a stark difference
from the Wang Bi version, which discusses language as a forced choice when describing
someone unknowable and imperceptible. The Guodian slips read:

“古之善為士者，必微妙玄達，深不可識，是以為之容。豫乎若冬涉川，猶乎其
若畏四鄰，敢乎其若客，渙乎其若釋，屯乎其若樸，沌乎其若濁。孰能濁以靜者

將徐清。孰能牝以主者將徐生。保此道者不欲尚浧。”

“Of old he who was well versed in the way, they must be minutely subtle,
mysteriously comprehending, and too profound to be known. It is because he
could not be known, that he can only be given a makeshift description. Tentative,
as if fording a river in winter, hesitant, as if in fear of his neighbours; formal like
a guest; falling apart like thawing ice; thick like the uncarved block; vacant like a
valley; murky like muddy water. Whoever can be muddy with tranquility will
slowly become clear; whoever can be at rest yet stirring will slowly come to life.
Those who preserve this way desire not to overfill. He who holds fast to this way,
desires not to be overfill.”. (Revised from Cook 2013, p. 241)

Similar to the adverb “necessarily” (bi必), which indicates a “deduction of an inevitable
consequence flowing from the principle enunciated earlier” (Wagner 2015, p. 63), the
Guodian version makes unknowability and imperceptibly a necessary condition for those
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who have embraced this version, instead of a general description in the previously stated
Wang Bi version. “Who can?” (shu neng孰能) types of RQs within the Guodian context
constitute a conditional sentence clearly marked by “will” (jiang將), promising a future of
clarity and vitality, both of which deliver a sense of certainty towards the features of the
sage and their power.

The second case appears in Chapter 5 of the Wang Bi version and its parallel text in
the Guodian version. The use of RQs in Wang Bi version gives a clearly contextualized
argument. The Guodian text provides a description of heaven and earth using “bellow”
(tuo yue橐龠) presented with RQs. The Guodian Laozi A reads:

“天地之間，其猶橐龠與？虛而不屈，衝而愈出。”

“The space between Heaven and Earth, is it not like a bellow?! Emptied, it is not
in exhaustion; set in motion, it produces even more.”. (Revised from Cook 2013,
pp. 261–62)

Donald Harper insightfully argues that the Yinshu 引書 (a medical text found at
the Zhangjiashan張家山 tomb) also uses the bellows analogy to describe a macrobiotic
technique (Harper 1995). It reads:

“治身欲與天地相求猶橐籥也虛而不屈動而俞（：愈）出閉玄府繆門闔（？/達？）
九竅利闔（腠）理此利身之道也。”. (Harper 1995, p. 382)

“When cultivating the body you want to seek conformity with heaven and earth.
It is like the bellows bag and tube: when empty not expended; when moved,
emitting even more. Close the dark cavity, open the winding gate, shut the five
depots, penetrate(?) the nine apertures. Benefit opening and shutting in the skins’
webbed pattern-this is the way to benefit the body.”. (Harper 1995, p. 382)

Furthermore, while the Yinshu text uses this metaphor of the bellows bag to talk about
the precise technique to benefit the body, the Wang Bi Daodejing does not use it to talk about
the physiology of the body, but to argue against the intellectual exhaustion arising from
“much speech” (duo yan多言), as shown:

“天地不仁，以萬物為芻狗;聖人不仁，以百姓為芻狗。天地之間，其猶橐籥乎？
虛而不屈，動而愈出。多言數窮，不如守中。”. (Lou 2016, p. 14)

“Heaven and earth are not humane, they treat the myriad things as straw dogs.
The sage is not humane, he treats the people as straw dogs. Is not the space
between Heaven and Earth like bellows? It is empty without being exhausted;
the more it sets in motion the more comes out. Much speech leads inevitably to
exhaustion. Better to hold the void inside.”. (Revised from Lau 2001, p. 9)

In the Wang Bi Daodejing, the metaphor is presented in the form of a RQ to suggest
a protection of the inner emptiness of the body and a source of vitality (Harper 1995,
pp. 382–83), which differs from the descriptive nature of the Guodian parallel text.

Unlike the Yinshu text, which introduces the bellows metaphor with clear statements
marked by “ye 也”, the Wang Bi and Guodian texts use RQs. One possible reason may
be that RQs assume an audience’s familiarity with the argument. As Harper argues, the
bellows analogy might have originated from medical literature, such as the Yinshu text, and
gradually found its way into Daodejing-related narratives (Harper 1995, p. 384). If so, the
use of RQs may be a way of signaling a distinctive use of the bellows in Daodejing texts,
which differed from the, at the time, common understanding of the bellow metaphor for
macrobiotic techniques. RQs may, therefore, be used to draw the audience’s attention to a
new usage of the metaphor.

The third case appears in Chapter 66 of the Wang Bi version, as compared to the
Mawangdui parallel texts.14 The Wang Bi text presents a logical chain of argument, marked
by a consecutive use of “that by which” (suo yi所以), “therefore” (gu故), and “that is why”
(shi yi是以).15

Wang Bi Daodejing Chapter 66:
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“江海所以能為百谷王者，以其善下之，故能為百谷王。是以聖人欲上民，必以
言下之；欲先民，必以身後之。是以聖人處上而民不重，處前而民不害。是以天

下樂推而不厭。以其不爭，故天下莫能與之爭。”. (Lou 2016, p. 169)

“The reason why the river and the sea are able to be king of the hundred valleys
is that they excel in taking the lower position. Therefore they are able to be king
of the hundred valleys. That is why desiring to rule over the people, one must
in one’s words humble oneself before them; and, desiring to lead the people,
one must in one’s person follow behind them. That is why the sage takes his
place over the people yet is no burden; takes his place ahead of the people yet
the people causes no obstruction. That is why the empire supports him joyfully
and never tires of doing so. It is because he does not contend that no one in the
empire is in a position to contend with them”. (Lau 2001, p. 99)

The negation of the “contention” (bu zheng不爭) in the Wang Bi version is understood
as the reason to justify the effective political power of the sage’s rule by non-contention.
The negative verb “bu不” also shows the focus of negation on the action “zheng爭” that
coincides with the intended actions of people “to attach no great importance to it” (bu
zhong不重), “to cause no danger” (bu hai不害), and “to not get tired of it” (bu yan不厭), all
focusing on the negation of actions.

From the perspective of literary form, Joachim Gentz analyses the parallel texts of
Wang Bi Daodejing Chapter 66 and argues that both Mawangdui versions are closer to the
Wang Bi and Beida versions, as compared to the Guodian version. This is due to the parallel
Guodian text A2 construction as a textual unit, as it mainly relies on the parallelisms that
combine two parts, each expressing a particular idea (e.g., one on how to posit oneself and
the other about the fact that no one wants to harm but to support the ruler), into one textual
unit. However, the Beida and Wang Bi versions form a contextual unit that instead relies on
explicit logical markers, such as in the use of “shi yi是以”, which “translates the connective
literary form of a parallelism into a logical connector on a linguistic level” (Gentz 2015,
p. 121). However, if we direct our attention to RQs and the focus of the discussion expressed
by the meaning of it, we find further differences between the Wang Bi and Mawangdui
versions.

The Mawangdui version A proposes the idea of a state of “non-contention” (wu
zheng無爭) with RQs marked by the question particle “yu與 (歟)” at the end of the text: “Is
not it because he is with no contention?” (“fei yi qi wu zheng yu非以其無爭與？”).16

Mawangdui A:

“海之所以能為百浴王者，以其善下之，是以能為百浴王。是以聖人之欲上民
也，必以其言下之；其欲先民也必以其身後之。故居前而民弗害也，居上而民弗

重也。天下樂隼而弗猒也。非以其無諍與？! 故天下莫能与之諍.”

“The reason why rivers and oceans are able to be the kings of the one hundred
valleys is that they are good at being below them. For this reason they are able
to be the kings of the one hundred valleys. Therefore in the sage’s desire to be
above the people, he must in his speech be below them. And in his desire to be at
the front of the people, he must in his person be behind them. Thus he dwells
above, yet the people do not regard him as heavy; and he dwells in front, yet the
people do not see him as posing a threat. The whole world delights in his praise
and never tires of him. Is it not because he is not contentious, that, as a result, no
one in the world can contend with him?!”. (Henricks 1992, p. 35)

The use of an RQ in this Mawangdui version differs from the statement shown in
the Wang Bi version since it describes “not contentious” as an ideal state of being, which
coincides with the description of “people being at the state of causing no danger” (min fu
hai ye民弗害也) and “people giving no weight (to the sage)” (min fu zhong ye民弗重也),
and is nominalized by the final particle “ye也”. In the Wang Bi version, the negation of
action is expressed by the negative “bu不”. Furthermore, the use of RQs in the Mawangdui
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A text also gives “not contentious” a universal touch, presenting it as if it were a well-
acknowledged reason and in line with its general description of no contention being a state
beyond a justifying reason or an issue of action.

The use of RQs further shows a different perception of textual composition, as com-
pared to the Beida version. The Mawangdui A text relates “gu . . . ye . . . ye . . . ye故 . . . 也
. . . 也 . . . ” as a textual unit governed by the explicit logical marker “thus” (gu故), followed
by an RQ “Is it not because he is not contentious?!” (fei yi qi wu zheng yu非以其無諍與?),
highlighting the ideal consequences achieved by maintaining the state of non-contention.
On the other hand, the Beida version, as Gentz suggests, marks the textual unit by “shi yi是
以”, thus directly relating the RQ as the reason to justify only the very last stanza, namely
“all under Heaven enjoy pushing him forward without getting tired of it” (tian xia le tui er
fu yan ye天下樂推而弗厭也). That is to say, from the perspective of textual composition,
the Mawangdui versions have a stronger focus on the idea of “not being contentious”.

Previous case studies have shown that RQs indicate differences in meaning construc-
tions beyond simple wording. A comparison of RQs in parallel texts of the Daodejing
reveals different compositional motivations. The different uses of RQs further indicate the
tendency towards a contextualized use of RQs. A slight change of wording may also reveal
a different emphasis on either actions or a state of being. In the next section, I focus on the
insertion of questions and answers in the Wang Bi version and examine these RQs against
the arguments of William Baxter and Mark Edward Lewis on the rhetorical characteristics
of the Daodejing. I argue for an emphasis in the text on self-reflection and self-discovery by
means of RQs.

3. Dialogical Features in the Daodejing

In the Wang Bi Daodejing, five chapters (13, 21, 50, 54 and 57) show seven instances
of an insertion of a question and answer. Such an insertion of RQs includes “asking
for justifications” (fu he gu 夫何故) following empirical observations; “asking to assert
trustworthiness of statements” (wu he yi zhi 吾何以知) after making prescriptions; and
“asking to clarify a statement” (he wei 何謂) to questions intended to be argumentative,
trustworthy, and conceptual.

Chapter 21 stands out by proposing questions regarding the credibility of one’s previ-
ous statement (he yi zhi何以知), at the very end of the text.

“孔德之容，唯道是從。道之為物，唯恍唯惚。忽兮恍兮，其中有象；恍兮忽
兮，其中有物。窈兮冥兮，其中有精；其精甚真，其中有信。自古及今，其名不

去，以閱甫。吾何以知甫之狀哉？以此。”. (Lou 2016, p. 52)

“In his every movement a man of great virtue follows the way of the way only.
As a thing the way is shadowy, indistinct. Indistinct and shadowy, yet within it is
an image; Indistinct and shadowy, yet within it is a substance. Dim and dark, yet
within it is an essence. This essence is quite genuine, and within it is something
that can be tested. From the present back to antiquity its name never deserted it.
It serves as a means for inspecting the origins of the multitude. How do I know
the origins of the multitude? By means of this”. (Revised from Lau 2001, p. 33)

A reading of self-justification is less likely here since the Daodejing has derided the
concept of claiming a universal truth (Chapter 2) and frequently advocates not-knowing
(Chapters 3 and 10). As Christoph Harbsmeier has suggested, early Daoist texts show a
strong negative attitude towards sophist debates and the kind of “intellectual excellence”
and “scientific knowledge”, or knowledge that resembles “academic knowledgeableness”
(Harbsmeier 1993, p. 21). Such a definite claim to knowing is also at odds with the
Daoist skeptical use of language for absolute distinctions based on names (ming名) and
disputations, as noted by Lisa Raphals (1992, pp. 75–82).17

From the perspective of communication and effective persuasion, RQs create the effect
of a dialogue and invite the audience’s participation in the argument without losing their
interest, attention, and trust, as opposed to a monologue. The authority and the trustwor-
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thiness of the statement are delivered through a question and an answer, suggesting a
process of teaching through self-reflection and self-discovery, which differs from passing
down existing knowledge and appealing to authority or experience.18 It is about enabling
one’s self-awareness. In Chapter 21, discussed above, the answer of “it is by means of this”
(yi ci以此) serves the function of evoking a Dao experience and the self-discovery of its
essence and trustworthiness, as opposed to only making verbal claims.

Moreover, in the Wang Bi version of Chapter 57, the text reflects on “How do I know
that what I have just said is so?” (wu he yi zhi qi ran zai吾何以知其然哉？), and the text
continues the argument by providing an answer:

“以正治國，以奇用兵，以無事取天下。吾何以知其然哉？以此 . . . ”. (Lou 2016,
p. 149)

“Manage the state with straitforward means, employ soldiers with extraordinary
ones, [but] capture the world with absence of intent. How do I know that this is
so? It is because this . . . ”. (Lau 2001, p. 83)

The Guodian A version reads:

“以正之邦，以奇用兵，以亡事取天下。吾何以知其然也? 夫 . . . 是以聖人之言曰
. . . .”

“Manage the state with straightforward means, employ soldiers with extraordi-
nary ones, [but] capture the world with absence of intent. How do I know that
this is so? It is argued that . . . This is why the sage says that . . . ”. (Revised from
Cook 2013, p. 274)

The “dialogical” effect of the rhetorical question and answer can be compared with
what Lewis calls the “individual” voice of the Daodejing and proto-Daoist texts. In com-
parison to the Zhou odes, which “through [a] shared recognition of phrases formed and
empowered a distinctive group,” Lewis suggests that the Daodejing presents an individual
voice using paradoxes, new images that confound traditional values, and evocative sounds
(Lewis 1999, p. 180). This insightful argument can be further clarified if we take RQs into
account and how they invite audiences into a dialogue. RQs invite audiences to participate
in the thought process of the author, presenting a reflective attitude instead of presenting
authority through legitimate “old sayings” (gu yue古曰) or from a universally recognized
argument marked by “fu夫” (Wagner 2015, p. 38).19 In the Wang Bi version, RQs invite
readers to think for themselves while the answers to the questions position audiences to
consider new values along with the author, thus forming a different knowledge community
based neither on universal truth nor on ancient authorities, but on self-reflection.

The dialogical feature of RQs can also be compared with what Baxter called a “lack of
narration” in the Daodejing that has separated this text from other philosophical discourses
in early China. According to William Baxter, if we compare the text of the Daodejing
with that of the Mencius and Zhuangzi, which present conversations involving particular
personas, times, locations, and contexts, the Daodejing presents statements that are general
and not anchored to any particular situation or personas (Baxter 1998, p. 240). Rhetorical
questions, however, show that the text still intends to present a feeling of dialogue, although
without a particular conversational context, and thus sets itself apart from preaching values
via monologues. Instead, the insertion of questions and answers in the Daodejing creates an
effect of having a “conversation.”

When the Daodejing proposes the question “how do I know this is so?”, it seems that
we are transported back to the personal teaching moment between Confucius and his four
disciples when the master says:

“以吾一日長乎爾，毋吾以也。居則曰：「不吾知也！’如或知爾，則何以哉？”.
(Cheng [1990] 2008, pp. 797–806)

“Though I am a day or so older than you, do not think of that. From day to day
you are saying ‘We are not known.’ If some rulers were to know you, how would
you like to do?”
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Confucius did not directly teach what his disciples should have done or thought,
neither did he criticize what he obviously disagreed with but only responded with a smile
(shai曬). The questions proposed by Confucius were intended to inspire self-realization, as
in the Daodejing. When Confucius comments, “I give my approval to Dian!” (wu yu Dian
ye吾與點也！), it certainly should have pushed for deeper self-reflection in the disciples
themselves. The Hanfeizi also imposes a self-reflective attitude by saying “how do I know
this is so?” (he yi zhi qi ran ye何以知其然也？) (Wang [1998] 2021, p. 11). Equally without
a clear context, time, and location, Hanfeizi presents itself as if a minister were having a
private meeting with his ruler, as the beginning of the text indicates: “as what I have heard
that” (qie chen wen zhi yue且臣聞之曰) (Wang [1998] 2021, p. 11).

4. Expression of Feelings through RQs

When Christoph Harbsmeier points out the use of RQs to express anger, sarcasm,
or a sense of spontaneity in the Analects (Harbsmeier 1990), he draws our attention to
the relationship between the tone of voice and the force of language, beyond conceptual
and grammatical concerns.20 One distinctive example is the use of RQs in relation to
misconceptions and misbehaviors towards one’s body or self (shen身), a central topic in the
Daodejing. The criticism of the inattention towards the body/self in Chapter 26 expresses a
sense of anger:

“重為輕根，靜為躁君。是以聖人終日行不離輜重。雖有榮觀，燕處超然。奈何
萬乘之主，而以身輕天下! 輕則失本，躁則失君。”. (Lou 2016, p. 69)

“The heavy is the root of the light; The still is the lord of the restless. Therefore
the gentleman when travelling all day never lets the heavily laden carts out of his
sight. It is only when he is safely behind walls and watch-towers that he rests
peacefully and is above worries. How could a ruler of ten thousand chariots
make light of his own person towards things under Heaven! If light, then the
root is lost; If restless, then the lord will lose his position”. (Revised from Lau
2001, p. 39)

The text expresses the ridiculousness of a ruler’s taking light of his own person
towards things under Heaven. The anger towards such an irresponsibility can also be
detected, not only due to how nonchalant the ruler acts towards the general rule and sets
himself as opposite to the sage, but also from the final warnings given to the ruler that
challenge the legitimacy of the rulership (“losing his position” shi jun失君), which was an
uncompromised criticism no longer seen by advisors in the Xunzi or Li Si’s李斯memorials
(Pines 2013).

In addition, a string of RQs elicits the sense of urgency to correct the common intention
towards one’s body and self while setting a common ground between the audiences of the
texts. Chapter 44 discusses the importance of the body using RQs:

“名與身孰親？!身與貨孰多？!得與亡孰病？! 是故甚愛必大費；多藏必厚亡。知
足不辱，知止不殆，可以長久。”

“Your name or your body, which is dearer?! Your body or your possessions,
which is more considerable thereby can you long endure?! Gain or loss, which
is more debilitating?! Therefore, Extreme cherishing inevitably leads to great
expense; Profuse hoarding inevitably leads to considerable loss. If you know
your limits, you will meet with no peril; Thereby can you long endure”. (Revised
from Cook 2013, p. 281)

Three series of RQs indicate a sense of seriousness and urgency towards dealing with
the body. Scholarly interpretations are varied regarding the answers to the three RQs. Liu
Xiaogan interprets these RQs as indicating what one ought to think and thus consistently
providing the readings of self/body as answers (Liu 2006, p. 456).21 In comparison, Rudolf
Wagner understands “yu 與” as “joined to” and sees the RQs as descriptive and thus
providing the answers with names, goods, and gains (Wagner 2000, p. 270).22
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There is yet a third reading of these RQs when focusing on the implications of self-
reflections and self-discovery. The RQs function to raise our awareness of our whole being,
and how it has been compared to that of others for the sake of getting more, or perhaps
it should be considered “dearer”, all of which lead to contradictory consequences. As
such, the responses these RQs inspire in readers are not necessarily the ultimate answers
to the questions. Instead, they may only be temporary answers, which the author warns
against and reminds the audience that whatever they hold dear could very well lead to
considerable loss in the end, including their own body. What is more important is the
ability to reflect on our attitudes towards attaching absolute values to objects. In this sense,
neither the perspectives of Liu nor Wagner will influence the argument’s “therefore” (shi gu
是故) segment, upon which it is built. What matters is the process of self-discovery and the
consciousness of self-reflection that is elicited by the RQs.

Chapter 13 also uses a series of RQs to warn readers against prioritizing oneself and
causing harm. In this case, the RQs clarify the argument while lending it a universal
perspective and showing a sense of certainty.

“寵辱若驚，貴大患若身。何謂寵辱若驚？寵為下，得之若驚，失之若驚，是謂
寵辱若驚。何謂貴大患若身？吾所以有大患者，為吾有身，及吾無身，吾有何

患？! 故貴以身為天下，若可寄天下；愛以身為天下，若可托天下。” (Lou 2016,
p. 28)

“Favour and disgrace are things that startle; high rank is like one’s body, a source
of great trouble. What is meant by saying that favour and disgrace are things
that startle? Favour when it is bestowed on a subject serves to startle as much as
when it is withdrawn. This is what is meant by saying that favour and disgrace
are things that startle. What is meant by saying that high rank is like one’s body,
a source of great trouble? The reason I have trouble is that I have a body. When I
no longer have a body, what trouble have I?! Hence he who values his body more
than dominion over the empire can be entrusted with the empire. He who loves
his body more than dominion over the empire can be given the custody of the
empire”. (Lau 2001, p. 18)

The first RQ on the body provides a definition of the general argument marked by
“what does it mean by” (he wei何謂). It is firstly answered by a statement illuminating
the correlation between body/self and harm (“shen身” and “huan患”, respectively), and
closely followed by the repetition of the argument expressed from the opposite point of
view: “when I no longer have a body of my own, what trouble have I?” (ji wu shen, wu
you he huan及吾無身，吾有何患？). If the first RQ aims at justifying the argument, the
reaffirmation of the relationship between the body and harm expressed by a later RQ
implicitly expresses the validity of the idea introduced by the RQ and thus giving it a touch
of universal validity and a sense of certainty.

5. Conclusions

This paper examined the rhetorical functions, argument constructions, logic, effects,
and generative functions of RQs. (1) Texts such as the Daodejing have been read in widely
divergent ways; one key element underlying such variance in reception is a different
understanding of RQs and the resulting divergence in understanding the argumentative
logic of the text as a whole. (2) Different degrees of reliance on RQs in different versions of
the Daodejing change the nature and meaning of individual segments across editions, as seen
in the changing contexts surrounding the bellow metaphor. (3) RQs engage the audience
by drawing on performative and dramatic elements of language. Proposing questions and
answering them immediately creates a sense of conversation to enable self-discovery and
self-reflection, supporting a dialogical function of the text. Such knowledge transmission
differs dramatically from claiming authority through old sayings or by appeals to the
sages. (4) Consecutive RQs are used to reinforce a point by adding emotive force while
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providing a common understanding with audience. The urgency of an issue, anger towards
misbehaviors, and the sense of universal validity can be communicated using RQs.

A focus on RQs further provides a different aspect from which to explore the subtle
textual differences between versions. As Edward Shaughnessy points out, there is a widely
acknowledged position regarding the source of the Guodian Daodejing, namely, “that the
Guodian Daodejing manuscripts were anthologized from an already existing complete text
of Daodejing and thus prove the antiquity of Daodejing in all (or most) of its particulars.” This
argument naturally leads to the comparison of versions of the Daodejing as “fundamentally
identical” in contents but varied in wording and sequences (Shaughnessy 2005, p. 445).
However, from the examples provided that focus on RQs and the tone of the argument, RQs
mark textual differences beyond wording. A realization of the rhetorical uses of questions
enriches the discussion regarding the nature of Daodejing texts, whether as individual,
non-narrative, or dialogical. An investigation into the possible tones of voice expressed
by RQs sensitizes us towards the feelings they express. By developing an awareness of
the disparate textual constructions of RQs and their use for meaning construction, we are
motivated to reflect on the assumption of comparing meaning constructions between the
Guodian and Wang Bi versions of the Daodejing.

A final point for reflection is the application of existing definitions of RQs to the
Daodejing. To be specific, in Cornelia Ilie’s definition, a RQ “is a question used as a
challenging statement to convey the addresser’s commitment to its implicit answer, in
order to include the addressees’ mental recognition of its obviousness and the acceptance,
verbalized or non-verbalized, of its validity” (Ilie 1994, p. 128). Such a definition of RQs
focuses on using one statement to replace the other implicitly and effectively. Mark Lewis’s
analysis of the proto-Daoist use of RQs to challenge ideas and make new individual claims
fits with this definition. This is definitely true for the Daodejing, but it is incomplete. The
dialogical nature of a RQ proposed in this paper shows that an RQ serves to motivate
audiences for self-discovery and personal experience, rather than replacing one statement
with another. The Daodejing welcomes challenges to traditional and ritual social rules
governed by social-cultural language while celebrating a new level of non-commitment, as
proposed in the new reading of Chapter 44.
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Notes

1 Several examples show rhetorical questions that start with markers, such as ten examples of “shu孰” (“who” or “which”); seven
examples end with the particle “zai哉”; nine examples end with the particle “hu乎”; and three examples are indicated by the
particle “qi其 (豈)”.

2 There is a weaker argument suggesting that rhetorical questions evoke no answers from the hearer or the speaker. In addition,
there is a stronger claim, arguing that under certain political social conventions, rhetorical questions should be prevented from
being answered and thus minimizing the emphasis on information (Athanasiadou 1991, p. 109).

3 For a general survey on questions and questioning, see (Ilie 2015).
4 As pointed out, many scholars recognize the strong persuasive effects on communication, which may be mitigated depending on

the relationship to participants. There is also an argument focusing on the effect of rhetorical questions causing resistance when
participants are not involved.
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5 Scholars further note that the persuasive effect of rhetorical questions are probably strong for those who are already in the circle of
the argument: “When the message was of low personal relevance and recipients were not naturally processing the statement form
of the message diligently, the use of rhetorical enhanced thinking: A message with strong arguments became more persuasive.”
(Athanasiadou 1991, pp. 107–22).

6 Wang categorizes rhetorical questions into three types. First are the general rhetorical questions making either positive or negative
statements; second are the rhetorical questions delivering reinforced statements through a combination of negative and rhetorical
terms, such as the expression in the Zhuangzi: “How could you go everywhere and not be liked”? This is similar to the use of the
“do you know” phrase in rhetorical questions, which is used in capturing the interest of the listener and to give emphasis to a
particular point (Wang 2015, p. 108). Third involves interrogative sentences, indicating a definite right or wrong answer.

7 Yang and He show markers to identify rhetorical questions. They claim that markers of rhetorical questions frequently appear
at the end of a complex sentence or in the last part of the phrase. In addition, there are interrogative pronouns and adverbs as
markers that express rhetorical questions, and they form relatively stable phrases with auxiliary adverbs and adjectives.

8 Differing from the focus on the blending of views using rhetorical questions, Lewis draws attention to how Zhuangzi uses
rhetorical questions to argue against intellectual rivals by using their own narratives. Lewis also suggests that many questions in
the “Tianwen天問” (“Heavenly Questions”) chapter should not and need not be answered so as to deny secure knowledge while
presenting the cosmos with a set of impenetrable riddles (Lewis 1999, pp. 182–83).

9 Edward Shaughnessy’s article draws our attention to the ongoing debate of the textual nature of the Laozi-related versions
(Shaughnessy 2005). For the sake of examining the uses and arguments of rhetorical questions, I follow Harold Roth’s example
and temporarily reject models to compare and interpret versions of the Daodejing. Instead, I also use “parallel texts” that assume
“hypothetical source(s)” from which the text transmits (Roth 2000, p. 80).

10 My discussion of “self-reflection” in the Daodejing assumes a sense of agency. For the explanation of agency in the Daodejing and
Zhuangzi, see (Fech 2018, pp. 1–10 and 1–11; Virag 2017, chp. 3, pp. 1–29; Slingerland 2004, pp. 322–42).

11 At least for the cases we discussed later on, their differences are no less clear than in the parallel texts between the Daodejing’s
Chapter 26 and the quasi-quotation in the “Shenshi慎” (“Being Mindful of Conditions”) chapter of the Lüshi Chunqiu that have
been pointed out by Gu Jiegang, and as cited by Edward Shaughnessy (2005, p. 426).

12 For details about the Guodian manuscripts, see Jingzhou Shi Bowuguan (1998).
13 I change the punctuation to highlight the rhetorical effects.
14 For more details on the Mawangdui texts, see Guojia Wenwuju Guwenxian Yanjiushi (1980).
15 Christoph Harbsmeier argues that “there are forty-three chapters of the fairly non-argumentative text in the book Daodejing in

which the word gu figures and often establishes a fairly vague semantic link between what precedes and what follows ( . . . ) [it
is] needed to show an argumentative systematicity rather than a mere general coherence.” (Harbsmeier 2015, p. 166). Hans Van
Ess also shows the importance of explicit logical markers for the understanding of texts such as the Huainanzi (Van Ess 2005).

16 The Guodian version continues the statement nominalized by the final particle “ye也”, with: “Because he is someone who has
been in no competition with others. Therefore in all under Heaven nobody is able to compete with him.” (yi qi bu zheng ye, gu tian
xia mou neng yu zhi zheng以其不爭也，故天下莫能與之爭) (based on Cook 2013, p. 956).

17 Raphals argues for the Laozian metalanguage focused on the idea of “illuminations” (ming明), which requires a grasp of constancy
that underlies phenomenal change, and such a metalanguage and metaknowledge certainly cannot be pinned down with the
polarities and conventions of language (Raphals 1992, pp. 80–82).

18 Carine Defoort discusses the unique educational method employed by Zhuangzian masters as self-discovery that builds
upon personal conversions. Such a feature shows great difference from modern public speech, which focuses on knowledge
transmission. In other words, she points out the philosophical traditional in early China focusing on know-how and personal,
self-discovery that go beyond know-what (Defoort 2012).

19 As pointed out by Rudolf Wagner, “fu夫” should be read as a phrase status marker that expresses a general principle, or as an
exception or a side comment that provides understanding for the “argumentative procedure” that constructs the text in line with
its philosophical nature (Wagner 2015, p. 38).

20 Related ideas by Joachim Gentz and Dirk Meyer were summarized in the recent scholarly discussion on the marking of particles
with argument construction (Gentz and Meyer 2015, p. 23, footnote 92). Yang Xiao, in his article “The Pragmatic Turn: Articulating
Communicative Practices in the Analects,” evokes a systematic study of the pragmatic aspects of communicative practices in
classical Chinese texts through “commenting on the roles of particles and the tone of voice”. He also shows us that ancient and
modern scholars treat particles as a force that is pragmatic and the context-dependent features of utterances while cautiously
reminding us that particles cannot be used as a specific force indicator since a particle can serve different pragmatic functions.
This means that while grammatical mood and practical force should be considered together, their strict correlation cannot yet be
concluded (Xiao 2005).

21 Liu argues that, “Throughout the text, the answer to the questions regarding which one of the two is dearer is ‘shen身’ for sure.
The Daodejing emphasizes on valuing life and valuing the body. The life and body refer to both physical, and social, cultural” (Liu
2006, p. 456).
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22 Wagner reads “yu與” as “joined to”, and translates the whole segment as: “When fame is joined to the person, which [of the
two]does [in fact] become dearer? [Fame of course] When the person is joined by goods, which [of the two]is [in fact] increased?
[The goods, of course]” (Wagner 2000, p. 270).
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Abstract: The present paper deals with a specific argumentative feature found in the Laozi, namely,
“interlocking parallel style” or IPS. It shows how knowledge of this structure can be helpful for the
understanding and interpretation of the text. At the same time, the paper demonstrates that, in some
cases, rigorously imposing IPS can be counterproductive. To this end, the paper analyses Laozi 29, the
commentary to it penned by Wang Bi, as well as a close parallel in the fifth chapter of the Wenzi.
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1. Introduction

The short ancient Chinese treatise Laozi 老子, also known as the Daodejing 道德經,
belongs among the most studied and revered texts in the world. It has been subject
to diverse, often radically different, interpretations in China and other Asian cultures
throughout the centuries. Since its introduction in the West, the cryptic sayings of the
text have been scrutinized and appropriated by a diverse readership: from proponents of
Christian faith to followers of Leo Tolstoy’s moral teachings but also philosophers such
as Martin Heidegger and spiritual teachers like Eckhart Tolle, as well as individuals in
search of personal growth or remedies for the ills of modern Western society.1 To many of
its readers, the Laozi has indeed become a valuable source of intellectual inspiration and
emotional relief, addressing their specific concerns. To a large extent, this ability to speak
to people across time, space and cultural restraints is grounded in the style and the main
theme of the work. The absence of historical references, which are otherwise so common
in early Chinese philosophical writings, and the text’s appeal to the level of reality that
supposedly transcends the world of manifold particularities do, indeed, make the precepts
of the Laozi appear timelessly valid.

Their openness to interpretation, however, should not be equated with the absence of
compositional principles or random textual arrangement. While on the macrolevel, there
is indeed evidence that the two parts of the Laozi were arranged differently and divided
into a varying number of chapters or zhang章2, the nuclei of most zhang remained largely
consistent and untouched by this process3. Moreover, as some studies have demonstrated,
the textual organization of an individual zhang is often based on some distinct principles.4

Familiarity with these principles is thus often deemed essential for grasping the meaning
of the relevant textual unit.

The present paper deals with a specific argumentative feature found in the Laozi,
namely, “interlocking parallel style” or IPS, a term that was introduced by Rudolf Wagner.5

It shows how knowledge of this structure can be helpful for the understanding and interpre-
tation of the text. At the same time, the paper demonstrates that, in some cases, rigorously
imposing IPS can be counterproductive.6 To this end, I investigate closely related passages
from Chapters 29 (the main goal of this study) and 64 of the transmitted Laozi as well as
their counterparts in the excavated versions of the text. I also analyze the interpretation of
Laozi 29 as provided by Wang Bi王弼 (226–249) and the related passage in the text Wenzi文
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子. The commentary ascribed to Heshang Gong河上公 is consulted at some junctures for
comparison.7 The next section provides a brief discussion of the interlocking parallel style.

2. Interlocking Parallel Style in the Laozi

According to Wagner, the prime example for IPS can be found in the following passage
from the transmitted Laozi 64:

為者敗之，執者失之。是以聖人無為，故無敗；無執，故無失。 (Lou 2008,
p. 166)

He who acts fails;

He who grasps loses.

This is why the sage does not act and thus does not fail;

[He] does not grasp and thus is without loss.

This seemingly simple passage has an intricate structure consisting of several con-
stitutive elements. To distinguish between these elements, Wagner gives them different
designations. Accordingly, Arabic numbers stand for the order of the respective sentences
in this passage, while Roman numerals connote sentences that have the same “argumen-
tative status” or, simply, the same syntactic structure. Then there are letters a, b, c, which
demonstrate the thematic affiliation of the respective lines (Wagner 2000, pp. 63–64).8

Consequently, the structure of the passage can be depicted as:

I
1a為者敗之

He who acts fails
2b執者失之

He who grasps loses
3c是以聖人

This is why the sage

II
4a無為故無敗

does not act and thus does
not fail

5b無執故無失
does not grasp and thus is

without loss

As can be seen, letters a and b connoting different thematic strands constitute the
“vertical” structure of the passage. Strand a (sentences 1 and 4) deals with the topic of
taking action (wei為) and failing or ruining things (bai敗), while strand b (sentences 2 and
5) features the notions of grasping (zhi執) and losing (shi失). Letter c indicates phrases, in
this case: shi yi sheng ren是以聖人 (This is why, the sage), which refer to both juxtaposed
strands. At the same time, the “horizontal” elements I and II signify a general rule (level I)
and the sage’s application thereof (level II).

The structure contains a number of nonverbal statements simply by virtue of juxtapos-
ing different elements with each other. That is, it first implies a close connection between
“taking action” and “grasping” and, secondly, it suggests that a sage bases his actions on
his mastery of universal rules.

While the number of thematic strands in this structure is usually confined to three (a,
b and c), each strand can contain several elements (not just two as in the above example).
The relationship between them can have varying degrees of transparency, corresponding
to what Wagner calls either the “open” (established by the same notions) or “closed”
(established by synonyms or related terms) interlocking parallel style. In one of these two
variations, IPS appears in almost half of the chapters of the transmitted Laozi, 39 out of 81
(Wagner 2000, p. 95).

3. Interlocking Parallel Style in the Interpretation of the Laozi

According to Wagner, one of the most prominent commentators of the Laozi, Wang Bi,
was well aware of the prominent role this structure played in the text and interpreted it
accordingly. For instance, the opening of Chapter 3 reads:

不尚賢，使民不爭；不貴難得之貨，使民不盜；不見可欲，使心不亂。

(Zhu 2000, p. 14)
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Not to elevate the worthy will keep the people from contention;

not to value goods which are hard to come by will keep the people from thieving;

not to display what is desirable will keep the hearts (of the people) from being
unsettled.

Rather than understanding this passage as consisting of three parallel sentences,
Wagner views it as exhibiting the conventional IPS structure (note the change of subject
from the “people” in the two preceding sentences to the “heart” in the last sentence9).
Accordingly, the first two sentences are thematically juxtaposed, addressing the issues of
social status (i.e., elevation of the worthy: shang xian 尚賢) and material wealth (goods
difficult to come by: nan de zhi huo難得之貨), respectively. As for the third sentence, it
functions as a summary of the first two. The resulting structure can be depicted as follows:

1a不尚賢，使民不爭
Not to elevate the worthy will

keep the people from
contention

2b不貴難得之貨，使民不為盜
not to value goods which are
hard to come by will keep the

people from thieving
3c不見可欲，使心不亂
not to display what is

desirable will keep the hearts
(of the people) from being

unsettled

In Wagner’s opinion, Wang Bi was aware of this tripartite structure and had com-
mented on the classic accordingly (Wagner 2000, pp. 108–10). The lines from Wang Bi’s
commentary, which correspond to the above sentences from the Laozi, can be arranged in
the familiar IPS manner:

1a尚賢顯名，榮過其任，
為而常校能相射10

If, in elevating the worthy
and glorifying the famous,

the fame exceeds the
assignment, then [the

people] will constantly
compare their abilities as if

in a shooting contest.

2b貴貨過用，貪者競趣，
穿窬探篋，沒命而盜

If valuing goods exceeds
their use, then the greedy
will compete to rush for
them, they will “break

through walls and search
in chests,” and will steal

without regard for
their life.

3c故可欲不見，則心無所亂
也。(Lou 2008, p. 8)

That is why, if desirable
things are not displayed,

then the hearts (of the
people) will have nothing

to be unsettled by!11

The fact that the third sentence opens with gu 故 indicated that Wang Bi indeed
understood the mention of desirable things (ke yu可欲) as summarizing and concluding
the foregoing argument. That is, the people’s hearts are disturbed by elevated social status
and material wealth.

This is different from another early prominent commentary on the text, attributed to
Heshang Gong河上公. There, the third sentence is not treated as a concluding summary
but, interpreting xin as the heart–mind of the ruler, it is taken as pointing to measures
pertaining to the “self-government of the ruler” (Chan 1991, p. 135). These measures consist
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of banishing the “sounds of Zheng” (Zheng sheng鄭聲) and keeping away the “beauties”
(mei ren 美人).12 Thus, we see how the understanding of the text’s structure affects the
interpretation of its meaning. According to Wang Bi, the text, after giving two concrete
examples for the causes of popular disorder, moved to a more abstract level of discussion.
On the other hand, Heshang Gong views it as providing three examples of what a ruler
should avoid.

In the next section, I show how different views regarding the arrangement of Laozi 29
have affected its interpretation.

4. IPS or Not? (Chapter 29)

This example concerns the opening of Chapter 29, which reads as follows:

將欲取天下而為之，吾見其不得已。天下神器，不可為。為者敗之，執者失之。

(Zhu 2000, p. 115)

For those who would like to take over the world and act on it —

I see that with this they simply will not succeed.

The world is a sacred vessel;

It cannot be acted upon.

Those who act on it destroy it.

Those who grasp it lose it.13

Three distinct positions can be singled out regarding the structure of this passage
among different scholars. The first posits that it contains no IPS, the second is that it is
built entirely on IPS in its received form, and the third contends that the transmitted text
is corrupted at this juncture, containing only a garbled version of the original parallel
structure. Yet this parallelism can be reconstructed with recourse to other parts of the Laozi
and other texts.

The first position is represented by Thomas Michael, who, while applying discernable
IPS structures to his translation of the work, does not find here anything resembling IPS
(Michael 2015, p. 246).

The proponent of the second view, Rudolf Wagner, analyzes the structure of the
chapter in the following way:

1a將欲取天下
For those who would like to

take over the world

2b而為之
and act on it

3c吾見其不得已
I see that with this they simply

will not succeed
4c天下神器

The world is a sacred vessel
5c不可為

It cannot be acted upon
7a執者失之

Those who grasp it lose it
6b為者敗之

Those who act on it destroy it

Accordingly, this is a case of closed interlocking parallel style, where the right element
addresses the topic of taking “action”, while the left counterpart deals with similar notions
of “taking (over)” (qu 取) and “grasping” (zhi 執). Moreover, in this arrangement, the
sentence bu ke wei不可為 belongs to the common thematic line (5c). Thus, Wagner concludes
that the verb wei為 as it appears there takes on the meaning of both qu取/zhi執 and wei
為 (Wagner 2003a, p. 454).

My reservations against this standpoint are mainly based on the fact that the Laozi
draws a clear line between qu and zhi. The text speaks affirmatively about the possibility of
“taking over the world” (qu tianxia取天下) on several occasions (Chs. 48 and 57). As for zhi,
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its most natural objects appear to be the highest principles the work promulgates: the Way
in Chapters 14, 35 and the “One” in the excavated equivalent of Chapter 22 (see below).
Furthermore, the suggested polysemy of the verb wei為 in line 5c appears rather odd.

The main advocate of the third position, Chen Guying 陳鼓應14, in his early Laozi
jinzhu jinyi ji pingjie老子今注今譯及評介, reconstructs the relevant passage of Laozi 29 to
the following effect:

天下神器，不可為也，[不可執也。]為者敗之，執者失之。[是以聖人無為，故
無敗；無執，故無失。] (Chen 1970, p. 125)15

The world is a sacred vessel;

It cannot be acted upon.

It cannot be grasped.

Those who act on it destroy it,

Those who grasp it lose it.

This is why the sage does not act and thus does not fail;

[He] does not grasp and thus is without loss.16

One can easily recognize that Chen does not only insert the line bu ke zhi ye不可執
也17 but also adds the aforementioned IPS passage from Chapter 64, maintaining that it
originally belonged here and was misplaced at some point in the text’s transmission.18 This
second addition was rendered untenable by the publication of the manuscript versions of
the Laozi, where the sentences in question appear in a textual context that, in the transmitted
version, largely corresponds to Chapter 64.19 Therefore, it seems logical that eventually
Chen came to reconsider his opinion regarding this matter.20 As for the insertion of bu
ke zhi ye, it is likewise not supported by the excavated materials.21 Yet Chen still appears
to view this line as an integral part of Chapter 29. His more recent Laozi jinzhu jinyi老子
今注今譯, arguably the most influential commentarial contemporary work on the Daoist
classic, reads:

天下神器，不可為也，[不可執也。]為者敗之，執者失之。 (Chen 2006, p. 188)

The world is a sacred vessel;

It cannot be acted upon.

[It cannot be grasped.]

Those who act on it destroy it,

Those who grasp it lose it.22

There are several reasons why this reading appears convincing, even though it is not
supported by any known rendition of the Laozi. First, in this case, the passage obtains a
parallel structure that can be represented as follows:

1c天下神器
The world is a sacred vessel

2a不可為也
It cannot be acted upon

(3b不可執也
It cannot be grasped)

4a為者敗之
Those who act on it destroy it

5b執者失之
Those who grasp it lose it

Even though Chen and other scholars advocating the insertion of bu ke zhi ye do not
operate with the notion of IPS, the formally complete juxtaposition of relevant sentences
seems to be a very compelling reason to validate their assumption.23

Moreover, in their view, the present reading is supported through Wang Bi’s commen-
tary on Chapter 29 as well as a Laozi-influenced passage from the fifth chapter of the Wenzi,
which both feature the line bu ke zhi (ye)不可執 (也).24 In the subsequent sections, I analyze
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the two mentioned instances beginning with Wang Bi before returning to the discussion of
this chapter’s structure.

5. Wang Bi’s Interpretation of Laozi 29

Explaining the passage from Chapter 29 dealing with the sacred nature of the world,
Wang Bi writes:

萬物以自然為性，故可因而不可為也，可通而不可執也。物有常性，而造為之，

故必敗也。物有往來而執之，故必失矣。 (Lou 2008, p. 76)

The myriad things have ziran as their nature. Therefore, it is possible to follow
them but impossible to act upon them, it is possible to merge with them but
impossible to grasp them. Things have constant nature, and so by deliberately
acting upon them, one is sure to destroy (them). Things have their coming and
going, and so by grasping them, one is sure to lose (them).25

It would appear that the line ke tong er bu ke zhi ye 可通而不可執也 was written
to interpret the phrase bu ke zhi 不可執, which is absent from the received Laozi. The
commentary exhibits the familiar symmetrical IPS arrangement:

1c萬物以自然為性
The myriad things
have ziran as their

nature
2c故

Therefore
3a可因而不可為也

it is possible to follow them but
impossible to act upon them

4b可通而不可執也
it is possible to merge with them

but impossible to grasp them
5a物有常性，而造為之，故必敗也

Things have constant nature, and so
by willfully acting upon them, one

is sure to destroy (them).

6b物有往來而執之，故必失矣
Things have coming and going,
and so by grasping them, one is

sure to lose (them).

It is evident that Wang Bi used this IPS structure to address the impossibility of
“acting” (wei為) upon things together with the unfeasibility of “grasping” (zhi執) them.26

The question remains, however, of whether we can infer from this that the copy of the Laozi
that the eminent scholar had at his disposal really contained the line bu ke zhi不可執. The
fact that this line is missing from all the transmitted and unearthed editions suggests that it
is highly unlikely.27 Rather, it seems that his interpretation was informed by the standards
of parallelism, which Wang Bi also applied in his own writings as well as his hermeneutic
endeavors of ancient classics.28

As we shall see in the next section, another text in which the sentence bu ke zhi不可執
appears, the Wenzi, is also characterized by a high degree of symmetrical organization of
argument into juxtaposed strands.

6. Laozi 29 in Light of the Wenzi

As numerous studies have shown, since the Dingzhou定州 discovery of 1973, when
talking about the Wenzi, we need to distinguish between the transmitted version and the
excavated manuscript, fragments of which were discovered in the grave of a Han dignitary,
for these two texts differ in regard to their length, literary form, philosophical outlook
and main protagonists.29 While in the received text, the main protagonists are Laozi and
a by far less significant Master Wen文子, who is depicted as the former’s disciple30, the
excavated manuscript features Master Wen advising King Ping平王, but their identities
are not further specified.31
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Therefore, in the transmitted text, the passage in question is attributed to Laozi, who is
answering Master Wen’s questions. In the excavated version, these words are pronounced
by Master Wen in his conversation with King Ping. Let us start with the received text:

文子問曰：古之王者，以道蒞天下，為之奈何？老子曰：執一無為，因天地與之

變化，天下大器，不可執也，不可為也，為者敗之，執者失之。執一者，見小

也，見小故能成大也，無為者，守靜也，守靜故能為天下正。處大，滿而不溢，

居高，貴而無驕，處大不溢，盈而不虧，居上不驕，高而不危。盈而不虧，所以

長守富也，高而不危，所以長守貴也，富貴不離其身，祿及子孫，古之王道，期

於此矣。32

Master Wen asked: “The kings of antiquity used the Way to rule over the All-
under-Heaven. How did they do this?”

Laozi said: “They grasped the One and did not act. They followed heaven and
earth and changed together with them. All-under-Heaven is a great vessel, it
cannot be grasped, it cannot be acted upon. Who acts upon it, ruins it. Who
grasps it, loses it. In grasping the One they saw the small.33 Seeing the small,
they thus became able to accomplish their greatness. In not acting they kept still.
Keeping still, they [thus] became able to be the paragon of the world. Dwelling
amidst the great (wealth), they were full without overflowing. Occupying a
high (position), they were noble without arrogance. Dwelling amidst the great
(wealth) without overflowing, they were full without waning. Occupying the
top (position) without arrogance, they were high without imperiling themselves.
Being full without waning was their way to continually preserve wealth. Being
high without imperiling themselves was their way to continually preserve nobility.
Neither wealth nor nobility parted from their side, and their endowment reached
descendants—the Kingly Way of antiquity was complete in this.”34

The passage is an example of IPS of a scope that exceeds anything seen in the Laozi.
The argument is consistently developed in two juxtaposed strands (a and b) that are
connected and/or summarized through the units belonging to the middle strand c. In
fact, the development of argument in parallel style is highly characteristic of the Wenzi,
and, as is sometimes claimed, it reflects the authors’ understanding of the Way (Fech 2016,
pp. 240–43). The structure of the above passage looks as follows:

1a執一
[They] grasped the One

2b無為
[They] did not act

3c因天地與之變化
[They] followed heaven and
earth and changed together

with them
4c天下大器也

All-under-Heaven is a great
vessel

5a不可執也
it cannot be grasped

6b不可為也
it cannot be acted upon

8a執者失之
Who grasps it, loses it.

7b為者敗之
Who acts upon it, ruins it.

9a執一者，見小也
In grasping the One they saw

the small.

11b無為者，守靜也
In not acting they kept still.

10a見小故能成其大也
Seeing the small, they thus
became able to accomplish

their greatness.

12b守靜能為天下正
Keeping still, they [thus]

became able to be the paragon
of the world.
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13a處大，滿而不溢
Dwelling amidst the great

(wealth), they were full
without overflowing.

14b居高，貴而無驕
Occupying a high (position),

they were noble without
arrogance.

15a處大不溢，盈而不虧
Dwelling amidst the great

(wealth) without overflowing,
they were full without

waning.

16b居上不驕，高而不危
Occupying the top (position)
without arrogance, they were

high without imperiling
themselves.

17a盈而不虧，所以長守富也
Being full without waning

was their way to continually
preserve wealth.

18b高而不危，所以長守貴也
Being high without imperiling
themselves was their way to
continually preserve nobility.

19c富貴不離其身
Neither wealth nor nobility

parted from their side,
20c祿及子孫

And their endowment reached
descendants

21c古之王道其於此矣
—the Kingly Way of antiquity

was complete in this.

Evidently, the understanding of this passage is contingent upon grasping its strictly
symmetrical structure. The well-ordered arrangement is astonishing given that it results
from different combination patterns of involved sentences: abba (sentences 5 to 8), aabb
(sentences 9 to 12) and ababab (sentences 13 to 18). Impressive also is the amount of
borrowed material, which can be mainly traced back to two sources: the Laozi (sentences
1 to 12) and the Xiaojing孝經 (sentences 13 to 21).35 In order to connect these materials
in the given manner, the authors of the Wenzi must have been aware of their structural
similarities. The resulting philosophical message is unusual in the context of early Daoism
as “grasping of the One” (zhi yi執一) and “Non-Action” (wu wei無為) are identified as the
main preconditions for preserving wealth (fu富) and nobility (gui貴), respectively.

Despite its similarities to the two mentioned sources, the transmitted Wenzi is far from
being identical to them. While the parallels to the Xiaojing are not going to be discussed
here36, the connection to the Laozi deserves a closer look. When juxtaposed with each other,
the corresponding passages of the two texts look as follows:

Received Wenzi Laozi

1. 文子問曰：古之王者，

2. 以道蒞天下，為之奈何？ 以道蒞天下 § 60

3. 老子曰：執一無為
執一37 § 22

無為 § 2, 3, 37 . . .

4. 天下大器也，不可執也，不可為也， 天下神器，不可為也。
§§ 29, 64

5. 為者敗之，執者失之。 為者敗之，執者失之。

6. 執一者，見小也 抱一 § 22

7. 見小 見小曰明 § 52

8. 故能成大也 故能成其大 §§ 34, 63

9. 無為者，守靜也 守靜 § 16

10. 守靜故能為天下正 清靜為天下正 § 45
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Clearly, the Wenzi features a great number of notions and phrases stemming from the
Laozi, but it creates a new philosophical symbiosis by establishing connections between
borrowed materials that cannot be found in its source, such as, for instance, the equation
of “grasping the One” and “seeing the small”. Likewise, we see that some phrases are
deliberately modified, thus resulting in the designation of All-under-Heaven as a “great
vessel” (da qi大器) instead of “sacred vessel” (shen qi神器).

As was mentioned above, there are currently two main versions of this text, the
received and the excavated. The excavated fragments, for all their piecemeal nature, are
important as they shed light on the content and organization of a Wenzi that existed prior
to the creation of the transmitted text. While they also demonstrate heavy influence by
the Laozi, the latter is never quoted verbatim and is treated as nonchalantly as in the
transmitted version38. This practice of Laozi exegesis is remarkable in the context of early
Chinese philosophy.39 Most likely it is due to the status of Master Wen as a close disciple of
Laozi. Hence, while the former’s ideas have a distinct Laozi “feel”, they are not identical to
those of the master.

The parallels to the Laozi influenced passage are (preceded by the inventory numbers
of the respective bamboo slips) as follows:

2262
［王曰。吾聞古聖立天下，以道立天下］

King [Ping] asked: “I heard that when the sages of antiquity ordered
All-under-Heaven, they used the Way to order All-under-Heaven

0564
［囗何。文子曰。執一無為。平王曰］

How [did they do that]?” Master Wen replied: “They grasped the One and did not
act.” King Ping asked

0870
地大器也，不可執，不可為，為者販（敗），執者失

[Heaven and] Earth are a big vessel. It cannot be grasped; it cannot be acted upon.
Who acts, fails; who grasps, loses.

0593
是以聖王執一者，見小也。無為者

This is why, the sage kings’ grasping the One, was to see the small; [their] non-action

0908
也，見小故能成其大功，守靜囗

Seeing the small, they were thus able to accomplish their great achievements.
Keeping still, [X]

0775
下正。平王曰。見小守靜奈何。文子曰

of [All-under-Heaven].” King Ping asked: “How did they see the small and keep
still?” Master Wen said

As can be seen, the differences between these lines and the Laozi are even greater
than in the transmitted version. For instance, while the latter reads “All-under-Heaven”
(tianxia天下), the former evidently speaks of the cosmic pair “Heaven and Earth” (tiandi天
地) (slip 0870). Moreover, the exemplary rulers in the excavated Wenzi are said to be able
“to accomplish their great achievements” (neng cheng qi da gong能成其大功), adding the
character gong功 to what otherwise would have constituted a verbatim quotation from
Laozi 34 or 63.

Based on the parallels in the transmitted text, we can reconstruct the structure of this
passage in the Dingzhou manuscript, which looks as follows:

1c [天]地大器也
Heaven and Earth are a big

vessel
2a不可執

It cannot be grasped
3b不可為

It cannot be acted upon
5a執者失

who grasps, loses
4b為者販（敗）

who acts, fails
6c是以聖王

This is why, the sage kings’
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7a執一者，見小也
grasping the One, was to see

the small

8b無為者，[守靜]也
non-action, [was to keep still]

9a見小，故能成其大功
Seeing the small, they were

thus able to accomplish their
great achievements

10b守靜，囗[能為天]下正
Keeping still, [they were thus
able to become] paragons of

All-under-Heaven

While the textual arrangement largely corresponds to the transmitted Wenzi, the line
shi yi sheng wang是以聖王 (6c) can be found only in the excavated text. The appearance
thereof is significant as it distinguishes the general rule (expressed in lines 2a to 4b) from
the sagely principles of action (dealt with in lines 7a to 10b). In this particular case, the
“sage kings” chose a way of action that opposed common practices (especially evident in
the opposition of wei為 and wu wei無為). As such, the content and structure of sentences
2a to 8b appear to result from a combination and modification of the textual materials
corresponding to the above-mentioned parts from the transmitted Laozi 29 and Laozi 64.

Philosophically, there are several points that are worth mentioning at this juncture.40

In the excavated Wenzi, the sage is identified as a powerholder, while the Laozi remains
ambiguous in regard to the social rank of the exemplary person to the point that it might
be considered carrying a subversive message (Fech 2020, p. 374). This implies that the
behavior associated with “grasping the One” and “non-action” might have been promoted
with a ruler in mind and was not suitable for everyone. Moreover, the reason for the
impossibility of grasping and acting upon the world is identified (in both the excavated
and the transmitted Wenzi) as its greatness and not its sacred nature (as in the Laozi). In
other words, the world-vessel is not different in kind from regular “vessels” (things created
for the very purpose of being subjected to different manipulations), which would preclude
the possibility of any (conventional) operations on it. Had the world been “smaller”, then
the grasping thereof and acting thereupon would be perfectly valid actions. This seems
to be the reason why the sage king is said not to refrain from grasping altogether but to
grasp the One, which is uniquely associated with smallness.41 The change of framework
from the rather sociopolitical “All-under-Heaven” to the cosmological “Heaven and Earth”
might have taken place because in the Dingzhou manuscript, the “One” was defined as
the beginning of the myriad things that were, again rather uniquely, equated with Heaven
and Earth.

The emphasis on the world’s greatness might also explain why in the excavated Wenzi,
it is the agent who suffers the consequences of his own activities in the world and not
the entities of the world. One who approaches the diverse phenomena of the vast world
head on is bound to fail. The sage kings of the past are shown here to have thrived exactly
because they understood how to direct their attention to the source of things. As such, the
Wenzi presents a clearer appearance of being a governance manual.

In the above passage, the Wenzi operates with a great number of notions and expres-
sions from the Laozi, yet it produces a philosophy that is markedly different from it. In
their use of the literary form of IPS, its authors were not necessarily influenced solely by
the foundational work of Daoism. As the example of Xiaojing shows, they were also aware
of the occurrence of this practice of textual organization in other texts.42 At the same time,
the examples of IPS in the Wenzi, which are more abundant, large-scale and complex when
compared with the Laozi, might reflect its different conception of the Way. That is, Dao is no
longer something unfathomable, impenetrable and obscure but a pattern emerging from a
combination and correct arrangement of several distinct principles as reflected in its textual
manifestations.

As for the line “it cannot be grasped” (bu ke zhi 不可執), in view of the numerous
modifications and accretions to which the text of the Laozi was subjected in the Wenzi,
there is no compelling reason to assume that it was actually borrowed from the former. It
seems to have been inserted at this juncture to facilitate the development of the argument
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in parallel strands. In addition to parallelism, one of the reasons why some scholars were
compelled to take this view might have been the fact that in the transmitted Wenzi—-the
only version of the work available until very recently—-the present line is ascribed to Laozi.
But as we have already seen, originally the whole passage expressed Master Wen’s insights.

When comparing the above passage with the corresponding passage in Wang Bi’s
commentary, it becomes evident that in these two instances, the respective strands are
arranged in a different order. Namely, in Wang Bi, the treatment of wei precedes that of zhi,
whereas in the Wenzi, the opposite scenario is the case. This adduces further evidence that
the existence of a copy of the Laozi featuring the line bu ke zhi不可執 in Chapter 29 (or its
early counterparts) was rather unlikely.

With this in mind, I return to the discussion of that chapter in the next section.

7. Laozi 29 Revisited

The foregoing discussion showed that attempts to interpret or reconstruct the first
part of Laozi 29 using IPS either did not yield compelling results or were not supported by
textual evidence. Does this mean that this chapter contains no IPS? To answer this question,
let us take a look at it again (this time in its entirety43):

Rhyme

1 將欲取天下而為之，
For those who would like to take over the
world and act on it —

2 吾見其不得已。
I see that with this they simply will
not succeed.

3 天下神器， The world is a sacred vessel;
4 不可為。 哥 It cannot be acted upon.
5 為者敗之， 月祭 Those who act on it destroy it,
6 執者失之。 Those who grasp it lose it.
7 夫物 Now, as for the things:
8 或行或隨， 哥 Some go forward and some follow,
9 或噓或吹， 哥 Some breathe slow and some breathe fast,
10 或強或羸， 哥 Some are strong and some are weak,

11 或接或隳。 哥
Some are continued and some are
destroyed.

12 是以聖人 This is why, the sage

13 去甚，去奢，去泰。

(Zhu 2000, p. 115)
月祭44 Removes the extreme, removes the

extravagant, the excessive.

First, it seems that the first two occurrences of wei為, that is in “act on it” (wei zhi為
之) (line 1) and “It cannot be acted upon” (bu ke wei不可為) (line 4) correlate. Therefore, the
opening of the chapter deals with the unfeasibility of action in regard to the world (lines
1–4).45 Thus, the fact that the latter phrase is not juxtaposed with bu ke zhi (ye)不可執(也)
does not imply at all that Laozi 29 was incomplete.

In view of this, the two parallel sentences addressing the issue of “acting” and “grasp-
ing” (lines 5 and 6) can be understood as explication (by depicting the negative results
of acting) as well as expansion (by addressing the harmful implications of grasping) of
the foregoing discussion. The resulting small-scale list of impermissible actions and their
deplorable outcomes appears to correspond to the “catalogue” of “things” (wu物) and
their ways of existence listed further below in lines 7-11. Indeed, these two “lists” simi-
larly mention negative examples in the second position and feature close end-rhymes.46

Therefore, even though lines wei zhe bai zhi 為者敗之 and zhi zhe shi zhi 執者失之 have
exact counterparts in Laozi 64, thus creating a cross-reference to that chapter47, they are not
necessarily linked by juxtaposition, as it is the case in the latter.
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8. Conclusions

In the present paper, I follow Rudolf Wagner in arguing that IPS can be a powerful tool
for uncovering aspects of meaning in early Chinese texts which emerge from the spatial
arrangement of the argument. At the same time, I contend that overemphasizing IPS can
be just as counterproductive to text interpretation as not recognizing the presence of this
structure. As for the attempts to reconstruct the “original” reading of the Laozi based
on parallelism or IPS, they are problematic for several reasons. To begin with, there is a
general assumption that there was an urtext, often, as a superior version, where textual
and structural ambiguities were not present and logical connections were all laid bare.
However, recent scholarship on the manuscript literature shows that efforts to establish the
ideal “original” version run counter to conventions in early China, where it was common
for texts to exist in various (equally valid and accepted) versions (Hein 2019, pp. 55–58).
In the case of the Laozi, as some studies suggest, endeavors to create an authoritative
edition were undertaken only after the text had reached a certain degree of influence
during the Western Han dynasty and came to be instrumentalized politically (Ding 2017,
p. 177). Furthermore, parallelism constitutes only one (albeit important) aspect of literary
composition. Thus, a textual sequence which might seem problematic from the standpoint
of parallelism or IPS might be intact from a thematic point of view. After all, its ostensible
incompleteness might have been deliberate to make a specific point. This shows that in
view of the multifaceted nature of texts attempts at textual reconstruction which are not
supported by textual evidence are bound to remain speculative regardless of how sound
the ideas informing them might appear.

As I argued above, neither the Wenzi nor Wang Bi’s commentary provide compelling
evidence for the appearance of the sentence bu ke zhi不可執 in Laozi 29. Certainly, they
demonstrate that the tendency to interpret the beginning of this chapter in light of the
juxtaposition between wei 為 and zhi 執 (akin to the one found in Chapter 64) gained
currency already among some of the earliest exegetes of the work. Yet, it does not seem
to be a coincidence that the sentence appeared only in these two writings, which heavily
relied on IPS. Therefore, its presence can only be taken as evidence for their authors’ strict
adherence to IPS. Exegetic endeavors of Chapter 29 should take this into account.
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Notes

1 For main positions in the Chinese interpretation of the text, see (Robinet 1999, pp. 130–54). For an overview of the Western
reception of the Laozi, see (Hardy 1998).

2 On chapter divisions in the text, see (Henricks 1982; Han 2012, pp. 210–13; Ding 2017).
3 Even the excavated Guodian materials, which are significantly divergent from the transmitted editions in wording and structure,

are still “remarkably close to those we find in the received Daodejing” (Cook 2012, p. 198). On the two main positions regarding
the connection between the Guodian manuscripts and the transmitted text, see (Shaughnessy 2005, pp. 445–52).

4 See (Liu 1997, pp. 23–32; Wagner 2000, pp. 53–96; 2003a; Gentz 2015, pp. 118–28; Michael 2015, 2021; Lebovitz 2021).
5 Wagner (2000, p. 62). This form of parallelism should be distinguished from “double-directed parallelism”, examples of which

were studied by Gentz (2015, pp. 118–28). While some scholars, most notably Michael (2015, p. 134; 2021, p. 57), view IPS as
indicative of the oral origin of the Laozi, I refrain from any definitive conclusions in this regard in the present study. However,
as will be partly shown below, some cases of IPS demonstrate such a high degree of structural complexity and intricacy that
it appears doubtful that oral transmission would be a suitable means to convey the meaning resulting from the interplay of
different structural elements.

6 On how parallel passages in the Laozi were increased in the course of its transmission, see (Liu 2003, pp. 359–63; 2014, p. 43).



Religions 2022, 13, 788

7 For brief introductions of Heshang Gong’s commentary, see (De Meyer 2004, pp. 72–74; Barrett 2008, pp. 619–20; Tadd 2020,
pp. 104–7). For Wang Bi’s version and commentary, see (Boltz 1993, pp. 277–78; Robinet 2008).

8 According to Wagner (2000, pp. 91–94) there is also another variant of IPS in the Laozi, which received the designation “binary
series”. This form of textual arrangement allows a piece to contain a larger number of argumentative and/or thematic strands
than just three, as shown here.

9 The subject of the third sentence varies across different editions of the Laozi. In the two Mawangdui馬王堆 versions, it is the
“people” (min民) (Gao 1996, p. 235). In the Beida北大 manuscript, as well as the text annotated by Heshang Gong, this role
is played by the notion “heart” (xin心) (Beijing daxue chutu wenxian yanjiusuo北京大學出土文獻研究所 [The Institute for
Research of the Excavated Documents of the Peking University] 2012, p. 145; Wang 1993, p. 10). In Wang Bi’s version, we find a
combination of the two characters: “the heart of the people” (min xin民心) (Lou 2008, p. 8). The philosophical implications of
these variations are significant, focusing on either internal or external manifestations of disorder (Liu 2006, p. 116).

10 On the interpretation of this passage, see (Lou 2008, p. 9, note 4).
11 Compare translation in (Chan 1991, p. 73; Lynn 1999, pp. 55–56; Wagner 2003a, p. 129).
12 Wang (1993, p. 10). For translation, see (Erkes 1945, p. 133; Chan 1991, p. 133).
13 Translation adapted from (Henricks 1992, p. 244).
14 Chen (1970, p. 126n5) identifies his influences in regard to this view as Liu Shipei劉師培 (1884–1919) and Yi Shunding易順鼎

(1858–1920).
15 Despite its apparent problems, this rendition of the text came to be accepted by some contemporary scholars, such as Charles Wu

in his translation of the work (Wu 2016, p. 66).
16 Compare translation in Chen (1981, p. 159).
17 Unlike Liu Shipei, Yi Shunding also refers to the IPS passage from Chapter 64 to corroborate his view.
18 Here, Chen (1970, p. 127n6) says to be following Xi Tong奚侗 (1878–1939).
19 It is noteworthy that in the Guodian manuscripts, they are to be found in the two documents, commonly designated as the

Guodian Laozi A and C. For differences in their wording, see (Henricks 2000, pp. 43–44, 120–22). On different thematic concerns
of textual units constituting Guodian Laozi, see (Henricks 2000, pp. 6–8; Cook 2012, pp. 219–23).

20 Note that the second edition of the Laozi zhuyi ji pingjie 老子註譯及評介, which already discusses Mawangdui manuscripts,
still retains this modification (Chen 1988, p. 183). This implies that Chen changed his opinion only after the discovery of the
Guodian Laozi.

21 For a juxtaposition of the excavated versions, see (Beijing daxue chutu wenxian yanjiusuo北京大學出土文獻研究所 [The Institute
for Research of the Excavated Documents of the Peking University] 2012, p. 201).

22 Compare translation in Chen (2020, p. 198).
23 Wang Shumin王叔岷 (Wang 2007, p. 469) and Roth (2010, p. 71) both amend an unmarked quotation of this passage in the first

chapter of the Huainanzi by adding bu ke zhi ye based on the idea of “parallelism”.
24 This view is espoused by Liu Shipei, Yi Shunding (as quoted in Chen 1970, p. 126n5) and He Ning何寧 (He 1998, pp. 72–73).
25 Compare translation in Lynn (1999, p. 105) and Wagner (2003a, pp. 217–18).
26 According to Wang Bi, the impossibility of any interventionist measures regarding the entities populating the world is rooted

in their respective “constant nature”, which cannot be changed and is to be followed. Doing so will naturally bring about
“prestabilized harmony”, which is “encoded” into the nature of things. For more, see (Wagner 2003b, pp. 110–11, 130, 160).

27 Even Wagner, who maintains that the text which Wang Bi once commented was different from the text to which his commentary
is attached now, calls this possibility “remote” (Wagner 2003a, p. 454).

28 Note that Wang Bi did not attempt to underscore the affinity between qu and zhi in his commentary to this passage. In fact,
the meaning of qu was not elucidated there at all. This casts additional doubts on the validity of Wagner’s arrangement of the
passage.

29 On studies comparing the two Wenzi versions, see (Ho 1998; Ding 1999a, 1999b; Zhang 2007; Van Els 2018).
30 In view of the prominent role of the person and the text Laozi in the transmitted Wenzi, some scholars view the latter as a

commentary to the foundational work of Daoism. See (Jiang 1983). On a comprehensive list of the correspondences between the
transmitted editions of the Laozi and Wenzi, see (Ding 1999a, pp. 175–83).

31 On the question of the Wenzi protagonists, see (Fech 2015).
32 Lau (1992). Compare a slightly different version in (Wang 2000, pp. 233–34).
33 The character jian見 in the phrase to “see the small” can be also read as xian in the meaning “to appear”, yielding the translation

to “appear small”. For this translation, see (Lévi 2012, p. 204; Van Els 2018, pp. 62–63).
34 Compare translation in Cleary (1992, p. 68).
35 For the parallels between this passages and other early texts, see (Ho et al. 2010, pp. 139–41).
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36 The main difference concerns the subject of the passage. In the transmitted Wenzi, it is the kings of antiquity, while the Xiaojing
addresses zhuhou諸侯, the feudal lords. For the Chinese text and English translation, see (Rosemont and Ames 2009, p. 106).

37 The notion “grasping the One” can be found only in the excavated versions of Chapter 22. In the transmitted versions, it is
replaced through “embracing the One” (bao yi抱一). On the different connotations of these two metaphors, see (Behuniak 2009).

38 Mukai (2001, pp. 758–60) cites as many as twenty Dingzhou fragments of the Wenzi which, while showing proximity to the Laozi,
are never identical to it. See also (Van Els 2015, pp. 327–28).

39 For a comparison with the status and use of the Laozi in the Huainanzi, see (Le Blanc 1985, p. 84).
40 For some in-depth discussions of the topic, see (Li 1995; Ding 1999b, pp. 238–40; Zhang 2004, 2007, pp. 110–18).
41 The notion “grasping the One” appears in a large number of the texts from the late pre-Qin and early imperial eras, including the

Laozi. On the “Legalist” connotations of this term, see (Behuniak 2009, p. 366).
42 Note that the Laozi is sometimes regarded as a critical response to the Shijing詩經, as the “anti-Shi”, meaning that “the poetics

of the Laozi tradition developed in direct opposition to Shi poetics” (Hunter 2021, p. 115). For an example of “double-directed
parallelism” in the Shijing, see (Gentz 2015, pp. 116–18)

43 Note that, in the Beida manuscript, the sentence “great cutting does not sever” (da zhi wu ge大制無割), which in the received
versions closes the preceding Chapter 28, is placed at the beginning of this chapter (Beijing daxue chutu wenxian yanjiusuo北京
大學出土文獻研究所 [The Institute for Research of the Excavated Documents of the Peking University] 2012, p. 158).

44 Rhymes in this passage were identified based on Jiang Yougao江有誥 (1773–1851) (Jiang 1993, p. 9b), Lau and Ames (1998, p.
122) and Zhang (2010, p. 145).

45 In a similar way, Heshang Gong interprets wei zhi為之 as to “wish to govern the people by means of action” (yu yi youwei zhi
min欲以有為治民 (Wang 1993, p. 118. Compare translation in Erkes 1945, p. 175). The subsequent bu ke wei ye 不可為也 is
then explained as “they cannot be governed by means of action” (bu ke yi youwei zhi不可以有為治) (ibid.), thus establishing a
connection between the two instances of wei為.

46 There are multiple examples of “irregular” rhymes between characters belonging to the rhyme groups Ge歌 and Yue月 in early
Chinese philosophical works. For the examples in the Huainanzi, see (Zhang 2010, pp. 93–94).

47 For some examples, see (Liu 2003, pp. 356–59).
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Abstract: How to treat others is a key topic in Laozi’s thought. Laozi not only advocates “non-
action” (wuwei無爲), or not interfering with others, but also hopes that actors will take some positive
responsibilities for others. He expects that actors can implement the instructions of Dao道 and fulfill
the role of “assisting others to achieve their self-so-ness but not daring to interfere” (chapter 64). He
believes that “one person will become more abundant when he contributes to others” (chapter 81);
that is to say, actors and others are always in the process of mutual attainment. What he claims can be
summarized by the dual assertion “to do V1, but not to do V2” (V means a type of action), containing
two kinds of responsibilities: the situations represented by “not to do V2” are concrete manifestations
of “non-action,” which refers to the negative responsibility of non-interference with others, while
the situations signified by “to do V1” are essentially a kind of action of assisting others, which is a
positive responsibility for others. There is a subtle cooperative relationship between “assistance” and
“non-action.” In a nutshell, what Laozi expects is a responsibility to support others to actualize their
authentic self on the premise of earnestly respecting the spontaneity and autonomy of others. When
the focus on “non-action” is broken through, we can grasp Laozi’s thinking deeply and expand our
understanding of his thought.

Keywords: Laozi; ethic; others; non-action (wuwei無爲); assistance (fu輔); self-so-ness (ziran自然)

1. Introduction

The ethical issue of how to treat others is often discussed in the Laozi.1 The sages
function as the text’s main subjects and ideal actors, and there are rich statements on
the relationship between the sages and others, which contain Laozi’s deep thinking and
fundamental propositions on the issue mentioned above. When we try to understand his
claim on this issue, the first thing that comes to our mind is quite probably the famous
concept of “non-action” (wuwei無爲),2 on which there is a basic consensus from researchers
that it cannot be a negation of all actions, but only those improper actions or actions against
Dao. Based on this, when discussing the issue of others, we will gain an opinion that what
wuwei negates is interfering actions, and Laozi advocates that the actors should not interfere
with others.

This kind of understanding is in line with Laozi’s thinking. However, only paying
attention to wuwei is not enough to fully grasp Laozi’s rich thinking on the issue of how to
treat others. In fact, “non-action” or not interfering with others is only one aspect of his
proposition. He also advocates that the actors should take some positive actions directed
towards others. For example, chapter 64 in the Laozi says: “The sages . . . assist the myriad
wu to achieve their self-so-ness but not dare to interfere” (聖人 . . . 以輔萬物之自然而不
敢爲).3 This suggests that “not daring to interfere” as a manifestation of “non-action” is
only one aspect of the sages’ practice, for at the same time they should also assist others
to achieve their “self-so-ness” (ziran自然). Laozi also talks about the positive actions that
are even more forceful than “assistance.” For instance, chapter 37 says: “When their greed
breaks out during their development, I will suppress it with plainness which is nameless”
(化而慾作,吾將鎮之以無名之樸). Another example appears in chapter 56: “Block up their
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apertures, close their doors, dissolve their sharpness, and relieve their troubles” (塞其兌,閉
其門,挫其銳,解其紛).4 All these statements suggest that actors should take some kinds of
positive actions beyond “non-action.”

In previous studies on Laozi’s thought, although most scholars focus on the famous
concept of “non-action,” some scholars have noticed that there are some theories of positive
actions in the Laozi. A. C. Graham points out that Laozi describes the behavior of the sage
as “doing nothing” (wuwei無爲), though there are other contexts, however, in which it
will be described not as “doing nothing” but as “doing but . . . ,” such as “to generate but
without taking possession, to do but without presuming on it, to lead but without managing
” (生而不有，為而不恃，長而不宰) in chapters 10 and 51 (Graham 1989, p. 232). Roger
T. Ames and David L. Hall interpret wuwei as “Noncoercive action that is in accordance
with the de of things” (Ames and Hall 2003, p. 67), and Wang Zhongjiang王中江 summa-
rizes the sages’ activities following the rule of wuwei as a kind of “soft effect” (弱作用力)
(Wang 2013). Both of the two viewpoints have affirmed that some positive actions are
allowed in Laozi’s thought. In addition, Li Ruohui李若暉 inspects the terms xing行, dong
動, zuo作, and wei為 in the Laozi, and emphasizes that Laozi advocates that all actions
can be taken as long as they are in line with Dao (Li 2016). Ding Sixin丁四新points out
that wuwei is a principle used to regulate wei, and wei is free and open on the premise of
wuwei (Ding 2018). Both Li and Ding have noticed Laozi’s thoughts on how to “act” (wei)
and believed that, premised on a certain rule, actions are totally free. All in all, compared
with the researchers who only pay attention to wuwei, these researchers have noted Laozi’s
theories of positive actions, providing important inspirations for understanding Laozi’s
thought. Of course, it will be found that although the other aspect outside of wuwei has
been noticed in these studies, Laozi’s theories related to it still need to be examined in more
depth. Especially, the nature of those positive actions and the relationship between positive
actions and wuwei have not been revealed in enough depth.

This paper intends to present Laozi’s thought on the topic of how to treat others,
on the basis of the studies mentioned above, trying to advance our understanding of
Laozi’s theory. It will show that wuwei and positive actions are two basic aspects of Laozi’s
proposition on how to treat others, and there is a subtle cooperative relationship between
these two. So, how does Laozi express these two propositions? In particular, how does he
talk about those positive actions? Would not those positive behaviors—such as “assisting”
and “suppressing” cited above—contradict the idea of wuwei? Furthermore, the concept of
“self-so-ness” is usually understood as a situation where things can exist spontaneously
and not be affected by external forces. When an actor has taken actions such as “assisting”
or “suppressing” towards others, is the state of those others still “self-so”? All of these are
important questions needing to be discussed in detail. In this process, we will be able to
break through the focus on the concept of “non-action,” so as to gain a comprehensive and
nuanced understanding of Laozi’s thought.

2. Two Situations as Background

In order to facilitate the discussion on the questions mentioned above, it is needed to
explain two basic issues. The first concerns the relationship between ethics and politics in
Laozi’s thought, and the second involves the terms Laozi uses to refer to “others.”

The treatment of others is by its very nature a kind of ethical activity. However, the
actions towards others that Laozi cares about are often related to the practices the rulers
take while governing the people. This then raises the question of the relationship between
ethics and politics. We know that Aristotle divides human practice into two types, which
are ethical practice and political practice, and what the former seeks is the good for a single
man, while what the latter pursues is the good for a state (Aristotle 1984, p. 3).

The actions that Laozi addresses also involve these two fields, but he does not clearly
differentiate them. In his view, the actions of sages as the ideal actors not only seek the
good for the individual but also pursue the good for “the-world-under-heaven” (tianxia天
下) as a political place. Simply put, ethics represents a broader field that includes politics
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in his thought. This is related to the purpose of Laozi’s philosophy, i.e., to reorganize the
order of tianxia. He hopes to guide people’s actions through some influential actors, and
the most influential actors are the sages as the rulers of tianxia, who are also called “nobles
and kings” (houwang侯王). Thus, his propositions on the issue of how to act focus on these
men. In this system, politics, as a kind of field of ethics, should accept the guidance of
ethical norms, and this situation can be called “the ethicalization of politics.” Of course,
it does not mean that the treatment of others belongs to the realm of political activities
completely. Afterall, the role of the sages is not limited to politics.5

Laozi uses several terms to signify “others” when discussing how they should be acted
upon, including min民, baixing百姓, ren人, and wu物. Min and baixing refer to “others”
in the political context. Ren has a broader meaning than those two above and contains all
other people toward whom the sages act, not limited to politics. The usages of wu are a
little complicated, and its meanings depend on contexts. Since the texts where this term
appears are involved in the following discussion, let us examine the meanings of it here, so
as to provide a background for the following.

The word wu appears frequently in the Laozi, and it is usually understood as all the
existences in the world. A detailed inspection of the texts shows that this understanding is
not clear enough, and the meanings of this term need to be further analyzed. In Laozi’s
expressions of wu, it always appears as one side of a relationship, either between Dao
and wu or between sages and wu. From this, we can see that wu contains two basic
meanings. One appears in cosmology, where it refers to all phenomenal things in the world
originating from Dao, including human beings and natural things other than humans. The
other appears in the context related to ethics, and signifies “others” with a broad sense,
including other people and natural things toward which the sages act. Furthermore, it
needs to be noticed that in the second situation wu sometimes has specific meanings, either
referring in particular to natural things to which the sages face, or referring specifically to
other people toward whom the sages are oriented. Chapter 27 provides an example of the
former: “The sages are always good at saving other people, so other people will not be
abandoned; The sages are always good at saving wu, so wu will not be abandoned” (聖人
常善救人，故無棄人；常善救物，故無棄物). Additionally, the latter will be found in the
following passages:

The sages engage in non-action, teach without words, and the myriad wu are
prosperous though the sages do not initiate them.

是以聖人處無爲之事，行不言之教，萬物作焉而不辭. (Chapter 2)6

Wu may be disgusted by this, so the persons who follow the principle of Dao do
not allow themself to be in this situation.

物或惡之，故有道者不處. (Chapter 24)

As for the way of wu, some move ahead while others follow behind . . . It is for this
reason that the sages eschew the excessive, the superlative, and the extravagant.

物或行或隨 . . . 是以聖人去甚，去奢，去泰. (Chapter 29)

If the nobles and kings can follow it, then the myriad wu will be able to develop
along their own lines. When their greed breaks out during their development, I
will suppress it with plainness which is nameless.

侯王若能守之，萬物將自化。化而慾作，吾將鎮之以無名之樸. (Chapter 37)

What the sages desire is no desire, and they do not prize property that is hard to
come by. What the sages study is not studying, and they will remedy the masses
when the latter are at fault. By these ways, the sages will assist the myriad wu to
achieve their self-so-ness but not dare to interfere.

聖人慾不慾，不貴難得之貨，學不學，復眾人之所過，以輔萬物之自然而不敢為.
(Chapter 64)
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The mysterious virtue runs so deep and distant, turning back along with wu to
reach the great concordance.

玄德深矣，遠矣，與物反(返)矣，然後乃至大順. (Chapter 65)

In these examples, wu ostensibly refers to all others to which the sages face, but it
can be seen from contexts what this word mainly signifies is other people: In chapter
2, the myriad wu as the object of education refers to men; in chapter 64, the myriad wu
corresponds to “the masses” (zhongren 眾人) that appeared in the preceding statement;
and in chapters 24, 29, 37, and 65, wu means the people who take those actions such as
“being disgusted” (wu惡), “moving ahead” (xing行), “following behind” (sui隨), “their
greed breaking out” (yuzuo慾作), and “returning back” (fan返). In previous studies, some
scholars have noticed that wu refers to people in a few sentences of the Laozi.7 Here, I
further illustrate this situation. First, in the preceding quotations, I try to show all the
passages where wu might have this meaning. Secondly, I want to point out that, in these
passages, it is not enough to recognize that wu signifies people, but more specifically, what
wu signifies is other people toward whom the sages act, which is a critical part of “others”
in Laozi’s thought.

It is worth noting that wu had already been used to refer to people before the Laozi,
as in:

The monarch of Jin cannot get close to wu, so it can be inferred that Jin will be in
trouble.

物以無親，晉之不能，亦可知也. (Du and Kong 1999, p. 1286)

A particularly beautiful wu is enough to make people’s minds change.

夫有尤物，足以移人. (Du and Kong 1999, p. 1493)

If he can follow the good wu and treat the people kindly, then his country will
prosper for a long time.

若能類善物，以混厚民人者，必有章譽蕃育之祚. (Xu 2002, p. 105)

In short, the term wu is a key point needing attention when interpreting the Laozi.
It contains two basic meanings in this book. First, it signifies all phenomenal things
originating from Dao in cosmology. Secondly, it appears in the contexts related to ethics,
signifying “others” toward whom the sages act, and sometimes, wu as “others” refers
specifically to other people. In modern Chinese language, wu usually signifies natural
things other than humans. Thus, we should be especially careful to avoid the influence of
the modern usage when understanding Laozi’s thought.

3. Two Responsibilities for Treating Others

Now, let us examine Laozi’s ideas on the treatment of others in detail. It has been
mentioned in the Introduction that “non-action” is one of his basic claims, and as Graham
has discovered, there are other contexts in which his claims will be described as “doing but
. . . ” (Graham 1989, p. 232). Graham makes this point based on chapters 10 and 51. To be
precise, chapter 51 speaks of the relationship between Dao and wu, while chapter 10 talks
about the relationship between sages and others. Only the latter belongs to the domain of
the topic we are concerned with. Of course, the situation described in chapter 51 is not
totally irrelevant to this topic, and actually, it is a basis for the actions of sages described in
chapter 10 (cf. Ye 2014). Since we are talking about how sages treat others, let us turn to the
passage in chapter 10:

Grow them, but do not occupy them; work for them, but never control them;
develop them, but do not dominate them.

生而不有,爲而不恃(持),8長而不宰.

The translation here differs from that of Graham. First, the word shi恃has been given
a different interpretation. Secondly, I think the two aspects—what should do and what
should not do—can be more clearly reflected in this kind of translation. We can see that
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“growing” (sheng生), “working” (wei爲), and “developing” (zhang長) are the right actions
advocated by Laozi, while “occupying” (you有), “controlling” (chi持), and “dominating”
(zai宰) are the improper ones rejected by Laozi. Sheng生 and zhang長 refer to providing
various resources for others. Wei爲 is a commendatory term here, differing from the word
wei爲 in wuwei無為. What wei爲 in this passage signifies is a right action that is similar to
Sheng生 and zhang長. As for you有, chi持, and zai宰, they belong to the actions that the
claim of wuwei無為 negates. Actually, they are three forms of wei爲 that contains a special
meaning in wuwei無為.

Chapter 64 also provides a classic example, which Graham does not pay attention to.
This chapter says: “The sages . . . assist the myriad wu to achieve their self-so-ness but not
dare to interfere” (聖人 . . . 以輔萬物之自然而不敢爲). (For a full statement of this passage,
see the quotation in Section 2). The way of expression in this passage— “doing but . . . ”—is
similar to chapter 10. Here, Laozi affirms the actions of “remedying” (fu復) and “assisting”
(fu輔), while rejecting that of “interfering” (wei爲). In terms of value of actions, there is a
consistency between fu復, fu輔 in this chapter and sheng生, wei爲, zhang長in chapter 10.
Additionally, the meaning of wei in this chapter diverges from the one in chapter 10, as it
instead refers to improper actions. Having shifted roles, wei now enters the company of the
criticized actions such as you有, chi持, and zai宰 in chapter 10.

If we want to provide a generalization that can clearly reflect both the actions advo-
cated by Laozi and the ones rejected by him, then I tend to sum up the expressions that
appear in these chapters as “to do V1, but not to do V2” (V means a type of action), rather
than “doing but . . . ” generalized by Graham. It reminds us that Laozi advices simultane-
ously both “to do V1” and “not to do V2” when actors are oriented toward others. those
actions advocated by Laozi, such as “growing” (sheng生), “working” (wei in wei-er-bu-chi),
“developing” (zhang長) “remedying” (fu復), and “assisting” (fu輔), totally are concrete
manifestations of V1, while the actions rejected by Laozi, such as “occupying” (you有),
“controlling” (chi持), “dominating” (zai宰), and “interfering” (wei in bu-gan-wei), are just
the situations represented by V2.

Furthermore, it needs to be pointed out that both “to do V1” and “not to do V2” are
responsibilities that actors should undertake when facing to others: the former as a positive
responsibility means that actors should take some appropriate actions towards others;
the latter reminds that actors must not do those intrusive actions towards others while
undertaking the positive actions, and this can be called negative responsibility. A key point
will be found in this generalization; that is, what “non-action” negates is exactly all actions
signified by V2, and as a concept, “non-action” is actually an abstraction of “not to do V2.”
This concept represents Laozi’s basic views of negative responsibility of actors. However, it
is so prominent that we usually focus on the situations that “not to do V2” signifies and
tend to ignore those to which “to do V1” refers.

In the passages quoted above, Laozi talks about both “to do V1” and “not to do V2,”
while in other passages, he only speaks of “to do V1.” These cases more clearly show his
advocacy of positive responsibility:

The mysterious virtue runs so deep and distant, turning back along with wu to
reach the great concordance.

玄德深矣，遠矣，與物反(返)矣，然後乃至大順. (Chapter 65)

If the nobles and kings can follow it, then the myriad wu will be able to develop
along their own lines. When their greed breaks out during their development, I
will suppress it with plainness which is nameless.

侯王若能守之，萬物將自化。化而慾作，吾將鎮之以無名之樸. (Chapter 37)

Block up their apertures, close their doors, dissolve their sharpness, relieve their
troubles, and make everyone simple and pure, so as to achieve the situation called
the mysterious consonance.

塞其兌,閉其門,挫其銳,解其紛,和其光,同其塵,是謂玄同. (Chapter 56)9
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When governing the world, the sages should let the people live a rich life with a
pure mind, weaken their desires, and make their bodies strong, so that the people
can live a life free of ingenuity and greed.

聖人之治,虛其心,實其腹,弱其志,強其骨,常使民無知(智)無慾. (Chapter 3)

For the convenience of discussion, the sequence of the chapters here does not follow the
original one in the Laozi. The ways of action mentioned in the above passages are various
manifestations of V1, such as “returning back along with wu” (與物返矣), “suppressing
their greed” (鎮之), “blocking up their apertures” (塞其兌), “closing their doors” (閉其
門), “dissolving their sharpness” (挫其銳), “relieving their troubles” (解其紛), “making
everyone simple and pure” (和其光,同其塵), “letting everyone live a rich life with a pure
mind” (虛其心，實其腹), “weakening their desires” (弱其志), and “making their bodies
strong” (強其骨). By these actions, the sages will be able to lead everyone to the life called
“the great concordance” (dashun大順) and “the mysterious consonance” (xuantong玄同).

Let us further explain the meaning of these passages. The passage in chapter 65 is
programmatic among these statements. It tells us that a virtuous person will not only
return to the state of “plainness” (pu樸) himself, but he will also lead others to return to
this way of life. The passage in chapter 37 asserts that the nobles and kings should follow
the principle of Dao and allow the people to develop freely. There, it also states that the
nobles and kings should suppress people’s greed during the latter development. The action
of “suppressing” is a concrete manifestation of V1, and its purpose is to cause everyone
to turn from greed toward a plain life. This passage can echo the previous passage: The
ideal actors will lead others to return to the plain life by some actions including the one of
“suppressing”.

The passage in chapter 65 shows the goal but does not go into detail about the path to
get there. The passage in chapter 37 depicts a key method called “suppressing,” while the
passage in chapter 56 describes several ways, which can be regarded as the extension of
“suppressing.” These actions target not only the faults caused by greed but also the troubles
resulted by ingenuity. In addition, “the mysterious consonance” mentioned here is similar
to “the great concordance” in chapter 65, both of which refer to the wonderful life Laozi
expects. The passage in chapter 3 also speaks of ways of action that have similar meanings
to those seen in chapter 56. The statement “free of ingenuity and greed” (wu-zhi-wu-yu無
智無慾) in chapter 3 is a very critical point. It is the essence of “plainness,” and also the
concrete meaning of “the mysterious consonance” and “the great concordance.” In general,
what the sages want to achieve by the actions mentioned above is to let people (including
themselves) live a plain life free from greed and ingenuity.

There are actually quite a few statements about V1 in the Laozi, but they are easily
overlooked because of the focus on “non-action.” There is a question here about the
independence of V1. For example, in the sentence “develop them, but do not dominate
them” (長而不宰), we may think that not to dominate others is just to let them develop
freely; therefore, the action of “to develop them” (長) is not an independent one. It should
be noted that “not to dominate them” can be regarded as a way of “to develop them,”
but the meaning of the latter is not limited to the former. As an action, “to develop them”
includes those ways providing positive conditions for others. The discussion above is for
the texts where Laozi talks about both “to do V1” and “not to do V2,” while in those texts
only talking about “to do V1,” the independence of such actions is more obvious.

4. The Legitimacy of Assisting Others as an Action

There is a more important question needing discussion. That is, is there a contradiction
between the V1 actors take and the state called “self-so-ness” (ziran自然), which belongs
to others? From the perspective of word structure, ziran means to achieve this by oneself,
which is a spontaneous state not affected by external forces. For “others,” the actions of
“remedying” (fu復) and “assisting” (fu輔) taken by the sages are kinds of external forces,
and so why is the state of others still called “self-so-ness” (see the sentence in chapter 64
cited above)? Perhaps we might resolve this by saying that the actions of “remedying”
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and “assisting” as the external forces toward others are not very forceful. Yet, how should
we understand the ones like “suppressing their greed” (chapter 37), “blocking up the
apertures of their greed,” “closing the doors of their greed,” “dissolving the sharpness of
their ingenuity,” and “relieving their troubles” (chapter 56)? Can the state of others still be
“self-so” under the influence of these relatively forceful actions?

The concept of ziran has attracted lots of attention from Daoist researchers in recent
years, who have put forward many enlightening insights from various perspectives. Specific
to the issue concerned in this paper, we can see that scholars hold different views. For
example, Qiu Xigui 裘錫圭 says that Laozi advocates using measures like suppressing
knowledge to force people to return to a childlike state and that those measures are actually
contrary to the people’s state of being “self-so” (Qiu 2019). However, some scholars believe
that there is no such contradiction within Laozi’s thought. Liu Xiaogan劉笑敢 says that
the concept of “self-so-ness” describes the situation that the internal motivations drive
the process of an individual’s existence and development, and this situation does not by
definition prohibit all influence by external forces but only excludes those involving strong
forces or direct interferences (Liu 2006, p. 211). It has been mentioned in the Introduction
that Wang Zhongjiang王中江 summarizes the activities of sages as the “soft effect” (弱作用
力). In addition, Mr. Wang also points out that the “soft effect” can lead people to the state
of “self-so-ness,” which means they live and act according to their own internal natures
and inner drives (Wang 2013). Mr. Liu believes that the state of “self-so-ness” allows for
the application of some external force, and the “soft effect” proposed by Mr. Wang can just
be used to generalize the type of force that is allowed.

There is no objection to Laozi’s advocacy about “self-so-ness.” Then, whether there is
a contradiction between V1 and “self-so” is basically a question about whether the actions
V1 represents are legitimate. On the whole, I agree with Liu and Wang, but there are still
two points needing to be discussed further. One is that the statements of Liu and Wang
can explain why V1 is feasible, but it is also necessary to be considered why V1 is even
needed to properly engage with others. The second is that actions such as “suppressing”
and “blocking up” appear to be quite forceful and seem to be beyond the scope of the
“soft effect.”

Let us examine the first point now. In general, the reason why V1 is needed relates to
the relative roles of the sages and ordinary people. Laozi’s appeals for action are mostly
aimed at the sages, and he rarely says how ordinary people should act. It is very likely
that he regards the sages as the persons of foresight (xianjuezhe先覺者) and believes these
persons should enlighten the others who, because of their greed and ingenuity, are not
aware of Dao.10 In this way, the question that how ordinary people should act has been
indirectly answered by Laozi: They should, with the help of the sages, transcend greed and
ingenuity and return to the plain life called “the great concordance.”

Literally, ziran refers to a spontaneous state not affected by any external forces, but
this is not its exact meaning. At a deeper level, this concept means the actualization of the
authentic self, which refers to the pure and simple self that is free of ingenuity and greed.
Furthermore, the actualization of this authentic self not only does not completely exclude
external forces but even requires assistance of external forces in some cases. For ordinary
people, they are easily driven by their vulgar self and influenced by greed and ingenuity.
Thus, they need guidance and enlightenment from the sages as the persons of foresight.
This role of the sages resembles that of the person who first discovered the world outside
cave in Plato’s theory (Plato 1997, pp. 1132–33). To borrow Plato’s metaphor, the situation
mentioned above resembles that of those people inside the cave who have not yet seen the
outside and need the guidance of someone discovering the outside previously.

Next, let us review the specific types of action that V1 includes, in order to explain the
second point mentioned above. We will find that there are two levels of the sages’ behavior:
in normal circumstances, the sages silently provide resources for others, allowing everyone
to develop himself freely (such as the situations in chapter 10); when the others become
depraved because of greed and ingenuity, the sages will help them return to the plain life
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called “the great concordance” or “the mysterious consonance” (as depicted in chapters 37,
56, 64, etc.).

We can further find that those actions which seem to be strong belong to the second
level. For this level, chapter 3 provides a more concrete example: “Let those things that
easily stimulate people’s greed not appear, so that everyone’s mind will not be disturbed”
(不見可慾，使民心不亂).11 Ordinary people tend to be seduced by those things that eas-
ily arouse greed and thus to deviate from the state of being “self-so.” At this time, the
sages should eliminate those things, so as to reduce the possibility of greed making people
depraved. This is a way of “suppressing their greed” mentioned in chapter 37.12 The expres-
sion of “suppressing their greed” does not mean that the sages will directly discipline or
restrict other people, but that they will help others get rid of their greed by removing those
things that easily stimulate their greed. Essentially, this means improving the environment
in which others live, instead of directly restricting those others’ daily activities.

For others, these types of actions the sages take are the “soft effect” that is required so
they can achieve “self-so” lives. Literally, expressions such as “suppressing their greed,”
“blocking up the apertures of their greed,” and “closing the doors of their greed” may lead
us to think that the actions the sages take are directly disrupt others. However, those actions
in essence belong to a soft assistance, and its purpose is just to return along with others to a
plain life without greed and ingenuity. Laozi uses these seemingly high-intensity words to
emphasize the importance of assisting others, instead of expressing the intensity of actions.

Furthermore, there is no fundamental difference between the two layers included
in V1. They are just different ways to implement the basic principle called “assisting the
myriad wu to achieve their self-so-ness” in various scenarios. No matter at what level,
what the sages need to do is not to directly discipline or transform others but to play an
auxiliary role by improving the environment and providing various favorable conditions
for others. In this case, the other people can exert their own inherent powers to actualize
their authentic self and achieve the life called “the great concordance” or “the mysterious
consonance.” In short, the sages only improve the environment and provide the conditions,
so their actions are called “assisting;” The lives of the others fundamentally depend on
their own inherent capacities, so this state is called “self-so-ness.”

The above discussion on the legitimacy of V1 mainly focuses on “others.” Specifically,
what I was concerned with is the reason why V1 is allowed and even required when treating
others. In addition, I will examine the legitimacy of V1 from the perspective of “actors.”
The actors’ assistance to others is not deliberately contrived, and it is not for the realization
of the actors’ private desire, nor is it to show their ingenuity. The purpose of this kind of
actions is just to support others in realizing their authentic self with their own inherent
capacities, so that these actions are in line with the principle of Dao. On the other hand,
assisting others is also how the actors need to behave if they want to fulfill their virtues
and become sages. Between actors and others, an action not only affects others but also
affects the actors themself in turn. Actually, there is a mutual influence during the actions of
treating others. Laozi says: “one person will become more abundant when he contributes
to others, and he will get more and more when he gives to others” (既以人己愈有，既以與
人己愈多) (Chapter 81). This is to say, a person who makes others successful also makes
himself successful—this success is certainly not limited to material life and does not refer
primarily to material life—so that actors and others are always in the process of mutual
attainment. Laozi also believes that “they will not injure each other, and they will benefit
from their interactions” (夫兩不相傷,故德交歸焉) (Chapter 60) .13 It can be said that sages
and other people need each other: The life of being “self-so” belonging to others needs
the assistance of the sages, while the sages also need to fulfill their responsibility toward
others, and only in this way can they become true sages.

5. The Nature of Interference and Educating with Renyi

The issue of the legitimacy of V1 is a key point in Laozi’s thoughts on the treatment of
others. In the preceding, we examined this issue from the perspective of both the others
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and the actors and thus could see the boundary between the assistance V1 represents and
the interference V2 indicates. The fundamental reason why V2 is improper is that it is a
kind of action that is driven by the selfishness of actors and destroys the state of being
“self-so” of others. The concept of “non-action” is specifically designed to negate these
interventional actions directed at others. Basically, this concept is an abstraction of the
proposition of “not to do V2,” while “assistance” can be regarded as a generalization of “to
do V1.”

Among the various V2 opposed by Laozi, educating the people with benevolence
and righteousness (renyi 仁義) represents a classic case, which can help us identify the
boundary between V1 and V2 and the differing views Laozi and Confucius hold on the
role of the sages. It should be first noted that Laozi does not deny the existence of benev-
olence and righteousness in human nature, nor does he negate the value of actions that
originate from these innate virtues. That is to say, the plain life he expects does not exclude
benevolence and righteousness, and what he actually opposes is a situation where the
sages use benevolence and righteousness as tools to educate the people. As he says: “When
Dao is abandoned there is benevolence and righteousness” (大道廢，有仁義) (Chapter
18). The compound renyi仁義 here refers to benevolence and righteousness used as tools
for education, instead of benevolence and righteousness themselves. What Laozi wants
to express is that the emergence of this type of education indicates a deviation from the
principle of Dao.

Why would Laozi think so? I think there are two reasons for this. First, in terms of the
way of education, benevolence and righteousness as political tools easily become external
and superficial dogma, losing their original value as moral qualities. Secondly, education
itself is very likely to destroy the life of being “self-so” belonging to the people, even if
there is a possibility that such action is not driven by the selfishness of the educators. For
the people, this education is a form of direct discipline or transformation, which falls within
the scope of interference that surpasses the acceptable limits of assistance.

Of course, Laozi does not oppose education completely. What he advocates is “the
teaching without words” (不言之教) (Chapter 2). Actions such as “remedying people when
they are at fault,” “assisting the myriad wu to achieve their self-so-ness,” and “suppressing
their greed” mentioned above are the manifestations of this kind of teaching. Laozi also
says: “Abandon the education with benevolence and righteousness, and the people can
return to filial piety and kindness” (絕仁棄義，民復孝慈) (Chapter 19). Actually, the
process of people returning does not exclude assistance from sages, but this role of sages is
not as an educator using benevolence and righteousness as tools.

In Laozi’s view, compared to the sages as persons of foresight, ordinary people are
limited in their capacities for self-actualization. Thus, the latter need the help of the former.
However, compared to Confucius, Laozi still holds a relatively high confidence in the
ability of human self-actualization generally, which is why he advocates “assistance” or
“the teaching without words” rather than direct discipline.14

6. The Relationship between “Non-Action” and “Assistance”

Based on the previous discussion, we have found that Laozi stipulates two kinds of
responsibilities for engagement with others. The concept of “non-action,” as an abstraction
of “not to do V2,” refers to a negative responsibility whose essence is “non-interference” or
“non-control,” and this responsibility is an inevitable requirement for others’ self-realization.
Furthermore, as a generalization of “to do V1,” “assistance” refers to a positive respon-
sibility, which means that actors should improve the environment and provide various
favorable conditions for others. In this way, they could help others achieve a plain life
absent of greed and ingenuity.

It can be seen that, on a deeper level, there is a subtle cooperative relationship between
“non-action” and “assistance.” For the state of “others,” what Laozi cares about mostly is
letting them achieve their own “self-so-ness,” and in order to fully realize this goal, “non-
action” and “assistance” from actors are both needed. The reason why actors must follow
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the rule of wuwei is that wei—those interfering actions—will destroy the “self-so-ness” of
others. At the same time, those actions represented by “assistance” are not only a kind
of activities allowed but also a kind of conditions required by others in the process of
actualizing their “self-so-ness.” Those actions are premised on not destroying the authentic
self of others and do not belong to interfering activities that wei signifies, so they are
permitted. Additionally, for others, especially ordinary people, they are limited in their
capacities for self-actualization, easily driven by their vulgar self which contains greed and
ingenuity, and this is the reason why the actions represented by “assistance” are needed. To
sum up, the purpose of both “non-action” and “assistance” is the “self-so-ness” of others,
and what Laozi expects in the end is just a responsibility to support others to actualize
their authentic self on the premise of earnestly respecting the spontaneity and autonomy of
those others.

As far as these two forms of the responsibility are concerned, Laozi speaks more on
the negative one. While this article has highlighted the positive side that we easily forget,
the negative side actually appears more often in Laozi’s statements. This situation shows
that Laozi pays more attention to negative responsibility, even though he likewise regards
positive responsibility as important. The classic examples are his assertions: “Act according
to the rule of non-action” (為無爲) (Chapters 3, 63);15 “Follow non-action and yet all the
things are done” (無爲而無不爲) (Chapters 37, 48). These statements implicitly contain a
message of positive responsibility, but in order to emphasize the negative responsibility
of “non-action,” Laozi leaves it as subtext. Clearly, it is not without any rational basis
that scholars nowadays focus on the concept of “non-action.” In particular, this specific
vision is able to plainly reflect the characteristic of Laozi’s thought, when considered
in the whole context of pre-Qin philosophy. However, this does not mean that Laozi’s
advocacy of positive actions outside of “non-action” can be ignored. The subtle cooperative
relationship between “non-action” and “assistance” is actually the deeper characteristic of
Laozi’s thought.

It is talked about in the Introduction that some scholars have noticed Laozi’s theories
of positive actions. The views of A. C. Graham and Wang Zhongjiang王中江 have been
discussed above. Here, I further offer responses to the views of other scholars. Roger
T. Ames and David L. Hall give a unique interpretation of wuwei. It means that outside
of the coercive actions, actors can take some appropriate behavior as long as they are in
accordance with the de of things. This interpretation reminds us that there are actually
some ideas of positive actions in the Laozi. In an indirect sense, we can say that wuwei does
contain such a meaning. However, if the direct meaning of this concept is to be strictly
interpreted, then we will see that it is essentially a negative claim, as an abstraction of all the
situations “not to do V2” represents. That is, there is no direct indication of positive actions
in this concept. In the Laozi, there are indeed quite a few theories of noncoercive actions,
but they are not expressed by the concept of wuwei, but through the ideas represented by
V1 discussed earlier in this paper. In addition, interpreting wuwei as “noncoercive action”
only describes those correct actions from the negative side. If we want to define them from
the positive side, then what is the nature of those actions? Furthermore, are those actions
a kind of freedom for the actors or a kind of responsibility? These important questions
were not resolved by Hall’s and Ames’ interpretation. Based on the previous discussion,
these questions have been given answers by this paper. It clarifies that those actions are
essentially a kind of assistance to others, which is a positive responsibility cooperating with
that negative responsibility represented by wuwei.

The two key questions mentioned above are also not answered in the views of Ding
Sixin 丁四新 and Li Ruohui 李若暉. Both of them emphasize that actions are open and
free as long as the rule of wuwei is followed. Perhaps, there is such a background in their
views: It is impossible that Laozi negates all actions, either logically or in reality, and the
claim of “non-action” only negates those improper actions, so that there is still a large
space for actors to act freely as long as they follow the rule of wuwei. Compared with
those studies focusing on wuwei only, the studies of Ding and Li can obviously expand
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our understanding. However, they are still not enough to fully present Laozi’s unique
thinking. First, in the free space of action premised on the rule of wuwei, what Laozi mainly
cares about is just the actions of assisting others, which has not yet been reflected in their
views. Second, also crucially, in their views, only the nature of action as freedom has been
presented, but the nature of action as responsibility has not yet been shown, and more
specifically, the positive responsibility of assisting others is still ignored. This point is
very important when understanding Laozi’s thought. For if we do not pay attention to
the responsibility of assisting others, then we may draw a conclusion that Laozi believes
that everyone can be indifferent to others. Everyone’s actions are totally free as long as
the rule of wuwei is followed, so they can care about others and of course are allowed to
not care about others, and the latter situation is precisely the manifestation of wuwei or
non-interference. Yet, actually, this conclusion conflicts with Laozi’s thinking.

The research by these scholars go beyond the way of focusing only on wuwei, offering
very important inspirations for understanding Laozi’s thought, but their insights need
to be further developed. Only by grasping the nature of assisting others as a positive
responsibility and the subtle cooperative relationship between it and wuwei can we gain
fuller understanding of Laozi’s rich thoughts on how to treat others.

Laozi tends to give the impression that he supports being indifferent to worldly affairs,
though this view actually results from our excessive focus on the concept of “non-action.”
Yet, even if we have noticed the theories of positive actions, misunderstandings of Laozi’s
thinking may still arise, just as mentioned earlier. A more comprehensive view, which
pays attention to both the aspects of “non-action” and “assistance” simultaneously, does
not weaken the unique character of Laozi’s thinking. In fact, this view can more fully
present its deep characteristics. In short, there is a subtle cooperative relationship between
“assistance” and “non-action,” and these two kinds of responsibilities combine into a single
system prescribing how to interact with others. Thus, what we should do is grasp these
two aspects at the same time, so as to reach a fuller understanding of Laozi’s thought.

7. Conclusions

This article has explored Laozi’s thoughts on the topic of how to treat others. Laozi’s
propositions can be summarized by the dual assertion “to do V1, but not to do V2”: The
various situations that “not to do V2” represents are the specific manifestations of “non-
action,” while the essence of the actions V1 indicates is “assistance.” In Laozi’s view, both
“non-action” and “assistance” are responsibilities in regard to how actors treat others. The
former is a negative responsibility of not interfering with others; the latter is a positive
responsibility, which proposes that actors should actively provide favorable conditions for
others to realize a life of being “self-so.” These two kinds of responsibilities combine into a
unified way of behavior, and only by grasping both can we fully recognize Laozi’s vision.
Any analysis that lacks either one will result in misunderstanding Laozi’s theory.

It can be said that what Laozi expects is just a responsibility to support others to realize
their authentic self on the premise of earnestly respecting the spontaneity and autonomy
of others. Laozi hopes that the sages as actors will follow the instructions of Dao to help
others actualize others’ authentic self while realizing their own. From this point of view, we
see that the situations “assistance” refers to are actions that can promote the authenticity
of oneself and others, while the behaviors negated by “non-action” are those actions that
destroy the authenticity of everyone.

We hope to present Laozi’s deep thinking on the issue of how to treat others by
expanding our horizons. On a larger scale, we also hope to propose a possible new
approach for understanding Daoist ethical thought generally. Daoist ideas might appear to
suggest that inner peace is sufficient for our life and that worldly affairs can be disregarded.
The characteristic of Daoist thinking and the style of its speech do often lead readers to form
such an impression, and the readers’ intentional or unintentional focus tends to strengthen
this even more. Yet, if we expand our horizons and grasp the essence contained in the
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ideas that seem to be against worldliness, the profound ethical concerns and rich practical
wisdom contained in Daoist philosophy will become more and more apparent.
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Notes

1 The Laozi cited in this article is based on the Wang Bi edition (王弼本; cf. Lou 2008), and only the chapter numbers are shown for
the quoted sentences later. In addition, some other editions are also mentioned when relevant, including the Chu bamboo slips
edition excavated in Guodian, the Han bamboo slips edition collected in Peking University, the Han silk books A and B editions
excavated in Mawangdui, and some handed down editions. For these various editions, see “The Full Text Comparison Table of
the Main Editions of Laozi” (《老子》主要版本全文對照表) in The Bamboo Books of the Western Han Dynasty in Peking University (II)
(北京大學藏西漢竹書(貳)). See Institute of Excavated Documents of Peking University (2012).

2 The word wei in wuwei has a special meaning, which does not refer to all actions. When translating wuwei, I adopt the word
“non-action”, which is currently popular in sinology. Similar to wei in wuwei, the word “action” in “non-action” also has a special
meaning, not referring to all actions. In the situation of treating others, wei in wuwei, or “action” in “non-action” refers specifically
to the actions interfering with others.

3 The meanings of wu物 in the Laozi are a little complicated, which will be discussed later. It is usually translated as “thing,” but
this word is not enough to reflect exactly the meanings of wu in the Laozi. I do not intend to translate it in English, but express it
only with pinyin.

4 The word qi其 here is ambiguous. Some researchers interpret it as the actors themselves, while Gao Heng高亨 believes that
it refers to ordinary people toward whom the sages as actors are oriented (Gao 2010, p. 91). I agree with Gao’s opinion. The
message here concerns how the sages treat others, instead of how they treat themselves.

5 On the issue of actions, what Laozi mainly cares about are the political practices of sages as rulers. However, in some of the texts,
the actions of sages also contain ethical significance. Thus, a discussion completely limited to political affairs is not enough to
fully reflect Laozi’s thoughts on the issue of how to act. Based on a broad sense of ethics, this paper tries to contain simultaneously
both the ethical significance which has narrowed meaning and the political significance, and to a certain extent, it is also an
attempt to expand the horizon of our understanding of Laozi’s philosophy.

6 The character ci辭 is written as shi始 in the Fu Yi edition (傅弈本) and the silk books B edition (帛書乙本). Shi始means to begin
something, and it better suits the context. Chen Guying陳鼓應, and Roger T. Ames and David L. Hall explain or translate the
sentence with this character shi始 (Chen 2009, p. 63; Ames and Hall 2003, pp. 79–80). The translated word “initiate” here is based
on the translation of Ames and Hall.

7 For example, Chen Guying陳鼓應 use ren人 (people) to explain the word wu物in some passages of the Laozi (Chen 2009, pp.
158, 181); Zheng Kai鄭開points out the consistency among min民 (the people), baixing百姓 (the hundred clans), and wanwu萬
物 (the myriad wu) in his study of Laozi’s political philosophy (Zheng 2019, p. 5).

8 The word shi恃 is often interpreted as claiming credit for oneself. Gao Heng高亨 believes that shi恃 is interchangeable with chi
持, which means to control something (Gao 2010, p. 28). Laozi is against the practice of claiming credit for oneself, and the usual
interpretation is consistent with this idea. However, it is not very consistent with the context that mentions “not occupying them”
(buyou不有), and “not dominating them” (buzai不宰), while Gao’s explanation is more in line with this context. In addition, the
sentence wei er bu shi爲而不恃 also appears in chapter 51, and the character shi恃 is written as chi持 in the Han bamboo slips
edition collected in Peking University (this sentence does not appear in chapter 10 of the Han bamboo slips edition), which can
support Gao’s explanation.

9 As for the meanings of the words dui兌 and men門, Gao Heng高亨 believes that they refer to apertures and doors of people’s
greed (yu慾) and ingenuity (zhi智) (Gao 2010, p. 91). I agree with this opinion. What this passage expresses is that the sages
will lead people to curb their greed and ingenuity. In addition, The last word xuantong玄同 in this passage is also a key point.
Arthur Waley translates it as “the mysterious levelling” (Waley 1958, p. 210), while Roger T. Ames and David L. Hall translate it
as “the profoundest consonance” (Ames and Hall 2003, p. 164). My translation combines both of them. It needs to be further
pointed out that no matter how it is translated, if we admit that qi其 refers to ordinary people (see the explanation above), then
xuantong玄同means a state common to all the people, not a state unique to the sages. The sages are also in this style of life, but
they achieve it in a different way from ordinary people. They rely on self-consciousness, and ordinary people reach it with the
help of the sages. In addition, there is a statement in the Quqie胠篋 chapter of Zhuangzi: “The virtues of the people in the world
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reach the mysterious consonance” (天下之德始玄同) (Guo 2004, p. 353). The word xuantong玄同mentioned here also refers to a
state common to all the people, and it can be used as a reference for understanding the statement by Laozi.

10 The role of the sages as the persons of foresight is recognized by both Confucianism and Daoism. Mencius states this clearly:
“Tian nurtures the people, and it allows the persons of foresight to enlighten those who are not yet self-conscious” (天之生此民
也,使先知覺後知,使先覺覺後覺也) (Zhao and Sun 1999, p. 261). Confucianism and Daoism, however, have different views on
how the persons of foresight enlighten others between, which will be discussed later.

11 The character jian見 is interchangeable with xian現. Bujian不見 is equivalent to buxian不現, which means to let something not
to appear. The word keyu可慾 refers to those things that easily stimulate people’s greed.

12 There is a detail worth discussing here. The expression bujian keyu不見可慾 can be interpreted as not letting those things appear,
even though it has been explained as letting those things not appear in this article. The former is a manifestation of “not to do V2,”
while the latter belongs to “to do V1.” According to the former, “to suppress their greed” as a manifestation of “to do V1” needs
to be completed by “not to do V2.” So, there is a question needing to be discussed: Is V1 as an action still independent? It should
be noted that the key to this situation does not lie in “not letting” or “letting . . . not,” which is just a difference in presentation or
translation. As far as its substance, bujian keyu could mean not to show those things and also could mean to remove those things.
The former belongs to “not to do V2;” the latter points to a positive action, and it can illustrate the independence of V1.

13 The word jiao交means each other. The word de德 refers to merits (gongde功德) produced by something. In this chapter, Laozi
says that ghosts do not injure people and next says that sages also do not injure people, and finally, he sums these situations
up with the sentence quoted. This paper only pays attention to the relationship between sages and others, so the relationship
between ghosts and people is not discussed here.

14 It is not very likely that Laozi’s criticism of the education with renyi is aimed specifically at Confucius’s teachings. The practice
and the idea of this kind of education already existed before both Confucius and Laozi, and this older system is more likely to be
the object of Laozi’s criticism. The situation discussed above is the objective difference between Laozi’s and Confucius’ thoughts.

15 As for the expression wei-wuwei, Chen Guying陳鼓應 and Wang Zhongjiang王中江believe that it means to act (wei) according
to the rule of wuwei (Chen 2009, pp. 70, 294; Wang 2017, pp. 47, 212). I agree with this opinion. The expression wei-wuwei is
similar to the expression wei-Dao為道, which means to act (wei) according to the principle of Dao. The word wei means to act,
and the words wuwei and Dao refer to the norm that should be followed in actions. The meaning of Dao is abstract, while the
meaning of wuwei is more concrete and narrower, for it reflects only one aspect of the guidance of Dao. As a principle, Dao also
contains the guidance for assisting others. In both expressions, wei is a term with a broad sense, and its performance includes
both non-interference and positive assistance in the situations involving others. What Laozi emphasizes in wei-wuwei is the aspect
of non-interference, but there is also an implicit aspect of positive assistance. The rule of wuwei or non-interference does not
exclude the rule of assistance, though Laozi only pays attention to the former in this expression. This is one of the reasons why I
think that, between these two, Laozi places more emphasis on wuwei.
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Wang Bi’s “Confucian” Laozi: Commensurable Ethical
Understandings in “Daoist” and “Confucian” Thinking
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Institute of Modern Chinese Thought and Culture, Philosophy Department, East China Normal University,
Shanghai 200241, China; pauljdambrosio@hotmail.com

Abstract: Wang Bi’s work is often used as evidence for “Confucian” interpretations and translations
of the Laozi. Those who argue that the explicit rejections of Confucian values in chapters 5, 18,
19, and 38 should actually be read as admonishing hollow imitation and the mere appearance of
Confucian morality often cite Wang Bi. Additionally, this great philosopher is normally taken as
a mere commentator who simply sought to synthesize Confucian and Daoist ideas. In this paper,
I will argue that Wang’s project is, in fact, far more complex and nuanced. He develops his own
philosophical system, which appreciates some underlying commensurability between the Laozi and
Analects. Describing him as promoting a “Confucian” Laozi is inaccurate as he ultimately leans more
heavily on “Daoist” concepts, such as “self-so” and “non-action.” In short, Wang Bi develops a unique
philosophical system grounded heavily in various classics, and while his commentary on the Laozi is
taken as “Confucian,” it is, in fact, far more complex.

Keywords: Laozi; Daodejing; Daoism; Wang Bi; Confucianism; Xuanxue

1. Introduction

The classification of pre-Qin philosophical texts into schools has long been useful
in both academic and more popular settings. However, failing to appreciate nuance
and/or relying too heavily on supposed opposition between these schools can easily lead
to misunderstandings in interpretation and translation. Texts may be read in a more
superficial manner if alignment with a particular school is overemphasized, or when the
opposition between schools is overbearing, the more nuanced relationship between texts
dissolves. This is especially true of the texts associated with the two most prominent
schools, namely Daoism and Confucianism. Moreover, while Chinese scholarship has often
entertained the idea that they can be integrated or synthesized, the overwhelming focus of
contemporary discourse emphasizes difference. For example, the Zhuangzi莊子 (Book of
Master Zhuang)1 is often taken as being opposed to the Lunyu論語 (Analects of Confucius).
There is great evidence to support this—Confucius is often mocked, harshly criticized, and
his life is even threatened in this “Daoist” classic. However, there is also excellent evidence
to suggest that the Zhuangzi and the Analects share many of the same concerns and even
provide similar philosophical reflections (cf. Wang 2004; Wang 2010; Nylan 2017). Strict
allegiance to particular “schools” has made parsing out the complex relationship between
these texts a difficult task.

The Laozi老子 (Book of Master Lao) or Daodejing道經 (Classic of the Way and Virtuosity)
presents us with more difficulties when attempting to interpret it as promoting ideas
essentially distinct from those found in the Lunyu. Like the Zhuangzi, there are passages
that seemingly contain explicit and absolute rejections of Confucian values. However, given
the various theories about the relationship between the persons Laozi and Confucius, as
well as potential overlaps between general philosophical attitudes in the Laozi and Analects,
many scholars have found avenues for dismissing the potential censure of Confucianism
in the Laozi as actually an appeal to double-down on true Confucianism as opposed to
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false appearances. There are also scholars who argue against these readings (cf. Lin 1948;
Moeller 2007). Support for the Confucian interpretations and translations of the Laozi are
often traced back, in one way or another, to the version passed down from Wang Bi王弼 (d.
249), as well as his accompanying commentary.

In terms of ethics, virtues, and values, Wang Bi’s王弼 (d. 249) work on the Laozi is
normally read as mainly “Confucian.”2 Wang himself invited this understanding when he
revered Confucius as a higher sage than Laozi:

“The sage (Confucius) embodies non-being, but non-being cannot be explicated,
and therefore he said nothing (about it). Laozi was one (who was fettered in) this
realm of being, and thus always talked about that in which he was insufficient”.
(Ziporyn 2003, p. 23)

Accordingly, the Neo-Daoist or Xuanxue (xuanxue玄學) prodigy is taken as, at worst,
merely reinterpreting the Laozi through a Confucian lens—or at best, synthesizing the Daoist
classic with Confucius. As Brook Ziporyn summarizes, “one of his central philosophical
tasks: to harmonize ‘Ruism’ and ‘Taoism,’ social norms and spontaneity, indeed to unify
them.”3 (Ziporyn 2003, p. 18). Ronnie Littlejohn expresses a similar idea, saying Wang
was “a self-identified Confucian” who “wanted to create an understanding of Daoism that
was consistent with Confucianism.” (Littlejohn n.d.). Eric Nelson similarly writes: ‘Wang
Bi should be considered a Confucian who “fashionably” incorporated Daoist elements
because of their historical importance after the crisis of Confucian orthodoxy during the
post-Han dynasty period.” (Nelson 2020, p. 288)4. A host of Chinese thinkers, who will be
mentioned below, agree with these general points.

Tang Yongtong湯用彤 (d. 1964) explores the terrain through referencing “self-so” (zi-
ran自然), which is a major concept in the Laozi, as coming to represent an ethical orientation
that resists the codifying potentiality of the “teaching of names” (ming jiao名教). During
the Han period, values and virtues related to Confucianism were institutionalized (thus
referred to as a “school of names”) (cf. Tang 1957). Gradually, they became largely hollow.
“Village worthies” ran rampant. Several scholars, including Wang Fu王符 (d. 163 CE) and
Xu Gan徐干 (d. 217 CE), warned that with the hypocrisy associated with Confucian virtues
and “moral character” (de ) would come social and political confusion (cf. Makeham 1994),
and they were right. Many see Wang Bi’s use of “self-so” as a way to preserve Confucian
values without relying on names or doctrines, which could always be subject to potentially
problematic standardizations. The repercussions of these evaluations are far-reaching.
They give shape to an analysis of the long-standing tradition of Laozi scholarship in China,
including contemporary works.

For most of its history, the Laozi was largely read with one of two major commentaries.
Heshang Gong’s河上公 (1st century BCE) work was popular among laypeople,5 and Wang
Bi’s was hugely influential for scholars. Taking the latter as a representation of a, to what-
ever degree, “Confucian” reading of the Laozi tells us that major scholarly interpretations
for thousands of years have been “Confucian” as well. This also colors our perspectives
on translations into other languages as well as their accompanying philosophical and
religious explanations. Methods for interpreting and translating the Laozi itself as well as its
commentaries must deal, in some way or another, with the distinction between Confucian
and Daoist schools, as well as a hugely influential “Confucian” reading.

In this paper, we will present Wang Bi as a philosopher in his own right. His thought
should neither be reduced to being “Confucian” any more than “Daoist.” Even the label
“Xuanxue” or “Neo-Daoist” should be approached with caution—understanding what it
means and the work of other Xuanxue thinkers is shaped by Wang Bi’s philosophy, not
the other way around. His interpretation and commentary on the Laozi, is, in fact, an
attempt to demonstrate some underlying similarities between the major concerns, theories,
and concepts of Confucian and Daoist thought. The project focuses mainly on Wang Bi’s
supposed reinterpretation of “overtly anti-Confucian” passages in ways that make them
align with Confucius, while simultaneously unequivocally upholding notions from the
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Laozi as categorically superior to Confucian virtues and value-orientations. We will look
specifically at chapters 5, 18, 19, and 38 of the Laozi. In doing so, we will discuss how Wang’s
introduction and heavy reliance on “nature” or “dispositions” (xing性) and “authenticity”
or “genuineness” (zhen真) throughout his commentary—and especially in their respec-
tive connections to “self-so” (ziran自然), “non-action” (wuwei無為), and thoroughgoing
rejections of selfishness (ji己) and desires (yu慾)—makes the Laozi commensurable with
Confucius (and some understandings of Confucianism). In other words, Wang Bi takes
the promotion of “self-so” and “non-action”—which are understood largely in terms of
returning to one’s own “dispositions” and “genuineness,” or else operating in accordance
with the “dispositions” and “genuineness” of others, things, or the situation, and thereby
rejecting selfishness and desires—as the shared (moral) goal of both Laozi and Confu-
cius.6 The discussion of these concepts frames this paper; Wang’s unique understanding of
them demonstrates what he sees as the underlying commensurability between the Laozi
and Confucius.

The overall argument is that while Wang’s work has been evaluated as a “Confu-
cianization” or “Confucian-based synthesis,” there is actually no clear evidence that this
is a conscious project pursued by Wang Bi himself. It is just as likely, and perhaps even
better evidenced, that Wang’s reading represents an accurate account of what he really
thought the Laozi itself was saying. Below we will explore how Wang Bi saw the Laozi and
Analects as similar in rejecting selfishness and desires while at the same time advancing
self-so and non-action. Drawing on this, Wang Bi’s unique philosophy is not concerned
with harmonizing, synthesizing, or unifying Confucianism and Daoism. As a philosopher
in his own right, he elucidates what he saw as commensurable in the underlying projects
of the Laozi and Analects. If we take this to be plausible, then our thoughts about the
“Confucian” (and “Daoist”) Laozi and the entire tradition of Laozi scholarship in China,
including contemporary interpretations and translations, need to be adjusted accordingly.

2. Straw and Dogs

By all accounts, Wang Bi was nothing short of a genius. He dominated “pure conver-
sation” (qing tan清談) gatherings7 and earned a reputation that allowed him an audience
with the prominent scholar-official He Yan 何宴 (d. 249). Upon reading Wang’s work
on the Laozi, He Yan, some thirty-one years Wang’s senior, supposedly burned his own
commentary. In addition to writing and commenting on the Laozi—in a work that became
standardized in China for nearly two thousand years—Wang wrote essays and extensive
commentaries on both the Analects and Book of Change (Yijing易經). These, too, are classics
in themselves and have been hugely influential.8 Impressive for someone who died before
his twenty-fourth birthday.

Despite his illustrious résumé, Wang is regularly criticized for making rather dumb-
founded mistakes. His commentary on chapter 5 is almost universally agreed to as har-
boring a ridiculous misreading, namely taking chugou芻狗 or “straw dogs” as “straw and
dogs.” The Laozi chapter reads:

Heaven and earth are not humane (ren仁), they take the ten thousand things as
straw dogs (chugou芻狗); the sage is not humane (ren仁) they take the hundred
clans as straw dogs (chugou芻狗). Between heaven and earth—does it not resem-
ble a bellows! Empty but not exhausted. The more it moves the more comes
out. Much speech means numerous failures—this is not as good as holding on to
center. (Chen 2020, p. 72; translation modified)

The rejection of humaneness is generally taken to be a dig against Confucianism,9

but the issue is complex and can be returned to after analyzing Wang’s commentary in
depth. The first part of his comments is generally accepted as perfectly hitting the mark.
He writes:

Heaven and earth allow things to follow their natural bent and neither engage
in conscious effort nor production, leaving the myriad things to manage them-
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selves. Thus they “are not humane.” The humane have to produce, establish,
employ (rules, laws, policies, institutions, etc.) and transform (the beneficiaries),
exemplifying kindness and achievement. But with (these activities of) producing,
establishing, employing, and transforming, people lose their genuineness (zhen
真). If people do not preserve their genuineness (zhen真), they no longer have the
capacity to uphold the full weight of their existence. (天地任自然,無為無造,萬物
自相治理,故不仁也. 仁者必造立施化,有恩有為;造立施化,則物失其真有恩有為,
列物不具存,物不具存,則不足以備載矣.). (Lynn 1999, p. 60; translation modified)

The next lines are comically off:

Heaven and Earth do not make the grass grow for the sake of beasts, yet beasts
eat grass. They do not produce dogs for the sake of people, yet people eat dogs.
Heaven and Earth take no conscious effort with respect to the myriad things, yet
because each of the myriad things has what is appropriate for its use, not one
thing is denied support. As long as you use kindness derived from a personal
perspective, it indicates a lack of capacity to leave things to themselves. (地不為
獸生芻,而獸食芻;不為人生狗,而人食狗.無為於萬物而萬物各適其所用,則莫不
贍矣. 若慧由己樹,未足任也.). (Lynn 1999, p. 60; translation modified)

Strangely enough, a thinker of Wang’s caliber was somehow unable to recognize
that “straw dogs (chugou 芻狗)” is one word and not two. As the Zhuangzi 14.4 clearly
demonstrates, “straw dogs” are the objects revered during a ritual and then cast aside
afterwards. This fits perfectly with the idea of “Heaven and earth are not humane.”
Sometimes people are revered, and other times they are cast aside, and the sage should
learn to act in a similar manner. It is almost unthinkable that Wang, whose entire approach
to language in the Laozi rests on his reading of the Zhuangzi, could make such a simple
error (cf. Cai 2013).

If we first reserve judgment on what seems to be an obvious misreading of “straw
dogs,” we find out what is being said is actually quite plausible. In his essay on the Laozi,
which some take as an introduction, Wang places primacy on “actualities (shi實)” over
“names (ming 名). “All names,” he writes, “arise from forms” (Lynn 1999, p. 39)—or
“xing形” which is functionally equivalent here to “actualities.” This is an obvious attack
on a promotion of names that over-emphasizes their importance and ultimately leads to
their being empty shells. It is the problem of hypocrisy and falsity—the village worthies
Confucius warned of and the confusion identified by Wang Fu and Xu Gan. Wang Bi
himself explains:

If the virtues of honesty and the uncarved block are not given prominence but the
splendors of reputation and conduct are instead publicized and exalted, one will
cultivate that which can exalt him in hope of the praise involved and cultivate
that which can lead to it in the expectation of the material advantage involved.
Because of hope for praise and expectation of material advantage, he will conduct
himself with diligence, but the more splendid the praise, the more he will thrust
sincerity away, and the greater his material advantage, the more contentious he
will be included to be. (Lynn 1999, p. 39)

The “uncarved block” refers to one of the most famous images used by the Laozi to
discuss Dao. In this essay, and throughout his works, Wang goes further than the famous
first lines of the text, which speak of its ineffability. He either employs the term “ci此,”
meaning “this,” or simply refers to Dao by hints and without any signifier. Once a name is
used, the “splendors” of a reputation can follow, and this, as he explains, can easily lead
people further away from what is actually being spoken about. Moreover, it is the reason
Wang reveres Confucius over Laozi. While Laozi wrote over five thousand characters
trying to explain what Dao is, though he admits it is ineffable, Confucius never speaks of
Dao and only hints at it. Unfortunately, Confucius’s way is plagued by the very problem he
set out to avoid. Reputation, praise, and material advantage are heaped on those who fulfill
set expectations for what normative behavior looks like. Concentration thus befalls the
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name, and the actuality is lost. True virtuosity is not thereby simply ignored but actually
eschewed. Wang Bi makes his point clear:

The heartfelt feelings that fathers, sons, older brothers, and younger brothers
should have for one another will lose their genuineness (zhen). Obedience (xiao)
will not be grounded sincerity, and kindness (ci) will no longer be grounded in
actuality. All this is brought about by the publicizing of reputation and conduct.
(Lynn 1999, p. 39; translation modified)

Looking back to his reading of “straw dogs” as “straw” and “dogs” now begins to
make more sense. Read as “straw dogs,” the passage would argue, according to Wang’s
line of thinking, that sometimes heaven and earth do “produce, establish, employ (rules,
laws, policies, institutions, etc.)” and that sages should emulate this behavior. Similarly,
“with (these activities of) producing, establishing, employing, and transforming, people
lose their genuineness.” Since heaven and earth do that (i.e., establish institutions of virtue)
sometimes and other times do not, then it is okay for the sage to act the same way. Sages
should also sometimes establish institutions of virtue and sometimes not. Remember, straw
dogs are revered for a while, then used for kindling. Therefore, if “straw dogs” refers to
these ceremonial pieces, then chapter 5 makes an extremely paradoxical and potentially
problematic philosophical point. As separate “straw” and “dogs,” we can understand how
things are produced without being intended for certain utilitarian or instrumentalizing
usages. Straw is not made for animals to eat any more than heartfelt feelings between
family members are done for reputation, praise, or material gain. That these things may
follow is fine, a merely accidental benefit, but to reverse our thinking and assume that
this is something we can mechanically dissect and instrumentally exploit is detrimental to
individuals and society.

We thereby see how this seemingly overt rejection of the Confucian value of “humane-
ness” becomes a much more complex issue in the hands of Wang Bi. It is taken as a critique
of establishing names and doctrines to codify otherwise genuine heartfelt behaviors. The
use of these institutions is seen as marking the degradation of the values they seek to
promote. The alternative is to return to or simply preserve the genuineness already within
people. This is the source of the heartfelt interactions which are themselves moral in a plain
“uncarved” manner. They are the actualities that names distinguish. Concentration should,
however, be on the actualities and not the names. Separating “straw” and “dogs” is about
promoting this type of emphasis and moving away from intentionality and towards self-so.
As Wang Bi comments on the last lines of chapter 5, “The more you apply conscious effort
to something, the more you will fail.” Revering straw dogs is no exception.

3. Consciousness and Fish

In his commentary on chapter 18, Wang Bi repeats his repudiation of applying con-
scious effort. Here, it is in the midst of a chapter that seems to reject every level of Confucian
moral thinking. Alan Chan, for instance, finds substantial evidence here to suggest engage-
ment “in a critique of some of the key ideas central to the ‘Ru’ or Confucian tradition.”
(Chan 2018). Indeed, it is difficult to suggest anything but; the chapter reads:

When the great Dao is abandoned, there is humaneness and righteousness. When
wisdom appears, there is great hypocrisy. When three family relations and six
roles, lack harmony, there is filial piety and parental care. When the state and
families are thrown into confusion, then loyal servants arise.10 (Chen 2020, p. 139;
translation modified)

As we will see with chapter 38 below, this section seems to suggest that Confucian
values only represent a decaying Dao. In this context, “the great Dao” stands for social har-
mony and well-being. The passage itself can then be taken as expressly “anti-Confucian.”
Hans-Georg Moeller explains the problem from the perspective of the Laozi: “With the
establishment of such ‘positive’ values as humanity (ren), righteousness (yi), knowledge
(zhi), and filial piety (xiao), the Confucians also implicitly create their opposites.”11 (Moeller
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2006, p. 69). The Laozi then thinks that Confucianism proposes virtues which “are nothing
but ineffective remedies in a degenerated society.” (Moeller 2004, p. 117). The sentiment
is sometimes guarded against in interpretations and translations which are strongly influ-
enced by Wang Bi’s “Confucian” reading.

For example, Chen Guying 陳鼓應 (b. 1935) warns that the addition of the phrase
“when wisdom appears, there is great hypocrisy (zhi hui chu, you da wei 智慧出, 有大)”
should be omitted on the basis of the Guodian version. He states that “the superfluous
addition of these phrases is probably the result of the influence exerted by the theories
of extremist followers of Zhuangzi in the late Warring States period, who preposterously
added them to the text.” (Chen 2020, p. 139). As a result of this addition, Confucian values
can be associated with hypocrisy, and we read the Laozi as harboring a “downright negation”
of them. In other words, readings like Moeller’s and other anti-Confucian interpretations
of the Laozi can be substantiated only with this “superfluous” and “extremist” addition.

Wang Bi’s version retains these lines, but his commentary is exactly opposed to the
rejection of these values. His writing on the first two sentences focuses on establishing
goodness (shan善) through lacking conscious effort (wu wei無為) and dispelling falsehood
by not letting methods (for detecting falsity) be known. Like many of his contemporaries,
Wang’s thought utilizes thinking that is now referred to as “Goodhart’s Law” and the
“Cobra Effect” to turn even the phrase “when wisdom appears, there is great hypocrisy”
into something related to Confucius. Wang writes: “When one employs methods and
uses intelligence to uncover treachery and falsehood, his intentions become obvious, and
the form they take visible, so the people will know how to evade them?” (Lynn 1999,
p. 80). This is how Wang squares the anti-Confucian lines in the Laozi with pro-Confucian
sentiments. Chen, and many others who argue that ideas in the Laozi and Analects mesh
well together, rely heavily on Wang’s “Confucian” reading.

More evidence for the “Confucian” reading of this chapter is found in Wang’s reference
to the Zhuangzi in his long explanation of the last sentences. Here this second Daoist classic
is employed to demonstrate shared concerns between the Analects and Laozi, which also
includes the participation of the Zhuangzi. Referring to the basic paradoxical logic of the
Laozi, found most evidently in chapter 2, Wang Bi explains:

The most praiseworthy of names are generated by the greatest censure, for what
we know as praise (mei) and censure (e) come from the same gate. “The six
relations” are father and son, older and younger brother, and husband and wife.
When the six relations exist in harmony and the state maintains good order all
by itself, no one knows where the obedient (xiao) (child, younger brother, wife)
and the kind (ci) (parent, older brother, husband) and loyal ministers are to be
found. It is when fish forget the Dao of rivers and lakes that the virtuous act of
moistening each other occurs. (Lynn 1999, p. 81)

This is a direct reference to Zhuangzi 6.2, which can be used to rebuke Confucian
notions of reputation and role models, but equally, as in the hands of Wang Bi, strike a
chord with core Confucian concerns. The relevant section of this passage reads:

When the springs dry up, the fish have to cluster together on the shore, blowing
on each other to keep damp and spitting on each other to stay wet. But that is no
match for forgetting all about one another in the rivers and the lakes. Rather than
praising Yao and condemning Jie, we’d be better off forgetting them both, letting
their courses melt away in their transformation. (Ziporyn 2020, p. 56)

That fishes collect together and help one another survive is part of their natural
disposition (xing 性). They do not learn to do this from others, nor is it even a matter
of conscious effort. It is simply what they do so of their own accord, or an instance of
“self-so.” For the Zhuangzi, we can then use this to argue against relying on either positive
or negative models and the focus on the reputation that is entailed therein. Rather than try
to be like Yao, or protect oneself from being in any way similar to Jie, people are better off
forgetting these models and returning to Dao. Wang Bi takes this a step further—or we
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could say explicates what the Zhaungzi means more explicitly—by connecting this view
to nearly all Confucian values. In this way, Chapter 18 is not about rejecting these virtues
and values but rather states that, when they become the target of conscious intentions and
actions, no longer represent genuineness (zhen真). This is reminiscent of Confucius’s own
contempt for those hypocritical figures who falsely assume virtues, including Guan Zhong
(3.22), the Ji family (3.1), and most famously (those who Mencius refers to as) “village
worthies” (17.13).

This treatment of the chapter allows Wang Bi to be read as promoting “true” Confucian
values while simultaneously not only not violating what is being said but actually drawing
broadly on other sections of the Laozi and even the Zhuangzi. This is notably distinct from
other early readings as well. Heshang Gong takes this passage to suggest that Confucian
values can be useful for rehabilitating individuals and society in an effort to eventually
return back to a “great Dao” state. For Heshang, then, there is still some separation between
Confucianism and Daoism, at least insofar as their spheres of efficacy, respective values,
and ideal states are concerned. For Wang Bi, they are simply making the same point in
different ways—i.e., with different language, logic, and emphasis.

The main argument of this paper can be summarized by comparing Heshang Gong
and Wang Bi’s respective comments on chapter 18. While Heshang Gong makes space
for separate Confucian values, Wang Bi does not take them as distinct. In Wang’s work,
both Confucianism and Daoism become transformed—but that is only if one first thinks of
them as separate. According to his own understanding, “true Confucian philosophy” is
completely commensurable with the Laozi. Insofar as both promote self-so and non-action,
they are saying something similar, but as soon as virtues become the focus, they are not
only distinct, but Confucianism is actually no longer a useful resource. In chapter 19, the
Laozi itself, but especially in the comments of Wang, further supports this approach.

4. Simplicity and Decoration

Wang Bi’s version of chapter 19 differs from some others, most significantly the
Guodian text. Interestingly enough, with Wang, we have a sharper critique of Confucian
values, but once again, his reading can be read as turning this to present the Laozi as
completely in line with “true Confucian philosophy.” However, as we will see below, there
is one aspect that remains somewhat amiss. Wang’s chapter 19 reads:

Sever all ties with sagacity and give up wisdom, the people will be a hundred
times better off. Sever all ties with humaneness and give up righteousness, the
people will return to filial piety and parental care. Sever all ties with ingenuity
and give up profit, there will be no more bandits and robbers. When these three
things are used for adornment/decoration (wen文), it will not suffice. Therefore,
ensure that there is something to belong to: observe simplicity (su素) and embrace
plainness (pu樸), be less concerned with yourself and minimize desires. (Chen
2020, p. 142; trans modified)

The Guodian has the first line as “sever all ties with wisdom and give up disputation.”
Chen Guying argues for the veracity of this line based on two points. Firstly, “sage” or
“sagacity” is used as a metaphor for the highest state of personal cultivation. It is found
thirty-two times in the Laozi and is nearly always highly praised. Already, then, one can
be skeptical about this glaring exception in Wang’s version. Secondly, “Sever all ties with
sagacity and give up wisdom” appears twice in the Zhuangzi (11.2; 12.2). In both places, the
Zhuangzi is discussing Confucian values in ways that are difficult to interpret as anything
but harsh criticisms. Chen, therefore, believes that Wang’s version is the result, once again,
of later Zhuangzi extremists tampering with the Laozi (Chen 2020, pp. 142–43). In other
words, when reading the first line, there is a huge discrepancy, and deciding on how to read
this is pivotal for deciding on the “Confucian vs. Daoism (reading of the Laozi)” debate.12

Discussion of the next line hinges on the same theoretical distinction.
Instead of “sever all ties with humaneness and give up righteousness,” which directly

rebuffs Confucian virtues, the Guodian version has “sever all ties with hypocrisy and
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give up pretense.” On the surface, this seems perfectly in line with Wang’s thought—for
instance, it is congruent with his understanding of chapter 18. Moreover, it smooths the
edges of any sharp conflict between Confucianism and Daoism.13 Additionally, many
contemporary scholars unequivocally support the Guodian for textual and philosophical
reasons, for example, Chen Guying,14 Qiu Xigui 裘圭 (b. 1935),15 Peng Hao 彭浩 (b.
1944),16 Ding Yuanzhi丁原植 (b. 1947),17 and Yang Guorong楊國榮 (b. 1957). Once again,
however, Wang’s reading almost requires this overt rejection of Confucian virtues in order
to, paradoxically enough, prove that the Laozi supports them.

Wang Bi’s full commentary to this chapter reads:

Sagehood (sheng) and intelligence (zhi) designate the best (shan 善) of human
talent (cai); benevolence (ren) and righteousness (yi) designate the best (shan善) of
human behavior (xing); and cleverness (qiao) and sharpness (li) designate the best
(shan善) of human resources (yong)! However, the text directly says that these
should be repudiated. Because such “decoration” (wen) is utterly inadequate, one
does not give people the chance to identify with these expressions and so never
does anything that exemplifies what they mean. Thus the text says: Because
these three pairs of terms serve as mere decoration, they are never adequate.
When allowing people to identify with something, let them identify with your
simplicity and minimal desires. (Lynn 1999, p. 82)

Always completely cognizant of his overall project, namely, the rejection of any possi-
bility for constructing the means to develop institutionalized powers that eventually hollow
out the true virtuosity of persons and societies, Wang calls instead for a total commitment
to self-so and non-action; his comments here are best directed at Confucian values. In
this way, the Laozi neither rejects them nor seeks to replace them with its own promotion
of simplicity, plainness, and censure of selfishness and desires. There is no question that
those latter ideas are promoted throughout the Laozi. However, when the above targets of
severance and “giving up” are Confucian values, Wang can demonstrate how these values
should be reinterpreted as self-so and non-action. They are thereby actually aligned with
the ideas the Laozi constantly praises in a way that highlights an underlying congruence
between the Analects and the Laozi.

Sagacity, wisdom, humaneness, and righteousness are not at all rejected. What is
rejected—and Wang has already made this argument in chapter 18—is their use as mere
decoration, which can also be broadly understood as criticizing them as “virtues.” Thus,
Wang not only furthers his project of rejecting falsity and any basis for pretense, which we
find already in Confucius, but Wang also shows how the Laozi can be taken as supporting
a certain reading of the Analects where self-so and non-action are recommended by both
classics.18 It does not reject these values themselves, but their mere appearance, and then
reinterprets them. It rejects them in the way Confucius himself does. Of course, this was
not successful, and so Wang Fu and Xu Gan had to repeat the argument. Wang Bi is now
showing how this critique is shared by the Laozi as well. It, too, is against using sagacity,
wisdom, humaneness, and righteousness as mere decoration. Instead, people should
remain simple, plain, unselfish, and without desires. Cheng Xuanying成玄英 (d. ca. 690)
explains this as “returning to genuineness (zhen真)”19 (Lou 1980, p. 87). As was already
shown in chapter 18, this means that the people will be actually humane and righteous.
Real sages and true wisdom can emerge. Families will be harmonious, and that will have
radiating effects on society. The Laozi does not refute this model; it opposes exactly what
good Confucians should: the false appropriation of any aspect of this model, which can
only harm persons and society. This eventually entails a complete censure of, as we will
see in reference to chapter 38, any model and thus “virtues” themselves. Wang Bi himself
spells out this point in his essay on the Laozi.

Right at the end of his essay, Wang basically provides a further explanation of his
commentaries on chapters 18 and 19. He writes
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Therefore a man of antiquity sighed and said: “Truly! What a difficult thing
this is to understand! I knew that not being sagacious was not being sagacious,
but I never knew that to be sagacious was not sagacious. I knew that not being
humane was not being humane, but I never knew that being humane was not
humane.” However, thus it is that only after repudiating sagehood can the efficacy
of sagehood be fully realized; only after discarding humaneness can the virtue of
humaneness become really deep. To hate strength does not mean that one desires
not to be strong but refers to how the conscious use of strength results in the
negation of strength. To repudiate humaneness does not mean that one desires
not to be humane but refers to how the conscious use of humaneness turns it into
something false. (Lynn 1999, p. 40; translation modified)

Sagacity and humaneness do not simply get in the way of being “truly” sagacious or
humane. This is an argument many “Confucians” bring to the text—such as David Hall
and Roger Ames (cf. Ames and Hall 2003), Fung Yu-Lan (Feng Youlan) (Fung 1948)馮友蘭
(d. 1990), and Fu Peirong傅佩榮 (b. 1950) (Fu 2012), as will be mentioned below. Wang Bi
goes much further. He seeks to replace not only trying to be these things but any degree
of conscious and intentional action (especially those targeting specific values). Further,
Wang does not aim to help one become the “true” version of sagacity and humaneness.
Through casting them aside entirely, one can become efficacious and virtuous. In other
words, by being self-so and practicing non-action, one will interact very well with others.
The traces or footprints of these interactions are sometimes generalized and grouped into
categories such as “sagacious” or “humaneness.” Therefore, being self-so and practicing
non-action does not ensure being the “true” versions of these virtues but being something
else entirely. This is what others look back on and call instead “sagacious” or “humaneness,”
but that misses the point. It is all about being self-so and practicing non-action. As he
writes, “Once the uncarved block (pu) fragments and genuineness is lost, all human affairs
become permeated by villainy.” (Lynn 1999, p. 38; translation modified). Comparing Wang
Bi’s comments on chapter 38 of the Laozi to other commentators further accentuates his
unique reading.

5. Simplicity and Decoration

Chapter 38 is long, and Wang Bi’s comments are rather extensive. Examining them
closely rounds out our argument that Wang is not reading Confucian values into the Laozi,
but rather exploring underlying similarities which do not significantly register as more
“Confucian” than “Daoist.” Comparing Wang Bi’s reading to other interpretations makes
this argument evident. Chapter 38 of the Laozi can be translated as:

Higher virtuosity (de ) is not virtuosity, and by this there is virtuosity; lower
virtuosity does not let go of virtuosity, and by this there is a lack of virtuosity.

Higher virtuosity is non-action (wuwei無為) and thereby does not depend on
action; lower virtuosity acts for it and thereby has dependence on action.

Higher humaneness acts for it and is without dependence on action; higher
righteousness acts for it and has dependence on action.

Higher ritual acts for it and there is no response, so sleeves are rolled up and
things are cast aside.

Therefore, when the Dao is lost, there is virtuosity; when virtuosity is lost, there
is humaneness; when humaneness is lost, there is righteousness; when righteous-
ness is lost, there is ritual.

As for ritual, it is the thinness of loyalty and trustworthiness, and the head of
disorder.

Those with foresight (appreciate) flower of Dao and (mark) the beginning of
stupidity/duplicity.20
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Therefore the great person resides in the thick, and does not reside with the thin;
resides in the actual (shi實), and does not resides in flowery (hua華). Thereby
casting off that and taking up this. (Lou 1980, p. 93)

Even the decidedly Confucian scholars Roger Ames and David Hall have trouble de-
fending a Confucian reading of this passage. There may be ways in which some congruence
can be measured; “natural feelings” offer a bridge. However, overall, one cannot reject
the obvious anti-Confucian elements. Ritual, ever important for Confucians, is expressly
rejected. Ames and Hall write:

This chapter joins the anti-Confucian polemic of chapters 18 and 19 in which
there is real concern that the Confucian celebration of increasingly artificial moral
precepts will overwhelm the unmediated expression of natural feelings. It is for
this reason that the full arsenal of Confucian moral values comes under assault.
(Ames and Hall 2003, p. 163)

Other readers of the Laozi who strongly favor similarities between it and the Analects
often provide related explanations. There is something natural about Confucian values, and
expressions of them are not a separate matter. As the Analects itself records, “adornment is
like substance, and substance is like adornment (wen you zhi ye, zhi you wen ye文猶質也，質
猶文也).” (12.8). The Laozi is then read as a corrective on the growing focus on adornment;
asking for a return to simplicity, genuineness, and innate dispositions means asking for a
reemphasis on substance. Fung Yu-lan says this is how we can understand chapter 38—as
a corrective against the imitation of mere decoration.

As for the kind of humaneness and righteousness acquired through learning
and training, these are always partly the result of imitation. In comparison to a
naturally present genuine humaneness and righteousness, they are of a slightly
lower order. When we read in the Laozi that “Higher de (virtue, efficacy) is not de
(virtue, efficacy)” (chapter 38), this is what is meant. (Fung 1948, p. 128)

Imitation of Confucian values crowds out the potential for “unmediated expression of
natural feelings.” The assumption behind, and focus of, these more “Confucian” takes on
the Laozi is that the person can be more in line with Confucianism when they do not become
overly focused on decoration. People naturally tend to express virtues, which should be
shaped, and the person cultivated, through learning from models and practicing virtues.
However, when they fixate on appearances, true virtues suffer, and moral cultivation
becomes learning to pretend. From this, trickery arises, and hypocrites emerge. On the
surface, and in a truncated form, Wang Bi shares these views. In fact, his work was
likely a huge influence—whether directly or indirectly—on these “Confucian” readings of
Laozi. However, there is a critical difference. Wang Bi does not simply look for avenues of
Confucian sympathy. In his long and detailed commentary on chapter 38, Wang mostly
references “Daoist” ideas such as “emptiness,” “non-action,” “non-grasping,” “not being
selfish,” and the like. Instead of simply overlaying Confucian ideas, he doubles down on
Daoist commitments. Wang does not think that the virtues exposed by Confucians will
“naturally” appear or become present in a “genuine” form. What will happen, however,
is that behaviors and sentiments which are problematically labelled as such will manifest.
Even appreciating them in this way, however, violates what Wang sees as the underlying
argument about interacting well in Confucian and Daoist texts.

Wang Bi’s explanation of chapter 38 is too long to quote in full, so we will instead
summarize it. His commentary begins by noting the connection between virtuosity and
Dao. Non-action is the full expression of them. Having an empty heart-mind (i.e., being
without intentions) and being without selfishness and without person (shen身) is how one
can encourage harmony in those around them. Having virtuosity means “not regarding it
as such, not holding to it, and not using it (bu de qi de, wu zhi wu yong不其,無執無用).” (Lou
1980, p. 93). “Thus, although (this person) has virtuosity (they) do not have the reputation
for it” and it does not come to be part of their identity (Lou 1980, p. 93). Inferior virtue is
the opposite. Additionally, reminiscent of chapter 2, Wang notes that as soon as “goodness
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(shan善)” is differentiated, its opposite arises. Invoking chapter 5, he says, “not acting for
(certain names/reputation/differentiated values) means not having bias in action (wu yi
wei zhe, wu suo pian wei ye無以為者,無所偏為也).” (Lou 1980, p. 93). Those who cannot do
this concentrate on humaneness, righteousness, ritual, and etiquette. Therefore, acting for
nothing is far superior to acting for something—no matter how much praise surrounds
that something. Acting for nothing seems like acting for something, but it is not21 “(wu yi
we er you wei zhi yan無以為而猶為之焉).” (Lou 1980, p. 93).

Turning to the vocabulary that comprises his core thinking, Wang further explains
that the “root (ben本)” is non-action. If one focuses instead on action and acting for, then
“although one might acquire a praiseworthy reputation, falsehood too will surely arise.”
(Lynn 1999, p. 121). This is echoed politically as well. The more one tries to straighten others
and make them sincere, the more problems will arise. Confucian values become superficial
not so much because the decorative aspects are over-emphasized, but even in trying to
promote “natural feelings” and “genuineness” do “cultural institutions and ceremonial
etiquette become superficial ornamentation.” (Lynn 1999, p. 121). Holding to Dao, through
non-action, is the only viable alternative. “Even if humaneness and righteousness emerge
from within, acting from (for) them is still like pretense and falsity (fu ren yi fa yu nei, wei zhi
you wei夫仁義發於,為之猶偽).” (Lou 1980, p. 94). Here Wang Bi differs wildly from Fung,
Fu, and Ames and Hall. His “Confucian” Laozi must not be so quickly labeled as such.
Virtues, even those which are entirely “genuine” or “natural and unmediated expressions
of true feelings,” are equated with falsity.

Compared with the discussion of this chapter in the Hanfeizi韓非子 (Book of Master
Hanfei), Wang’s unique contribution can be even further highlighted. The Jie Lao解老 or
“Explaining the Laozi” section of the Hanfeizi begins with an extensive reading of Chapter
38—nearly 100 characters longer than Wang’s over 1200 character commentary. Here
the Hanfeizi makes constant references to “actualities (shi),” “emotions (mao 貌),” and
“principles/patterns (li理).” The overall argument is that people do not fully appreciate
Confucian virtues and the role of ritual. The virtues22 are formalized expressions of “actual
emotions.” The Hanfeizi comments: “Humaneness is to happily love others from your
inner heart. It is to delight in others’ good fortune and to detest others’ misfortune.”
(Queen 2013, p. 229). Rituals come from the person (shen身) and are supposed to be an
accurate expression of their emotions. In and of themselves, humaneness and ritual are not
problematic. Rather, to the contrary, the Hanfeizi promotes them in a manner that has led
some to call it a synchronism of Confucianism and Daoism.23 The discussion of chapter 38
in the Hanfeizi ends:

The expression “rejects the one and appropriates the other” refers to disregarding
the outer appearance of ritual and random guessing and abiding by the causes of
things in the ordering principles and the inner substance of the emotions (qing
shi). Thus it is said: “(He) rejects the one and appropriates in the other.” (Queen
2013, p. 231)

Wang Bi does not interpret the “actualities (shi),” “emotions (mao貌),” “principles/
patterns (li理),” or the “person (shen身)” in the same way at all. For him, any discussion
of “virtue” already violates whatever may be valid in the abovementioned concepts. This
becomes fleshed out even more clearly in the (roughly) last third of his commentary on
chapter 38.

Discussing how those with foresight only appreciate the “flower (hua華)”24 of Dao and
thereby mark the beginning of stupidity/duplicity (yu愚)25, Wang says that even if they
get at the natural tendencies (qing情) of things and situations, everything will eventually
be worse off because of it. Reputation and other superficial gains will be had at the cost
of sincerity (du篤) and honesty/the actual (shi). It is best to let go of one’s self and go by
things—this is how non-action leads to peace “(she ji ren wu, ze wuwei er tai舍己任物,則無
為而泰).”26 (Lou 1980, p. 94). Holding to the “mother”—or uncarved block/simplicity (pu)
as Lou Yujie reads it (Lou 1980, p. 104)—one can effectuate positive change and manage
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affairs well. Ultimately, Lou explains, this means acting in a self-so and non-action manner.
The connection is made by Wang himself already in his essay on the Laozi (Lou 1980, p. 104).

The “mother” or uncarved block/simplicity (pu) and self-so and non-action are the
focus for Wang. From them, actions and sentiments, which we may refer to as humane or
righteous, and even ritual and etiquette, are manifest. However, these labels are themselves
always problematic and should never be the target. They are born from the mother (as
self-so and non-action), but when we focus on them, we completely lose sight of how they
came to be in the first place. Therefore, while we may use language to discuss them and
make distinctions, we should never rely on these things, lest we undermine the importance
of the mother in favor of the children. Wang writes: “It is because one functions not by
using forms and rules and not by using names that it becomes possible for humaneness
and righteousness, propriety and etiquette to manifest and display themselves.” (Lynn
1999, p. 123; translation modified).

Wang’s argument is not simply that the appearance of virtues has taken the place
of their true, natural, or genuine versions. This is characteristic of a Confucian reading:
displaying a clear commitment to values associated with the Analects, Mencius, and Xunzi.
These readings take the Laozi to be complaining merely about the misappropriation of these
values. Central concepts such as self-so and non-action are the more “unhewn,” plain, and
simple or “stripped down” versions of humaneness, righteousness, propriety, and etiquette.
Wang’s philosophical interpretation is significantly different. Major notions in the Laozi,
including self-so, non-action, not being selfish, and being without desire, are themselves
the best version of human sentiment and behavior. Confucian labeling and distinctions are
problematic because they redirect attention away from these ideals. There is still overlap
with Confucius, and he himself demonstrated some of the ideas found in the Laozi even
better than the Laozi discusses them, but the ideals themselves remain Daoist.27

6. Conclusions

Despite his own reverence of Confucius as a higher sage than Laozi, Wang Bi would
likely gawk at any classification of his reading of the Laozi as “Confucian.” Insofar as
the Laozi and Analects promote self-so and non-action, while simultaneously rejecting
selfishness and desires, they are saying something similar. Their underlying projects are
meaningfully commensurable. However, as soon as we introduce “Confucianism” as
a school of thought, which almost invariably means transforming it into a “teaching of
names” and with this the all but necessary requests of imitation and a general neglect of
the “root” or “mother,” Wang Bi must be taken as vehemently arguing against this school.
What he does agree with is Confucius as an exemplar of praising non-being—and in terms
of practice, this means self-so and non-action. If, however, Confucius’ teachings, which
are completely person- and situation-specific, become theorized as more abstract virtues,
then the underlying message (what Wang calls “that by which” or suo yi所以) is ignored.
Taking Wang Bi as a mere commentator overlooks his deeper philosophical understanding.

The nuance and complexity of his unique philosophical appreciation of the Laozi are
often oversimplified and understood as merely harmonizing, synthesizing, or unifying
Confucianism and Daoism. However, Wang Bi is better appreciated as a philosopher in his
own right, one who draws heavily from a variety of texts and sees similarities in the general
trajectory of Confucian and Daoist philosophies. Like many Confucians (and nearly all
systems of thought, ethical theories and the like), Wang Bi is opposed to pretenders and
hypocrites. Those who merely take on the names, are after reputation, or only get at the
“flower of Dao”, are criticized. However, this does not make Wang Bi Confucian. To be sure,
he rejects the mere appearance of virtuosity because it gets in the way of “true” virtuosity,
but this virtuosity is not Confucian virtue, and must be understood as ultimately self-so
and non-action. The ways we talk about self-so and non-action often refers to convenient
labels such as humaneness and righteousness; however, Wang Bi is not interested in them
as such. This is clear in Wang’s summary of the Laozi: “The Laozi can be almost completely
covered with a single phrase: Ah! It does nothing more than encourage the growth at the
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branch tips through enhancing the roots.” (Lynn 1999, p. 37; translation modified). As Lou
argues, the roots are the mother, or Dao, or self-so and non-action (Lou 1980, p. 104).

The implications of how we understand Wang Bi’s work are far-reaching. Not only has
his version of the Laozi been dominant for most of Chinese history, but his commentary, too,
has been inestimably influential. Countless interpretations and hundreds of translations
have relied heavily on Wang Bi. This paper contributes to the “Global Laozegetics” project
in two at least major ways: firstly, by reinterpreting Wang Bi’s own reading of the Laozi,
and second, through addressing how other translations and interpretations are affected.
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Notes

1 Given Wang Bi’s approach, which is the dominant theme of this paper, I will use this type of translation for all “masters texts.”
2 Wang Bi has long been classified as a Xuanxue thinker—Xuanxue was translated by Fung Yu-lan as “Neo-Daoism” into English,

which resulted in Wang’s being labeled as a “Neo-Daoist.” Reading Wang Bi as heavily invested in “Confucian” values is the
result of exploring exactly what Xuanxue or “Neo-Daoism” means in a more nuanced sense. In other words, scholars who
provided more nuanced accounts of Wang Bi describe his Xuanxue as “Confucian.”

3 Here Ziporyn is actually speaking about Wang Bi’s great philosophical successor Guo Xiang郭象 (d. 312), but he attributes this
same project to Wang Bi. The quote ends “even more thoroughgoingly than any of his predecessors had.”

4 Nelson provides an excellent account of the various positions on Wang Bi and Confucianism (Nelson 2020, pp. 288–90). For a
fuller discussion see Yang (2010); Ziporyn (2020); and Wang (1987).

5 Misha Tadd provides a philosophical investigation of the Heshang Gong commentary see Tadd (2020).
6 For more on these terms see Chen (2020) and Moeller (2006). Further detail on Wang Bi’s own interpretation of these terms are

developed in the body of this paper, see also Chan (2018) and D’Ambrosio (2019). This entire essay is a specific elaboration on
much of D’Ambrosio’s argument in D’Ambrosio (2019).

7 For further discussion of these meetings see Chan (2010), they are also widely discussed in all the Chinese language references to
Wang Bi or Xuanxue in this paper.

8 Much of Wang’s commentary to the Analects is lost. His commentary to the Book of Changes was the official and standard reference
until the Song dynasty, when Zhu Xi’s朱熹 (d. 1200) work became dominant.

9 The “anti-Confucian” element is plain enough, however, for some examples of this reading see Moeller (2004, 2006).
10 There are slight discrepancies in some of the characters in The Guodian jian郭店簡 [Guodian Bamboo Slips] version, the Boshu帛書

[Mawangdui Silk Manuscript] versions, and the Fu Yi傅奕 (d. 639) version (cf. Chen 2020). Here we are mainly concerned with
Wang Bi’s version, and his reading of the text. In any case, the differences in these versions is minimal and does not greatly
affect a philosophical reading. See (Chan 2018). https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/laozi/ (accessed on 13 February 2022). An
exception will be address below.

11 Moeller is implicitly referencing the paradoxical logic or thinking of the Laozi, expressed most poignantly in chapter 2 of the Laozi.
12 These chapters (5, 18, 19, 38) are among the most contested in the entire Laozi. Those who find affinity between the Laozi and the

Analects (e.g., Ames and Hall, Chen Guying) promote a certain reading, while those who emphasize a difference between them
read these chapters as criticizing values associated with Confucianism (e.g., Fu Peirong, Moeller). For a detailed discussion of
this debate see D’Ambrosio (2022).

13 As mentioned in the previous footnote, there are various ways to interpret this chapter. Moeller, as opposed to Wang Bi,
emphasizes conflict between “Confucianism” and “Daoism”: “the chapter continues and even amplifies the anti-Confucian
polemics of the two preceding chapters. The first three sentences [ . . . ] denounce the Confucian virtues and ask for their
elimination. The Confucian virtues are seen as obstacles to the creation of a good society. Rather than bettering the world, they
contribute to the evils they are supposed to remedy.” (Moeller 2007, p. 71).

14 See Chen (2020).
15 ‘Guodian Chumu zhujian’ zhushi郭店楚墓竹簡:註釋 [Annotated Edition of the Bamboo Slips in the Chu Tomb at Guodian] (cf. Chen

2020).
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16 Guodian Chujian Laozi jiaodu郭店楚簡老子校讀 [Collation and Reading of the Guodian Chu Bamboo Slips of the Laozi] (cf. Chen 2020).
17 Guodian zhujian Laozi shixi yu yanjiu郭店竹簡老子釋析與研究 [An Analysis and Investigation into the Guodian Bamboo Slips of the

Laozi] (cf. Chen 2020).
18 Wang’s philosophy does not assume a dating for the Analects or the Laozi. Both are referenced as resources for reflecting on

philosophical topics. In short, he is not engaged with what we today could call “academic philosophy.”
19 Translations not otherwise indicated are my own.
20 The character being translated is “yu愚” most read this as “stupidity.” There is also reason to read it as duplicity (cf. Lynn 1999,

p. 119).
21 This is not a translation of the quote that follows, but a rough reading of its general gist.
22 In this context it is more accurate to speak of them as “virtues.” For Wang Bi “values” is a more appropriate designation.
23 Sarah Queen, for example, writes: “Perhaps one of the most striking characteristics of “Jie Lao” that set it apart from “Yu Lao”

is its syncretic quality. “Jie Lao” seeks to harmonize practices and ideas that later became associated with the “Daoist” and
“Confucian” traditions, a quality not present in “Yu Lao.” Moreover, the syncretism of “Jie Lao” appears to be devoid of influence
from what later became identified as “Legalism.” The commentary does not discuss typical “Legalist” notions of governance such
as rewards and punishments, names and actualities, the importance of political purchase or impartial laws.” (Queen 2013, p. 212).
This reading of the “Jie Lao” chapter is well supported. The text waxing on about the positive role of the Confucian virtues and
practices explicitly rejected in chapter 38. Wang Bi does not, making the classification of his commentary as “pro-Confucian” or
even syncrenist a gross over simplification. His project is far more complex than what we find in “Jie Lao” or in Fung, Fu, or
Ames and Hall.

24 The “flower” refers to decorative aspects, or those ornamental qualities that are not directly related to the “substance” of Dao.
25 See note 18 above.
26 This sentiment is echoed and rephrased throughout Wang’s commentary. In the conclusion we will revisit his work on chapter 5

to see one particular reiteration.
27 Again, this does not assume Confucius did or did not read the Laozi, or any dating of either.
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Abstract: Since Feng Youlan and Tang Yongtong, scholars have mostly understood Guo Xiang’s
“supreme nothing” (至無, zhi wu) as “non-existence”, arguing that by denying Dao as the origin
of the universe, the philosophical tradition of Laozi, Zhuangzi, and Wang Bi, he strives to prove
“self-generation” (自生, zi sheng) of all things. This way of interpretation not only leads to various
dilemmas from the perspective of intellectual history, but also diverges from Guo Xiang’s own account
of Dao. The purpose of this paper is to argue that Guo Xiang, instead of dismissing it, solidifies
the opinion of Laozi and Zhuangzi on the transcendence of Dao through the concept of “supreme
nothing”, and that the self-generation of all things is the logical endpoint of this reinforcement. The
seemingly opposite viewpoints of transcendence and immanence, “Dao generates all things” and
“All things are self-generated”, merge with each other in the context of the proposition “Dao follows
nature” (道法自然, dao fa zi ran) in Laozi.

Keywords: Guo Xiang; Laozi; Zhuangzi; nothing; Dao; self-generation

1. Introduction

Since the beginning of modern studies of Wei-Jin Neo-Daoism in the early twentieth
century, there has been a pervasive dichotomous paradigm in the field of study consid-
ering Wang Bi’s exegesis of Laozi and Guo Xiang’s exegesis of Zhuangzi as representative
achievements in Neo-Daoism during the Zheng Shi (正始, 240–249) period and the Yuan
Kang (元康, 291–299) period, respectively, and regarding the dispute between their funda-
mental metaphysical positions, this is much more significant than the succession. On the
one hand, Wang Bi’s commentaries on Laozi were considered to be an inheritance of the
metaphysics of Dao being the origin of the universe by Laozi, and as a means to abstract the
above metaphysics further through the concept of “Nothing” (無, wu), giving it a stronger
ontological dimension. On the other hand, Guo Xiang’s commentaries on Zhuangzi are
considered to have been developed through some elaborate semantic transformations
and interpretive strategies, distorting Zhuangzi’s account of Dao being the primal cause
of all things, ultimately eliminating the origin, and describing the birth and death of all
things as “self-generated” (自生, zi sheng) without any ultimate cause (one of the most
typical examples can be found in Li 2013). Starting from this, Guo Xiang’s metaphysics is
considered to be partially independent of the Wei-Jin tradition of Laozegetics that preceded
him.

It is the intention of this paper to show that if we examine the remnants of Guo Xiang’s
commentaries on Laozi in conjunction with his discourses on Dao in his commentaries to
Zhuangzi, we may discover that his deviation from the tradition is not as great as previous
scholars claim it to be: by portraying Dao in terms of concepts such as “supreme nothing”
(至無, zhi wu), Guo Xiang follows Wang Bi’s way and further strengthens the transcendence
of the origin of the universe. The relationship between Dao and the nature of all things
is dealt with in a similar manner to Wang Bi’s interpretation of Laozi’s proposition “Dao
follows nature” (道法自然, dao fa zi ran). According to the context of Wei-Jin Laozegetics,
the verb “fa” is translated as “follow” according to Wang Bi’s commentary, i.e. Dao is not
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contrary to the natural and actual statues of all things (道不違自然, Wang 1980, p. 65). In
this way, we can reconsider the continuity between Guo Xiang’s position and the Wei-Jin
tradition of Laozegetics.

It is widely acknowledged that by organizing and reconstructing ancient Chinese
intellectual resources from a certain “philosophical” perspective, it is inevitable to draw
on the categories and theoretical approaches of Western philosophy, and that the pre-
selection of different interpretative orientations will directly affect the conclusions. The
issue above indicates the necessity to explain the presumptions of this paper. The interpre-
tations by pre-Qin and Wei-Jin Daoists in this paper are conducted within the framework
of “Daoist metaphysics”. According to Zheng Kai’s representative formulation of this
research orientation, the starting point of Daoist philosophical thinking is to inquire into
the empirical-physical world made up of “tangible and named” (有形有名, you xing you
ming) things, and to account for the ground of existence and change of things by means
of the “formless and nameless” (無形無名, wu xing wu ming) abstract Dao, from which the
relationship between Dao and things constitutes the major concern of Daoism. The two
poles can be portrayed in multiple ways: the ground and the grounded, the absolute (free of
interrelationships and quantitative determinations such as size) and the relative (compara-
ble in interrelationships to each other), the invisible and the visible, the ungraspable and the
describable, etc. (Zheng 2003). Daoist metaphysics thus shares with Western metaphysics
a surpassing of physics, a concern with the origin of the universe, and a reflection on the
general existence of all things. In this sense, it would be legitimate to translate the concepts
of you (有) and wu (無) in the text as “being” and “nothing (non-being)” in accordance
with the prevailing translation: the former derives from the meaning of “tangible and
named” and refers to concrete and determinate existing things, either here or there; the
latter constitutes a negation of the former by its essential characteristic of “formless and
nameless”.

Given this basic set of relational categories, we can also use the concepts of “transcen-
dence” and “immanence” in a broader sense without sticking strictly to the monotheistic
description of God. At the ontological level, when we claim that Dao “transcends” all
things, this means that: 1. Dao, which is formless and unbounded, has some way of “being”
different from concrete things, and 2. the existence and transformation of concrete things
depend on Dao as the origin. This leads to the epistemological consequence that what
exists in different ways is known in different ways: concrete things known through senses,
languages, and concepts; Dao known through a certain intuitive, undifferentiated, and
direct inner experience. Zheng Kai considers ming (明, in a cruder sense it can be translated
into enlightenment) in Laozi to be the most representative of a series of terms used by
Daoists to describe this transcendent way of knowing (Zheng 2003). When the author
speaks of “absolute transcendence”, he is therefore referring to: 1. a strong negation that
there is no commonality between Dao and things in terms of their ways of being and being
known, and 2. the unconditional dependence of things on Dao in causality1. In contrast,
the concept of “immanence” refers to the omnipresence and comprehensibility of Dao in
concrete things to some extent. If this sense of “transcendence” and “immanence” has any
resemblance to its equivalent in Western theo-philosophy, it may simply lie in the fact that
both assume some form of first cause of the universe and attempt to carve out a relationship
between the two—which naturally does not logically imply any commitment to achieving
consistency between the two in any specific thesis.

2. The “Nothing” as “Non-Existence”: The Traditional Interpretation of Guo Xiang’s
Theory of Dao and Its Consequences

Since Feng Youlan and Tang Yongtong opened up the field of study of Wei-Jin Neo-
Daoism, Guo Xiang’s so-called metaphysics, which emphasizes the “self-generation” of
all things, has often been understood as a rejection or reaction to the theory of Dao of He
Yan (何晏) and Wang Bi (王弼) and even to the entire tradition of Lao-Zhuang Daoism: the
latter regards Dao as the ultimate basis for the existence and change of all things as the
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starting point of their speculative systems, while the former is based on the dismantling of
the original status of this ultimate principle. Feng Youlan created the phrase “the theory
of no-nothing” (無無論, wu wu lun) to summarize the basic position of Guo Xiang. The
so-called “no-nothing”, that is, “without the nothing being the origin of the universe”,
refuses to acknowledge the Dao of Laozi, Zhuangzi, and Wang Bi in the sense of the
transcendent Being, which brings all things into their own beings and was given the name
of “nothing” because of its “formlessness and namelessness”: “Dao is the true nothing.
Laozi and Zhuangzi also said Dao is nothing, but they said that nothing is namelessness.
That is, Laozi and Zhuangzi thought that Dao is not a thing, so it cannot be named. But
Xiang Xiu and Guo Xiang thought that Dao is the true nothing, which is everywhere, but
where it is, there is nothing (無所不在，而所在皆無)” (Feng 2017). (The original texts and
second-hand Chinese literature cited in this paper are all translated by the author.) Feng’s
so-called “true nothing” is in fact pure “nothing” in the sense of “non-existence”. It is
different from the transcendent cause of the empirical world of forms and names, which
is highlighted in the terminology of the Lao-Zhuang tradition, and points to the lack or
absence of beingness.

Tang goes even further by explicitly bringing out the dichotomous conceptual frame-
work of “valuing nothing (貴無, gui wu)—exalting being (崇有, chong you)”: “In terms
of their theoretical systems, Wang and He value nothing, while Xiang and Guo respect
being” (Tang 2001), locating the differences between what He Yan and Wang Bi understood
and what Xiang Xiu (向秀) and Guo Xiang understood in their metaphysical thoughts on
Dao, and thus increasingly decisively distinguishing between the latter’s seeming decon-
struction of Dao with his theory of self-generation and the former’s statement of “nothing
as the basis”, which was apparently introduced by Daoism since Laozi: “The prevailing
philosophy of the time said that there is a ‘nothing’ behind this world of existence which
depends on this ‘nothing’...Xiang and Guo opposed this theory, arguing there being no
‘nothing’ outside of ‘being’: there is only ‘being’, and nothing is not-existence” (Tang 2001).
Let us try to summarize this way of interpretation: Guo Xiang completely dissolves the Dao
as the “creator” by replacing the “original nothing”, which is beyond being, with “nothing”
that is lacking in existence, and replacing it with a simple recognition of the phenomenal
world; only then, Guo Xiang’s proposition “above he knows that the creator is nothing,
and below he knows that things that do exist are self-generated”上知造物無物，下知有物
之自造 (Guo Xiang’s Preface to Zhuangzi. Zhuangzi 1998, p. 1) can be interpreted logically,
and the political environment in which all things are not controlled by a higher being and
are self-generated according to their nature can unfold.

We have noticed that this paradigm has had such a profound influence on later
scholarship that many researchers on Guo Xiang often refuse to go beyond what the
pioneers defined, and instead use it unthinkingly as a common premise for discussing Guo
Xiang’s metaphysics. For example, Tang Yijie claims that Guo Xiang treats “nothing” as
“the true zero point”, i.e., non-existence in which the existent cannot have any utility (Tang
2000). Similar expressions include “absolute vacuum” (Wang 2006), “absolutely nothing,
emptiness, non-existence” (Bao 2013), “nothing, emptiness, zero” (Kang 2013), and so on.
No matter what name scholars choose, the way of explaining Guo Xiang’s “nothing” by
“non-existence” and thus making Guo Xiang the deconstructor of former Daoism has not
fundamentally changed.2

It is indisputable that, given the frequent occurrence of the phrase “the creator is noth-
ing” in Guo Xiang’s Commentary on Zhuangzi, interpreting Dao as the “supreme nothing”
in its context as “non-existence” that has lost its original function is an easy and logically
straightforward way to understand Guo Xiang’s recognition of the unique value of the
individual being: Why is it self-generated? Because there is no creator. However, if we
reflect a little, it is not difficult to find a series of unacceptable theoretical consequences that
this argument may incur. This would lead, first of all, to an absence of the source of Guo
Xiang’s theory of self-generation in the history of thought: to attribute the generation and
change of all things to purely accidental spontaneous movements, without acknowledging
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in any sense that they have a unified cause, is not only inconceivable in the Daoist tradition
founded by Laozi, which is “founded on the Eternal, the Nothing and the Being” 建之
以常無有 (Zhuangzi 1998, p. 615) according to Zhuangzi, but also it would be difficult
to find precursors or echoes in pre-Qin and Song-Ming Confucianism, which held to the
metaphysical principle of “what Tian conditions is a disposition” (天命之謂性). We cannot
exclude the possibility that Guo Xiang, to some extent independently of his contemporaries’
general impression of Daoism and the “on-nothing-based” interpretive context, derived
such an idea from certain passages in Zhuangzi that have the interpretive potential to
eliminate the creator (in particular, the depiction of the “piping of heaven” (天籟, tian lai) at
the beginning of “Qi Wu Lun”). However, if we consider the holistic nature of Zhuangzi
in the eyes of ancient commentators, as well as, for example, the numerous references to
the creator in the chapter Da Zong Shi and the apparently “creationist” discourses there
(see Section 4 of this paper), this assumption seems at least to be less acceptable than the
assumption that there is more direct continuity between Guo Xiang and his background.

On the other hand, Wang Chong’s (王充) theory of self-generation is entirely based on
the simple theory of the generation of qi (氣), stopping at the volitionless and purposeless
role of qi as the substrate for the transformation of all things, which has not yet entered
Guo Xiang’s context of the reflection on the absolute origin of the universe. As Ye’s
examination shows, although Wang Chong’s concept of “nature” can be used to refer to a
pre-self-sufficient state in which things are “self-so” and “not made by others”, however,
the establishment of this state is attributed to the “spreading of qi” (施氣, shi qi) or “moving
of qi” (行氣, xing qi) of heaven and earth as subjects and is the result of the purposeless
movement of qi (Ye 2017). This is also an abstract reflection beyond the empirical world, but
it is almost a material and dynamical account rather than a strictly ontological discussion:
in terms of the aforementioned distinction between Daoist metaphysics and Daoist physics,
it deals with the relationship between the “finer thing” (qi) and “coarser things” (concrete
beings), rather than the relationship between the absolute “No-thing” and all things that
Guo Xiang tries to clarify. In this regard, there is still causality between the movement of qi
and self-generation of things, without touching on what scholars call the absolute “inability”
of Dao in Guo Xiang. When Guo Xiang mentions “one qi with a myriad forms”一氣而萬形
(a commentary to Zhuangzi, p. 365, see (Zhuangzi 1998)), “qi naturally accumulates”氣自委
結 (a commentary to Zhuangzi, p. 424, see (Zhuangzi 1998)), he is undoubtedly influenced
by this type of thought of qi, but this is not at the same level as his reflection on the ultimate
ontological origin of all things.

Another line of thought is represented by Wang Xiaoyi, who tries to trace Guo Xiang’s
dissolution of Dao and his idea of the spontaneous emergence of things back to the transla-
tion and dissemination of the prajñāpāramitā-sūtra in Chinese scholarship during his time,
in an attempt to demonstrate the affinity between this theory, which has no exact precedent
in China, and the Buddhist doctrine of pratı̄tya-samutpāda, which also denies the origin
of the universe. Strictly speaking, we do not have (and cannot have) enough evidence to
completely rule out this possibility. However, even sympathizers of this argument may
have to admit that we cannot find traces of the theory of pratı̄tya-samutpāda directly in
Guo Xiang’s work—at least as far as the use of such important categories as “Dao-thing”,
xing-qing (性情), and xiaoyao(逍遙) is concerned, the commentary is still very much within
a typical neo-Daoistic context, and it is almost impossible to identify the influence of Bud-
dhist texts in it unequivocally, not to mention that the setting of the “natural allotment”
(性分) of every individual, which goes hand in hand with the self-generation of things, is
fundamentally incompatible with the Mahayana conception of emptiness (śūnyatā,空) and
its fierce criticism of self-nature (svabhāva,自性).3 Based on this holistic consideration, it is
still a last resort to turn to Buddhism when explaining an individual aspect of Guo Xiang’s
philosophy.

Leaving aside these dilemmas outside the theory itself, the more central and by far
less considered question concerns the hermeneutic: whether the reading of “nothing” as
“non-existence” is fully coherent with Guo Xiang’s entire account of Dao and “nothing”.
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As is mentioned earlier, Feng Youlan, in defining Guo Xiang’s opinion on Dao as “true
nothing”, incompletely cites the following notes on the “Da Zong Shi” chapter as evidence:
“Dao is omnipresent, that is to say that it has no height in the high things, no depth in
the deep things, no length in the long times, no oldness in the old things, and not old in
old. It is everywhere, but where it is, there is nothing”言道之無所不在也，故在高為無
高，在深為無深，在久為無久，在老為無老，無所不在，而所在皆無也 (a commentary to
Zhuangzi, p. 146, see (Zhuangzi 1998)). Here we cannot help but ask: Since Dao is nothing
but “non-existence”, how can we conceive of its omnipresence? It is not difficult to conceive
of a transcendent Being that is “formless and nameless” and yet pervades the universe.
However, for “non-existence”, for the mere negation and absence of the reality of being,
to assert that it is “omnipresent” lacks comprehensibility, because this is tantamount to
denying the reality of all empirical things, for the reason that the absence of nothingness
and the presence of a being are mutually exclusive, and to assert that there is nothingness
somewhere is the same as asserting that there is no being somewhere. A common reading
of the statement is to read it as “although Dao is everywhere, we do not find it anywhere
(that is, it is not real anywhere, or it “exists” there, but only as the absence of a master
or a ground)”, which leads to a contradiction between the first half of the statement and
the second half: Dao is either there or it is not there, either it exists as a being or it does
not exist as an absence, and the assertion that some absence “exists” somewhere is, if not
meaningless, then at least convoluted and unserious. For example, we say that “no bread
exists on the table”, but not that “an absence of bread exists on the table”, because absence
itself does not “exist”. By the same token, if Dao is really nothing but the lack of existence,
Guo Xiang should have directly asserted that it “is nowhere” (無所在), instead of trying
to assign some kind of omnipresence to this nothingness; because such a formulation is
only redundant and logically ineffective, it cannot be regarded as a serious proposition that
attempts to reveal certain facts.

It seems that Feng has not paid attention to this implied tension between “non-
existence” and “omnipresence”, and it is interesting to note that Tang, after he has managed
to elucidate Dao as “non-existence”, encounters the same notes immediately. In order
to describe the relationship between finite things and the all-pervading Dao as aptly as
possible, Tang analogizes Dao to the texture of things: one can say that things are high but
not the texture of things is high. This explanation seems to be quite sound, but it actually
deviates from the previous definition of Dao as “non-existence”: the texture as a being
can reside in other beings, while “non-existence” itself implies the abolition of being, and
it can never coexist with any being in the same way. We see that Tang is forced to revert
to a certain doctrine of Dao in the style of Wang Bi’s interpretation of Laozi in order to
rationalize the pervasiveness of “nothing”, which is understood as the negation of the
determination of being, rather than the negation of the origin itself: “To say that Dao is
nothing is to say that Dao is not an actual thing, not that there is no Dao” (Tang 2001). The
boundary between Wang Bi’s “valuing nothing” and Guo Xiang’s “exalting being” seems
to be blurred here. Tang does not give further explanation for this apparent inconsistency,
which may be attributed to the manuscript and lecture nature of his book. However, it
is regrettable that the tension buried here has not been able to provoke later scholars to
explain “nothing” by “non-existence”, and most of the commentators are still satisfied with
the simple contrast between the traditions of Wang Bi’s interpretation of Laozi and Guo
Xiang’s interpretation of Zhuangzi.

It is true that there are exceptions to everything: a number of scholars have also shown
some efforts to transcend the dichotomous framework of “valuing nothing - exalting being”
and to identify the inner continuity between earlier Daoism and Guo Xiang. Some of them,
represented earlier by Fu Weixun and more recently by Yang Lihua, argue that Guo Xiang’s
deviation from earlier Daoist tradition was aimed at removing certain elements from the
latter’s ontology that were not conducive to the full development of the theory of nature. In
contrast to Tang’s approach of remedying the non-existent “nothing” with the transcendent
“nothing”, Fu’s strategy is to discover factors transferring from the transcendent “nothing”
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to the non-existent “nothing”: in Guo Xiang’s view, any attempt to construct some tran-
scendent otherworldly substance would inevitably imply a disrespect for the phenomenal
world, thus constituting a violation of the fundamental Daoism principle of the natural
movement of all things, and therefore the metaphysical pursuit of Laozi and Zhuangzi
must be replaced by a “radical naturalism” (Fu 2005). Yang’s treatment is to a certain extent
equivalent to replacing Laozi and Zhuangzi in the context of Fu with Wang Bi: in Wang Bi’s
case, the generation of Dao is completely dependent on the nature of the things, and is thus
almost in a position of being hollowed out: “Dao follows the square on the scale of square,
and follows the round on the scale of round. Dao is not against nature”在方法方，在圓
法圓，於自然無所違也 (a commentary to Laozi, p. 65, see (Wang 1980)). Then, this is only
one step away from the so-called complete dissolution of Dao by Guo Xiang: the latter is
only the removal of the superfluous warts in the system out of some “Occam’s razor” type
of simplicity (Yang 2010). Although this solution has to a certain extent bridged the gap
between the interpretations of Laozi and Zhuangzi during the Wei and Jin Dynasties, it has
not only failed to eliminate a series of hidden problems caused by equating Guo Xiang’s
“nothing” with non-existence, but also extended doubts to Wang Bi’s Commentary on Laozi:
If the self-sufficiency and perfection of the nature of all things can be established without
Dao, then why does Wang Bi still leave a place for the “formless and nameless” Dao as the
creator of all things, and repeatedly emphasize the inevitability of the return of things to
“nothing”? Is this rooted in the incompleteness of Wang Bi‘s metaphysical system, as Yang
suggests, or is it the other way around, that explaining “nothing” as “absence of being” still
lacks consideration?

In contrast to the above-mentioned careful delineation that unfolds mainly within
the ontological context, another effort to establish continuity between Wang Bi and Guo
Xiang lies in understanding the transition from the former to the latter as a transformation
from a certain semi-cosmogenic way of thinking to a purely ontological way of thinking.
In a similar tone, scholars such as Yu Dunkang, Lu Guolong, and Wang Xiaoyi claim
that Wang Bi’s thesis of “nothing generates beings” implies a position of considering Dao
as the spatio-temporal starting point of all things, and he does not really have a logical
understanding of the relationship between “being” and “nothing” at the level of abstract
concepts. Therefore, when such an abstract reflection is actually realized in Guo Xiang,
every form of “creator” or “generator” must be denied (Yu 2004; Lu 1996; Wang 2006). An
implicit premise of this narrative is that “nothing” as creator or generator can be established
more or less only in a cosmogenic, but not in a purely ontological sense. In the rest of the
paper, we will carefully examine whether Guo Xiang has really ruled out the possibility
of some kind of “ontological generator” in the construction of his metaphysics, and will
return to evaluate this explanatory strategy at the end of Section 5.

In the subsequent reading of Guo’s text, we will gradually clarify that the general
impression of Guo Xiang’s so-called “dissolution of the Dao” is only an illusion caused
by a lack of careful analysis of the text; by criticizing names like “creator” and by prov-
ing that the supreme nothing “cannot” generate the things, Guo Xiang emphasizes the
transcendent character of Dao, which is free of words and boundless with things, in an
unprecedentedly extreme manner through his distinctive way of speaking. In this process
of deconstructing and reconstructing past Daoism based on Wang Bi’s interpretation of
Laozi, what is deconstructed is not Dao itself, but rather the way in which Dao is forcibly
framed by various predicates that are only applicable to empirical things, thus reducing it
to the level of the “one thing in the things”在物一曲 (zai wu yi qu, Zhuangzi 1998, p. 517).
Guo Xiang’s interpretation of Zhuangzi has not yet jumped out of the framework of Wei-Jin
Laozegetics.

3. The Transcendent “Nothing” in the Laozi-Zhuangzi Tradition before Guo Xiang

In order to clarify the extent to which Guo Xiang’s use of the concept of “nothing”
inherited and exceeded the scope of previous scholars, it is necessary to make a brief
review of the use of “nothing” in the traditional metaphysics of Lao-Zhuang Daoism. In his
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etymological survey, Pang Pu points out three main meanings of the concept of “nothing”
in pre-Qin literature, the last of which is the abstract, absolutely empty nothingness of
the metaphysical origin (Pang 1996), equivalent to what this paper calls “the transcendent
nothing”. The thesis of “all things are created out of the Nothing” in the handed-down
Laozi sets the tone for Daoist scholars’ understanding of the relationship between “nothing”
and everything. As the ultimate basis of the generation of all things that logically precede
them, the origin itself must be absolutely different from any of them. This is the idea
intended by the basic principle of “what generates all things is not a thing”物物者非物
(Zhuangzi 1998, p. 435) established by Zhuangzi on the basis of Laozi: once the origin of all
things is specified as a certain thing, we can still continue to ask where that thing comes
from, and that thing thus is not the common cause of all things. In this sense, things are
equal to each other on an ontological level, and nothing can be the ultimate basis of other
things. As written in Zhuangzi, “the creation of a thing cannot precede other things”物出
不得先物也 (Zhuangzi 1998, p. 435). The only one who can “precede” something is the
absolute transcendent No-thing (非物, fei wu). From this point of view, Wang Jiangsong
seems to have been a bit hasty when he asserts that nothing as the origin cannot generate
beings and that any inquiry into the creator is bound to fall into some kind of infinite
regress (Wang 2008). The situation is that Daoist metaphysics assigns the role of creator to
nothing precisely because it can circumvent this infinite extension of inquiries by virtue of
its character of “no-thingness”, and therefore it is precisely nothing that can logically play
the role of creator of all things.4

For this reason, it can be said that the absolute origin is not some “supreme” or “most
real” being, but rather that it shakes off all the qualities attributed to beings and is a result
of “de-reification” or “de-substantiation” of beings. In this way, it is easy to understand
the character of Dao as “non-being and non-non-being” (非有非無, fei you fei wu), since
the categories of “being” and “non-being” in everyday language stand side by side. They
imply the presence and absence of beingness, respectively, and must therefore be excluded
in the speech of the Absolute. Laozi considered this early on, and is always wary of direct
assertions of the existence of Dao: “it seems to exist”似或存 (Laozi, p. 10, see (Wang 1980)),
“continuous, seeming to exist”綿綿若存 (Laozi, p. 16, see (Wang 1980)), “Dao as a ‘thing’ is
only vague and obscure”道之為物，惟恍惟惚 (Laozi, p. 52, see (Wang 1980)), “it is called
the formless form, the image of no-thing”是謂無狀之狀，無物之象 (Laozi, p. 31, see (Wang
1980)), and Cheng Xuanying commented on this: “It is neither being nor non-being, it
cannot be specified as being or non-being, so it is vague and obscure” (Meng 2001). In
terms of the fact that Dao is not a hollow nothing, which is so-called “the leftover of being”
(有之所謂遺者, according to Pei Wei裴頠, see Jin shu晉書, 35.1046 (Fang 1974)), it can be
said to be almost existent; but in terms of the fact that it is not one of all things, it does not
have any existence, and therefore it has to be called “nothing” and “formless”.

This seems to suggest to us that any valid statement of the Absolute must be based on
the negation of the use of words in some empirical sense. In other words, the only reliable
way to speak of the Absolute is to constantly exclude from it determinations belonging to
the realm of beings. For this reason, Daoist philosophers obviously prefer to use a negative
theological method to strip empirical properties or determinations from the Absolute in
order to approach the true nature of Dao to a certain extent, rather than forcing empirical
words to illegally expand into the transcendent realm, which is beyond their reach. The
concept of “nothing” and the series of “no-x” structured words that it constitutes are the
only ones that bear this burden (Rohstock 2014).

It is not difficult to imagine that since all nominal concepts that can be spoken and
meant must be stripped away from Dao, categories such as the relation of actors and subjects
and the relation of cause and effect, which describe the connection between being and
being in the empirical world, must be included in this category. Since Dao is not generally
“something”, it cannot naturally be an “actor” or a “cause”. Fundamentally, Dao cannot
even be placed in any dualistic relation with anything, because any relation presupposes
differences between relational terms, and differences exist only between determinations;
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thus, there can be no conceptual distinguishability “between” the transcendent origin,
which itself absolutely negates all determinations and beings. Thus, it is beyond the scale
of all relational categories. In the text of Zhuangzi, this point is expressed as follows: “The
origin has no boundary with the beings, while the beings have boundaries with each
other, that is the so-called thing-boundaries”物物者與物無際，而物有際者，所謂物際者
也 (Zhuangzi 1998, p. 430), that is, beings can only be in opposition to each other, while
the origin is not subject to such boundaries. The corollary of this statement is that the
propositions given in the Daoism context of Laozi and Zhuangzi, such as “Dao gives birth to
it” (Laozi, p. 136, see (Wang 1980)) and “it makes ghosts ghosts and gods gods”神鬼神帝
(Zhuangzi 1998, p. 145), cannot be understood in the sense of causality in the empirical
world. It is true that Dao is regarded as the origin of all things, and even in the eyes of
commentators like Wang Bi, the title “Dao” is chosen from its status as the origin: ‘Dao
means that by which all things are as they are”道也者，取乎萬物之所由也 (Laozi Zhi Lue,
p. 196, see (Wang 1980)). However, we must not overlook the fact that “Dao”, which is
established in the sense of “cause”, is also only a false name for the absolute origin. It
obviously does not mean that there is really a “supreme being” who initiates and dominates
the birth and transformation of all things like a mother giving birth to a child or an artisan
making a utensil, meaning that empirical causality arises from the action of one existent
object on another existing object. For this reason, Wang Bi cautiously refers to the words
that are meant to characterize the origin, including “Dao”, as “descriptions” (稱, cheng) of
the origin, declaring that they “do not exhaust its ultimate”未盡其極 (Laozi Zhi Lue, p. 198,
ibid.).

In terms of this rejection of any meaningful metaphysical description, such a Dao
seems to come close to what many researchers of Guo Xiang call the “nothingness” of
spontaneous emergence. However, it must be noted that the reason why the categories
denoting Dao-things’ causality and difference cannot be applied to Dao here is not in
any way because Dao “lacks” these attributes in the sense of absence, but only because
it “transcends” or “overflows” them in an uncanny way. The proposition that “the origin
has no boundary with the beings” is always grounded in the proposition that “what
generates all things is not a thing”; if Dao is to satisfy the absolute “non-differentiation”
from all things, it must first be absolutely and unbridgeably “different” from all things,
and these two dimensions are in a paradoxical way twisted together in Dao and cannot
be separated. Although the true generative work of Dao in a transcendental sense cannot
be characterized by human language—which by its very nature has legitimacy only in
its dealings with empirical things—the term “generative work” in the empirical world
means “self-so” or “self-generation”, but “self-so” or “self-generation” is here inferred and
guaranteed precisely as the result of this transcendental causality, which strengthens rather
than weakens the dependence of all things on their origin.

Therefore, what a researcher like Wang Bo calls “gentle or mild weak action” of Dao
on all things is perhaps not the best expression (B. Wang 2018); instead of calling it “weak
action”, the generative work of Dao is absolutely “no action”. The result is that, as Wang
Bi’s commentary on Laozi says, “Heaven and earth are left to nature, without any action
or creation, and everything governs itself” 天地任自然，無為無造，萬物自相治理 (a
commentary to Laozi, p. 13, see (Wang 1980)), “Dao is not against nature, it thus realizes
its own nature and follows the nature”道不違自然，乃得其性，法自然也 (a commentary
to Laozi, p. 65, ibid.). In terms of the birth and destruction of all things, there is no higher
being as the “cause”, and behind the manipulation and control of all things, it can be said
that generative work of Dao on all things in the empirical world can only be realized as
natural generation and transformation of all things, which is the ultimate destination and
true spirit of Laozi’s theory of Dao.

In this regard, Ziporyn, through his examination of the use of the concept of “li” (理)
in Wang Bi’s Zhou Yi Lue Li (周易略例), has discerningly specified it as “mini-Daos of the
particular hexagrams” (Ziporyn 2010), i.e. the dominant and inviolable natural tendencies
of movement within the plural of individual things; he undoubtedly captures an important
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aspect of Dao at work in all things, namely that the empirical basis for the generation and
transformation of all things is fully internalized in the individuals themselves, without the
need for some higher being to exert coercive force from outside. However, we should not
overlook Wang Bi’s efforts to establish Dao as “a self-subsistent metaphysical principle”
in addition to these separate and immanent “Daos”. The way of thinking in which the
singular, primordial One unifies the Many as derivatives is still clear in his interpretation
of Laozi: “Dao means that by which all things are as they are”涉之乎無物而不由，則稱之
曰道 (Laozi Zhi Lue, p. 197, see (Wang 1980)), “the many things are as they are by Dao”眾
由乎道 (ibid), and “all things and forms go into one”萬物萬形,其歸一也 (a commentary
to Laozi, p. 117, ibid.). The fundamental metaphysical relationship of the “principium”
and the “principiatum” is consolidated around the dependence of the grounded on their
ground, and the internalization of the origin and the positive emphasis on its transcendence
form a certain parallel in Wang Bi’s context, and there does not seem to be sufficient reason
to regard one as the “true intention of the author” and the other as a mere rhetorical
or ironic terminology. However, if one considers the metaphysical difference between
transcendental nothing and empirical things, as mentioned above, and the distinction
between transcendental causality and empirical causality, then it can be argued that those
two simply state the same fact on different levels. We are thus not faced with a situation in
which “it is not necessary to set up a first principle in addition to the intrinsic tendencies
of things”, but rather “it is not necessary to accommodate the intrinsic tendencies at the
expense of the seriousness of the text’s description of the first principle”.

This dual construction can also be found, for example, in Wang Bi’s use of the concept
ben (本, which can be translated as “root”, “foundation”, etc.). On the one hand, in his
commentary on Laozi, Wang Bi sometimes uses ben to refer to the true state of things when
they are not disturbed by excessive desires, when it is closely associated with the concept
of “simplicity” (樸, pu): “ben exists in pu”本在樸也 (a commentary to Laozi, p. 192, ibid.),
but, on the other hand, it is more commonly used to refer to some singular, unique and
unified total ground of the many: “This is the ground by which they are as they are, the
same as the Ultimate, and so is called the root of heaven and earth... All things are born
of it” 本其所由。與太極同體，故謂之天地之根也 . . . . . . 萬物以之生 (a commentary to
Laozi, p. 17, ibid.) and “if one wants to understand that by which things are as they are,
then all things, though obvious, have to be discovered in their origin from the depths, and
therefore to account for what is inside the form by what is outside heaven and earth”欲
明物之所由者，則雖顯而必自幽以敘其本。故取天地之外，以明形骸之內 (Laozi Zhi Lue,
p. 197, ibid.). In this respect, either the one and only Dao or li dispersed in things have
a certain grounded function, but those two belong to different levels of explanation: the
former establishes the origin of all things as a premise, the latter deals with implementation
of the origin in things, and the two complement each other.

In summary, it seems that the practice of dissolving Dao into some non-existent
“nothing” is not a necessary prerequisite for the establishment of Guo Xiang’s theory of
the self-generation of things. The theory of “self-generation” had already bred some form
of pre-preparation even in Guo Xiang’s previous Daoism of Laozi, Zhuangzi, and Wang Bi,
in parallel with the development of the theory of “Dao generates all things”. When his
forerunner, Pei Wei, took a very radical approach to assigning all realities to the concrete
beings in the empirical world, Guo Xiang actually had two paths before him: either to follow
this purely immanent solution with its overtones of abolitionism, or to draw intellectual
resources from the pre-Qin Daoists and He Yan and Wang Bi, so as to better integrate
transcendence of the nothing and its immanence. As Yu Dunkang points out, Pei Wei
replaced the relation of being–nothing, which corresponds to phenomena and the origin in
the early Neo-Daoists, with the relation of existence–non-existence, and then absolutely
opposed being and nothing in a “Barmenidian way”, only using the former to describe the
generation and transformation between beings (Yu 2004). While Guo Xiang restricts the
transformation between beings to the realm of being itself, he clearly inherits the idea of Pei
Wei’s understanding of “nothing” as “non-existence”: “Not only cannot nothing become
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beings, but also beings cannot become nothing. Therefore, beings change in many ways,
but never become nothing. Therefore, since the beginning of time, there has never been
a time when there was no being existing; being always exists.”非唯無不得化而為有也，
有亦不得化而為無矣。是以無有之為物，雖千變萬化，而不得一為無也。不得一為無，故

自古無未有之時而常存也 (a commentary to Zhuangzi, p. 435, see (Zhuangzi 1998)). Being
can only be transformed into other forms of being in the process of change, but it cannot
lose its existence and become nothing, and nothing itself lacks this quality of existence and
therefore cannot be transformed into any form of being. Guo Xiang agrees with Pei Wei on
the point that “nothing” as “non-existence” is completely insulated from the world of being.
Such a “nothing” abstracts most completely from the opposite of “being”, but thus becomes
completely negative for the construction of the system. However, as we will attempt to
explore below, not all of Guo Xiang’s “nothing” in his context should be understood in
the sense of the absence of this reality. His discourse on “nothing”, especially “supreme
nothing”, has ontological overtones in other contexts. Guo Xiang breaks away from the
monotonous framework of Pei Wei, in which “being” is the only reality, by reinterpreting
“nothing”, which has faded into “non-existence”, as “nothing” in the early neo-Daoist sense,
which transcends phenomena. In the following two sections, we will try to understand
the interaction between the concept of the “supreme nothing” and the “self-generation” of
things by going deeper into Guo’s specific thesis.

4. “Existing without Things”: Guo Xiang’s “Nothing” and His Highlighting of the
Transcendence of Dao

Once we concentrate our discussion on Guo Xiang’s discussion of Dao, we can first
find a direct basis for distinguishing between the non-existent “nothing” and the transcen-
dent “nothing” in the fragments of Guo Xiang’s Commentary on Laozi, which has received
little attention from scholars. Following the sentence “it seems to have existence” in the
four chapters discussed earlier, Guo Xiang writes: “Existence, also being. Dao is quiet,
unchanged, the end is always the same with the beginning, so it is said to exist. Existing
without things, so it is said ‘seems”’存，在也。道湛然安靜，古今不變，終始常一，故
曰存。存而無物，故曰似也 (Tang 2000)5. If Dao is considered to be real nothing, then
there is no need to go to the trouble of explicitly asserting the existence of Dao, and then
to explain that this “existence” is only “seemingly existence” by means of its character of
“existing without things”. It is perfectly possible to claim that “seemingly existence” is only
a false name, and that there is no Dao; to say forcibly that this “non-existence” exists, just
to add to the trouble. In fact, Guo Xiang’s chosen strategy for interpreting Laozi is quite
similar to the aforementioned Cheng Xuanying’s “double repudiation of existence and
non-existence” (有無雙遣, you wu shuang qian): first of all, in terms of Dao as the origin of
the generation of emptiness, permanence, and unity, it cannot be said that it does not exist,
thus dispelling the fallacy that Dao is non-existent; however, it is also not legitimate to use
the term “existence” to describe Dao, because what exists can only be something, while Dao
is the “nothing” that is beyond every something and negates every something. Therefore, it
can only be described by such vague words as “may exist” or “seems to exist”, and thus the
delusion of Dao as existence is dispelled, and the transcendence of the absolute origin of
the empirical world can be found in the gap between “being” and “non-being”. Guo Xiang
and Cheng Xuanying’s commentary on Laozi has reached the same line of thought here.

On the other hand, Guo describes the “existence” of Dao with the phrase “quiet,
unchanged, the end is always the same with the beginning”, which is a continuation of the
tradition from Laozi and Zhuangzi to highlight the transcendence of Dao. Chapter 25 of
Laozi says: “So silent and desolate! It establishes itself without renewal”, which differs from
Guo’s text only in wording. Accordingly, it is not appropriate to interpret “nothing” in
this context as a “negation of scarcity” of being, but rather as an “absolute negation”; Guo
Xiang, in his Commentary on Zhuangzi, repeatedly says that “the creator is nothing”造物無
物 and “the origin is nothing”物物者無物 (a commentary to Zhuangzi, p. 430, see (Zhuangzi
1998)), the meaning of which is still roughly the same as what Zhuangzi calls “seemingly
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no existence” 若有亡 (Zhuangzi 1998, p. 506) and Laozi calls “Existing continuously, it
cannot be named and it returns to no-thingness”繩繩不可名，復歸於無物 (Laozi, p. 31, see
(Wang 1980)), which does not mean that “there is no origin”, but rather aims to emphasize
that “the origin is not a thing that exists, not a determinated being”. Only in this way can
further discussions of the pervasiveness and transcendence of Dao in his commentary on
“Da Zong Shi” become understandable:

“Dao is omnipresent, that is to say that it has no height in the high things, no depth in
the deep things, no length in the long times, no oldness in the old things, and not old in
old. It is everywhere, but where it is, there is nothing. The thing that is both above and
below should not be called high and low; the thing that is both outside and inside should
not be called inside and outside; that which changes with change should not be spoken of
for a long time; that which is always absent from beginning to end cannot be called old.”言
道之無所不在也，故在高為無高，在深為無深，在久為無久，在老為無老，無所不在，而

所在皆無也。且上下無不格者，不得以高卑稱也；外內無不至者，不得以表裏名也；與化

俱移者，不得言久也；終始常無者，不可謂老也。(a commentary to Zhuangzi, p. 145f. see
(Zhuangzi 1998)).

If we take Dao as “non-existence”, then it can certainly satisfy the requirements of
“no height”, “no depth”, and “nothing”, but at the same time it cannot reside in the high
and deep determinations of things, thus realizing the “omnipresence” of “no height in the
high things” and “no depth in the deep things”, because the presence of a determination
and its absence are mutually exclusive. Therefore, the assertion that Dao is “everywhere,
and where it is, there is nothing” is very close to the following statements of Wang Bi:
“Formless and silent, so it can be in everything and go everywhere”無狀無象，無聲無
響，故能無所不通，無所不往 (a commentary to Laozi, p. 31, see (Wang 1980)), “If it is
warm, it cannot be cool; if it is Gong, it cannot be Shang. Form must have a division;
the sound must belong. Therefore, forms are not the Big Form, and loud sounds are not
the Big Sound若溫也則不能矣，宮也則不能商矣。形必有所分，聲必有所屬，故象而形
者，非大象也；音而聲者，非大音也 (Laozi Zhi Lue, p. 195, see (Wang 1980))”. To have a
determination means to have some division, some bias, that is, to become a particular being
and unable to be in all existences. Therefore, in order to realize the perfect immanence
of Dao in all things, one has to resort to the perfect transcendence of it, i.e., one must
exclude from it the finite determinations of all things, so that while it dwells in all things
(“everywhere”), it does not become any of them (“nothing”). The passage goes on to deny
the applicability of a series of prepositions used to describe empirical things to Dao: Dao
is full of the universe, so it cannot be called high or low; Dao travels in all directions and
remains independent and unchanging, so it cannot be called by the name of long and
old. In this kind of general prescriptive layer by layer exclusion, step by step elimination,
Dao is progressively pushed away from the empirical world, its transcendence gradually
strengthened, becoming increasingly prominent and clear. And of course, the so-called
“weakening” or even “dissolving” are thus groundless. If we take these statements on the
transcendence of Dao seriously, those traditionally seen as “materialistic” claims should
be reconsidered. Since they cannot be taken as a direct negation of the reality of the
transcendent as denotation, it seems necessary to delineate different contexts and levels
of application for these two conflicting statements, so that they can be compatible and
adaptable to each other.

5. The Integration of “Dao Generates All Things” and “Self-Generation”: The
Theoretical End Point of the Theory of the “Supreme Nothing”

Up to this point, it can be said that Guo Xiang’s grasp of the transcendent “nothing”
as absolute negation and the specific way he chooses to articulate it are no different from
He Yan and Wang Bi’s tradition of Laozi-interpretation. However, the path that most easily
leads scholars to explain “nothing” by “non-existence” still lies in the recurrence in Guo’s
Zhuangzi Commentary on “Dao cannot generate anything” and the self-generation of things.
It is in these passages that Guo Xiang explicitly demonstrates his novel way of speaking: he
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avoids talking about the generation of Dao and focuses almost exclusively on the inability
of it. There are four typical commentaries of this kind in the text, and they are excerpted as
follows:

a. “Is there something else called ‘piping of heaven’? Since nothing is nothing, it can’t
generate something; if something doesn’t exist yet, it can’t generate others. Then who is
the creator? All things are self-generated. It is self-generated, not “I generate things”. If I
cannot generate things, and things cannot generate me, then I am self-so. If I am self-so,
it is called natural. It is only natural, not out of action.”夫天籟者，豈復別有一物哉？ . . .
. . . 無無矣，則不能生有；有之未生，又不能為生。然則生生者誰哉？塊然而自生耳。自
生耳，非我生也。我不能生物，物亦不能生我，則我自然矣。自己而然，則謂之天然。天

然耳，非為也。(a commentary to Zhuangzi, p. 26, see (Zhuangzi 1998)).
b. “How can nothing generate gods? Not to make the ghosts and gods become ghosts

and gods, but the ghosts and gods themselves have become ghosts and gods, this is the
making without making; not to give birth to heaven and earth, but heaven and earth
generate themselves, this is the generating without generating. It is impossible to let it
become a god. It can only become a god by itself. So what credit is there to take? “無也，
豈能生神哉？不神鬼帝而鬼帝自神，斯乃不神之神也；不生天地而天地自生，斯乃不生之

生也。故夫神之果不足以神，而不神則神矣，功何足有，事何足恃哉？(a commentary to
Zhuangzi, p. 145, see (Zhuangzi 1998)).

c. “Dao is impotent, and to attain something is to attain it by oneself. I have not
attained it yet, so I cannot attain it. Therefore, whoever attains it, externally, without the
help of Dao, internally, without the help of his ego, but suddenly attains it by himself and
changes alone.”道，無能也。此言得之於道，乃所以明其自得耳。自得耳，道不能使之得
也；我之未得，又不能為得也。然則凡得之者，外不資於道，內不由於己，掘然自得而獨

化也。 (ibid.).
d. “What precedes all things? We consider yin and yang to be prior to all things, but

yin and yang are also things, who is prior to yin and yang? I take nature to be prior to all
things, but nature is the self-so of the things. And I take the Supreme Dao to be prior to
all things, but the Supreme Dao is the Supreme Nothing, and since it is Nothing, how can
it be prior to things? In this way, who is prior to things? It seems that there is something,
but in fact there is not. This shows that all things are natural, and nothing makes them
so.”誰得先物者乎哉？吾以陰陽為先物，而陰陽者即所謂物耳。誰又先陰陽者乎？吾以自
然為先之，而自然即物之自爾耳。吾以至道為先之矣，而至道者乃至無也。以無矣，又奚

為先？然則先物者誰乎哉？而猶有物，無已。明物之自然，非有使然也。(a commentary
to Zhuangzi, p. 435, see (Zhuangzi 1998)).

The four paragraphs are very similar in structure, all of them inferring the “self-
generation” of things from the inability of Dao to generate them. Among them, paragraph c
directly refers to Dao as incompetent, while paragraphs b and d explicitly equate Dao with
“nothing” and “supreme nothing”, respectively. The reference to “nothing” in paragraph a
is slightly ambiguous: the phrase “if something doesn’t exist yet, it can’t generate others”
seems to mean both that non-existence cannot give rise to existence and that the absolutely
transcendent cannot give rise to existence. However, one must consider the fact that the
other three paragraphs, which are in the same framework as this one, are not concerned
with the question of whether non-existence can generate being, excluding the creator and
then affirming the “self-generation” in the counter-example of “Dao generates all things”.
This is also in line with the original context of the concept of the “piping of heaven”,
reflecting on the existence or not of the ultimate cause (怒者其誰, nu zhe qi shui), so the latter
should still be the case. In giving reasons for the inferred premise that “Dao cannot generate
things”, the texts in paragraphs a, b, and d coincidentally resort to the “nothingness” of
Dao.

As was discussed earlier, Guo Xiang’s concept of “nothing” in the context of Dao still
continues with the transcendent “nothing” of the Lao-Zhuang tradition, thus, the so-called
“inability” of Dao here shall be understood in the context of the absolute non-determinate
nature of the origin. Paragraph d, which is located under the sentence “what generates all
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things is not a thing”, is the most logically rigorous and perhaps the most helpful way to
understand the transcendent connotation of this negation. Here, Guo Xiang first sets up a
clear context for asking questions about “prior thing”, i.e., the metaphysical origin of all
existence, and gives yin and yang as the first possible answer to this question. However, it
is obvious that, as far as yin and yang are concerned, they are indeed more primitive than
the usual individual existents, but they are not yet free of the determinate nature of things
as things; therefore, although yin and yang can be regarded as an empirical cause of the
generation, they are not fit for being the ultimate origin of all things, and the basis of their
own existence can still be inquired into. It seems that whenever we still attribute the origin
of being to a certain being, the origin of this being will immediately be questioned again,
and the chain of questioning will thus be extended endlessly into an endlessly regressive
situation. In view of this, Guo Xiang follows the line of thought of Zhuangzi and pushes the
origin of being to “supreme nothing” as the negation of all existents: only that which is
“no-thing” can be free of the difficult question of “how did they come into being? “ Thus, it
stands truly in the realm of “unquestionable”不可致詰 (bu ke zhi jie, Laozi, p. 31, see (Wang
1980)).

However, new doubts follow: the words “origin” or “basis” are merely bad names
for this “supreme nothing”. The transcendent and absolute Dao has removed all determi-
nations, and thus cannot be placed in any possible relationship with beings: it cannot be
represented as an “actor” in relation to the “subjects”, as a “cause” in relation to what is
“born from it”, because all these rules only apply in the realm of the intelligible, only to
those existences that are distinct from each other and stand in relation to each other. Thus,
the paradox arises: “Since it is Nothing, how can it be prior to things? “ The transcendent
status of the “supreme nothing” as the origin deprives it of the possibility of being de-
scribed as the origin. The establishment of this “supreme nothing” as the ultimate ground
leads to the following consequence: in the empirical world to which everyday language
still applies, there is no being that can dominate the generation and change of all beings.
The “generative power” of Dao over all beings on the transcendent level is in fact the result
of the “making without making” and “generating without generating” in the empirical
world. It is ultimately realized as the “self-generation” of all beings without any external or
internal reason.

Rather than saying that such a way of thinking is beyond Wei-Jin Laozegetics, we
should say that it upholds and advances the principles of Wei-Jin Laozegetics at a deeper
level. It can be said that Guo Xiang’s practical intention of emphasizing that “nothing
cannot generate something” is indeed to preserve the spontaneity of the self-generation of
all things: however, in order to achieve this purpose, it is not Dao being the transcendent
basis of the generation that he wants to dissolve. Rather, it is some “supreme being” that
can influence all things as a “controller” or “enabler,” that is, to prevent any being from
moving toward the ultimate “nothing”. The latter is the threat to the spontaneity of all
things, while the former can only serve the function of “not blocking their origins” (不塞其
源, bu sei qi yuan) and “not forbidding their nature” (不禁其性, bu jin qi xing). In this regard,
we see that Guo Xiang returns to the theme of “non-action” in the Laozi tradition: “only
natural, not out of action”—the so-called natural generation of things, what is opposed is
precisely the so-called “action”, that is, the interference and manipulation of some alien
being, some external enabler, in the generative process of things.

From this point of view, Guo Xiang rejects all the ways of speaking in Zhuangzi that
are more substantive and may lead scholars to mistake “nothing” of transcendence for
“something” of reality: “We start to search for the trace of the true master, but we cannot
get it. This shows that all things are natural, and nothing makes them so” 起索宰之
眹，而亦終不得，則明物皆自然，無使物然也 (Zhuangzi 1998, p. 29), “Therefore, the
creator of things is not a creator, and things are self-generated, self-generated without any
dependence” (“故造物者無主，而物各自造，物各自造而無所待焉”, ibid.). It can be seen
that in this process of constantly criticizing the way of treating something as the common
master of all things, and constantly and strictly stripping existence and solidity from Dao,
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the transcendent character of Dao as the “supreme nothing” is actually constantly being
purified and strengthened. The use of metaphors such as “the true master” and “the
creator” in Zhuangzi certainly does not seriously undermine its meaning of the piping of
heaven of the self-so, and Wang Bi’s usual use of a series of phrases such as “the master of
all things” (品物之宗主, pin wu zhi zong zhu) does not affect his definition of Dao as “not
against nature”, but in its terminological construction itself, it is undoubtedly not entirely
free of the practice of “analogizing” the transcendent to the object of experience. It still
bears some traces of what Pang calls the “seemingly absent but actually present” master
(Pang 1996), and is therefore not as appropriate as the extreme abstraction of the “supreme
nothing”.

Nevertheless, by repeatedly portraying the generative function of Dao in an emphatic
tone as “reliance” (因, yin) and “following” (任, ren) on the self-generation of things, and
even as a fundamental “non-function” (無功, wu gong), Wang Bi has approached Guo
Xiang’s position in many paragraphs. If one strips away the contexts in which he explicitly
establishes Dao as master, it is difficult to distinguish the following statements of Wang
Bi from those traditionally considered “materialistic” by Guo Xiang above: “By all things
there is the use, and works are accomplished by them”因物而用，功自彼成 (a commentary
to Laozi, p. 7, see (Wang 1980)), “between heaven and earth, unrestrainedly following
the nature of all things” 天地之間，蕩然任自然 (a commentary to Laozi, p. 14, ibid.),
“things grow and complete themselves, and this is not accomplished under my mastery”
物自長足，不吾宰成 (a commentary to Laozi, p. 24, ibid.); the third sentence even has a
similar tone to Guo Xiang’s, denying the dominant role of Dao. Similarly, when Wang Bi
emphasizes that “nature is sufficient in itself, and action destroys it”自然已足，為則敗之
(a commentary to Laozi, p. 6, ibid.), he clearly does not attribute the generative function of
Dao to such an alien action imposed by the Other, but rather treats Dao as the reciprocal
expression of the natural process itself at the transcendental level: in this regard, Dao has
no real determinant or driving force for anything, because all “action” relations already
presuppose two objects external to each other. If we conclude that such statements by Wang
Bi are not contradictory to his affirmation of the transcendence of Dao, but are part of a
unified conception of the relation between Dao and things, and therefore do not need to
be considered “materialistic”, the same should be true for Guo Xiang, for his statements,
which take into account both Dao and all things, do not actually change the structure of
the system in any fundamental way, but only emphasize the “self” aspect in a somewhat
stronger tone.

In a word, it is through these paradoxical words that Guo Xiang pushes the absolute
transcendence of Dao to the center of consciousness in an unprecedentedly extreme way:
starting from the principle of Laozi’s “Dao follows nature” and Zhuangzi’s “what generates
all things is not a thing”, the relationship between the absolute origin and all things cannot
be conceived as any relationship between things that move and thus depend on each
other. This origin transcends the realm of all existents absolutely, i.e., it becomes a “no-
thing” at this level, and in this sense absolutely “different” from all things: “the Supreme
is not limited by beingness” 夫至極者，非物所制 (a commentary to Zhuangzi, p. 369,
see (Zhuangzi 1998)). However, the category of “difference” itself is derived from the
comparison of the determinations of things, and the non-determinate transcendent thus
cannot have any boundary or distinction with all things. The extreme transcendence of the
creator thus leads to its extreme immanence: “What generates all things is nothing, and
where is the boundary? 物物者竟無物也，際其安在乎 (a commentary to Zhuangzi, p. 430,
ibid.). In the words of Cheng Xuanying, who thinks Dao and things are not one and not
different, it can be said that the former topic is “Dao and things are not one”, while the latter
topic is “Dao and things are not different”. Both of them make the paradoxical character
of Dao as “both transcendent and immanent” clear, in the negations of the categories
“sameness” and “difference”.

In this regard, Ziporyn comes very close to the conclusion we have reached here when
he points out that Guo Xiang converges things on themselves through an extreme emphasis



Religions 2022, 13, 593

on their individuality, thus moving towards the affirmation of all empirical facts in an
“unprincipled” manner, thus eliminating the possibility of asking for any external purpose
or “why” of the facts (Ziporyn 2010). The difference is that we believe that Guo Xiang’s
text at the same time does not avoid constructing transcendence in a non-ironic sense: Dao
is admittedly a sort of paradoxical “why without a why” or “principle without principle”,
but this does not mean that there is really a lack of why or principle, but rather that it is
beyond the realm of some existing principle, and this transcendence has always been an
indispensable context for Guo Xiang’s inference of his theory of self-generation. In terms
of its intelligible ultimate manifestation in the empirical world, which can be legitimately
expressed in language, Dao certainly behaves as a kind of “non-principle” or “non-cause”,
but in its own right it remains a kind of “super-principle” or “super-cause”. Rather than
deriving the legitimacy of such descriptions as “self-generation” or “self-so” from the
incapacity of Dao itself, it derives simply from the inability of human language to describe
something beyond “objects” or beyond existing “relations”.

Accordingly, we can understand “Dao generates things” as an expression of the tran-
scendent side of Dao and “the self-generation of things” as an expression of the immanent
side of Dao in the sense that Dao is never the same as all things; the creation of all things is
always based on it, and in the sense that there is no division between Dao and all things;
all things do not have a mover and shaker outside of themselves: “That boundless thing,
though called the creator, actually only shows the self-generation of things”不際者，雖
有物物之名，直明物之自物 (a commentary to Zhuangzi, p. 430, see (Zhuangzi 1998)). The
discussion of “relation” of Dao and things is thus tantamount to the exclusion of categories
of empirical relation. When scholars reckon that Dao in Guo Xiang’s context is “incom-
petent” based on the denotation of the text alone, they confuse Guo Xiang’s abolition of
some “supreme being” with the abolition of the absolutely transcendent Dao itself, and
confuse the “causality” between Dao and things out of the bad name “causality” with the
causality between things. In fact, there is a strict boundary between the relation of things
and “relation” of Dao and things in the exact sense. The latter, as the origin and beginning
that always defines the former, naturally cannot be described in a way that is appropriate
to the representation of the things it generates. This difference is both ontological and
hermeneutic: In the case of the former, transcendence and immanence constitute two
mutually bounded and irreducible sides of the same coin. In the case of the latter, this
two-faced way of describing them exists not because they are trying to explain different
facts or processes but because such a dichotomy is necessitated by the limitations of the
concept and language from the point of view of human beings as observer and describer.
From the point of view of fact itself, the assertion “Dao generates things” and the assertion
“things generate themselves” are undoubtedly the same thing, and neither the transcendent
nor the immanent side has a special status here. They are in fact equivalent to each other,
but they are not alternative to each other in terms of formulation, for only by virtue of
their complementarity can the essence of the relation between Dao and things be revealed
conceptually without bias, so that we neither diminish Dao to the notion of some actual
external dominator nor arbitrarily identify individual things in the empirical world as the
only reality.

We can thus review the intellectual historical narrative mentioned in Section 2, ac-
cording to which Guo Xiang replaced Wang Bi’s transcendental and generative Dao with
the abstract and empty “supreme nothing”, thus eliminating some residual cosmogenic
tendencies in the latter’s thought, i.e., denying that the universe has a temporal or external
beginning, thus obtaining a more purified ontology. We may admit that, due to the ambigu-
ity of his formulation, it is not impossible that there are some so-called cosmogenic residues
in Wang Bi, even if the propositions on which Yu and Lu rely to identify these residues,
most typically “being is born of nothing”有生於無 (Lu 1996; Yu 2004), are also open to
ontological interpretation.6 The question now, however, is as follows: can we conceive of
Dao as a beginning only in the cosmogenic sense? According to the previous discussion,
Guo Xiang’s expressions such as “no height in the high things” and “no oldness in the
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old things” should be interpreted as an explanation of a kind of transcendence that is not
limited by space and time. Such an origin has only the purest sense of logical dependence,
its “generation” is not in space and time, nor is it “external” to anything in a relative sense,
so that even the empirical word “generation” can no longer be applied to it. In light of this,
the risk that Yu asserts, that recognizing a transcendent “nothing” as the ultimate ground
could easily slip into some kind of “theological teleology”, does not exist because such
a Dao likewise does not act as “another” being and would impose any constraints and
regulations on other beings, and thus would not have any nameable, intelligible purpose—
other than the unrestrained movement of all things that we can observe in the empirical
world (Yu 2004). Consequently, such risk only exists in terms: the mere mention of the
names “origin”, “creator”, “foundation”, etc. inevitably suggests a theological possibility.
However, isolated terms do not have definite meanings themselves. Their actual meanings
can only be clarified in a complete theoretical system. The repeated emphasis by Wang
Bi and especially Guo Xiang on the aspect of the spontaneous movement of things has
sufficiently eliminated the possibility of misinterpreting Dao as some kind of teleological
God (including, but not limited to, a personal God in the Christian sense, who instituted
the works of salvation and will judge man at the end of the world). It is hard to imagine
that anyone who has truly understood their doctrine would still be obsessed with limiting
this unrestrained, lively freedom of things by some predetermined pattern and path.

In short, it seems that the transition from cosmogenesis to ontology need not require
the abolition of the absolute origin in the logical sense, and we can maintain that Guo Xiang
purified Wang Bi’s ontology while claiming that he did not pay the price of abolishing the
origin, but continued Wang Bi’s approach and stripped the origin of its substantiality and
spatio-temporal determinations in a more explicit tone (i.e., the quotations at the beginning
of this section show a literal denial of the creator), thus making Dao a “true” origin in
a purely ontological sense—and where the text itself allows for the latter interpretation,
claiming the former would obviously attach more unnecessary presuppositions to our
inference of a possible continuity between Wang Bi and Guo Xiang. In line with this
attempt to preserve coherence to a greater extent, if Liu Xiaogan and Wang Zhongjiang’s
so-called all-encompassing “reverse interpretation” (逆向詮釋) or “reversal” of the original
Zhuangzi text by Guo Xiang’s commentary, in contrast to the positive interpretation and
development made by Wang Bi, who follows the logic of the line of Laozi, constitutes a
“strong assertion” of the difference between Zhuangzi and Guo Xiang (Liu 2009; Wang 1993),
then what we advocate here is a somewhat weaker—at least only in terms of ontology,
leaving aside other dimensions such as epistemology, political philosophy, and so on—
interpretation, i. e., there is no fundamental divergence between the positions of Guo
Xiang and earlier Daoist metaphysics, but rather a difference in formulation and emphasis,
and the consequent as an explicit exclusion of an underlying substantivist interpretation:
by literally deconstructing the discourse of the creator in Zhuangzi through a bold and
radical interpretive strategy, Guo Xiang perhaps reveals more clearly the essence of the
metaphysical system that earlier Daoists tried to build up from the front and the opposite
side.

6. Conclusions

At the end of this paper, let us review the traditional understanding of Guo Xiang’s
“nothing”: the reason why scholars so overwhelmingly agree with the interpretation of
“nothing” as “non-existence” is due to the fact that Guo Xiang’s theory of self-generation is
unthinkingly tied to the absence of Dao. Since the establishment of the origin necessarily
implies that there is something to generate and dominate all things, then the rejection of
the origin is a necessary condition for the establishment of self-generation. It is not difficult
to find that this way of thinking is also present in the heated debates in recent years around
the meaning of “Dao follows nature” in Laozi: either to insist on the original status of Dao
and to weaken the nature of things (or to directly follow the way of He Shang Gong’s
interpretation: “the nature of Dao is natural and it follows nothing”, treating Dao as the
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subject of the word zi ran, 自然), or the nature of things is strongly spoken of and the
generative function of Dao as the origin is downplayed (Luo 2020; Wang 2018; Wang 2020;
Yin 2019). In this regard, Guo Xiang’s effort to bridge “Dao generates things” and “self-
generation” by means of the “nothingness” of Dao leads to a new way of thinking: in the
Laozegetics of the Wei and Jin Dynasties, the two may not be opposites. Is it indisputable
that Dao’s work of nurturing all things and the natural generation of all things without any
cause and control constitute two opposite ends of the same axis, so that the prominence
of one side must be “sacrificed” to the other side as the “price”? At least in the mode
of the Dao–things relation reconstructed by Guo Xiang through the concept of “supreme
nothing”, we find that this way of thought, which seems to be the logical one in intellectual
discourse, suffers a fundamental reversal. We cannot talk about immanence here apart from
transcendence, and vice versa, because the one that is omnipresent can only be transcendent
(otherwise it would be limited as a special something), and the transcendent is necessarily
immanent (otherwise it would be in some kind of differential relationship with beings, and
therefore not really transcendent). The establishment of “nature” or “self-generation” of all
things would not be detrimental to the ultimate original status of Dao, but it is precisely
when “nature” and “self-generation” are not guaranteed that this original status is not
achieved, because in this case Dao is already reduced to the status of a “creator”, “master
of things”, and so on, i.e., as an agent against all things. This will undoubtedly make its
transcendent character as the origin disappear. In other words, it is not the absolutely
transcendent Dao that damages the self-sufficiency of things, but the “supreme being” that
is misconceived as the “creator” and the “true master” and therefore not transcendent
enough.

That being said, we need to respond to the possible challenge that Guo Xiang never
uses the terms “creator” or “master” in a transcendental sense, and is content to deny their
legitimacy in the empirical use of language. If that is the case, is it possible to imagine that
Guo Xiang merely retains some formal reality of the transcendent and at the same time
completely deprives it of its function as the origin? In short, is the transcendent nature of
Dao separable from its generative function? This separation does not correspond to Guo
Xiang’s thought. When he tries to define the connotation of the concept of Dao directly, he
asserts: “All things go by it. Therefore, we tentatively name it by the term ’Dao”’物所由
而行，故假名之曰道 (a commentary to Zhuangzi, 517, see (Zhuangzi 1998)). As discussed
in Section 3 of this paper, although Wang Bi argues that the indeterminate transcendent
cannot be grasped by determinate language in its essence, he nevertheless approves of our
describing it as “Dao” through its foundational role for all things as a matter of expediency.
In this sense, “Dao” can be regarded as a name created for expediency, or a “false name”(假
名, jia ming). Guo Xiang’s practice of prescribing Dao “by which (or what)” is obviously a
direct continuation of the practice of Wang Bi and other earlier Daoists, in which the name
“Dao” is given only because it is a representation of a certain groundness, indicating the
metaphysical dependence of all things on Dao. In this regard, the transcendence of Dao is
not independent of its generative function, but rather derives only from further reflection
and inference based on its generator status, and is thus dependent on this basic function,
and Guo Xiang’s definition continues this line of thought.

Thus, although Guo Xiang strictly confines the names “creator” and “master” to the
empirical world and excludes them—as mentioned earlier, his motive should be understood
as a caution against the overly substantialized, object-oriented connotations implied by
these terms—he does not fundamentally dismantle the original role of the transcendent
in the Daoist tradition. Accordingly, when Guo Xiang declares that “Dao does not block
that by which they are as they are, so that all things go by themselves”道不塞其所由,則
萬物自得其行矣 (a commentary to Zhuangzi, p. 233, see (Zhuangzi 1998)), he is almost
literally repeating the expression in Wang Bi’s commentary on Laozi: “Dao does not block
their origins, so that all things are self-generated, and what merit has Dao?”不塞其源,則物
自生,何功之有? (a commentary to Laozi, p. 24, see (Wang 1980)). While the transcendent
causality of Dao is evidenced by and implemented through the negation of all empirical
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causality, it does not mean that the former is superfluous and useless, because in the idea
of constructing Dao-thing structure, the establishment of the latter always depends on
the former: if Dao is not established as the absolute transcendent from its original status,
thus depriving all concrete beings of the right to be the ultimate master of all things, the
self-generation of all things as a result of this theory becomes impossible. That is, the
empirical spontaneity of beings cannot be established by itself, but only paradoxically
through a transcendent ”generator”. When Wang Jiangsong claims that Guo Xiang regards
the world itself as the Absolute through the multiplicity of beings and transformations
(Wang 2008), he seems to ignore the first half of the complete reasoning scattered in Guo
Xiang’s commentaries, which are unstressed yet indispensable, and directly concludes that
the self-generation thesis is self-sufficient.

Such a transcendence, established through the concept of ”nothing”, based on a
fundamental distinction between the metaphysical and the empirical levels, does not
constitute any contradiction with the ”small Daos” of Wang Bi in the sense of Ziporyn,
which function specifically in individual things, or with the “li” of Guo Xiang as a total
recognition of the actual, given state of the Self of beings (Ziporyn 2010), but only gives
the premise from which the ontological commitments behind this immanence can be
deduced, and thus completes it. As mentioned earlier, especially for Guo Xiang, each
thing is absolutely unique at each moment; it is just so, without any possibility of being
asked “why”, and this is where li lies, but the fact that the Self is recognized to such a
radical extent depends precisely on the “existing without things” of Dao, which refuses to
be reduced to some objective external cause or purpose, and thus does not constitute any
destruction of the self-sufficiency and completeness of things as they are. From this point
of view, if Ziporyn’s claimed further polarization of the emphasis on the particularity of
things from Wang Bi to Guo Xiang (for whom the so-called “principle” is so specific that
it ceases to be a principle at all and is nothing more than the whole fact of the existence
and transformation of things) is valid, if this is true, then the basis for the possibility of
such a transformation may lie precisely in the fact that the tendency to understand the
“generating without generating” of Dao as the role of some actual “principle” is further
weakened by the increased transcendence of the concept of Dao as “supreme nothing”.

Thus, it can be said that the “real meaning” of the theme “Dao generates things” can
only be revealed with the complement of “the self-generation of things”, without being
reduced to a controller as an entity. Conversely, “the self-generation of things” can only
be accepted as the logical conclusion and theoretical interest of “Dao generates things”,
so that it does not fall for limiting the gaze within the empirical world and denying the
ultimate cause. In Guo Xiang’s theory—even in the preparatory form of this doctrine by
Wang Bi and Laozi—as two conclusions derived from the absolute transcendence of Dao,
there is no absolute distinction between Dao and the nature of things. “On the contrary, the
two seemingly contradictory ends form an inseparable twist in the mutual fulfillment and
realization of each other, which can be said to “have the same origin with different names””
(同出而異名): it is when the absolute transcendence of Dao is pushed to its extreme that
the absolute spontaneity of all things can be released to its extreme, and vice versa.
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Notes

1 When speaking of “causality” here, it is certainly not necessary to limit its use to a specific Aristotelian taxonomic context, but
rather it is a general expression of the dependence of all things on their ground, Dao, which is the logical condition for the
existence and transformation of the former, as laid down in Daoist metaphysics.

2 Other scholars have not failed to reflect on the earlier paradigm. Ziporyn, for example, has criticized the interpretation by Tang
Yijie and others that attributes the existence of things to some ground of being within things, arguing that this essence-existence
distinction does not apply in Guo Xiang’s case (Ziporyn 2010). However, when he analyzes Guo Xiang’s theory of causality and
the reflection on the creator based on it in another work, his distinction between the different meanings of “Nothing” in the
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context of Wang Bi and Guo Xiang still seems to follow the usual practice of the predecessors: “As for anything other than such
being, the completely indeterminate Non-Being of Wang Bi, this is for Guo truly nothing, a cipher that can do nothing.” (Ziporyn
2003). It is still possible to identify the transformation of the meaning of “nothing” here: the term “nothing” in Wang Bi’s sense
is withdrawn from its status as the ultimate cause as the creator in Guo Xiang. In a world constituted by the self-generation
and self-transformation of finite entities, the formless origin is inevitably dissolved into a purely impotent nothing. This also
influences his comments on the relationship of succession between Guo Xiang and Xiang Xiu, where a certain remnant of the
creator that still remains in the latter is made clear in the former (Ziporyn 2003).

3 As the author has illustrated„ the distinction between Buddhism and Daoism on the basis of their basic positions, nidāna (因緣)
and “nature”, originated in Zhen Luan‘s (甄鸞) Laughing at Daoism (笑道論). The Mahayana view of emptiness asserts that all
false “existences” arise from the aggregation and separation of nidāna, denying on the one hand the existence of beings that
are not dependent on any conditions, and on the other hand denying any nature that is innate and abiding. In this regard, Guo
Xiang and his successor Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) are still indisputably subordinate to the traditional Daoist model of nature and
natural self-generation, and there is a great irreconcilable tension with the Buddhist model of nidāna (Gao 2020).

4 It is worth noting that such an approach to the determination of the origin of all things, although it seems to have a certain
apparent homogeneity with the “cosmological proof” of the existence of God in scholastic philosophy, i.e., both are based on
a continuous tracing of the first cause, has fundamental differences in its purpose, thinking, and conclusions. In the classic
formulation of Thomas Aquinas, for example, he aims to “prove” the existence of the origin in a way that is accessible to natural
human reason, so that he: 1. has to resort to the Aristotelian assumption that “the chain of cause and effect has an end”, and
2. the object of proof is God as “the most perfect Being”, which, although eternal and infinite, is still grasped by human reason in
the form of understanding and inference of beingness, and thus remains substantive, which also leaves room for God’s specific
domination and arrangement of the world (for an overview of Aquinas’s doctrine, see (Boeder 1970). In contrast, Daoism does
not, in the first place, presuppose an object to be “proved”; its reflections are based on an open inquiry into the origin of empirical
things. More importantly, Daoism is not satisfied with the introduction of some self-caused being because it presupposes a
real end to the chain of cause and effect, but rather denies the possibility of any being as an end, starting from the infinity of
the chain. From this, the critique of the proof of God’s existence based on the possibility of “infinite regress” does not apply
equally to Daoism, because the derivation of “nothing” as the origin does not assume some original being that is not open to
questioning. “Nothing” is absolutely different from being, and therefore is not open to questioning in its own right, as being is.
The consequence that becomes the end can only be some “non-ending end”, that is, “nothing” or “non-being”. The consequence
inferred by Daoism is not the “most perfect being” at all, but something fundamentally different from all beings, which has no
similarity with anything in what Aquinas calls the analogia entis and therefore cannot be grasped by human reason in the way
that human reason is accustomed to grasping real objects. As we shall see in what follows, this distinction between “being” and
“nothing” is not merely a conceptual game, but leads, in the further development of each, to a very different understanding
of how all things go: for Daoism, the universe cannot be dominated and orchestrated by any willed subject (such a subject
is determinate and thus can only be a being), and is not closed to some teleological end. It is the “nothingness” of Dao that
guarantees the possibility of spontaneous generation and transformation of all things in a completely free and open manner.

5 This lost text was originally recorded in Li Lin’s (李霖) Collection of Good Commentaries to Laozi (道德真經取善集) of the Jin Dynasty,
and is quoted here in accordance with the compilation by Tang Yijie in the appendix of his Guo Xiang yu Wei Jin xuanxue郭象與魏
晉玄學 (Guo Xiang and the Wei-Jin Neo-Daoism).

6 On this verse of Laozi, Wang Bi made the following commentary: “All things in the world come into being by virtue of being, and
being has nothing as its root, so if one wants to make being complete, one must return to nothing”. This formulation of the origin
or the ground is so vague in its wording that we cannot determine whether it states a temporal or logical relationship, or both.
When scholars such as Wang Jiangsong claim that the philosophies of Laozi and Zhuangzi are “typically ontological” and Guo
Xiang does not recognize “the ontological nothingness of Laozi, Zhuangzi, He, and Wang” (Wang 2008), he undoubtedly takes
Wang Bi‘s “nothing” as a logical rather than a spatio-temporal starting point.
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Structure and Meaning in the Interpretation of the Laozi:
Cheng Xuanying’s Hermeneutic Toolkit and His Interpretation
of Dao as a Compassionate Savior

Friederike Assandri
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Abstract: Cheng Xuanying’s Expository Commentary to the Daode jing presents the Laozi as the origin
of Daoism—a Daoism which, by his time in the seventh century, included many beliefs and concepts
coopted from Buddhism. The commentary is representative of chongxuan xue (Twofold Mystery
philosophy), which is characterized by the integration of Buddhist concepts and methods into
the interpretation of the Laozi. Taking the integration of the Buddhist concept of the bodhisattva
as universal savior of limitless compassion, this paper investigates the “why” and “how” of this
cooption. The question of why Cheng Xuanying wanted to read the Daode jing as a testimony to
Laozi and Dao being a compassionate, universal savior is addressed with a contextualization of the
commentary in its time and location: early Tang Chang’an. Next, the paper discusses, in detail, the
hermeneutic tools Cheng Xuanying used to achieve his reading. Cheng Xuanying integrated his
commentary and the original text of the Laozi in a complex structure, combining the kepan technique,
interlinear interpretation, and added structuring comments, in addition to what might be termed
“strategic citations”. This paper analyzes how he worked with these means to construct arguments
and specific readings of the Laozi.

Keywords: Twofold Mystery; chongxuan xue; Cheng Xuanying; kepan; Daode jing; Laozi; Tang dynasty
Daoism; universal salvation

1. Introduction: A New Reading of the Laozi

The Daoist Cheng Xuanying成玄英, who was invited in 631 by emperor Taizong太宗
(r. 627–49) to come to live in the capital of the Tang, presented an Expository Commentary
to the Daode jing (Daode jing yishu道德經義疏) to emperor Taizong in 637 CE.1

This commentary presents the Laozi 老子 as the origin of Daoism—of the ancient
philosophy as much as of the contemporary Daoism of the seventh century, with all its
comparatively recently integrated beliefs and concepts, many of which were coopted from
Buddhism. The commentary is a prime example of chongxuan xue重玄學 (Twofold Mystery
philosophy), typical for early Tang dynasty Daoist texts. Twofold Mystery philosophy’s
most salient feature is the integration of Buddhist concepts and methods into the interpre-
tation of the Laozi. This paper takes the cooption of the bodhisattva concept, the conception
of a universal, compassionate savior, as an example to analyze the “why” and “how” of
this cooption.

Cheng Xuanying integrated his commentary and the original text of the Laozi in a
complex structure, combining the kepan科判 technique, known primarily from Buddhist
exegesis, with detailed, word-by-word interpretation, and added structural comments,
in addition to what might be termed “strategic citations”. He, thus, operated a very
sophisticated hermeneutical toolkit, and this paper endeavors to show how he worked
with these means to construct arguments and specific readings of the Laozi.

To begin, a juxtaposition of Cheng Xuanying’s interpretation of the term “mother”
in the first chapter of the Daode jing with that of two prominent precursors, Heshang
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gong河上公 (second century CE) and Wang Bi王弼 (226–49), illustrates the novelty of his
interpretation of the Daode jing:

The second verse of the first chapter of the Daode jing says:

無名天地之始without name, the beginning of heaven and earth,

有名萬物之母 having a name, the mother of the myriad things/beings.

The Heshang gong commentary reads the sentence in the light of cosmogenesis, interpreting
the term “mother” as a metaphor for the generating aspect of qi, which mediates between
the formlessness of Dao (the Way) and the materiality of the things or beings.

“The nameless” refers to ‘the Way.’ The Way is formless and therefore unnamable.
“The beginning of Heaven and Earth” means that the Way emits qi and unfolds
transformations from its empty void. It is the root beginning of Heaven and
Earth. “The named” refers to ‘Heaven and Earth.’ Heaven and Earth have form
and position, yin and yang, soft and hard. Thus, they are named. “The mother
of the myriad beings” means that the qi contained within Heaven and Earth
generates the myriad beings and helps them grow to maturity like a mother
raising her young”. (Tadd 2013, pp. 448–49, Wang 1993, p. 2)

The celebrated Xuanxue scholar Wang Bi read the sentence as an epistemological
explanation of the ontological nature of Dao as the ineffable origin and as that which
generates all being. Explaining the necessity for Dao to be ‘no-thing’ as a precondition
to be able to generate all things, he interpreted the term “mother” as a description of the
generative aspect of Dao:

Generally speaking, Entity all begins in negativity [wu]. That is why it [the Way]
will be at a time when there are neither shapes nor names, the beginning of the
ten thousand kinds of entities.2 [And]3 when it comes to a time when there are
shapes and names, that which [according to Laozi 51.3]’lets the ten thousand
kinds of entities grow, and nurtures them, specifies them, and completes them’;
[in short], it will be their mother. This means the Way begins and completes the
ten thousand kinds of entities by means of its featurelessness and namelessness.
That the ten thousand entities are begun by it [the Way] and completed by it [the
Way] but that they do not know that through which these [two, their beginning
and completion] come to be as they are [its aspect of being] Dark and Dark again.
(Wagner 2003, p. 121)

Cheng Xuanying (seventh century) did not dwell on the generative aspects implied
in the term “mother” in the light of the cosmogonic function or ontological nature of Dao.
Instead, he read the sentence in the light of soteriological concerns, as an explanation of
how the sage (Laozi) explains the nameless origin in order to save the beings by helping
them to return to this origin. The term “mother” becomes, here the epitome of compassion.

“The Dao of Twofold Mystery has its origin in the nameless. From the origin,
it descends to the [manifest] traces. This is how the names arise. Therefore,
when the sage establishes ‘that which has a name’ on the basis of ‘that which is
without name,’ and when he relies on ‘that which has a name’ to demonstrate
’that which is without name,’ he just wishes to raise the sentient beings like [his
own] children, and see to it that they return to the origin. Compassionate and
nourishing–it is like motherhood”. (Assandri 2021a, p. 41; cf. Meng 2001, p. 376;
Xiong and Chen 2011, p. 287c)

This reading of the first chapter of the Daode jing sets the tone for an interpretation,
where compassion for all beings becomes one of the major characteristics of the Dao and
the sage. Rather than generating the beings—although this theme is not lost to Cheng
Xuanying either—they want to save them.

This constitutes a noteworthy shift of meaning in the interpretation of the Daode jing,
and this paper will inquire into the “why” and “how” of this shift with a discussion of
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context and an analysis of literary and rhetorical devices and their effects on the formation
of arguments.

2. Context: Emperors, Gods, and Religious Teachings in Seventh-Century Chang’an

2.1. Laozi and the Tang Rulers

The first emperor of the Tang dynasty, Gaozu高祖 (r. 618–26), claimed Laozi, whose
family name was said to be Li李, like that of the ruling family of the Tang, was the imperial
ancestor.4 Having Laozi as ancestor-cum-protection-deity “had the effect of merging the
imperial ancestral cult with popular Laozi worship” (Verellen 2019, p. 219), and, thus,
Daoism gained much importance in the standing of the three teachings at court. Gaozu’s
son and successor, emperor Taizong, confirmed the promotion of Daoism as the first
teaching of the Tang and the myth of his family’s descent from Laozi in an edict in 637.5

Buddhists in the capital attacked this edict immediately, arguing that Laozi had
actually not founded any schools or raised disciples, and contemporary Tang Daoism had
nothing to do with Laozi but adhered to teachings developed much later, after the Han and
during the Jin dynasty.6 While the protests were of no avail, the episode underscores the
lively competition between Buddhists and Daoists in the Tang capital, which centered on
Laozi, author of the Daode jing, deity of Daoism, and claimed ancestor of the Tang emperors.

2.2. Yuanshi Tianzun and Early Medieval Daoism in Chang’an

The Buddhists claiming contemporary Daoism had little to do with Laozi because it
promoted teachings that arose much later had reasons for their claim. Even the secular
scholars who authored the bibliographic treatise of the official history of the Sui dynasty7

introduced their treatise on Daoism with the statement that Yuanshi Tianzun元始天尊, the
Heavenly Worthy of Primordial Commencement, is the main deity of Daoism. Taishang
Laojun太上老君, the deified Laozi, appears only among a group of secondary deities. The
Daode jing is not mentioned as a sacred scripture of Daoism but is listed in chapter 33 as
one of the texts of the philosophical Masters (zi子).8

The Daoist scriptures say that there is the Heavenly Worthy of Primordial Com-
mencement (Yuanshi Tianzun), who was born before the Great Beginning (Taiyuan
太元), endowed with the qi of the self-so, indifferent to fame and gain, silent and
still, dignified and profoundly remote,9 nobody knows his limits. What [the
scriptures] say about the destruction of Heaven and Earth when numerous kalpa
cycles finish is overall the same as what the Buddhist scriptures say. They assume
that the substance/body of the Heavenly Worthy [of Primordial Commencement]
exists forever and does not perish. Every time when Heaven and Earth begin
anew, either above Jade Capitol, or in the fields of Qiongsang窮桑 [the son of the
Yellow emperor, also called Shaohao少昊], [the Heavenly Worthy] transmits the
secret Dao and this is called the saving of humanity at the beginning of a kalpa.
Since the beginnings of kalpas were more than one, there are the year designa-
tions of Yankang, Chiming, Longhan and Kaihuang. Between these kalpas pass
41 billion (yi億) years.

Those who are saved are all the highest ranks of the transcendents (immortals) of
all heavens, there is Taishang Laojun (太上老君), Taishang Zhangren (太上丈人),
Tianzhen Huangren (天真皇人), the emperors of the five Heavens (五方天帝) and
all the immortal officials (仙官), in turns they all receive [the secret Dao]. People
from this world have no part in this.

The Scriptures which [Yuanshi Tianzun] preaches are also endowed with the qi
of the Original One, they exist naturally so, they are not created, and like the
Heavenly Worthy [of Primordial Commencement] they exist eternally and do not
perish. [ . . . ] When heaven and earth are not [in danger of] destruction, [these
scriptures] are concealed and not transmitted. When a kalpa cycle begins, these
scripts become by themselves visible. All together there are eight characters, they
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all fully contain the profundity of the substance of Dao; these are called Heavenly
Writ. Each character is one zhang (ca. 3 m.) square, shimmering in all directions,
brilliant and radiating, stunning the mind and dazzling the eyes [ . . . ].10

The emphasis on Yuanshi Tianzun as the highest deity of Daoism and sacred scriptures
appearing in the sky points to the southern Sandong三洞11 Daoism, specifically, to the
Lingbao 靈寶 scriptures. This secular text from early Tang Chang’an underscores that
Daoism in the capital Chang’an proposed a version of “integrated Daoism” that strongly
relied on texts and practices from the southern Sandong tradition rather than on texts and
practices related to Laozi.

The southern Jiangnan area was a hotbed of formation, interaction, and complex
developments of Daoism and Buddhism during the time of the divided empire.12 As of
the early fourth century, different traditions of Daoism, including local southern Daoist
traditions and Heavenly Masters who had arrived there only recently, and Buddhism
became popular with the elites active at the courts at Nanjing. The co-existence of these
religious groups in the region was characterized by complex social, political, and religious
competition, which eventually led to the appearance of two important Daoist scriptural
corpora, the Shangqing上清 scriptures (364–70 CE) and the Lingbao靈寶 scriptures (ca.
400 CE).13

Both the Shangqing and Lingbao scriptures appeared as “newly revealed” scriptures
and, as such, needed a position in the complex field of existing religious scriptures and
traditions. It seems that the main legitimation of the new texts rested on their claims of
having originated from higher heavens and correspondingly higher deities than those
previously known to the world.14 These new higher deities, most conspicuously the highest
deity of the Lingbao scriptures, Yuanshi Tianzun, soon outranked Laozi.

As of the fifth century, Daoist masters began to integrate the different practices and
scriptures of the Jiangnan area into what came to be called Sandong Daoism. The Lingbao
scriptures and rituals remained of utmost importance in this integration; “the Great Liturgy
of Lingbao codified by Lu Xiujing became the Daoist ritual standard for the Tang and
beyond” (Verellen 2019, p. 223).

2.3. Laozi and Daoist Teachings of Compassion and Universal Salvation

The development of Daoism in the early medieval period went hand in hand with
intensifying competition with Buddhism; the interaction comprised of both polemics and
cooptions.15 Mahayana Buddhist concepts of universal salvation and the bodhisattva as
a compassionate savior seem to have been among the most attractive concepts; in fact,
the Daoist Lingbao scriptures incorporate the ideal of the compassionate bodhisattva and
the concept of universal salvation.16 The results were so successful that the importance
of the Lingbao scriptures soon eclipsed that of other Daoist traditions and scriptures
(Bokenkamp 1983, p. 448).

The bodhisattva concept and the ideal of universal salvation and limitless compassion
were not limited to Buddhist and Daoist soteriological discourses; they also entered political
discourse. Thus, emperor Wu of the Liang梁武帝 (r. 502–49) used the bodhisattva concept
very successfully to boost his own legitimacy and prestige (Janousch 1999, 2016).

The first chapter of the popular Daoist Benji jing本際經, written in the early seventh
century in Chang’an, sees the deity Yuanshi Tianzun preaching universal salvation and
compassion as a means for the emperor to rule and bring peace and prosperity to the state.17

Thus, we have many indications that Daoism in Chang’an in the early seventh century
proposed teachings, ritual practices, and even a main deity, which originated in the south-
ern Sandong tradition, and was, as the secular and Buddhist contemporaries of Cheng
Xuanying rightly observed, not really associated with Laozi. Laozi was celebrated as the
author of the Daode jing but not as the revealing deity of the Lingbao scriptures or rituals
which were so prominent in Daoist practice in the capital.
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Cheng Xuanying wrote his Expository Commentary to the Daode jing, together with a
long introductory essay (kaiti開題)18, just in this period, and it seems that one of his aims
was to align the Daoism of his times with the persona of Laozi and the booklet Daode jing.

In the following, I will look at the various hermeneutic tools and methods Cheng
Xuanying employed to integrate Daoism as practiced in Chang’an at his time into the
reading of the Laozi.

3. A Hermeneutic Toolkit

Integrating the complex mix of ideas that presented the teachings of Daoism in early-
seventh-century Chang’an into the reading of the Daode jing was not a simple feat. The
meanings that he needed to “extract” from the Laozi were rather new; Laozi interpretation
in early Chang’an was hot and under scrutiny because of the presumed relation of Laozi to
the emperor. Furthermore, Cheng had to reckon with well-established readings of the text
such as the Heshang gong commentary or that of Wang Bi.19

To construct meaning in his Expository Commentary, Cheng Xuanying used not only
the well-tested strategies of parsing the text and explaining words or sections, but he found
new ways to add structure and coherence to the text and even, I argue, to superimpose argu-
ments. After a concise description of each of these techniques, the last section will illustrate
the functioning of the ensemble of the techniques with a close reading of chapter 40.

3.1. Structure: Kepan科判 on the Level of the Scrolls

Cheng proposed to read the relatively loose collection of 81 short chapters of the Daode
jing as a coherent text. In order to achieve this, he added structures to the text.

The Daode jing was traditionally divided into two scrolls with 81 short chapters called
zhang章.20 The first scroll, comprising chapters 1–37, was called Dao jing道經, the second
scroll, with chapters 38–81, was called De jing德經.21 Overall, the 81 chapters resemble a
collection of wise sayings rather than a systematic exposition of philosophy.

Cheng added an extra level of subdivisions: He divided the two scrolls into three units
each, with one chapter as an introduction (chapter 1 and 38, respectively), the bulk of the
chapters in between (chapters 2–36 and chapters 39–80) as the middle parts, and the last
chapters (chapter 37 and 81, respectively) as a conclusion. He explained this as follows:

Now I take up the first scroll with 37 chapters. It can be divided into three large
sections. The first consists of one chapter; it presents the fundamental meaning
of Dao. The second comprises [the following] 35 chapters; it elaborates further
on the teaching of Dao. The third comprises one chapter; it summarizes the gist
[of the first part of the Daode jing]. (Assandri 2021a, p. 36; cf. Meng 2001, p. 375;
Xiong and Chen 2011, p. 287a)

This [second] scripture consists of one scroll, with 44 chapters altogether. [Look-
ing at] the larger structure of this scripture [on Virtue], the meaning is developed
in three parts: The first, consisting of one chapter, correctly introduces the ar-
gument on Virtue. The second [part] consists of 42 chapters, which expand the
explanation on the meaning of Virtue. The third [part] consists of one chapter,
which summarizes the meaning explained before. (Assandri 2021a, p. 192; cf.
Meng 2001, p. 451; Xiong and Chen 2011, p. 315a)

This technique of creating divisions and subdivisions was introduced for Buddhist
texts, where it is commonly called kepan科判.22 It seems that the Buddhist monk Dao’an道
安 (321–85) was the first to propose a basic division of scriptures into three parts, namely,
introduction (xufen序分), main thesis (zhengzongfen正宗分), and conclusion (liutongfen流
通分; literally, “dissemination”) (Tang 1991, p. 550). This corresponds to the three divisions
which Cheng applied to the two scrolls of the Daode jing.

As commentarial practice, this is substantially different from the zhangju章句method
we find in the Heshang gong commentary, where the original base text is parsed in chapters
and then lines and then, line by line, is commented upon.23 With kepan, the parsing functions
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somewhat differently: the base text is divided into paragraphs, and the paragraphs are
summarized, in addition to a line-by-line explanation. We find kepan-style commenting
practices especially often in yishu 義疏 commentaries by authors from the sixth to the
early seventh centuries, such as the Buddhist authors Huiyuan慧遠 (523–92), Zhiyi智顗
(538–97), or Jizang吉藏 (549–623).24 Also, Confucian authors used this commenting style,
such as, for example, Huang Kan皇侃 (488–545) in his Lunyu jijie yishu論語集解義疏,25

and the great scholar and Chancellor of the Directorate of Education (guozi jijiu國子祭酒)
Kong Yingda孔穎達 (574–648) used this style in the Zhouyi zhengyi周易正義 and the Liji
zhengyi禮記正義 (Zhang 2007, pp. 90–91).

Kepan was presumably intended as a device to facilitate understanding and explana-
tions, and it would make sense to assume that it was intended for use in oral lectures. The
form of the expository commentary (yishu) has its origin in oral debates and lectures, where
a master explains a scripture to an audience.26 It seems, therefore, plausible that kepan came
to prominence together with lectures and the yishu-style commentary (Mou 1984, p. 55).

3.2. Coherence: Adding a Structuring Comment to the Chapters

Having parsed the single chapters, Cheng Xuanying named each chapter with the
first two characters of the text. These seem to serve as a title, as is also visible in the
Tang dynasty Dunhuang manuscript P 2517, which contains the last 20 chapters of the
commentary.27 Right beneath this short title, we find an added structuring comment, which
explains the reason for the particular position in the sequence of chapters, relating the
content to the respective preceding chapter. This technique seems to be new; I was unable
to document precursors.28

The added structuring commentary creates coherence between the single chapters and
an explanation for their specific order. It, furthermore, allows Cheng Xuanying to pursue
arguments from one chapter into the next. Lastly, these structuring comments reiterate the
tripartite division of each scroll, thus, reaffirming the structure of the scrolls as introduction,
main thesis, and conclusion.

Chapter 1 begins with the structuring comment:

The chapter “The Dao that Can Be Spoken of as Dao” is the first large section,
it presents the fundamental meaning of Dao. (Assandri 2021a, p. 36; cf. Meng
2001, p. 375; Xiong and Chen 2011, p. 287a)

Chapter 2 then continues:

The chapter “All Under Heaven Know” is the first chapter of the second large
section, it elaborates further on the teaching of Dao.

The reason why this chapter follows the preceding chapter is that the preceding
chapter has explained that the two contemplations of being and nonbeing are not
the same with regard to coarseness and subtlety. Therefore, this chapter follows,
explaining the potential of non-action, and the harm of action. (Assandri 2021a,
p. 45; Meng 2001, p. 378; Xiong and Chen 2011, p. 288a-b)29

Chapter 37, the last chapter of the first scroll, has:

The chapter “Dao is Forever Without Intentional Action” is the third part [of the
Daojing, the Classic of Dao], it correctly explains the conclusion. (Assandri 2021a,
p. 189; cf. Meng 2001, p. 449; Xiong and Chen 2011, p. 314b)

Chapter 38, the first chapter of the second scroll, begins again with the structuring
comment:

The chapter on “Superior Virtue” is the first large section; it correctly presents the
argument on Virtue. (Assandri 2021a, p. 193; cf. Meng 2001, p. 451; Xiong and
Chen 2011, 315a)

Chapter 39 continues to introduce the main section of scroll two:
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The chapter “Formerly” is the first chapter of the second large section; it correctly
explains the meaning of Virtue. (Assandri 2021a, p. 200; cf. Meng 2001, p. 454;
Xiong and Chen 2011, p. 316b)

Chapter 40, the second chapter of the main section of the second scroll, follows up:

The chapter “Returning” follows the preceding one because the preceding chapter
correctly explained that the person who has obtained the One uses Dao modestly
and unassumingly. This is why this chapter follows, because it explains how this
person comes from the origin and descends to the [manifest] traces, in order to
sympathetically respond to the needs of the beings. (Assandri 2021a, p. 206; cfl.
Meng 2001, p. 458; Xiong and Chen 2011, p. 317b)

Chapter 81, as the last chapter, then closes:

The chapter “Trustworthy Words” is the third major section [of the second part of
the Daode jing]; it concludes the preceding teaching. (Assandri 2021a, p. 363; cf.
Meng 2001, p. 534; Xiong and Chen 2011, p. 345c)

The structuring comments underscore the tripartite division Cheng established for the
two scrolls, making a text that proposes a coherent discussion on a “formal level”, with
an introduction, a main part containing the bulk of the arguments, and a conclusion out
of two scrolls with a seemingly random collection of 38 and 44 short chapters. However,
superimposing such a formal structure remains an empty technicality if it does not find
a comprehensible and plausible correspondence in the actual arguments of the text thus
structured. Cheng Xuanying achieved this correspondence by applying the kepan technique
on the level of the single, short chapters.

3.3. Argument: Kepan on the Level of the Single Chapters

On the level of the single chapters, Cheng Xuanying applied the technique of kepan to
divide the chapters into separate sub-sections he called duan段.30 He explicitly declared,
in every chapter, right after the structuring comment, the number of sub-sections into
which he divided the text and what the main arguments of the sub-sections are. Before
each sub-section, he added a synopsis of the argument of the individual sub-section.31

Only after this synopsis does the base text and Cheng Xuanying’s interpretative, interlinear
comments follow, line by line.

Thus, before the reader gets to see the first line of the base text, he has already read a
structuring comment which relates the chapter to the previous one and, thus, explains the
reason for the particular position of the chapter in the overall structure of the book. He also
has read an outline of the arguments the chapter will propose in form of the synopses of
the short sub-sections. In the Dunhuang manuscript P 2517 (Figure 1), these parts are in
regular-sized characters, just like the cited base text. Only the interlinear commentary to
the single lines is in smaller-sized characters.

The parsing of the inherently very short chapters of the Daode jing into yet smaller
sub-units might seem an unusual strategy; kepan, as used by Buddhist commentators,
rather seems to serve to create subdivisions in texts that were too long and, therefore, hard
to grasp. The chapters of the Daode jing, instead, are extremely short and succinct and,
thus, do not naturally invite further subdivisions. However, dividing the chapters into
shorter sub-sections allowed Cheng Xuanying to isolate different arguments in the text.
He presents these arguments in his synopsis, then cites the base text of the original Daode
jing lines and explains in his interlinear commentary how to read the Daode jing base text
in line with the argument outlined in the synopsis. Repeating the synopses twice in each
chapter, first in the beginning and then in the apposite position before the sub-section, adds
much strength to the arguments formulated in the synopses.
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Figure 1. Excerpt of Dunhuang Manuscript P 2517, Gallica, Bibliotheque Nationale de France, Pelliot
ms 2517. Daode jing yishu, chapter 69: chapter title (red), structuring commentary (blue), synopses of
subdivisions (different shades of green) marked by author.

3.4. Citations: Adding Cohesion and Context

Lastly, Cheng Xuanying used citations in a strategic way. In addition to unmarked
citations from the classics or literature, which are common in the writings of the cultured
elite of early medieval China, where such references had become part of a common stock
vocabulary, Cheng added many marked citations. What I call “marked citations” are
citations which are explicitly marked as such, most often introduced with “therefore text xy
says”. Different from the unmarked citations, which are simply part of the language of a
cultured writer, the marked citations serve a purpose because they connect the text, or the
argument addressed, explicitly to another text.

Cheng used two kinds of marked citation: First, he quotes from other chapters of the
Daode jing, introducing such citations with a reference to the scroll, “therefore the Daojing
says” or “therefore the Dejing says”. These citations are essentially cross-references within
the text, which create a dense intertextuality within the Daode jing, a web of connections
among the different chapters, which has the effect of emphasizing—or constructing—yet
more internal cohesion of the otherwise rather loosely connected chapters of the Daode jing.

A second kind of citation refers to other texts, most frequently to the Zhuangzi but
also to the Book of History, Book of Rites, and Book of Songs. These marked citations usually
follow at the end of arguments. While Cheng Xuanying’s personal interest, especially in
the Zhuangzi32, might be one reason for the frequent citations, we should note that they
also serve to weave the Daode jing, as he read it, firmly into the larger web of traditional
Chinese literature.33

4. An Illustrative Example: Chapter 40

Having introduced Cheng Xuanying’s most important tools for commenting on the
Daode jing, I will now proceed to look at how these hermeneutic tools worked in practice
with a close reading of chapter 40 of the Daode jing:

反者道之動；弱者道之用。天下萬物生於有，有生於無

Returning is the movement of Dao. Weakness is the function of the Dao. All the
things in the world are generated from being, being is generated from nonbeing.
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Wang Bi read this chapter as an instruction for the sage on how to govern (cf. Lynn
1999, p. 130; Wagner 2003, p. 257). Heshang gong read it as a discussion of the life-giving
powers of Dao (cf. Tadd 2013, pp. 513–14; Wang 1993, 161–62). Cheng Xuanying read it as
a discussion of the soteriological activities of the sage who has obtained Dao (see Meng
2001, p. 458; Xiong and Chen 2011, p. 317b-c; Yan 1983, pp. 461–62).

Cheng begins, like in all other chapters, with the structuring commentary:

Chapter 40: ”Returning”

40.0 The chapter “Returning” follows the preceding one, because the previous chapter
correctly explained that the person who has obtained the One uses Dao modestly and
unassumingly. This is why this chapter follows, because it explains how this person
comes from the origin and descends to the [manifest] traces, in order to sympathetically
respond to the needs of the beings. (Assandri 2021a, p. 206)

This structuring commentary relates the chapter explicitly to the foregoing chapter,
offering a reason why the two chapters need to follow upon another. Furthermore, there
is a short summary of the content of the chapter: The person (ren 人 might here refer
to the adept or the sage) has reached Dao (the origin) and now descends to become a
manifest trace34 (as Lord Lao or a sage). This person, who has obtained Dao, returns to
live in the world in response to the needs of the beings. In short, the chapter is about a
bodhisattva-like savior.

Next, Cheng Xuanying introduces the number of subdivisions and presents the syn-
opses of the arguments of the subdivisions:

Getting into this chapter, we can divide the meaning into three parts: The first explains
that the sage who returns becomes the same as a common person [because] he compas-
sionately wants to save the beings. The second part explains that even if the traces of the
teaching have many different doctrines, nothing is superior to being soft and weak. The
third part explains how the two primal forces and the ten thousand images are generated
by Dao. (Assandri 2021a, p. 206)

The synopsis of the first sub-section states again, clearly, that the sage wants to
compassionately save the beings, while that of the second sub-section speaks about the
sage’s teachings. Only the last sub-section relates to the theme of generation of the beings,
which seems so prominent in the base text of the Daode jing.

After this long preamble, the commentary of the base text begins: Cheng introduces
each sub-section, which, in this case, consists of a few words of the original text, with the
synopsis. The synopsis, thus, serves here as a header presenting the main argument. Then
follows the line from the base text with Cheng Xuanying’s interlinear commentary defining
key terms and explaining the meaning of the line.

40.1. The first part explains that the sage who returns becomes the same as a common
person [because] he compassionately wants to save the beings.

Laozi Base Text: 40.1. A. Returning is the movement of Dao. 反者道之動.

Interlinear commentary: ‘Returning’ (fan反) means coming back. ‘Movement’
(dong動) means compassion.35 The sage who has attained Dao goes even beyond
the three highest heavenly spheres.36 But because he is moved by compassion
and wants to save the beings, he returns to enter the Three [Clarities and the
Grand] Veil-[Heaven],37 and [then] mixes his [manifest] traces into [the world of]
being. He preaches according to the opportunities and manifests [his traces] in
response [to the needs of the beings.] This is why the first part of the Daode jing
says: “[Going] far means returning”38. (Assandri 2021a, p. 206)

The repetition of the synopsis with the theme of the compassionate savior is set before
the short sentence of the Daode jing base text. The commentary then explains how to read
the base text in order to reach the meaning proposed in the synopses in concrete detail;
the subject of the sentence is the sage. He has compassion and wants to save the beings.
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The sage is related, furthermore, to the highest heavens described in the Lingbao scriptures.
The final citation ties this—that is, Cheng Xuanying’s—interpretation back to another
passage from the Daode jing.

If we compare this to the Heshang gong and Wang Bi readings of the passage, it is
certainly an innovative interpretation. If we consider the background of the challenges of
integrating the Sandong Daoism with Laozi, we can admit that Cheng successfully tied the
ideal of a bodhisattva-like, compassionate savior and the highest heavens of the Sandong
Daoist cosmology in with the text of the Daode jing.

40.2. The second part explains that even if the traces of the teaching have many different
doctrines, nothing is superior to the soft and weak.

Laozi base text: 40.2.A. Weakness is the function of Dao. 弱者道之用.

Interlinear commentary: Responding to the capabilities [of the beings], he sets up
the teaching. Looking up [to what he sets up], there are many doctrines. If we
wish to discuss them appropriately, then there is nothing better than being soft
and weak. This is why he takes this being soft and weak as the beginning of his
transformative work. (Assandri 2021a, p. 207)

Again, the synopsis at the head of the sub-section sets the tone for a specific reading,
here, the interpretation of the term yong (to use, function) as the teaching and beginning of
the transformative work of the sage. It remains unclear here if Dao refers to the manifest
divinity (“weakness is the function which Dao [manifest as Lord Lao employs as teaching]”)
or to the “way” in the sense of a course of training (“weakness is what is the function of the
way [of studying Daoism]”). Both versions are grammatically plausible.

40.3. The third part explains how the two primal forces and the ten thousand images are
generated by Dao.

Laozi base text: 40.3.A. All things in the world are generated from being; being is
generated from non-being. 天下之物生於有，有生於無.

Interlinear commentary: ‘Being’ (you有) is the responding Dao. It is that which
is called the qi of the original One. The marvelous origin of the original One is
what is called the place of dark stillness. It means that Heaven, Earth, and the
ten thousand things are all generated from the responding Dao as a thing that
exists. It is precisely so that this responding Dao arises from the marvelous origin.
Having its beginning in the marvelous origin, it is precisely ultimate non-being.
(Assandri 2021a, p. 207)

The last section elaborates on the theme of generating the beings in terms that are
much closer to the Heshang gong or Wang Bi commentaries. Thus, it seems that, while
Cheng Xuanying introduced, in the first two sub-sections, novel arguments regarding
compassion and the ideal of the bodhisattva-like sage, he returns here, in the last part,
to the more traditional reading of the sentence in as much as he discusses the relation of
Dao, being, and non-being.

He continues the argument of the last sub-section of chapter 40 in the structuring
comment of the following chapter, creating, thus, a concrete link between the two succes-
sive chapters:

Chapter 41: “The Person of Highest Capacities”

41.0 The chapter “The Person of Highest Capacities” follows the previous chapter, because
the preceding chapter explained that the responding Dao is empty and dark, its origin
and traces are both marvelous. Therefore this chapter now follows and explains that the
man of higher capacities can realize [the Dao], but it is not something that the men of
inferior capacities can hear [and understand]. (Assandri 2021a, p. 208)

In this way, the structuring commentary links the separate chapters by connecting the
respectively last argument of each chapter to the short summary of the main argument
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of the following chapter. The effect of this is an impression of “chained or connected
arguments” and, with that, a coherent text.

Of course, the connections are, at times, tenuous and seem forced; however, the attempt
to turn the 81 short chapters into a coherent and cohesive exposition is noteworthy.

5. Conclusions: How the Dao Got Compassion

What does Cheng Xuanying actually achieve with his complex structuring of the
commentary? Cheng’s technique was certainly inspired by the Buddhist kepan system,
which helped Buddhist preachers or translators to structure large texts into smaller units.
However, a close reading of the commentary reveals that Cheng, far from just blindly
copying a formal technique, used the subdivisions and their synopses to construct new
arguments which he superimposed on the text.

The original text of chapter 40 of the Daode jing reads:

Returning is the movement of Dao. Weakness is the function of the Dao. All the
things in the world are generated from being, being is generated from nonbeing.

The argument developed in the subdivisions and their synopses reads:

The sage, who has obtained Dao, returns to descend into the world, manifesting
himself 39 in order to save the beings.

Cheng Xuanying’s interlinear commentary then explains how to read the line of the
original text in order to arrive at the argument established by the synopsis of the subdivision.
This argument (the synopsis) is repeated twice, once in the chapter introduction and once
directly before the commented passage, setting, thus, a kind of “talking point”. In our case
of chapter 40, this interpretative strategy also involves new definitions of key terms, such as,
here, the explanation that “return” refers to the “return of the sage from the Heavens”, and
“movement” refers to “compassion”.

The structural commentary picks up the (redefined) key terms from the subdivision
summaries to carry the arguments into the next chapter.

With this technique, Cheng Xuanying constructed coherent lines of arguments within
chapters and from one chapter to the next, arguments which obviously were of interest to
him—such as the sage and his compassionate saving activities. At the same time, he tied
these arguments, which, in many cases, introduce novel notions and concepts, into the text
of the Daode jing. Thus, he connected Laozi, divine manifestation of Dao, ancestor of the
Tang ruling family, and author of the Daode jing, firmly to concepts which were previously
promoted in Daoism mainly on the base of the Sandong scriptures, such as that of the ideal
of a compassionate, universal savior.
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Notes

1 For the dating of Cheng Xuanying’s commentary see Qiang (2002, p. 322).
2 See Wagner (2003, p. 119) for the critical reconstruction of the text. Note that our commonly received version reads heaven and

earth instead of ten thousand kinds of entities here.
3 Modified, FA. Wagner presents his translation in the parallel style format, which adds visual clarity, but is hard to reproduce.
4 It seems that Tang Gaozu, when campaigning against the Sui dynasty, found support with Daoists from the Louguan樓觀 temple,

where Laozi was revered because, according to tradition, he had written the Daode jing there. Cf. Benn (1977, pp. 24–32) about
Louguan and the rise to power of Gaozu. Furthermore, there was a report of an epiphany of God Laojun老君, the deified Laozi.
He was said to have appeared to a commoner on Mount Yangjiao羊角, where he declared that the Li李 family, rulers of the Tang
dynasty, were his descendants. Cf. Assandri (2009, p. 24) for details on this report.

5 See his “Ling Daoshi zai Seng qian zhao”令道士在僧前詔, Quan Tang Wen, 6, 26a, which was promulgated in 637. Cf. also Lewis
(2009, p. 208).

6 A report of the Buddhist protests is contained in Daoxuan’s Ji gu jin Fo Dao lunheng, T 2104, 3, 382c–383a: The Buddhist Zhishi智
實 presented a memorial to the throne which said, among other things: “Todays Daoists do not revere [Laozi’s] teachings, the
clothes and headdresses they wear, furthermore, are leftovers from the Yellow Turban [rebels of Han dynasty], they are really not
Laozi’s decendants. They practice the filthy methods of the three Zhangs [, the early leaders of the Heavenly Master sect], and
reject the wondrous gate of the 5000 words [i.e., the Daode jing]”今之道士不遵其法。所著冠服並是黃巾之餘。本非老君之裔。行
三張之穢術。棄五千之妙門 (T 2104, 3, 382c27–383a01).

7 The authors of the treatise worked 641–656 under the supervision of Zhangsun Wuji長孫無忌 (594–659) in Chang’an.
8 Suishu 33, Ershiwushi vol. 5, 3372/124a-b.
9 The Chinese expression chongxu ningyuan沖虛凝遠 is concise; I have expanded the translation to include more of the possible

associations the two compound terms chongxu and ningyuan contain.
10 Sui shu 35, Ershiwu shi, vol. 5, 3379/131c. See Reiter (1996, p. 291ff) for a paraphrase of the complete text and Wu (2019, p. 296)

and Bumbacher (1995, pp. 139–40) for translations of excerpts of the treatise.
11 This designation derives from the early attempts of systematizing the scriptural heritage of the south into three caverns (dong洞),

the Dongshen洞神, which contained the Writ of the Three Sovereigns and related texts, the Dongxuan洞玄, which contained the
Lingbao texts, and the Dongzhen洞真, which contained mainly Shangqing texts. See Ōfuchi (1979, pp. 253–68), Steavu (2019,
p. 121ff).

12 The early medieval development of Daoism from diverse, oftentimes rather unrelated groups based on practices or on specific,
usually secret, texts is under study, and we do not have a “conclusive” narrative. See Strickmann (1977); Robinet (1984);
Bokenkamp (1983); Kobayashi (1990); Sunayama (1990); Pregadio (2006); Assandri (2008, 2009); Raz (2012); Kleemann (2016);
Steavu (2019); Verellen (2019) for diverse accounts.

13 See Strickmann (1977); Bokenkamp (1983); Steavu (2019) for discussions of the complex developments in Jiangnan Daoism and
the role of these scriptural corpora therein.

14 See Bokenkamp (1997, p. 382). Changes in the cosmologies, such as the addition of layers of heavens, might have been influenced
by Buddhist conceptions of the cosmos (cf. Zürcher 1980, p. 121f).

15 See Kohn (1995); Mollier (2008); Raz (2017).
16 See Robinet (1991, p. 155) and Verellen (2019, pp. 124 and 167).
17 We can gauge the popularity of this text from the fact that almost a quarter of all Daoist manuscripts found in the Dunhuang

cache were part of this text (Assandri 2009, p. 57). In most of the scripture, Yuanshi Tianzun is the main deity; for a discussion of
the appearance of Laozi in this text, see Assandri (2008).

18 Daode jing xujue kaiti yishu. See Assandri (2021a, 2021b) for translations.
19 The second emperor of the Tang, Taizong, included Wang Bi among the 21 ‘sages and teachers of ancient times’, who were

honored in the imperial university (Jiu Tang shu, 189, pp. 595/4071a); thus, scholars in Chang’an paid renewed attention to Wang
Bi’s reading of the Daode jing (Wagner 2003, pp. 41–43).

20 For a discussion of how and when the 81 chapters were established, see Ding (2017).
21 This order exists at least in the Wang Bi and Heshang gong versions of the text, as well as in the Tang dynasty 5000-word

manuscript (Zhonghua Daozang, vol. 9, no. 3). In the earlier Mawangdui manuscripts, we do not find the division in zhang but
only a division in two scrolls, with the order of the scrolls reversed. Inside the scrolls, even though we do not find the zhang
divisions, the chapters’ order is only slightly different from the received versions. Cf. Csikszentmihalyi and Ivanhoe (1999, p. 6).
The Beida Manuscript of the Laozi has only 77 zhang instead of the 81 zhang of the received Wang Bi and Heshang gong editions,
cf. Ding (2017, p. 171f).

22 The terminology for the procedure varies in Buddhist texts, see Jin (2008, p. 7) and Zhang (2007, p. 82) for a list of the various
terms.
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23 Cf. Tadd (2013, p. 6) for a description of the Heshang gong commentary’s zhangju method. Tadd ibid. notes that some
scholars—he cites Robinet (1977) here—maintain that Heshang gong might have created the divisions in 81 chapters.

24 See Jin (2008, p. 61) for concrete examples.
25 About this commentary, see Makeham (2003, pp. 79–85, 391–94) and Führer (2013). Makeham (2003, p. 391) points out that

Huang Kan opens passages with ‘summary commentaries’.
26 See Zhang (2007, p. 85), Tang (1991, p. 549f), Mou (1984, pp. 2–5, 12f); cf. Makeham (2003, p. 87f), Führer (2013).
27 This use of the first two characters of each chapter as a title is different from the headers we find in the Heshang gong commentary

in the Daozang (DZ 682) or Wang (1993) edition.
28 There is a vague semblance with the Xugua序卦 commentary of the Book of Changes; however, the resemblance is not strong, and

there do not seem to be shared technical terms.
29 Such a passage, which explicitly constructs the reason for the specific position of the chapter in the sequence, is offered in almost

all of the chapters belonging to the “middle parts” or main part of the two scrolls.
30 Duan appears in the same function in many commentaries from the Six Dynasties and Tang period, Buddhist, Daoist, or Confucian.
31 Compare Huang Kan’s commentary to the Lunyu, which shows a vaguely comparable technique; cf. Führer (2013, pp. 311–12).
32 After all, Cheng Xuanying is also author of a sub-commentary to Guo Xiang’s Zhuangzi commentary; see Nanhua zhenjing zhushu.
33 Cheng (2006, p. 154) points out that Cheng Xuanying read the Laozi and the Zhuangzi as mutually supporting each other, citing

the texts respectively very frequently in his commentaries to both texts. Cheng interprets this as the texts verifying (zheng證)
each other. Such a verification by citations of course also entails the construction of a close relation of the two texts.

34 Note that Cheng Xuanying’s conception of the term “traces” differs notably from that of Guo Xiang, as discussed in Ziporyn
(2003, p. 31f). Cheng interprets trace as the manifestation of Dao embodied as a sage (cf. Assandri 2021a, p. 26f).

35 Compassion might be understood here as a movement of the mind, as a state that differs from the absolute stillness of the mind
when it is in the state of unity with Dao.

36 The term sanjing三境 refers, in Daoism, to the sanqing三清, the Three Clarities, the highest heavens.
37 Sanluo三羅: This term appears in the Taishang xuanyi zhenren shuo santu wuku qinjie jing (DZ 455, p. 10b). Following Miller (1995,

p. 127), I read sanluo as a short form of sanqing daluo, the Three Clarities and the Grand Veil Heaven.
38 This refers to chapter 25 of the Daode jing.
39 Cheng uses the term “trace” or “manifesting a trace” (xianji顯迹) in the sense of incarnating in a manifest body.
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As a thing the Way is 
Shadowy, indistinct. 
Indistinct and Shadowy,  
Yet within it is an image; 
Shadowy and indistinct,  
Yet within it is a substance. 
Dim and dark,  
Yet within it is an essence. 
This essence is quite genuine 
And within it is something that can be tested. 
From the present back to antiquity 
Its name never deserted it. 
It serves as a means for inspecting the fathers of the multitude.  

All phrases following the line “as a thing the Way [Dao] is” ( ) recount 
that the mysteries of Dao are incognizable, but that its li seems to be everywhere and 
depends on the existence of things. This is metaphysical because it is at the same time 
both extremely empty ( ) and extremely full. It also has the meaning that Zhou Lianxi 

 described: “It is the supreme ultimate because it is no ultimate ( ) 
[……] The reason why the name Dao has not disappeared since ancient times is because 
it has been handed down through various sages”.





How Wu  Corresponds to You  

Criteria for distin-
guishing you and wu  

ti  (ontological body)  
of Dao  

ming  (name)  
yong  (application) 

Cognitive status xu  (emptiness) shi  (substance) 

Physical status 

jing  (inactivity) 
wei  (subtleness) 

dong  (activity) 
xian  (conspicuousness) 

ruo  (weakness) qiang  (strength) 
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Article

The Translingual Ziran of Laozi Chapter 25: Global Laozegetics
and Meaning Unbound by Language

Misha Tadd

College of Philosophy, Nankai University, Tianjin 300071, China; mishatadd@hotmail.com

Abstract: Many scholars view translations of the Chinese classics as inevitably lacking fidelity to the
“original,” asserting language difference as a fundamental impediment to cross-cultural understand-
ing. The present study disputes this viewpoint by employing the perspective of Global Laozegetics.
This notion affirms a fundamental continuity between the native Laozi or Daodejing commentarial
tradition and its corresponding foreign translation tradition. Specifically, I will investigate a range
of interpretations of the term ziran found in Laozi Chapter 25, including 16 traditional and modern
Chinese readings and 67 translations in 26 languages. My broad investigation of this narrow topic
will reveal a rich historical development of interpretation and translation, highlight the philosophical
ramifications of different exegetical choices, deepen our understanding of the core Daoist concept
ziran, and assist in confirming the basic premise of Global Laozegetics that language, even the original
language of Chinese, is secondary to interpretive strategy when engaging with classical works.

Keywords: Chinese philosophy; Laozi; Daodejing; ziran; translation; commentary; multilingual; hermeneutics

1. Introduction

Scholars of Chinese philosophy both within and without China often hold a certain
level of suspicion concerning translations. Many view translations of the Chinese classics
as lacking fidelity to the “original,” that “European languages can only most imperfectly
‘speak’ the world being referenced” (Ames and Hall 2003, p. 57). However, these views
both misconstrue the nature of the “original” Chinese text and its forms in other languages.
Firstly, even if one could determine a true “original meaning” of a single text, it undoubtedly
would not represent how the text was read in Chinese throughout Chinese history. That is
the realm of commentary and interpretation, which transforms an “original” into a classic.
Secondly, translation is not simply a flawed effort at reproducing a pristine text in a target
language but a manifestation of the translator’s inevitable interpretation of said text.

This view is supported by the idea of Global Laozegetics (Quanqiu Laoxue全球老學),
which affirms a fundamental continuity between the native Laozi or Daodejing commentarial
tradition and its corresponding foreign translation tradition.1 Said continuity relies on the
premise that translation is necessarily an act of interpretation, and that this process does not
categorically differ from that of traditional Chinese language commentary regardless of any
specific “foreign” readings. This study of the Laozi is particularly suitable for investigating
translingual questions of interpretation and fidelity due to the astounding quantity of
the classic’s commentaries and related works in Chinese—2185 according to Ding Wei
(Ding 2004)—and the equally striking volume of its 2049 translations in 97 languages.2

To focus this broad topic, I rely on Henderson and Ng’s (2014, p. 38) principle that
“obscurities in the classical text . . . are probably the most common ‘triggers for exegesis’.”
One such obscurity is the meaning of ziran自然 in the famous passage at the end of Laozi
chapter 25: Dao fa ziran道法自然 (Dao models ziran/emulates ziran/follows the law of
ziran). While the term ziran is generally challenging, this specific instance that appears
to elevate it above the Dao has inspired exceptionally rich exegesis. Such interpretations
are imbedded within the larger intellectual frameworks of commentaries and translations,
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but due to the expansive approach employed in this paper intertextual concerns must be
set aside.

I will first discuss six types among 16 divergent ancient and modern Chinese readings
of this ziran to demonstrate the impressive diversity of “native” conceptions. This will
undergird the subsequent historical and philosophical analysis of ziran articulations found
in 67 translations in 26 languages. Summarized in English in order of first appearance, the
most important and widely shared types revealed among these translations are: 1. Being,
self-existing; 2. itself; 3. its own nature, what it is in itself, self-so; 4. from itself, spontaneous;
5. natural, naturalness; 6. Nature.3 Because the relations of these six translation types to
the six Chinese interpretation types involve important subtle discrepancies, I will address
them separately and then explain their connections in the body of the paper.

I must stress that the basic manifestations of ziran are not language specific, at least
setting aside issues of subtle semantic variations to highlight the translingual side of
interpretation. The shared nature of these readings, sometimes belonging to multilingual
“interpretive lineages,” undermines the notion that philosophical concepts necessarily
require the unique characteristics of any language to be articulated. Terms and concepts
are the most basic units of philosophy. If these can translate, then there are fewer potential
impediments to philosophical translation generally.

Our broad investigation of this narrow topic reveals a rich historical development
of interpretation and translation, highlights the philosophical ramifications of different
exegetical choices, deepens our understanding of the core Daoist concept ziran, and assists
in confirming the basic premise of Global Laozegetics that language, even the original
language of Chinese, is secondary to interpretive strategy when engaging with classical
works.4

2. Chinese Readings of the Chapter 25 Ziran

We must first establish a baseline for possible and diverse readings within Chinese
Laozegetics. These comprise a range of pre-modern and modern Chinese conceptions of
the Laozi chapter 25 ziran that come from different Daoist, Confucian, Buddhist, and secular
commentarial sources. This account will clarify how the variety of translation tactics do not
simply result from the challenge of conveying ziran in a non-Chinese language but primarily
emerge from different modes of exegesis. The multiplicity of Chinese approaches to this
particular use of ziran includes the following clusters of six especially divergent readings:
1. self-existing, non-emulating, non-contingent; 2. universal cosmic nature; 3. emptiness,
suchness as the origin of all; 4. self-referential to the Dao as itself; 5. spontaneous or
naturalness; 6. the individual natures of all things (Nature).5

The earliest and one of the most basic Chinese readings of the last line of chapter 25
comes from the Han dynasty work Heshanggong’s Commentary (Laozi Heshanggong zhangju
老子河上公章句). This commentary presents a type of interpretation where ziran signifies
the state of not relying on or existing according to anything external. As a detailed analysis
of Heshanggong’s conception of ziran exists elsewhere (Tadd 2019b), I will simply present
a summary here.

Heshanggong glosses the whole line as Dao xing ziran, wu suo fa道性自然，無所法(The
nature of the Dao is ziran. There is nothing that it emulates)6 (Wang 1993, p. 103). This
identifies ziran as the most basic quality of the Dao and confirms that by emulating ziran the
Dao emulates nothing outside itself. It is unbounded and contingent on nothing. Thus, the
Dao remains in a state distinct from the other three things that precede it in this passage—
humanity, Earth, and Heaven—and which emulate something beyond themselves and
so do not have pure ziran nature. This reading of the text creates a hierarchy of levels of
ziran, with the Dao existing in a transcendently perfect state of non-contingent existence,
and the other three emulating this self-determined state to increasingly imperfect degrees
(Tadd 2019b, pp. 5–6).

Reformulations of this first reading of ziran as non-emulation also appear within the
later Chinese Laozegetics tradition. It is often seen within the many popular commentaries
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from the Song and Ming. For example, Lü Huiqing吕惠卿 (1032–1111) as quoted by Jiao
Hong焦竑 (1540–1620) says, “The Way takes non-emulation as what it emulates, as that
which does not emulate [anything] is just ziran. Thus it is said, ‘The Way emulates ziran.’ ”7

In this manner, Lü more explicitly confirms that ziran equals non-contingency. Wang Anshi
王安石 (1021–1086) similarly reformulates this view when he states, “Because Dao is its
own root and origin, preceding Heaven and Earth, and unceasingly existing since ancient
times, there is nothing that it emulates . . . Now Dao being its own root and origin has no
cause and is ziran.”8 All these three present ziran as core qualities of Dao: non-contingent
and causa sui.

A second reading presents ziran not just as the nature or quality of the Dao, but as the
cosmic universal nature itself. Wei Yuan魏源 (1794–1857) articulates this saying, “Ziran
is what is called nature (xing性).” Here this rich philosophical term is used to signify the
cosmic sense of the Neo-Confucian universal xing “nature.” Thus this ziran is not a way to
describe the basic quality of the Dao—its own nature—but is itself the shared cosmic good
nature (善性 shanxing) that sustains the order of existence and is what we must all strive to
attain (Wei 2011, p. 22).

A third reading is metaphysical in a different way. Yuan dynasty Buddhist monk
Mengshan Deyi蒙山德異 (1231–1308) asserts his own transcendent conception of ziran that
situates it above Dao. He says, “The Dao following ziran means the one True qi is born
from within vacuous brilliance, and that the miraculous function of ziran is unlimited and
inexhaustible.”9 Deyi pairs ziran with the unlimited creative potential of emptiness, the
ground of Being. This more Buddhist notion of the ultimate then becomes the source of
Dao as the original substance in the world—the True qi.

The fourth approach collapses the conceptual distance between Dao and ziran, making
ziran equal Dao itself. This sense arises from the etymological construction of the expression
(zi “self,” ran “like”) reduced to signify “self” or “Dao itself.” In the context of chapter
25, this means Dao just models “itself.” One early explicit statement of this view comes
from Li Zhongqing李仲卿, who in his 625 debate with the Buddhist monk Huicheng慧
乘 says, “Dao simply is ziran and ziran is just Dao. As there is nothing else to emulate, it
is able to emulate Dao [itself].”10 Similarly, the famous Song Daoist priest Bai Yuchan白
玉蟾 (1134–1229) interprets the line as Dao ruci eryi道如此而已 (Dao is simply like this)
(Bai 2011, p. 531), suggesting once again Dao as ziran is just “so,” just “Dao.”

This sense of the Dao emulating itself becomes more explicit in the modern period
when one finds Zhang Dainian张岱年 stating that the chapter 25 conclusion means Dao yi
ziji wei fa道以自己为法 (The Dao takes self as the model) (Zhang 1989, p. 79), and Ren Jiyu
任继愈who interprets it as Dao xiaofa taziji道效法它自己 (The Dao models itself) (Ren 2006,
p. 56). In all these ancient and modern cases, ziran is reduced to an alternative term for Dao
or to the self-reflexive pronoun. Regardless of their specific wording, the interpreters all
conclude that Dao emulates or models itself.

The fifth type incorporates two modern Chinese ziran interpretations—ziran er ran自
然而然 and zifaxing自发性—that resemble the popular foreign readings of “spontaneous”
and “naturalness.” For one, Xu Kangsheng许抗生 considers the whole passage to show that
as there is nothing higher than the Way, it “can only emulate its own spontaneous (ziran er
ran自然而然) existence” (Xu 1985, p. 114). This draws on Heshanggong’s “non-emulation”
theory while emphasizing ziran sense of “spontaneous” to highlight the dynamic and
creative side of the Way. Liu Xiaogan, a scholar who has operated in both Chinese and
English, likewise uses ziran er ran, which he translates as “naturalness” (Liu 2006, p. 289).
Lastly, Ye Shuxun叶树勋 analyzes zi自 etymologically. He notes one of its basic meanings
as zifa自发 (spontaneous), which can likewise apply to the compound ziran (Ye 2020, p. 31).
This fifth reading partially encompasses the idea of the way following its own nature, just
being itself, but it can also imply the spontaneous emergent activities of all the individual
things in the world.

The sixth exegetical approach, first found in the commentary of Wang Bi, emphasizes
this individuality and plurality of ziran things as exactly what the Way models. Like with
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Wei Yuan, it is associated with “nature,” but here it is not the universal cosmic nature.
Instead for Wang Bi, the Way following ziran means according with the individual natures
of all things. As Rudolf G. Wagner somewhat idiosyncratically translates:

The Way not deviating from That-which-is-of-itself-what-it-is and consequently
achieving their [the ten thousand entities’] nature—this is what “it takes That-
which-is-of-itself-what-it-is as model” means. Taking That-which-is-of-itself-
what-it-is as model means taking squareness as a model when among the squares,
and roundness when among round ones, and thus nothing deviating in noth-
ing from That-which-is-of-itself-what-it-is. “That-which-is-of-itself-what-it-is”
is a word for the designationless, an expression for getting to the Ultimate.
(Wagner 2003, pp. 203–4)11

The key point in Wang’s reading, clarified by Wagner’s amazingly long translation
of the two characters zi and ran as “That-which-is-of-itself-what-it-is,” is that ziran is the
plurality of things being themselves and also the “Ultimate” state of existence.

Variations of this view also appear in other traditional and modern studies. For
example, Li Rong李榮 (c. 650–83) takes the Sage as the subject for the whole sequence of
emulation that culminates with ziran. He says, “The Sage is desireless . . . he allows things
to return to independent transformation (duhua獨化), emulating ziran.”12 This places the
Sage in a comparable role to Dao, emulating ziran and thus allowing things their own
independent processes. The Song Emperor Huizong comes to a similar conclusion saying,
“The Dao emulates ziran because it responds to things. Ziran is not completed (alone)
by Dao, as it emerges from responding to things. Thus, the Dao descends and below
emulates [things].”13 This suggest being ziran means that the Dao engages with things
so it can properly respond to them. Thus, as for Wang Bi, ziran is the dynamic quality of
adapting and responding to the diversity of things, allowing them to be themselves. Lastly,
the contemporary scholar Wang Zhongjiang王中江 continues this reading by specifying
the Dao in chapter 25 as following or according with the ziran, i.e., the ziji ruci自己如此
(self-so), of the myriad things (Wang 2008, p. 42). Wang’s key move is to equate ziran to the
totality of all individuals (perhaps identifiable with Nature) and elevate them over Dao.
This makes the Dao a force that responds to but does not control things, and lets them be
self-so. Put another way, Wang’s interpretation implies an anti-authoritarian vision of Dao
in contrast to other more hierarchical views like that of Heshanggong.

Chinese Laozegetics proffers abundant possible solutions to this classic four-character
puzzle. Notably, these conceptions often have little to do with the unique polysemy of
the term ziran in the Chinese original, and emerge from a profusion of different Daoist,
Confucian, and Buddhist intellectual traditions brought to bear on the Laozi. As I shall
show in the following sections, the non-Chinese interpretations found in the many Laozi
translations grapple with nearly identical questions about the nature of the text’s cosmology,
and their choices further support the primacy of interpretation over the specificity of
language—including “native” language—when engaging with a classic text.

3. Ziran Translated as “Being” or “Self-Existing”

Turning to non-Chinese understandings, i.e., translations, of the key chapter 25 pas-
sage, one encounters new philosophies and religions engaging with the exegetical problem
of ziran. Despite the dual distances of language and culture, the issues and options that
emerge reveal meaningful continuities.

The earliest preserved and basically datable14 translations of the chapter 25 ziran
are found in two Latin manuscripts housed in the British Library.15 One is partial, and
one is complete, with both being composed by Figurist Jesuits in the early 18th century.
Their conceptions of ziran reveal an undeniable exegetical, or perhaps more accurately
termed eisegetical, approach. Though these monks had a mission to find hidden Catholic
doctrine in the Laozi, they took the Chinese tradition quite seriously in this process. Both
translations drew on historical commentaries to support their readings, even translating
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the relevant comments into Latin. As we will see, their notion that Dao equals God also
heavily informed how they interpret and translate ziran.

As the complete Latin translation synthesized earlier partial efforts at interpretation
and translation, I shall begin with the incomplete text that most likely appeared first
(Wei 2018). There the whole line Dao fa ziran becomes “Tao Virtutem habet Entis à se” (The
Dao possesses the characteristic of self-Being) (Textus quidam ex libro n.d., p. 220). This
rendering is further accompanied by the Chinese comment道又法於自然，是自然又大
於道 (Lin 2011, p. 506)16 and its Latin translation “Tao denique Virtus pervenis ad Ens
seu naturam Entis a se, certe inde sequitur quod Natura Entis a se nobilior est Tao” (The
character of the Dao ultimately reaches toward “Being” or the nature of self-Being, and so
the Nature of self-Being is greater than the Dao) (Textus quidam ex libro n.d., p. 223).

These related translations of original text and commentary must be carefully unpacked.
First, one finds the fascinating translation of ziran as “Entis à se,” which I retranslate as
“self-Being” to highlight how Entis indicates “Being” with a capital “B.” However, a more
descriptive translation might be “existing from itself” or to use technical Catholic language
derived from the very expression ens a se—aseity. This Latin translation identifies ziran
with Being, but more specifically the self-existing characteristic of Being. This is a classic
quality of God, but the translator seeks support for this reading and translation in the
Chinese tradition. This Chinese comment and its Latin translation simply present a view
where ziran supersedes the Dao as the highest reality, never explicitly confirming the “self-
existence” reading of ziran. Of course, within the framework of Greco-Christian cosmology,
the logic of this connection emerges from the belief that “Being” remains the ultimate, as
the self-existing. Such an elevation of ziran in this comment clarifies why ziran might be
identified with “Being” itself, and even equated with the Catholic God or maybe abstractly
in some sense God himself as supreme Being.

Turning to the complete Latin Laozi manuscript, one finds the exact same translation,
“Tao virtuem habet Entis a se” (Liber Sinicus Táo Tě Kı̄m n.d., p. 87). This work, however,
offers a more revealing explanation for its translator’s choice. The accompanying inter-
pretation says, “Æternam in Divino Vû無 naturam habens Inscrutabilem. Ipsummet est
Ens a se Indepedens et Absolutissimum” (The Eternal in Divine Wu無 (Void) possesses an
Unknowable nature. Itself is self-Being, Independent, and Most Absolute) (Liber Sinicus
Táo Tě Kı̄m n.d., p. 90). Here Wu is not “Non-Being,” as it is sometimes translated, but true
“Being,” as understood as the ultimate reality of ain soph according to the Christian Cabbala
perspective of the Figurists (Von Collani 2000, p. 537).

The Dao is thus identified with the true Being that is an unknowable void. It is self-
existing, independent, and absolute. This firmly situates ziran as the key quality or nature
of the divine. Reading ziran as Being or the self-existent nature of Being is quite unusual in
the history of its translation; however, even with the radical agenda of the translators, the
“self-existent” aspect is quite close to the conception found in Heshanggong’s Commentary
mentioned above, and the connection to the divine creative void is also reminiscent of
Mengshan Deyi’s Buddhist reading. One might conclude that, even given the gulf between
a 1st century Daoist or a 13th century Buddhist writing in Classical Chinese and 18th
century Catholics writing in Latin, a basic shared sense of ziran as a key quality of the
absolute persists.

4. Ziran Translated as “Itself”

These Latin works were never published and so had limited impact on the global
reception of the Laozi. In contrast, though not a complete translation, the 1823 work Mémoire
sur la vie et les opinions de Lao-Tseu by the first modern sinologist Jean-Pierre Abel-Rémusat
spread widely. It was read by the likes of Hegel ([1833] 1986, p. 146), and its interpretation
of ziran has been both copied and imitated, as I shall demonstrate below. Rémusat (1823,
p. 27) translates, “L’homme a son type et son modèle dans la terre, la terre dans le ciel, le
ciel dans la raison, la raison en elle-même” (Man has his type and his model in Earth, Earth
in Heaven, Heaven in Reason, Reason in itself). Most notable is the translation of Dao as la
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raison. This actually continues one of the Latin translators’ interpretations of Dao, as they
sometimes would also render it as “Ratio” (divine reason) (Liber Sinicus Táo Tě Kı̄m n.d.,
p. 1). This choice positions Abel-Rémusat to interpret ziran as “elle-même” (itself), instead
of following the Latin version focused on the quality of Being. Dao as Reason is just Reason.
It needs no other quality, as Reason is its own description and is “herself,” if I preserve the
grammatical gender that agrees with la raison.

While Abel-Rémusat’s interpretation of Dao as divine Reason has found few imitators,
equivalents of his simple reading of ziran appear in numerous other translations and
languages. Some of these cases belong to what can be called interpretive lineages, where
a translator reads a translation in one language and imports that “interpretation” into a
second language (Tadd 2022, pp. 99–108). Abel-Rémusat generates such a lineage, when
his interpreting of chapter 25 ziran as “itself” becomes standard in a range of languages,
even if the term’s grammatical gender varies: herself, himself, itself, or self. sebě”

In 1870, two German translations of the Laozi appeared, with the one by
Victor von Strauss (1870, p. 126) clearly following Abel-Rémusat in translating our key
concept as “sein Selbst” (himself). One also finds an undated Manchu translation published
in transcription in 1901 that uses “ini cisui” (himself) (Von Zach 1901, p. 161).17 Many
others followed this approach, including Tolstoy’s ([1884] 1937, p. 535) earliest attempts at a
Laozi translation that has “sam” sebě” (himself), de Harlez’s (1891, p. 44) French “lui-même”
(himself), Old’s (1894, p. 10) English “itself,” Ular’s (1903, p. 19) German “sich selbst”
(itself), Evola’s (1923, chp. 25) Italian “se stessa” (herself), Ervast’s (1925, p. 22) Finnish
“se itse” (itself), and Ágner’s (1943, chp. 25) Hungarian “sajátmagában” (itself). Stephen
Mitchell’s (1988, chp. 25) infamous meta-translation uses “itself,” as does its Persian re-
translation by Farshı̄d Qahramānı̄ (2009, p. 25) that has “khud” (self). There is even Sarker
Amin’s (2008, p. 37) Bengali that glosses ziran with “Tāo,” i.e., itself, and Alimonak’i’s
(2013, p. 92) Georgian translation where Dao obeys the “daos k’anons” (the law of Dao),
i.e., the law of itself.

All these readings take the passage to basically indicate that what the Dao “models,”
“is founded on,” or “takes as standard” is his-, her-, it-self. That is to say the Dao is just
what it is. In some sense, this continues the Catholic reading that makes ziran a noun, but
in a much gentler form, as the concept of Being is less explicit. Of course, in Tolstoy’s
case, with the full line rendered as “Borg” podoben” sam” sebě” (God is like himself), the
theological aspect is undeniable (Tolstoy [1884] 1937, p. 535).

Among this list exist both obvious and understated translation lineages. I know that
Tolstoy’s translation mainly followed von Strauss (Bodde 1950, p. 25), and that both Harlez
and Ular most probably read Abel-Rémusat. Furthermore, Evola certainly based his entire
Italian translation on Ular’s 1903 German translation. Finally, there is the case of August
Wesley’s (1937) Estonian work based on both Old’s English and Ervast’s Finnish, and which
preserves both their Theosophical readings rooted in mystical perennialism.

The reduction of ziran to simply “self” might be critiqued as the loss of nuance
and depth of meaning that inevitably occurs during translation into a foreign language.
However, once again I can point to the premodern Chinese notions that ziran equals Dao
and the modern exact equivalents of “ziji” (self) and “taziji” (itself). Thus, it becomes
problematic to assert this rendering of ziran reflects at all on the specificity of language, a
fact further demonstrated by the scope of examples in this section.

5. Ziran Translated as “Its Own Nature,” “What It Is in Itself,” or “Self-So”

The Christian theology-infused readings that focus on ziran as self-existing, or divine
Reason itself, encountered a strong alternative originating with Abel-Rémusat’s student
Stanislas Julien. Julien rejected the use of European concepts like Reason or Being to discuss
the Dao and delved into the explanations of 30 traditional commentaries that he cites in
his over 600 explanatory footnotes. His 1842 French translation was the first complete
published Laozi in any Western language, and this status, combined with the immense
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erudition of the work, made it the base translation or key reference for most other early
translations in French, English, German, Czech, and Russian.

Julien translates our key passage as “le Tao imite sa nature” (The Dao imitates its
nature), which shifts the sense of ziran from Being or itself to “its nature” (Julien 1842, p. 92).
This articulation though more awkward than Abel-Rémusat’s translation, may be closer to
the Chinese traditional commentaries of which Julien cites and translates four. Interestingly,
none of these sources explicitly reveal why ziran is taken as “its nature.” Nevertheless, his
citation of Heshanggong’s無所法 as “il n’a rien à imiter en dehors de lui” (it has nothing
to imitate apart from itself) may offer a clue (Julien 1842, p. 96). This citation omits the
immediately preceding phrase道性自然 (The Way’s nature is ziran), but that seems the
most likely source that inspired him. It is known, after all, that Julien first translated the
entirety of Heshanggong’s Commentary while preparing his final French Laozi and may have
taken its mention of daoxing道性 (Dao’s nature) as a gloss for ziran (Julien 1842, p. xvi).

As with Abel-Rémusat, many translations follow Julien’s equation of “nature” and
ziran. The earliest full English translation, an 1859 manuscript housed at Yale, is almost
a direct retranslation of Julien, and has the passage as “the Taou imitates his own nature”
(The Book of the Way and of Virtue 1859, chp. 25). There is also Balfour’s (1884, p. 16)
English “its own inherent nature,” Masot’s (1889, p. 112) Spanish “su misma naturaleza”
(its very nature), Carus’ (1898, p. 110) “intrinsic,” Allawi’s (1995, p. 82) Arabic “t.abı̄’iyy”
(innate), and Róssis’ (2014, p. 29) Greek “fýsi tou” (its nature). As one can see, this
interpretation has maintained its popularity for over 150 years. In the few examples, one
observes a refining of the way this interpretation is translated, but the point remains the
same. Ziran is what is inherent or intrinsic; it is something’s “nature.”

The last translation is quite fascinating from a history of philosophy perspective. There
ziran becomes fýsi—the modern form of the ancient physis, which means something’s core
essence, its nature. This Greek concept is likely what inspired Julien’s translation, with its
implied sense of a consistent essence. The modern term fýsi is also used as an equivalent of
English “Nature,” and this polysemy relates to another interpretation of ziran that I shall
discuss later.

The first published English Laozi translation appeared in 1868 by John Chalmers. He,
like the anonymous Yale translator, often relies on Julien’s interpretations in his work. Yet,
when translating ziran, he chose a different strategy: “Tau takes its law from what it is
in itself” (Chalmers 1868, p. 19). Though “what it is in itself” implies Julien’s sense of
“nature,” it shifts the focus back to the notion of “itself” and of Being, of what it “is.” This
reading impacted the famous but admittedly lackluster translation of James Legge (1891,
p. 68), who used “its being what it is.” This departs from the focus on “itself,” emphasizing
the continuity of how it exists as it exists by the use of the gerund “being,” or as he clarifies
in his notes, it is God being the uncaused cause (ibid., p. 69).

The renowned Arthur Waley (1934, p. 174) translation introduces a new variation on
this, “the Self-so.”18 This makes ziran a quality of “being what it is.” It is not “nature” as
the basic character of a thing, but it is a quality of just existing in its own way. In line with
these two similar interpretations, Heysinger (1903, p. 42) has “the Tao from what it is,”
Golden and Presas’ (2000, p. 75) Catalan has “allò que és com és” (what it is as it is),
Sehnal’s (2012, p. 129) Czech has “čím je sama od sebe” (what it is by itself). One also
observes Jonathan Star (2008, p. 28) presenting a long list of ziran translations including
Waley’s “self-so,” “But Tao depends on itself alone/Supremely free, self-so, it rests in its
own nature.”

In all these cases, the Dao exists as itself, in its own way. Ziran is not just “self” but is
the state of being itself, being as it is itself, being self-so; it is a quality, not a self-reflexive
pronoun. The connection of ziran to the Dao’s nature first appears in the beginning of
Heshanggong’s comment, though it might be closer to Wei Yuan’s vision of ziran as the
universal nature being the nature of Dao. The related “self-so” notion similarly resonates
with Bai Yuchan’s sense of “ruci eryi” (just being so). Regardless of language, this form
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of ziran cleaves more closely to a description, though one that designates the cosmic self
existing as itself.

6. Ziran Translated as “From Itself” and “Spontaneity”

Not long after Chalmers’ English was published, two German translations, as already
mentioned, appeared in February and March of 1870. The later one, by von Strauss, belongs
in the Abel-Rémusat lineage, while the other, by Reinhold von Plaenckner, initiated its own
type of ziran translation. Like Abel-Rémusat and von Strauss, the professional sinologist
von Plaenckner stressed the “self” aspect of the term; however, he also included a layer of
directionality. He presents “Und das Tao stammt ohne Frage allein aus sich selbst” (And
the Dao without question comes only from itself) (von Plaenckner 1870, p. 114). Of course,
the “from itself” translation relates again to the verb choice, but this sense of manifesting
from within itself offers quite a different conception of Dao than if it just models itself or is
itself. There is a sense of emergence, and it plays with the polysemy of zi自 as “self/selbst,”
“from/aus,” and “spontaneous.”

Von Plaenckner’s German translation became the foundation of the first Czech Laozi by
the philosopher, politician, and nationalist Františka Čupr, who hoped to establish Czech
as a functional scholarly language and translated many world classics with such an aim. In
1878, he completed his Laozi in which he follows von Plaenckner quite closely, stating “A
Tao pochází beze vší pochybnosti samo ze sebe” (And the Tao undoubtedly comes only
from itself) (Čupr 1878, p. 31).19 Here ziran remains the emergent “from itself” even after
being transferred from the Germanic aus sich selbst to the Slavic ze sebe. In both cases, this
reading is heavily reliant on taking fa法 as “comes” (stammt or pochází), which necessitates
including “from” as part of the expression.

A similar Dutch translation by Henri Borel (1898, p. 122), however, demonstrates that
this interpretation of ziran is not simply a reflection of verb choice. It says, “(Maar) de Wet
van Tao is van-zich-zelven” ((But) the law of the Dao is from its own self). Here Daofa as a
compound becomes the topic and ziran becomes the comment. Interestingly, Goddard’s
(1919, p. 23) English, certainly aware of Borel’s Dutch states, “Tao is self-derived.” Reichelt’s
(1948, p. 73) later Norwegian “Tao stammer fra seg selv” (Tao comes from itself) more
exactly returns to von Plaenckner’s approach. Still, regardless of the differences between
these few translations, the understanding of ziran relates to the question of the origin of the
Dao; it is about self-creation.

Lastly, the renowned sinologist Richard Wilhelm (1957, p. 65) reveals a major struggle
of the translator to express the richness of ziran, though the basic sense aligns with von
Plaenckner’s notion of originating in the self, or “self-derived.” He says, “der Sinn richtet
sich nach sich selber” (The Meaning models itself after itself). The term he uses for ziran
is “sich nach sich selber,” a phrase far more complex than any other German translation
previously mentioned and which could be literally translated as “itself after it itself.” In
this case, the verb takes two objects that are both “self.”20 It is not quite clear where this
second self is found in the original Chinese, but this sense of self-modeling, self-creating,
and self-emergence represents a dynamic aseity for the Dao being “from itself.”

Ziran as “from itself” supposes a notion of emergent authenticity, a state of being where
something unintentionally moves in accordance with its nature. In this “spontaneous” view
“nature” becomes implied, while focus shifts to the “self-emergent” mode of action and
interaction. This sense of ziran translated as “spontaneous” or “spontaneously” can first
be dated from Balfour, previously mentioned in regard to the reading of ziran as “nature.”
Balfour (1884, p. 16) gives a double translation, “Tao regulates itself by its own inherent
nature- or, spontaneously.” This translation is influenced by the reading of fa法 as an active
verb, as the choice of “regulates” helps shift ziran to become an adverb instead of a noun or
adjective. It also means that the nature of the Dao is to function spontaneously.

Balfour’s interpretation comes quite early in the history of Laozi translations, and one
even sees a similar approach in another undated Manchu translation housed in the Saint
Petersburg Institute of Oriental Manuscripts and transcribed by Giovanni Stary. It has
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“ini cisui banjinara” (his own self-generating) (Stary 1996, p. 1352), which makes even
more explicit the emergent aspect of ziran. Like “self-so,” “spontaneous” and its variations
have become enshrined as another standard type of translation. For example, its noun
form “spontaneity” often appears in English: Maclagan’s (1898, p. 138) “Tao takes as
law Spontaneity,” Lionel Giles’ (1904, p. 21) “the law of the Tao is its own spontaneity,”
Medhurst’s (1905, p. 44) “The Tao’s standard is spontaneity,” Parker’s (1910, p. 107) “Man
looks up to Earth for guidance . . . and Providence to Spontaneity,” and Izutsu’s (2001,
p. 73) “(its own) spontaneity.” Of course, one also finds this in other European languages as
well, like Parinetto’s (1995, p. 25) Italian “spontaneità” (spontaneity).

This reading of “spontaneity,” a much more dynamic term than just “nature” or “self-
so,” further appears in radically different linguistic contexts like Radpour’s (2017, p. 66)
Persian translation that reads chapter 25’s ziran as “khud-bah-khudı̄” (spontaneous self).
Here the translator reduplicates khud, which means both “self” as a noun and “spontaneous”
as an adjective, which becomes “self-by-selfness” and generally is equivalent to “spontane-
ity.” The connection between self and spontaneity is quite fascinating, especially because
self-from-selfness resembles some of our previously discussed translations. Of course, the
end result emphasizes dynamic self-emergence. The translator, in private correspondence,
suggests that his choice was heavily etymological, in that both khud and zi share the two
meanings of “self” and “spontaneity.”

This Persian etymological translation reminds us of a similar reading in modern
Chinese. Scholars like Ye Shuxun, who focus on the etymology of zi with its meaning of
“self,” “from,” and “spontaneous,” likewise articulate the importance of this multi-meaning
perspective. Such polysemy does not appear to be particularly relevant in the premodern
Chinese commentarial tradition. Nevertheless, it remains an important one that not only
has roots in the original language but can also clearly traverse the translingual divide.

7. Ziran Translated as “Natural” or “Naturalness”

Another prevalent contemporary translation of ziran, like the popular “spontaneity,”
is “natural” or “naturalness.” This reading evolves out of the idea that ziran is something’s
“nature,” but again, as with spontaneity, represents something much more dynamic and
vital than the essentializing notion of a core “nature.” It first appeared within the 1894
Russian translation produced by D.P. Konissi (小西増太郎 Konishi Masutarō) and edited
by Leo Tolstoy. It takes the line as “jestestvennost′ neset” Tao” (Naturalness bears up the
Dao) (Konissi and Tolstoy [1894] 1913, p. 17). This novel reading is especially noteworthy,
as Tolstoy’s own translation, based on von Strauss and produced ten years earlier, takes
ziran as “himself” in line with the more Christian reading of the passage. Thus, the credit
for this version should likely be Konissi’s alone.

This major shift in interpretation does not list its origin, just as with Julien’s notion
of “its nature,” though we do know that Konissi relied on Laozi editions found in the
Rumiantsev Library in Moscow, now the Russian State Library (Konishi 2013, p. 106). At
present that library contains the old woodblock commentarial editions of Heshanggong,
Wang Bi, and Bai Yuchan. None of these commentaries readily explain the shift towards
“naturalness,” but the translator’s place of origin might offer a clue.

As this work was the first European language Laozi produced by a Japanese man, it is
worth contemplating the impact modern Japanese language had on Konissi’s reading. In
particular, one must note the Japanese effort to translate the Dutch natuur or “Nature” with
the compound自然 (jp. shizen, ch. ziran). While this use of ziran to represent the Western
concept “Nature” later becomes standard in Modern Chinese, it was a Japanese innovation.
Given this context, Konissi’s inventive translation of Laozi’s ziran appears to project the
new natuur sense of the term back onto the ancient work. This is especially probable given
that Konissi was not a classically trained Japanese scholar but instead a Russian Orthodox
priest who became interested in the Laozi after traveling to Moscow.

Regardless of the etymological specifics of this reading, Konissi clearly made a turn
toward naturalism. According to Sho Konishi, for Konissi “nature served as a focal point
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in understanding Lao Tzu” and that the “Tao te ching as introduced by [Konissi] recon-
ceptualized Hobbesian nature from segmentation and competition, chaos and disorder,
to the unification of all beings as the original state of nature” (Konishi 2013, p. 110). This
vision of a Daoist naturalism rooted in the state of ziran as true “naturalness” represents an
important development in the history of the concept.21 If this is accurate, Konissi’s reading
of the Laozi was revolutionary.22 He is the first to elevate the ziran state of nature in the
Laozi to the level of divinity while removing any metaphysical signification.

The 1950 Russian translation by Yang Xingshun—even though asserting a radically
different Soviet Marxist reading of the Laozi that completely rejects Konissi and Tolstoy’s
perspective as bourgeois idealism—still follows their translation of ziran as “jestestvennost′”
(naturalness) (Ân 1950, p. 129). Many others use a similar approach: Duyvendak’s (1953,
p. 55) French “le Cours Naturel” (the Natural Course), Duyvendak’s (1954, p. 58) self-
retranslation into English “the Natural,” Lau’s (1963, p. 30) “naturally so,” Feng and
English’s (1972, p. 50) “natural,” Berzinski’s (2013, chp. 25) Latvian translation “Dabisks”
(natural), and Roberts’ (2001, p. 82) more euphemistic “self-momentum of all becoming.”

This perspective resembles Wang Bi’s take on ziran, with its focus on the cosmic order
following the individual natures of all things, everything being natural. However, this is an
innovative reading that does not find a perfect analogy in the pre-modern Chinese context
as it relies on the post-enlightenment conception of Nature. The logical conclusion of this
emergence of a naturalistic ziran is discussed in the following section.

8. Ziran Translated as “Nature”

While the terms used that mean “natural” often imply a connection to the natural
world or Nature, especially in the stronger capitalized translations of Duyvendak, Nature
itself as a dominant cosmic aspect of Laozi’s philosophy also finds a place. The first hint
comes not from a translation of ziran, appearing prior to Konissi’s importation of this
modern Japanese sense of the term, but in the 1870 work of Thomas Watters, an American
diplomat stationed in Hong Kong. He identifies ziran as “spontaneity,” being the primary
quality of the Way that he identifies with “Nature,” “Universal Nature,” or the “Law of
Nature” (Watters 1870, pp. 40, 51, 61).

However, the leap from this identification of ziran as the spontaneity of Nature to
Nature itself occurs much later in the mid-twentieth century. First, one finds in a French
anthology of Chinese literature by Sung-nien Hsu (1933, p. 394) “le tao imite la nature”
(the Dao imitates Nature). Not long after, in an obscure translation that is the first English
version produced by a native Chinese hand, Hu Tse Ling states, “Heaven follows the way
of the Tao and the Tao follows that of Nature” (Hu 1936, p. 40). A much more influential
translation comes from Lin Yutang, who takes the line as “Tao models itself after Nature”
(Lin [1942] 1955, p. 597) but adds in a footnote that the term is literally translated as
“self-so,” “self-formed,” and “that which is so by itself.” Exactly what prompted this shift
to “Nature” is not revealed, though Wing-tsit Chan, who uses a translation identical to
Lin’s, “Tao models itself after Nature” (Chan 1963, p. 153), is more explicit in his mission to
make the Chinese traditions of thought into types of “philosophy” that might be palatable
to Western audiences. He thus frames Confucianism as humanism and Laozi’s Daoism as
naturalism, supporting the latter assertion with the “fact” that Nature is the highest order
in the cosmos, even above the Way.23 In Chan’s reading, Laozi’s core concept wuwei無為
(non-action) tellingly becomes “take no action contrary to Nature” (Chan 1963, p. 136).

It is worth reflecting on how the reading of ziran as Nature originates with Chinese
scholars in the 20th century. One again might posit that this results from the massive impact
Japanese understandings of Western learning had on these modern Chinese intellectuals
and, similarly to Konissi, they were inspired by the Japanese conflation of natuur and ziran.
Of course, the shift to re-imagining this classical concept coincides with the importation of
science and the values that made such a reading appealing to people like Wing-tsit Chan.

Regardless of its complex origins, this naturalistic reading of ziran was influential
in the latter half of the 20th century and beyond. Jovanovski’s Macedonian “prirodata”
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(Nature) belongs directly to this interpretive lineage as his work retranslates Wing-tsit
Chan’s (Jovanovski 1978, p. 22). There are other lineages of this reading as well, like the
one beginning with the anarchist Yamaga [1957]’s (Yamaga [1957] 1992, chp. 25) Esperanto
“la naturon” (Nature) and continuing when a Spanish anarchist revolutionary Edward
Vivancos (1963, chp. 25) retranslated Yamaga into Spanish, rendering the expression as “la
Naturaleza” (Nature). This interpretation has traveled far and wide, as it easily crosses
linguistic boundaries. Thus, one finds Jagadish Chandra Jain’s (1973, chp. 25) Hindi
translation “prākrtik kram” (Nature), E. San Juan’s (2012, p. 15) Filipino “likas at taal na
pagsulong ng kalikasan” (the natural and eternal development of Nature), and Yufei Luo’s
(2017, p. 83) Khmer “thǒ@mmě@ ci@t” (Nature).

With this articulation of ziran as Nature itself, one has moved to the extreme opposite
pole from considering this concept as an articulation of transcendent Being suggested
by the Figurists. Interestingly, though one might suppose these missionaries were most
likely to contort the “original meaning” of the text for their clear ideological aims, it is this
reading of “Nature” that especially lacks a traditional Chinese equivalent, being the result
of a Western concept mistakenly connected to the Daoist ziran. Even so, the union of the
Dao and Nature is also not completely unexpected or irrational. The Dao, as conceived
by various Chinese thinkers like Guo Xiang, does include an imminent quality, and when
understood in the context of modern scientific notions could reasonably be equated to
Nature. Thus, to translate ziran as Nature does perhaps exceed the bounds of the original
language; however, such an exegetical move is not fundamentally more different than the
variegated readings I have discussed above.

9. Conclusions

This paper attempts to simultaneously fulfill multiple goals. First, it aims to provide a
history of the translation and reception of Laozi’s chapter 25 ziran in the non-Chinese world.
Such a history shows the specifics of interaction between different cultural, philosophical,
and religious traditions with this difficult passage that bears much of the weight of the
metaphysics found in the Laozi.

Second, it seeks to address the question of language and translatability. By recounting
six types of Chinese interpretations and six types of non-Chinese translations, a richness
and expansiveness of Chapter 25 ziran exegesis is unearthed that transcends the idolization
of the “original” text or even the source language. Furthermore, examples taken from
dozens of languages have demonstrated through sheer quantity how individual interpretive
approaches remain unbound to any particular language. While some glosses more easily
find equivalences trans-lingually, e.g., “Nature” or “itself,” major impediments, even while
crossing language families, are generally absent for all the various types. It is still possible to
critique this analysis due to its crude use of equivalencies, and the importance of linguistic
variation is not disallowed. Yet, the reality of shared ideas and shared approaches to
exegesis persists nonetheless.

Third, it intends to spur philosophical reflection concerning the coexistence of all these
different interpretations and translations of the Chapter 25 ziran. Conceptions of this ziran
in translation, and to a slightly lesser extent in Chinese, appear to exist along two spectrums
from the metaphysical to the physical and from the universal to the particular: ziran as
“Being/God” on one end and ziran as “Nature” on the other; ziran as universal God/Nature
at one end and as individual self-so/spontaneity at the other. These continuums do not
simply result from challenges or contortions of linguistic translation, as the native Chinese
tradition can attest, and while this might show the inherent emptiness of this term, they
ultimately direct us back to a notion of “self.” Depending on how a commentator or
translator understands “self” and its relation to Dao, ziran becomes variously reformulated
as cosmic essence, personal essence, cosmic process, or personal process. Explained from
the human perspective, this term is imbued with our various possible aspirations: to
know our origins, to become one with God, Nature, or our true essential natures, and live
authentic spontaneous lives as we are or as we ultimately should be.
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Lastly, it hopes to demonstrate the value of Global Laozegetics research. While the
vast frame of Global Laozegetics might suggest an abyss of infinite exegesis, its diversity of
commentaries and translations not only expands our view but also simultaneously narrows
and focuses our philosophical inquiries. For example, given the above analysis, it is now
worth reassessing how “self” can be variously understood in the context of this Daoist
classic. Thus, a global view on the Laozi not only teaches us much about the history of
cross-cultural intellectual connection and exchange but also brings us back to the small,
bounded world of the text itself.
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Notes

1 For more on this concept, see (Tadd 2022).
2 This is an expanded count based on Tadd’s (2019a) bibliography of Laozi translations.
3 This list is by no means exhaustive, being limited to such popular examples for practical reasons.
4 Framed more broadly, I assert classical texts like the Laozi function not as sources of eternal truth but loci for philosophical debate.
5 As with the six types of ziran in translation, this set merely provides a representative but not exhaustive range of Chinese

approaches to the term.
6 All translations are my own.
7 道以無法為法者也，無法者，自然而已，故曰道法自然。(Jiao 2009, p. 64).
8 道则自本自根，未有天地，自古以固存，所法也 . . . . . . 夫道者，自本自根，所因而自然也。(Wang 1979, p. 29).
9 道法自然者，一真氣生於虛明中，自然妙用無窮無殆也。(Deyi 1287, p. 16b).

10 道只是自然，自然即是道。所以更無别法，能法於道者。(Ji gujin fodao lunheng n.d., p. 381b).
11 道不違自然，乃得其性，法自然者也。法自然者，在方而法方，在圓而法圓，於自然無所違也。自然者，無稱之言，窮極之辭

也。(Lou 1980, p. 65).
12 聖人無欲 . . . . . . 任物義歸於獨化，法自然也。(Li 2011, pp. 362–63).
13 道法自然，應物故也。自然非道之全，出而應物，故道降而下法。(Huizong 2011, p. 278).
14 There are three undatable Manchu translations that might predate these Latin works, two of which are used as general examples

of interpretive strategies below.
15 Earlier fragmented Tangut, Spanish, Portuguese, Latin, and French translations of the Laozi exist without the key passage. See

(Shanghai Guiji Chubanshe Bian 1996, pp. 117–32; Cobo 1590; Longobardo 1623, 153v; Martini 1658, p. 117; Couplet 1687, p. xxvi;
Comte 1696, p. 149).

16 The translator attributes this comment to Mr. Chen, likely Chen Jingyuan陳景元 but it really comes from Lin Xiyi林希逸.
17 This Manchu term is hard to limit to one meaning because it often functions as a gloss for ziran, and includes the meanings “on

its own, spontaneously, or naturally.” Still, the etymology is “ini” (his) and “cisui” (self, personal, selfish), so in this case I follow
Julius Grill who renders it in German as “von selbst” (itself, by itself) (Grill 1911, p. 769).

18 “Self-so” later becomes a overall popular translation for ziran in English, though it is strangely rare in this specific chapter
25 passage.

19 Samo ze sebe can also be read as “itself from itself,” as suggest by L’ubomir Dunaj in private communication, though ultimately the
notion of self-emergence remains the same.

20 Thanks to Dennis Schilling for explaining the intricacies of this German grammar.
21 Léon de Rosny suggested around the same time that Daoism shared an affinity with Rouseau’s conception of nature but did not

deeply explore that thought (de Rosny 1892, p. 17).
22 It is conceivable there were other earlier sources for this reading, though not in this passage. This possibility is suggested by

Carus’ (1898, p. 301) endnotes that say, “The words tsz’ jan (12–13), ‘self-like,’ which are commonly translated by ‘natural,’ mean
here that ‘reason follows its own nature,’ i.e., its standard is intrinsic.”

23 He even entitles his chapter on the Laozi as “The Natural Way of Lao Tzu.”
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Liber Sinicus Táo Tě Kı̄m inscriptus. n.d. In Latinum Idioma versus. MS Chin.H.20. London: The British Library, India Office Library.



Religions 2022, 13, 596

Lin, Xiyi 林希逸. 2011. Daode zhenjing kouyi 道德真經口義. In Laozi jicheng 老子集成. Edited by Xiong Tieji 熊鐵基 and Chen
Hongxing陳紅星. Beijing: Zongjiao Wenhua Chubanshe, vol. 4, pp. 495–526.

Lin, Yutang. 1955. The Wisdom of Laotse. In Wisdom of India and China. New York: Random House. First published 1942.
Liu, Xiaogan劉笑敢. 2006. Laozi gujin: Wuzhong duikan yu xiping yinlun老子古今：五種對勘與析評引論. Beijing: Zhongguo Shehui

Kexue Chubanshe, vol. 1.
Longobardo, Niccolò. 1623. Resposta breve sobre as Controversias do Xámti, Tienxin, Limhoên, e outros nomes e termos sinicos: Per se determinar

quaes delles podem ou nao podem usarse nesta Xrandade. MSS, SC Indie Orientali e Cina. Rome: Archive of Pontifical Urban University,
vol. 1.

Lou, Yulie樓宇列. 1980. Wang Bi ji jiaoshi王弼集校釋. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju.
Luo, Yufei罗宇菲. 2017. Karôbâkâbrê sâmreăng vônnakamm Lauchœ (老子选择). Guilin: Guangxi Shifan Daxue Chubanshe.
Maclagan, Patrick Johnston. 1898. The Tao-Teh King. The China Review 23: 1–14, 75–85, 125–42, 191–207, 261–64.
Martini, Martino. 1658. Sinicae Historiae Decas Prima. Monachii: Wagner und Straub.
Masot, Fr. Salvador. 1889. Tao-Te-King de Yan-Tsu. In El Correo Sino-Annamita. Manila: Del colegio de Sto. Tomás, vol. 23, pp. 100–58.
Medhurst, C. Spurgeon. 1905. Tao Teh King: A Short Study in Comparative Religion. Wheaton: Theosophical Publishing House.
Mitchell, Stephen. 1988. Tao Te Ching. New York: Harper & Row.
Old, Walter R. 1894. The Book of the Path of Virtue. Madras: Theosophical Publishing Society.
Parinetto, Luciano. 1995. Laozi: La via in cammino. Milan: La Vita Felice.
Parker, Edward Harper. 1910. The Tao Te Ching or Providential Grace Classic. In Studies in Chinese Religion. London: Chapman and

Hall, pp. 96–131.
Qahramānı̄, Farshı̄d. 2009. Tā’ū Ti Chı̄ng. Tehran: Musallas.
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Abstract: Like the Bible, the Dào Dé Jı̄ng is one of the most translated classics with worldwide
influence, and its translation sets a good example in cross-cultural communication. Among the Dào
Dé Jı̄ng’s translations, the number of German versions is second only to the English ones. Since its
introduction to the German regions, the Dào Dé Jı̄ng has been popular among German-speaking
scholars and readers, casting profound and far-reaching influences in various fields. Based on the
theory of the conceptual metaphor field, the article explores the relationship between Dào道 (way
or Dao) and Xiàng象 (Symbolic Imagery, images) in the Dào Dé Jı̄ng and builds the mapping from
Xiàng to Dào. In the Dào Dé Jı̄ng, Laozi uses images (Xiàng象) as collective concepts to illustrate his
Dào and make his idea better understood. Thus, this article focuses on the translation of different
key images (Xiàng) in six representative German translations of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng and summarizes
three main translation techniques used in translating Xiàng: shifting, conversion, and concealment.
After balancing the cultural differences and translation requirements, the German translators take
these techniques to translate Xiàng and make relevant concepts more understandable and acceptable
for German readers, which facilitates the spread of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng in the German regions. Inspired
by the German translation of Xiàng, contemporary translators shall balance the cultural differences
between the source language and target language, choose the appropriate translation strategies
and techniques in translating ancient Chinese classics and make their translation a bridge between
different civilizations.

Keywords: the Dào Dé Jı̄ng; Dào; conceptual metaphor field; Xiàng; translation

1. Introduction

As one of China’s famous philosophical classics and the sacred book of Daoism, the
Dào Dé Jı̄ng crystallizes the ancient wisdom and civilization of China. For centuries, the
translation of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng has attracted the attention of scholars at home and abroad
and helped the world know China better. According to Daoxuan’s Collection of Critical
Evaluations of Buddhism and Daoism from the Past and Present (jí gǔ jı̄n fó dào lùn héng集古
今佛道论衡), the Dào Dé Jı̄ng was first translated into Sanskrit by Xuanzang and Taoist
priests under the official organization in the twenty-first year of Zhenguan in the Tang
Dynasty (AD 647) (Liu 2018, p. 234). Later the Dào Dé Jı̄ng was translated into Latin, French,
German, Japanese, English, and other languages. According to Prof. Misha Tadd, the
number of translated versions of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng has reached 2000, involving 94 languages
(Tadd 2022, p. 88). Second only to the Bible, the Dào Dé Jı̄ng is the most translated classic
with worldwide influence.

In 1823, French sinologist Jean-Pierre Abel-Rémusat published his Mémoire sur la vie
et les opinions de Lao-Tseu (Memory of the Life and Opinions of Laozi), in which he translated
five chapters of Dào Dé Jı̄ng and elaborated the concept of Dào. In 1827, based on French
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sinologist Abel Rémusat’s French translation, the German philosopher Carl Jos. Hieron
Windischmann translated five chapters of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng into German1. Since then, the
translation of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng in the German-speaking regions began. The past two centuries
witnessed the increase of German translations of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng from none to over 150.
The number of German versions of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng is second only to that of the English
ones. Among these German versions of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng, excellent translations by Victor
von Strauss, Richard Wilhelm, Günther Debon, and so on are widely recognized and quite
influential. Meanwhile, the German philosophical circle always pays close attention to Laozi
and his work. From Immanuel Kant’s strong criticism of Laozi’s thinking to the critical
acceptance of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, Friedrich
Wilhelm Joseph Schelling, Martin Buber, and so on to Laozi’s ideas, to Martin Heidegger
and Karl Theodor Jaspers’ appreciation and recommendation of Laozi, Laozi and his Dào
Dé Jı̄ng gradually came to the fore in the German philosophical circle (Elberfeld 2000).
Likewise, the Dào Dé Jı̄ng inspired many writers in German-speaking regions. Laozi’s
thinking and ideas can be seen in Alfred Döblin’s 1915 Die drei Sprünge des Wang-lun (The
Three Leaps of Wang Lun) which sets the story in late eighteenth-century China, Bertolt
Brecht’s poetry 1924 Morgendliche Rede an den Baum “Griehn” (Morning address to a tree
named “Green”) and 1953 Eisen (Iron) and his dramas 1941 Mutter Courage und ihre Kinder
(Mother Courage and Her Children), 1943 Der gute Mensch von Sezuan (The Good Person of
Szechwan), Hermann Hesse’s 1919 Demian: Die Geschichte von Emil Sinclairs Jugend (Demian:
The Story of a Youth), 1922 Siddharta: Eine indische Dichtung (Siddhartha: An Indian Tale),
and 1932 Die Morgenlandfahrt: Eine Erzählung (The Journey to the East). Since the 1990s, the
promotion of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng to the world accelerates with more translations, diversified
media, as well as more readers and audiences. The Dào Dé Jı̄ng and the philosophical
thinking in the book become popular among modern readers, manifesting their vitality in
the contemporary world.

Though the Dào Dé Jı̄ng is only a book of almost 5000 Chinese letters, it is a book of
the world. The Dào Dé Jı̄ng covers many fields, such as self-cultivation, state governance,
military strategy and tactics, epistemology, cosmology, world and natural outlook, and
so on. Meanwhile, the Dào Dé Jı̄ng is obscure and hard to read, even for native readers.
Without annotations, even Chinese readers cannot interpret the book correctly. However,
why did the Dào Dé Jı̄ng maintain high popularity in the German world for over a century?
This article aims to find the answer from the analysis of the translation of Xiàng (Symbolic
Imagery)2 in the German versions of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng from the perspective of the conceptual
metaphor field. Meanwhile, this article attempts to summarize the techniques used in
the translation of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng and lay the foundation for the translation of other
Chinese classics which bridge the communication between Chinese civilization and other
civilization.

2. Xiàng as the Source Domain and the Conceptual Metaphor Field of Dào

Laozi said “The way that can be spoken of is not the constant way”3 (Laozi 1963,
D. C. Lau, trans., p. 5). From the perspective of semantics, Dào is an extremely abstract
concept that cannot be explained in words. From Wang Bi’s explanation that “Semantically
speaking, Xiàng shares the closest meaning with Dao” (jìn yì mò ruò xiàng 尽意莫若象),
people could find that Laozi sought to make an analogy between Xiàng and Dào and make
himself better understood (Lou 2011, p. 414). Though Dào is an abstract concept “that could
not be seen, heard, felt, smelled or sensed,” still Dào could be “embodied by all things or
found in all things”, and people could feel and understand Dao through the changes of
things and their observation and experience (Rao 2006, p. 11). Thus, Xiàng could serve as
the medium for us to better understand Dào.

The original semantic meaning of Xiàng is the mammal elephant, but its meaning
gradually evolves. In Chapter XXI of Hán Fēi Zı̌, Illustrations of Laozi’s Teaching (Hán Fēi Zı̌
jiě lǎo韩非子解老), the semantic evolution of Xiàng is recorded as follows:
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People can rarely see the living elephants, usually the bones of dead elephants,
then some people try to represent the living elephants through pictures. With the
help of those images, those who have not seen elephants can know what living
elephants look like. Therefore, the images (Xiàng象) are gradually referred to as
people’s concepts of something.4 (Zhang 2016, p. 220)

In the Paleolithic Era (or Old Stone Age), China’s elephants mainly inhabited the
northern regions such as Henan, Shanxi, and Shaanxi. Later, due to the colder climate and
the elephants migrated southward. By the Period of Warring States, people in northern
China could only see the dead bones of elephants instead of living elephants. Based on
the bones, people imagined what living elephants look like (Wang 2013, p. 22). Since then,
Xiàng has been referred to as what is in people’s minds or people’s concepts of things. For
example, the Chinese letters originate from the inscriptions on bones or tortoise shells of
the Shang Dynasty. These inscriptions symbolize the images in the external world. China’s
ancient calendar was set through the observation of cosmos images. In Chinese medicine,
Xiàng means manifestation. Viscera are hidden inside the body. As manifestation reflects
the condition of viscera and can be observed externally, it is called visceral manifestation
(Zàng Xiàng藏象). Likewise, Xiàng is an important concept in traditional Chinese aesthetics
and painting. Images are widely used in literature and painting to reflect people’s feelings.
Besides, Xiàng is a key term in ancient Chinese philosophy. According to Zuo Tradition (zuǒ
zhuàn左传), in the third year of Lord Xuan’s reign (606 BCE), “the cauldrons were cast with
images of various creatures. The hundred things were therewith completely set forth, and
the people thus knew the spirits and the evil things” (Zuo 2016, p. 601). Through the casting
of images on the cauldrons, “the ancient Chinese developed the early understanding of the
relationship between objects and images” (Zhang 2014, p. 69). Likewise, in the Zhou Book of
Change (zhōu yì周易), Xiàng is paraphrased as follows:

When the sages discovered the esoteric principles under heaven, they compared
them to concrete states and appearances, symbolized them with appropriate
objects and meaning, and thus called them images. (Ji 2008, p. 383)

With the help of images, the sages make profound and obscure knowledge easier to
understand for ordinary people. During the process, Xiàng serves as the medium between
the physical world and the metaphysical world. In the Dào Dé Jı̄ng, Laozi also uses the
concrete Xiàng to interpret the abstract Dào. Such interpretation is based on the common
characteristics shared by Wù物(thing), Xiàng and Dào and their mutual relations. As Dào
exists in all things (Wù物) and things can be referred to as Xiàng, Xiàng shares similar, if
not all, characteristics with Dào. From various perspectives, Xiàng is used to interpret Dào,
to make the intangible tangible, and to make the abstract concrete. Thus, the essence and
core of Dào are better explained.

To some extent, the relationship between Xiàng and Dào can also be elaborated by the
conceptual metaphor theory. The western conceptual metaphor theory originated from
Aristotle’s Poetics and Rhetoric, in which he discussed the rhetorical functions of metaphor.
In the 1970s, there occurred a cognitive turn in the conceptual metaphor theory. Developed
by Lakoff, Johnson, Turner, and other writers, the theory of conceptual metaphor became
more and more mature in their books and articles, including Women, Fire and Dangerous
Things: What Categories Reveal about the Mind (Lakoff 1987), Metaphors We Live By (Lakoff
and Johnson 1980), More Than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor (Lakoff and
Turner 1989) (Wang 2007, p. 34). The conceptual metaphor theory holds that metaphors
are everywhere in daily life and they serve as conceptual norms which influence human
thinking. Based on their experience of the objective world, people can understand the target
concepts with relatively weak structures through those with relatively strong structures
(Lan 2005, p. 122). Lakoff points out that each metaphor contains a source domain, a
target domain, and a source-to-target domain mapping (Lakoff 1987, p. 68); the direction
of metaphorical mapping is from concrete to abstract domains (Lakoff 1987, pp. 275–76).
Lakoff and Mark Turner further define metaphoric mapping as a set of correspondences
between two conceptual domains (Lakoff and Turner 1989, p. 4). However, there can be
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more than one source domain or one target domain in conceptual metaphors; in other
words, metaphoric mapping does not always occur between two conceptual domains. With
examples like “An argument is a container” “An argument is a journey” and “An argument
is a building”, Kövecses answers “why does a target domain have several origin domains”
(Kövecses 2002, pp. 63–64). Kövecses argues that due to the partiality of metaphorical
mappings, people tend to specify one target domain with multiple source domains instead
of one. Meanwhile, the mapping from source to target domains can also be partial. In the
partial metaphorical utilization, only part of the source domain is used in each metaphor.
The used part of the source domain is highlighted in forming the target concept, while
the part of the target domain that is not highlighted is hidden. The highlighting process
is defined as metaphorical highlighting. One source domain can only play a partial role
in forming the target domain, but the mystery of the target domain can be revealed with
enough source domains. People can get the whole picture of the target domain with a
comprehensive understanding of multiple source domains. Together, these source domains
build the structure and content of the target domains, facilitating people’s understanding
of abstract concepts (Kövecses 2002, pp. 84–91).

Kövecses’ model of conceptual metaphor focuses on the relationship between the
source domain and target domain, while it pays little attention to the relations between
different source domains. Inspired by Kövecses’ theory, this article attempts to analyze
the relationship between Dào and Xiàng through the mappings from multiple source
domains to one target domain. Though the many-to-one mapping model does not reveal
the interrelations among different source domains, or Xiàng in this article, still Kövecses’
theory could bring people closer to the concept of Dào.

As shown in Figure 1 and Table 1, [Dào] is the core concept surrounded by the Xiàng
concepts like Pǔ, Yı̄, Gēn, Shuı̌, Mén, Mǔ, Yı̄ng’ér, Gǔ and so on5. In the Dào Dé Jı̄ng, Laozi
uses concepts like Mǔ to illustrate his idea of Dào, and concepts like Mǔ serve as the Xiàng
(source domain) in building the structure and content of Dào (target domain). What lie
between [Dào] and Xiàng are the semantic features shared by them. In the figure, the two-
way arrows are used to reflect the mutual relations between the two ends6. For example,
the two-way arrows are used to reflect that Xiàng shares the semantic features and these
concepts share intertextuality. As shown in the figure, the author holds that the interrelated
mappings from Xiàng and the semantic features to [Dào] form the semantic field of [Dào],
serving as the structure and content of [Dào], and bringing people closer to the concept
of [Dào].

 

Figure 1. The conceptual metaphor field of Dào in the Dào Dé Jı̄ng.
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Table 1. Terms in Figure 1.

Chinese Chinese Pinyin English

道 Dào Dao

一 Yı̄ One

根 Gēn Root

水 Shuı̌ Water

门 Mén Gate

母 Mǔ Mother

婴儿 Yı̄ng’ér Babe

谷 Gǔ Valley

朴 Pǔ Unpretentious

根源 Gēn Yuán Origin

处下 Chǔ Xià Below

谦卑 Qiān Bēi Humble

守静 Shǒu Jìng Stillness

生殖 Shēng Zhí Breed

养育 Yǎng Yù Nourish

柔弱 Róu Ruò Soft and weak

无为 Wú Wéi Without doing anything

空无 Kōng Wú Nothingness

朴实 Pǔ Shí Unadorned

3. The Techniques Used in Translating Xiàng in German Translations

The article focuses on the German translations of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng and aims to analyze
them from the perspective of the conceptual metaphor field of Dào. It has been made clear
that Xiàng acts as the source domain in the conceptual metaphor field of Dào. Meanwhile,
the mapping from the source domain to the target domain diversifies the content and
meaning of the target domain. The mapping process coincides with the translation process
which happens from the source language to the target language. Excellent German transla-
tions of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng combine the mapping process with the translating process to better
illustrate the major concepts in the book. Therefore, based on the six representative German
translations published in different times, including Victor von Strauss (1870), Richard
Wilhelm (2010), Erwin Rousselle (1985), Günther Debon (2014), Viktor Kalinke (2000), and
Annette Oelkers (2014), the article attempts to analyze the three main techniques used in
translating Xiàng in German translations: the shifting of Xiàng, the conversion of Xiàng,
and the concealment of Xiàng.

3.1. The Shifting of Xiàng

Based on the corpus-based comparative studies on the above six German translations
of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng, the author finds that the shifting of Xiàng is the most commonly used
translation technique. In Chinese, Shifting is originally a mathematical concept that means
moving all points of an object in the same direction by the same distance on the same
plane. Shifting doesn’t change the shape or size of an object but its position. The author
borrows this mathematical term to describe the first technique used in translating Xiàng in
the German Dào Dé Jı̄ng. With such a translation technique, the translated Xiàng meets the
following conditions: (1) The expressions in the German translation are commonly-used
ones that match semantic meanings in Chinese, and the translation does not change the
original Xiàng and its basic semantics; (2) Xiàng simply gets shifted from the original
Chinese text to the German one with its relative function in the target text remains.
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For example, the [Mǔ] concept appears in the source text in the forms of Mǔ 母
(mother), Cí 雌 (female), and Pìn牝 (female). The corresponding expressions of this Xiàng
after being transferred to the German translations are shown in the following table (Table 2):

Table 2. Corresponding expressions of [Mǔ] in the German translations of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng.

Translator Mǔ母 (Mother) Cí 雌 (Female) Pìn牝 (Female)

Strauss Mutter (mother) Vogelweibchen (female
bird)/Weibheit (femininity) Weibliche/Weib (femininity)

Wilhelm Mutter
Henne (hen)/Weibheit

(femininity) Weib/Weibliche (femininity)

Rousselle Mutter
Vogelmutter (mother

bird)/Weibheit (femininity)
Tiergöttin (goddess of animal)/Weib/weibliches

Wesen (female creatures)

Debon Mutter Weibchen/Weibheit (femininity) Weibheit/Weib/Weiblichkeit/Weibliche
(femininity)

Kalinke Mutter Weiblich/Weibliche (femininity) weiblich, Weibliche (female/femininity)

Oelkers Ursprung/Dao/Mutter

neues Leben entsteht (give birth
to new life)/die Fürsorglichkeit,

die dem weiblichen Prinzip
zugrunde liegt (maternal love)

Weiblich (femininity)/ohne Ende wird neues
Leben geboren (new life was born inendless

circle)/Weibliche (femininity)

As shown in Table 2, the Xiàng of [Mǔ] is translated into different German expressions
in the six German translations, with those highlighted in bold basically in accord with the
Chinese expressions of the Xiàng. For example, Mutter means mother, Weibheit/Weibliche and
Weib/Weibliche both mean female, all of which are corresponding expressions of the Xiàng of
[Mǔ] in German.

A similar example is the translation of [Shuı̌] 水 (water), whose expressions in the
original text include Shuı̌水 (water), Jiānghǎi江海 (river or sea), and Lù露 (dew), which
when shifted to the German translations become the following ones (Table 3):

Table 3. Expressions of [Shuı̌] in the German Translations of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng.

Translator Shuı̌水水水 Jiānghǎi江海江海江海 Lù露露露

Strauss Wasser Meer, Strom, Fluss, Ozean Tau

Wilhelm Wasser Meer, Strom Tau

Rousselle Wasser Meer, Strom, See Tau

Debon Wasser Meer, Strom Tau

Kalinke Wasser Meer, Strom Nass

Oelkers Wasser Meer, Fluss, Ozean Tau

As shown in Table 3, similar to the translation of [Mǔ], the expressions of [Shuı̌] in
the German translations, such as Wasser (water), Strom (river), Meer (sea), Fluss (river), Tau
(dew) and Nass (clear water), all fall under the category of [Shuı̌] in the original text. It is
another typical example of the shifting of Xiàng. In addition, the translations of [Gǔ]谷
(valley) as Tal (valley), and [Pǔ]朴 (log) as Rohholz (log) and unbearbeiteter Stoff (unprocessed
timber), etc., are examples of the shifting of Xiàng.

The shifting of Xiàng keeps the content and form of the original text to the greatest
extent. It is a translation with an almost original taste and flavor, which not only conforms
better to the translation criterion of faithfulness but also ensures the unity of form and
spirit of the translated text. However, from the perspective of the target readers, the Xiàng
in the source language may not be familiar to the target readers, or the translated Xiàng
means opposite to its original semantic meaning. Thus, the shifting of Xiàng may cause two
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consequences: first, the same Xiàng cannot be understood by the target readers without
detailed annotations; second, the semantic asymmetry between the translated text and
the source text could cause misunderstanding. Therefore, the shifting of Xiàng is the most
appropriate technique to preserve both the form and spirit of Xiàng in the target language,
as long as the Xiàng has slight semantic changes, or it is familiar to the target readers.
Moreover, from the perspective of the conceptual metaphor field, this pattern keeps the
metaphorical mapping relationship and mapping content of the original text.

3.2. The Conversion of Xiàng

Through data analysis, the author finds the second translation technique: the conver-
sion of Xiàng. That is, the translator, when translating a Xiàng, uses another Xiàng in the
place of the original one, thus introducing a conversion in translation. By further analyzing
this technique, the author divides the conversion of Xiàng into the following two groups
according to the mechanisms:

3.2.1. The Conceptual Conversion

The translators actively adopt translation strategies to avoid the disadvantages of
shifting. When cultural differences pose obstacles to the readers’ understanding of the
original Xiàng while it is being transferred from the original text to the target text, the
translator uses another Xiàng in the target language culture with the same metaphorical
meaning to eliminate or reduce the obstacles to the readers. The most typical example of
conversion among the six German translations is Erwin Rousselle’s translation of [Mén]门
(door). Different from the other five translations which usually use the shifting of Xiàng
to translate Mén门 (door) from the original text into Tor (door) and Tür (door) in German,
Rousselle translated the two Mén in Chapter 1 and Chapter 6 of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng, both into
Schoß, as shown in the following table (Table 4):

Table 4. Two translations of [Mén] in Erwin Rousselle’s translation.

Translator German Translation Chinese English Translation

Rousselle

Das Mysterium der
Mysterien, aller
Geheimnisse Schoß.

玄之又玄，众妙
之门门门。——一章

Mystery upon
mystery—The gateway of
the manifold secrets.

Der dunklen Tiergöttin
Schoß, ist Himmels und
der Erde Wurzel.

玄牝之门门门，是谓天地
根。——六章

The gateway of the
mysterious female is
called the root of heaven
and earth.

As shown in Table 4, the basic semantic meaning of [Mén] in the German cultural
context is the passage of entrance and exit, while that of Schoß in German is the “pregnant
woman’s abdomen” or “woman’s private parts”, which is closely related to productivity. If
translated into Tor or Tür, German readers would not be able to understand [Mén] without
detailed annotations. Beyond the Dào Dé Jı̄ng, Schoß is more relevant to [Mǔ] than to [Mén]
both in Chinese and German. The converted Xiàng not only affiliates itself with another
Xiàng ([Mǔ]) in the conceptual metaphor field of Dào, but also relates itself to the creativity
and originality of Dào in the German culture. This cannot be achieved by the shifting of
Xiàng like Tor or Tür. The conversion of Xiàng not only keeps the expressions about Dào as
interpreted by Xiàng in the original text but also conveys the original and creative semantic
features of Dào, making it easier for German readers to understand.

3.2.2. The Deviated Conversion

The reason for this conversion is the translator’s misunderstanding of the semantics
of the original text or the existence of discrepancies between the reference text and the
authoritative edition. For example (Table 5):
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Table 5. The Conversion of Xiàng in German Translations.

Translator German Translation Chinese English Translation

Rousselle

Die Gottheit des Quelltals ist todlos,
das ist die dunkle Tiergöttin. Der
dunklen Tiergöttin Schoß ist Himmels
und der Erde Wurzel.

谷神不死，是谓玄牝牝牝。玄牝牝牝之
门，是谓天地根。——六章

The spirit of the valley never dies. This
is called the mysterious female. The
gateway of the mysterious female is
called the root of heaven and earth.

Sie ist die tiefe Wurzel und der feste
Stamm. Die Führerin zu ewigem
Leben und dauernder Schau.

是谓深根固柢柢柢，长生久视之
道。——五十九章

This is called the way of deep roots
and firm stems by which one lives to
see many days.

Strauss
Nimmt ers leicht, so verliert er die
Vasallen; ist er unruhig, so verliert er
die Herrschaft.

轻则失根根根，躁则失君。——二
十六章

If light, then the root is lost; If restless,
then the lord is lost.

Debon

Dieses nennt man: Die Wurzel
vertiefen und den Stamm festigen.
Das ist der Weg ewigen Lebens und
dauernder Schau.

是谓深根固柢柢柢，长生久视之
道。——五十九章

This is called the way of deep roots
and firm stems by which one lives to
see many days.

As shown in Table 5, Rousselle translated the two Pìn in Chapter 6 of the Dào Dé
Jı̄ng into Tiergöttin (Goddess of Animals). The title of Rousselle’s version of the Dào Dé
Jı̄ng is called Lao-tse. Führung und Kraft aus der Ewigkeit (Lao-tse. Guidance and Strength
from Eternity 1985); and Dào is translated as Führerin throughout his translation. Therefore,
from the perspective of textual semantics, Rousselle’s conversion of Xiàng stems from his
goddess-based interpretation of [Dào], which is an adaptation in the context of goddess
discourse. Strauss converted Gēn根 (root) in Chapter 26 into Chén臣 (minister), a character
with irrelevant semantic meanings because he took a different reference from the He Shang
Gong Version. (Wang 1993, p. 107) This conversion of Xiàng was a de facto conversion,
though not a product of Strauss’ subjective action. Moreover, Rousselle and Debon both
translated Dı̌柢 (root) in Chapter 59 into Stamm (tree trunk). Although the trunk and roots
are both components of trees, they are not identical parts. More importantly, the semantic
features conveyed by them are not the same. The reason for this deviation is probably that
Rousselle and Debon had applied the expressions (Wurzel and Stamm) with a high level of
co-occurrence.

From the perspective of conceptual metaphor, although conversion happened after
Xiàng is translated, the metaphorical mapping relationship still exists because of the adop-
tion of a new Xiàng in the translated text, whereas the translation uses a new source domain
to describe the original target domain.

3.3. The Concealment of Xiàng

Compared with the above two techniques, the concealment of Xiàng makes the biggest
change during the translation. This means the translator will conceal the Xiàng in the
source text by completely not using it or only partially using it in the target text. Therefore,
according to its concealment extent, the concealment of Xiàng in the translation can be
divided into two types: the total concealment of Xiàng and the partial concealment of Xiàng.

3.3.1. The Total Concealment of Xiàng

This is quite typical in Annette Oelkers’ translation, as shown in the following table
(Table 6):
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Table 6. The Total Concealment of Xiàng in the German Translation of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng.

Translator German Translation Chinese English Translation

Oelkers

Das Namenlose, das Eine, was wir nicht
benennen können, bildet den Anfang von
Himmel und Erde. Das mit Namen
benannte ist der Ursprung der
zehntausend Dinge.

无，名天地之始，有，名
万物之母母母。——一章

The nameless was the beginning of
heaven and earth; The named was the
mother of the myriad creatures.

Wenn wir uns auf den Ursprung
besinnen und dies daraus entstandene
Welt verstehen, dann können
Schwierigkeiten und nichts mehr
anhaben.

既知其子，复守其母母母，没
身不殆。——五十二章

After you have known the child, go
back to holding fast to the mother, and
to the end of your days you will not
meet with danger.

Hat man den Ursprung verstanden,
dann kann man lange währen.

有国之母母母，可以长久。
——五十九章

When he possesses the mother of a
state, he can then endure.

Der Ursprung des Lebens funktioniert
nach dem weiblichen Prinzip; ohne Ende
wird neues Leben geboren. Auch der
einzelne trägt diese Energie in sich. Der
Ursprung von Himmel und Erde ist
unergründlich.

玄牝之门，是谓天地根根根。
——六章

The gateway of the mysterious female
is called the root of heaven and earth.

Alles erblüht, wieder und wieder, nur
aus dem Grund, um zu dem Ursprung
zurückzukehren; zu dem was ewig ist
und ewig sein wird. Diesen ewigen
Kreislauf nicht zu erkennen, macht
unglücklich.

夫物芸芸，各复归
其根根根。——十六章

The teeming creatures all return to their
separate roots.

In diesem Punkt unterscheide ich mich
von anderen Menschen; ich habe erkannt,
dass das DAO immer für mich sorgen
wird.

我独异于人，而贵
食母母母。——二十章

I alone am different from others and
value being fed by the mother.

Kannst du Zugang zum Tor des Lebens
haben, ohne dass neues Leben entsteht?

天门开阖，能
为雌雌雌乎？——十章

When the gates of heaven open and
shut, are you capable of keeping to the
role of the female?

Der Ursprung des Lebens funktioniert
nach dem weiblichen Prinzip; ohne
Ende wird neues Leben geboren. Auch
der einzelne trägt diese Energie in sich.
Der Ursprung von Himmel und Erde ist
unergründlich.

玄牝牝牝之门，是谓天地根。
——六章

The gateway of the mysterious female
is called the root of heaven and earth.

Das Schwere schafft die Grundlage für
Leichtigkeit. Die Ruhe ist das Oberhaupt
der Unruhe. . . . Begibst du dich nicht auf
die Suche, dann verlierst du die
Verbindung mit dir. Unruhig zu sein
bedeutet, die Herrschaft über die eigenen
Gedanken zu verlieren.

重为轻根，静为躁君。 . . .
. . . 轻则失根根根，躁则失
君。——二十六章

The heavy is the root of the light; The
still is the lord of the restless. . . . If
light, then the root is lost; If restless,
then the lord is lost.

As shown in Table 6, in the Dào Dé Jı̄ng, she translated Mǔ母 in Chapters 1, 52, and
59 and Gēn根 in Chapters 6 and 16 into Ursprung (a German word meaning origin). Yet
Mǔ in Chapter 20 was translated into Dào, Cí 雌 in Chapter 10 into Neues leben entsteht (a
German phrase meaning creating new life), Pìn牝 in Chapter 6 into dem weiblichen Prinzip;
ohne Ende wird neues Leben geboren (German phrases meaning the law of the female; endless
creation of new life), and Gēn根 in Chapter 26 into Grundlage (a German word which means
foundation) or die Verbindung mit dir (a German phrase meaning contact with you), etc. The
reason why Oelkers largely adopted total concealment is that she intended to interpret the
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Dào Dé Jı̄ng in a chicken-soup style in her translation with more use of close-to-life wording
and Free Translation. Therefore, she preferred erasing the Xiàng that indirectly indicates
the characteristics of Dào and directly depicting them in her language. Such translation
surely facilitated readers to understand her interpretation of Dào, but it also lost the literary
and aesthetic value of the source text in which Xiàng was used to explain Dào.

In addition to the above examples in Annette Oelkers’ translation, [Pǔ] was the most
totally-concealed Xiàng and the only one that was concealed in all six versions of the trans-
lation. Pǔ朴 appeared eight times in the source text. As listed in the following table, only
the first one was translated with the technique of shifting, the other seven were translated
into Einfalt/Einfältigkeit/einfältig (German words meaning simplicity), Einfachheit/einfach
(German words that also represent simplicity), or Lauterkeit (a German word that means
purity) that can directly indicate their semantic characteristics.

As shown in Table 7, the literal German translation Pǔ 朴 is Rohholz, the semantic
meaning of which is log. In German, Rohholz has no symbolic meanings, let alone the
metaphorical meanings similar to those contained in the source text. Simply shifting Pǔ
into Rohholz would make it hard for German readers to understand the source text. To
solve this problem, the translators concealed Pǔ and directly presented its metaphorical
meanings.

Table 7. Pǔ朴 in the German Translation of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng.

Source Language
Target Language

Strauss Wilhelm Rousselle Debon Kalinke Oelkers

[Pǔ]朴

朴1 Rohholz unbearbeiteter
Stoff Rohholz Grobholz Holz, das noch nicht

beschnitzt ist. unbearbeitetes Holz

朴2 Einfalt Lauterkeit Rohholz das Schlichte Ursprünglichen das eigene wahre Wesen

朴3 Einfalt Einfalt Rohholzsein Groben und
Schlichten Ursprünglichkeit ——

朴4 Einfalt Einfalt Rohholz Grobholz Ursprüngliches die ursprünglichen
Eigenschaften

朴5 Einfältigkeit Einfalt Rohholzhaft Schlichtheit Einfachheit Ursprung

朴6 Einfachheit Einfalt Rohholzsein Schlichtheit Ursprüngliche Verbindung mit DAO

朴7 Einfachheit Einfalt Rohholzsein Schlichtheit Ursprüngliche einfach

朴8 einfach einfältig Rohholz schlicht
das Einfache (gleich

unbeschnittenem
Holz)

sind sie selbst

3.3.2. The Partial Concealment of Xiàng

This means that some of Xiàng are translated into other forms. They are not translated
as individual concepts but collateral concepts. The meaning of these Xiàng can be seen in
different expressions, as shown in the following table (Table 8):

Table 8. The Partial Concealment of Xiàng in the German Translation of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng.

Xiàng
(Different Forms)

German/English Translation Source

[Mǔ]母 (Cí 雌) die Fürsorglichkeit, die dem weiblichen Prinzip zugrunde liegt
(母性般的关怀) Oelkers: Chapter 28

[Gǔ]谷 (Gǔ谷) Thalniederung (谷之低) Strauss: Chapter 28

[Gēn]根 (Gēn根) Wurzelgrund (根基) Debon: Chapter 16, 26

[Gēn]根 (Gēn根、Dı̌柢) mit dem Ursprung verwurzelt (扎根) Oelkers: Chapter 59

[Pǔ]朴 (Pǔ朴) das Einfache (gleich unbeschnittenem Holz)
(像未雕琢过的木头一样简单) Kalinke: Chapter 57
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In the above examples in Table 8, Xiàng concepts like [Mǔ] [Gǔ] [Gēn] and [Pǔ] are
not translated as individual concepts, but their semantic features are kept in other forms.
The words in bold in Table 8 like weiblich (female), Tal (valley), Wurzel (root), and Holz (log)
maintain the features of the corresponding Xiàng. Though these words are attributives or
compound words, the semantic features of the Xiàng are concealed in them. The partial
concealment of Xiàng essentially takes the form of the “Xiàng + its metaphorical meaning.”
Together such form shall be regarded as simile, instead of metaphor.

4. The Differences between the Transfer Modes of Xiàng in German Translations

Based on the above analysis, the author lists the features of the transfer modes of Xiàng
in German translations in Table 9 to examine the source domain, target domain, and the
mapped semantic features (common features shared by Dào and Xiàng) before and after the
translation.

Table 9. Features of the Transfer Modes of Xiàng in German translations.

Shifting of
Xiàng

Conversion of Xiàng Concealment of Xiàng

Conceptual
Conversion

Deviated
Conversion

Total Concealment Partial Concealment

Source
Domain Unchanged Changed Changed Concealed Unchanged

Target
Domain Unchanged Unchanged Unchanged Concealed Unchanged

The Mapped
Semantic
Features

Unchanged Unchanged Changed

The metaphor
disappears and the

semantic features are
expressed explicitly.

The semantic features remain
unchanged while the metaphors

are changed to simile or fixed
expression in German.

According to Table 9, we can find that: (1) Through the shifting of Xiàng, the source
domain, target domain, and mapped semantic features remain unchanged after translation.
(2) Through the conceptual conversion of Xiàng, the target domain and mapped semantic
features remain unchanged while the source domain changes. However, if the translation
is based on misreading or the different versions of the original text, only the target domain
remains unchanged. (3) In the total concealment of Xiàng, the conceptual metaphors in
the original text are not translated; the source domain and target domain are concealed,
while the mapped semantic features are expressed explicitly. In the partial concealment of
Xiàng, the mapped semantic features in the source language remain unchanged while the
conceptual metaphors are changed to similes or fixed expressions in German which are
usually ignored.

Judging from the effects of the different translation modes, through the shifting of
Xiàng, the three elements of conceptual metaphor remain unchanged. However, such a
mode does not always mean it is the best translation technique in dealing with Chinese
classics. For example, Strauss and Wilhelm take such a mode in translating the Dào Dé Jı̄ng
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, but their target readers are usually missionaries,
sinologists, philosophers, and other professional scholars who are familiar with Chinese
culture. Therefore, they use the shifting of Xiàng to maintain “both the form and spirit” of
the original texts. Meanwhile, there are many annotations in their versions of the Dào Dé
Jı̄ng. Given the detailed explanation and annotation in the preface of Strauss’s translation,
Strauss knows the huge differences between the two cultures and tries to bring German
readers closer to the Chinese culture. Next to the shifting of Xiàng, the other two modes
are also indispensable in translating Chinese classics like the Dào Dé Jı̄ng. They all play
essential roles in translation and cross-cultural communication.
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5. Conclusions

In the past two centuries, excellent German translations of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng kept on
popping up, making the Dào Dé Jı̄ng popular in the German regions and influencing people
in various fields. Thanks to German translators’ flexible translation techniques used in
translating Xiàng 象 (Symbolic Imagery, image), the gist of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng and Laozi’s
philosophical thinking becomes understandable and acceptable to readers. In the Dào Dé
Jı̄ng, Laozi uses concrete Xiàng to illustrate the abstract Dào, and these Xiàng concepts
serve as the source domains of the target domain, namely Dào. Gradually the content and
semantic features of Dào become diversified and enriched. Meanwhile, compared to Dào,
Xiàng is easier to understand and more accessible in people’s daily life. From their daily
experience, people gradually have a comprehensive and holistic view of Dào. Thus, the
translation of Xiàng becomes a key issue and a tough issue in the translation of the Dào
Dé Jı̄ng. Based on the conceptual metaphor theory developed by Lakoff, Johnson, Turner,
Kövecses, and other linguists, the author focuses on the translation of Xiàng concepts in
six representative German versions of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng and summarizes three techniques
used in translating the Dào Dé Jı̄ng: the shifting, conversion, and concealment. These
techniques make the abstract Dào translatable and bring Laozi’s ideas closer to German-
speaking readers.

Instead of focusing on the pros and cons of different German versions of the Dào Dé
Jı̄ng, this article focuses on analyzing the translation techniques or the transfer modes of
Xiàng in German translations of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng. The flexible translation techniques used
by the German translators made Dào Dé Jı̄ng popular in the German-speaking regions.
Through the shifting of Xiàng, German translators attempted to find the replacement of the
concepts of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng in their native language, making small shifts between the source
language and target language. Meanwhile, they use detailed annotations to illustrate the
abstract concepts, maximizing the illustration of Dào to readers. Without these annotations,
their translation will be confusing and obscure. Through the conversion of Xiàng, German
translators narrow the cultural differences between the source and target language. Some
of the Chinese Xiàng concepts in Chinese are conversed with new German concepts to
facilitate German readers’ understanding of Dào. With the help of the conversed German
concepts, the German readers feel close to these unknown Chinese concepts and have a
holistic view of the semantic features of Dào. Through the concealment of Xiàng, German
translators stick to the principle that “less is more.” German translators choose not to
translate some of the Xiàng concepts to avoid making the readers confused. Though such
concealment does not convey the original linguistic and aesthetic features of the texts, the
semantic features and meaning are maintained. It is regrettable to make such concealment,
but such concealment can facilitate people’s understanding of the text.

To sum up, the flexible translation of Xiàng in German versions of the Dào Dé Jı̄ng
inspires future translations of ancient Chinese classics. The translation of Chinese classics
needs more than the translators’ proficient language skills in dealing with unique Chinese
concepts and terms; it also requires the translators to have profound knowledge of different
cultures and sharp conceptions of cultural differences. It is easy to translate the words
but not the thoughts. Rigid translation of culture can only convey words not thoughts.
Contemporary translators need to pay more attention to the cultural backgrounds of their
target readers and choose words carefully, turning their translation into a bridge of cross-
cultural communication. Though modern translators have done a great job in their work,
they still have a long way to go.
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Notes

1 From 1827 to 1834, Carl Jos. Hieron Windischmann published a four-volume monograph Die Philosophie im Fortgange der
Weltgeschichte (Philosophy in the Process of World History) in Bonn, Germany. In the first volume Die Grundlagen der Philosophie im
Morgenlande (The Foundation of Eastern Philosophy), Windischmann translated five chapters (Chapters 1, 14, 25, 41, 42) of Dào Dé
Jı̄ng from Rémusat’s French translation.

2 Xiàng is a unique philosophical concept in Chinese classics, and it shares similar but not equivalent meanings with western
philosophical terms such as symbolic imagery and image. To distinguish this Chinese philosophical concept from the western
ones and explain it in the context of Chinese culture, this article uses Chinese pinyin Xiàng to refer to this concept.

3 All the English quotes from the Dào Dé Jı̄ng are based on D. C. Lau’s translation.
4 The English quotes from Hán Fēi Zı̌ are translated by the author.
5 In Dào Dé Jı̄ng, the same Chinese character, such as Mǔ母 (mother), could mean both the symbolic imagery and the specific word.

To avoid confusion, this article uses “[ ]” to distinguish the symbolic imagery from the words. For example, the [Mǔ] serves as
the Xiàng, the medium, or source domain in understanding Dào, while Mǔ just means mother. As in Figure 1, the [Dào]【道】in
the core means the core concept of Dào Dé Jı̄ng, while the Dào “道” above the [Dào] refers to the Chinese letter Dào道.

6 To highlight the relations between different concepts and make the picture clear, the writer only lists part of the arrows, and those
not listed can be inferred from the figure.
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Abstract: “Dao” is not only a core concept in the Daodejing, but is also an important keyword in
Chinese classical philosophy. It encompasses the origin of all things in the universe, the laws of nature,
and the laws of dealing with the world. A historical review of Russian sinologists’ interpretation and
conceptualization of “Dao” reveals the differences in philosophical understanding and translation
strategies of those sinologists, and reflects the translation loss and compensation of Chinese classical
philosophical keywords in the process of foreign dissemination. During the Imperial Russian Period,
researchers regarded “Dao” as the revitalization of religious theology. During the Soviet Period, the
aim of the Soviet researchers was to find the struggle between materialism and idealism in “Dao”. In
the Post-Soviet Period, researchers gradually threw off the shackles of ideology, and began to conduct
more diversified and multi-level research on “Dao” and the Daodejing. This article aims to discuss the
research and translation of the Daodejing in Russia, paying particular attention to the dissemination
and reception of “Dao” in Russia. It also endeavors to explore the interpretive trends of “Dao” in
Russia and highlight the dissemination and understanding of Laozi thought in Russia.

Keywords: Dao; the Daodejing; Russia; sinology; materialism

1. Introduction

The Daodejing is the core philosophical classic of Daoism and is an important part
of world civilization. The Daodejing and Daoist thought first came to Russia in the first
half of the 19th century, in which the Russian Orthodox Mission played a very important
role. From 1715 to 1956, Russia sent 20 Orthodox Missions to China, which became the
cradle of Russian sinology1. Among them, a large number of sinologists emerged, making
outstanding contributions to the dissemination of Chinese culture and the promotion
of Confucianism and Daoism. The Daodejing is a worldwide phenomenon, and it has
been translated into most of the global languages that are in use today. The research on
Daoism and Laozi in Russia started relatively late, but the Daodejing is the most frequently
translated Chinese classic in Russia, second only to the Bible among the world’s famous
classics. According to Dr. Misha Tadd, there are 42 Russian translations of the Daodejing
(Tadd 2019, p. 105). These translations have outstanding academic value, and they represent
a microcosm of Russian translation and research on Chinese Daoist philosophy.

With “Dao” at its core, the Daodejing constructs a rich philosophical system involving
figures ranging from emperors who reign the world to hermits who value self-cultivation.
The entire Daoist philosophical system develops with the “Dao”, a concept formed by
Laozi. The understanding and reception of “Dao” in Russia have been deeply influenced
by social ideology, and are closely related to the historical development of Russian sinology.
With the changes in time and space, the interpretation and conceptualization of “Dao” in
Russia can be divided into three stages. The first stage was the Imperial Russia Period (from
early 19th century to the beginning of the 20th century). Scholars in this stage compared
the interpretation of “Dao” with Christianity, and their research was illusive and had a
touch of Eurocentrism. The second stage was the Soviet Period (from the beginning of the
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20th century to the end of the 20th century), during which academic research was usually
measured by political standards. The study and understanding of “Dao” also became one
of the main positions of the struggle between materialism and idealism. During this period,
materialists regarded “Dao” as a powerful weapon against religious thought, whereas
idealists mystified “Dao” to disarm materialism. The third stage was the Post-Soviet Period
(from the end of the 20th century to the present), and the researchers in this period tended
to be more objective and reasonable in their understanding and attitude toward “Dao” and
began to adopt scientific methods to conduct multifaceted, in-depth, and specific research
on Daoism.

This article adopted the keyword research method proposed by R. Williams, which
opened up a new way of using historical semantics for social and cultural research. Ac-
cording to Williams, when conducting an in-depth interpretation of a keyword in a certain
field, not only do we need to emphasize the historical origins and developments of the
semantics, but more importantly, we need to pay attention to the radical change, discon-
tinuity, and conflict in different interpretations of the keyword. In this article, we took
“Dao”, a keyword and core concept in the Daodejing, as the research object, and endeavored
to investigate the understanding and interpretation of “Dao” in Russia, and explore the
interpretive trends and reception of the Daodejing in Russia.

2. The Imperial Russia Period—The Revitalization of Religious Theology

The Imperial Russia Period was an important time for Russia to realize foreign ex-
pansion, and great importance was attached to the study of the culture and economy of
neighboring countries. At that time, Russian sinologists were mainly members of the
Russian Orthodox Missions, and their academic research was conducted under official
instructions and monitoring. Under the guise of religious propaganda, they were essen-
tially studying China’s economy, politics, and culture while collecting information and
intelligence about China for the Russian government. Back then, Western missionaries
generally believed that the Daodejing implied the teachings of the Bible, and the image
of “Dao” was basically manifested through the metaphors of “God” or “Creator”, which
was also because early translators adopted a target-culture-oriented translation strategy2.
Restricted by the social environment, Russian sinologists in this period had strong historical
and religious limitations when studying and approaching the concept of “Dao”, which was
always associated with keywords such as “divine”, “God”, “mysticism”, “prophet”, etc.

In 1818, the Russian government explicitly instructed the Tenth Orthodox Mission
to study the Chinese religion. Count Speranskij Mikhail Mikhajlovich (1772–1839) wrote
the “Summary of Instructions and Questions Offered by the Academy of Sciences for
Young Travelers on Mission to China” (Nachertanie instruktsij i voprosov, predlagaemykh
Akademiej nauk v pol’zu i upotreblenie molodym puteshestvennikam, naznachennym i
otpravlyaemym pri dukhovnoj missii v Kitaj), which stipulated that once the priest had
enough knowledge of the Chinese language, they should start to study Buddhism and
Daoism, translate books that help explain the teachings of these two religions, and prepare
materials and arguments needed to rebut the two religions (Skachkov 1977, p. 128). It was
under this circumstance that the monk priest of the Tenth Orthodox Mission, Archimandrite
Daniil (Sivillov Dmitrij Petrovich) (1798–1871), started the translation of the Daodejing.
During the translation process, Sivillov failed to find the so-called “rebuttal evidence”,
instead, he was amazed and overwhelmed by the philosophical wisdom in Laozi’s thoughts
and believed that the Daodejing contained wisdom that the Analects did not possess.
Sivillov associated “Dao” with immortality of the soul, the immortality of life and karma,
giving “Dao” a mystic touch. He wrote: “The ‘Dao’ is the creator of the universe, the
wisdom, the rules, the judge of the law, the spirit that rules everything like God” (Khokhlov
2014, p. 493). In 1826, he completed the first manuscript3 of the Russian translation of the
Daodejing, which could be regarded as the beginning of Russian research on the Daodejing.
Regrettably, Sivillov’s translation was not approved for publication until 1915 when “The
Unpublished Daodejing in the Daniil (Sivillov) Archives” (Neopublikovannyj per. Dao-
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deh-tszina arkhimandrita. Daniila (Sivillova)) was published in the Proceedings of the
Odessa Bibliographic Society (Izvestiya Odesskogo bibliograficheskogo obshhestva) [only
includes Chapter 1–Chapter 46].

During this period of time, a lot of research was conducted on Laozi by Western
scholars. For example, Jean-Pierre Guillaume Pauthier (1801–1873), a French Orientalist,
published Le Tao-Te-King in 1838. In 1842, the famous French sinologist Stanislas Julien pro-
duced the first complete translation of the Daodejing, followed by Victor Von Strauss, who
translated it into German in 1870. Later, an English version of the Daodejing, undertaken
by a Scottish sinologist James Legge (1815–1897), came out in 1891. Then, in 1898 and 1903,
Paul Carus (1852–1919) and Isaac Heysinger published another two versions of English
translation, respectively. In 1842, the 11th issue of Son of the Motherland (Syn Otechestva)
published an anonymous article introducing Laozi, which was regarded as the first pub-
lished translation and research work on the Daodejing in Russia. The author quoted and
translated the French translation of the Daodejing by Stanislas Julien (1797–1873). The
research on the anonymous authorship of this article was quite controversial. Russian
bibliography experts generally believed that the author of the article was Bichurin Nikita
Yakovlevich (1777–1853), whereas Khokhlov Aleksandr Nikolaevich (1929–2015) thought
the author was Senkovskij Osip Ivanovich (1800–1858), as pointed out in the report “Who is
the Author of the Article ‘Laozi and His Teachings’ in the Journal Son of the Motherland in
1842” (Kto avtor stat’i “Lao-tszy i ego uchenie” v zhurnale Syn otechestva 1842 g.) collected
in the 19th All-Russian Conference of Philosophy and Modern Civilization of the East Asian
Region. Be it Bichurin or Senkovskij, the publication of this article had groundbreaking
significance for the spread of Daoism in Russia, and it proved, to some extent, that the
early formation and development of Russian sinology was deeply influenced by European
sinology, as most of the early translations of Chinese classics were translated from English
and French translations.

In the history of Russian sinology, the representative figure of the second half of the
19th century was Vasil’ev Vasilij Pavlovich (1818–1900). Back then, the fortress of Russian
sinology research gradually shifted from the Russian Orthodox Mission to universities
and research institutes, which was marked by the book Religions of the East: Confucianism,
Buddhism and Daoism (Religii Vostoka: Konfutsianstvo, buddizm i daosizm) by Vasil’ev. In
this book, Vasil’ev praised, analyzed, and translated the Daodejing. He spoke highly of it,
believing that “Laozi’s language is very unique, and the ideas expounded in the book are
more profound compared with that of the Analects, the grammar more accurate compared
with that of Zhuangzi and Mengzi, it is thus simpler and easier to understand” (Vasil’ev
1873, p. 76). However, Vasil’ev did not remove the utopian mysticism in his understanding
of the ideological connotation of the Daodejing; he even speculated that Laozi had been to
the West and that the Daodejing was completed on the way to the West. He compared the
Daodejing to the Bible, believing that the ideas reflected by the three Chinese characters
of Dao道, de, and jing经were very close to the concept of God. He also divided Daoism
into “Daoist philosophy” and “Daoist religion” from the perspective of positivism. It was
his belief that Russia and Europe had the mission to enlighten the East, as Daoist thought
was conservative and backward. It is not hard to find evidence of Eurocentric tendency in
his viewpoint. During Vasil’ev’s time, the research on Daoism in Russia was not sufficient.
From Vasiliev’s two books, Religions of the East: Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism (Religii
Vostoka: Konfutsianstvo, buddizm i daosizm) and Outline of the History of Chinese Literature
(Ocherk istorii kitajskoj literatury), we can see that the research on Confucianism accounted
for more than half of the works and the research on Buddhism was more profound, but less
attention was paid to Daoism. This is also supported by the arguments in the book On the
Science of the East (Nauka o Vostoke), in which Alekseev Vasilij Mikhajlovich (1881–1951)
divided the Russian sinology education of the second half of the 19th century and the first
half of the 20th century into two periods, with the Chinese Revolution of 1911 and the
Russian Revolution of 1917 as the watershed. Alekseev wrote in the book: “In the second
period, one of the biggest breakthroughs in Sinology education was that, the Daodejing
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was incorporated into the Russian syllabus, becoming part of the Chinese classics. Whereas
in the first stage (i.e., before the revolution), students only studied Confucian literature,
which was not enough, we have to recognize the importance of Laozi’s teaching and read
intensively about it. “(Alekseev 1982, p. 174)”.

Although having studied under Vasil’ev, the famous sinologist Georgievskij Sergej
Mikhajlovich (1851–1893) had a different view from his teacher on the value of traditional
Chinese culture. He opposed the Eurocentric tendency in Chinese philosophical research
and extensively used atypical positivism expressions such as “world material” (mirovaya
materiya) and “world spirit” (mirovoj dukh) to analyze the traditional Chinese philosophical
thought including the interpretation of “Dao”. He pointed out that “As the material and con-
cept that came into existence at the very beginning, Dao is the only eternal and unchanging
matter in the myriad things in nature...Dao is both the world’s material, the world’s power,
and the world’s spirit” (Georgievskij 1885, pp. 299–300). With the deepening of his research,
Georgievskij tried to explain Daoism from the perspective of absolute materialism and
claimed that material develops according to its internal rules, rather than the interference of
some concepts. He interpreted “Dao” as the law of nature, “Virtue appears when human
beings follow the law of nature (i.e., ‘Dao’)” (Georgievskij 1892, p. 112).

The encounter between the famous writer Tolstoj Lev Nikolaevich (1828–1910) and
Laozi took place at the right time. In 1877, Tolstoj completed the work Anna Karenina, and
then found himself in a spiritual and existential crisis, so resorted to traditional Chinese
thoughts to find a way out of his predicament. Through Strakhov Nikolaj Nikolaevich
(1828–1896), Tolstoj obtained the Daodejing translated by French sinologist Stanislas Julien.
Based on this translation, he selected and translated the chapters that he thought were
worth translating. From Tolstoj’s translation and interpretation of “Dao”, we can see the
continuous evolution of his understanding of Daoism. When he came into contact with
the French version of the Daodejing, he used the word “God” (bog) to interpret “Dao”.
In his view, “Dao” was the symbol of God as well as the way to God. He believed that
Laozi’s theory was, in essence, similar to Christianity. In his book A Book about Path and
Truth Written by the Chinese Sage Laozi (Kniga Puti i Istiny, napisannaya itajskim mudretsom
Laotsy) (1884), Tolstoj wrote: “Dao is obtained through the temperance of all personal and
carnal things...The essence of both is the spirit and divinity that form the basis of human life,
manifested in ascetic ways. Therefore, for human beings to become a blessing instead of a
trouble, one should learn to live not for material desires but for the spirit, which is exactly
what Laozi taught” (Tolstoj 1956, pp. 350–51). The “God” he meant was not the “God”
in the sense of the church, but the beginning of the human soul, and the subjective love
and objective happiness. This is also the cornerstone of Tolstoyism4. Later, Tolstoj further
developed his own interpretation of “Dao”. In his article “Non-action無爲” (Nedelanie)
(1893), he translated “Dao” as “path, virtue, truth” (put’, dobrodetel’, istina). He believed
that the acquisition of “Dao” must be achieved through doing nothing that goes against
nature, and based on this, he proposed “non-resistance to evil by violence” and “moral
self-improvement”. Later, in the process of proofreading the Russian translation of the
Daodejing by Konissi Masutarō小西増太郎 or Konissi Daniil Petrovich (1862–1940), Tolstoj
developed a new understanding of Laozi’s thought. In the Anthology of Daily Thoughts of
the Wise (Mysli mudrykh lyudej na kazhdyj den’) (1903), “Dao” was translated into reason
(razum). In 1906, Tolstoj made further changes and reflections on “Dao” in his open letter
“A Letter to a Chinese” (Pis’mo k kitajtsu) to Gu Hongming辜鸿铭, in which he perceived
“Dao” as “freedom” (svoboda). This freedom did not mean freedom from shackles, but
rather what one acquired after knowing the law of nature. In his subsequent research, he
synthesized his previous understanding and interpretation, believing that “the law of ‘Dao’
means rational life is the only way to be cherished, and ‘Dao’ is the necessary and supreme
law of heaven or God” (Tolstoj 1935, pp. 295–98). It can be seen that Tolstoj’s understanding
of “Dao” expanded and changed over the years, because he translated indirectly through
the English, French, and German versions to Russian, in the process of which, he added
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his own understanding. Laozi’s thinking, Western philosophical research on Laozi, and
Tolstoj’s own world view were all reflected in Tolstoj’s works.

In 1893, Tolstoj’s follower Konissi published “The Philosophy of Laozi” (Filosofiya
Laosi) in the Issues of Philosophy and Psychology (Voprosy filosofii i psikhologii), and later
published the first complete translation of the Russian version of the Daodejing in 1894
with the support of Tolstoj. He argued that Laozi’s philosophy was an idealist philosophy
and wrote: “For Laozi, all concrete substances belong to the category of existence and
are constantly changing; Laozi proved that there is an eternal, unchanging category that
includes all existence, namely ‘Dao.’ ‘Dao’ is the purest spirit, with internal unity and
inseparability” (Konissi 1893, p. 42).

Konissi received a European-style education, initially following the Orthodox Church,
and then Tolstoyism. Therefore, his research on Daoism was carried out under the frame-
work of Western philosophy rather than Chinese philosophy. He compared Laozi’s thought
with that of Western philosophers such as Heraclitus (about 544–483 BC), Plato (427–347 BC)
and the Eleatic School, believing that the concept closest to “Dao” in Western philosophy
was “nous” proposed by Anaxagoras (500–428 BC). Konissi was convinced that “Similar to
Greek philosophy, Laozi’s metaphysical system is also a systematic and complete exposition
on the highest existence. The difference lies in the fact that Laozi’s thought is the product
of individual wisdom, whereas Greek philosophy is the product of joint effort of many
scholars” (Konissi 1894, pp. 386–88). It is worth mentioning that Konissi’s version of the
Daodejing was the only complete Russian translation until 1950, thus is a valuable asset in
the Russian study of Laozi with strong research significance.

Contrary to Tolstoj and Konissi, who commended and respected Daoism, Solov’yov
Vladimir Sergeevich (1853–1900), who played a significant role in the development of
Russian philosophy and Orthodox theology, believed that both Confucianism and Daoism
refuse to create, with the former holding the ancestors in high esteem and the latter
advocating non-action, therefore laying the foundation of Chinese conservatism. Influenced
by Christian-centralism and Eurocentrism, Solov’yov regarded China as an alien and
dangerous force. He argued that the essence of Chinese thought was that the past had
unconditional dominance over the present, and Laozi’s theory was a full testimony of
that. “The theory of Laozi is a ridiculous philosophy, just like other Chinese people, Laozi
intends to seek the absolute origin of the world from the past, a past that is unconditional
and exists above all matter, this negative force is the so-called ‘Dao.’ All things in the
world originate from it and eventually return to it, that is to say, ‘Dao’ is the path that
all things follow in common, yet there is no clear definition for this absolute origin of all
things, because it is simply indescribable and unspeakable” (Solov’yov 1996, p. 119). In
his view, the essence of “Dao” is “non-action”, which is the embodiment of obscurantism
and denial of life, knowledge, and progress. It is exactly with the analysis of Laozi’s “Dao”
that he explained the philosophical origins of “conservatism” and “traditionalism” in
Chinese culture. As a philosopher trained in the Western philosophical system, Solov’yov
approached and examined a mysterious culture of the other, that is different from the West,
from a Western point of view. Notwithstanding differences, his interpretation of “Dao”
rested on the patterns of 19th century European Orientalism5, emphasizing East–West
distinction and Western superiority.

During this period, Russia not only obtained information on sinology indirectly from
Western Europe, but also focused on developing its own sinology. Russian sinologists tried
to make comparisons and interpretations of “Dao” by incorporating it into the research
field of comparative philosophy. Granovskij Timofej Nikolaevich (1813–1855), a Professor
at Moscow University, believed that Laozi was obviously familiar with the speculative
philosophy of Hinduism, since he preached benevolence and opposed excessive material
enjoyment. Laozi also deemed that everyone should lead a life that is different from a
worldly life, and he was a believer that the eternal and absolute reason (the “Dao”) was
the origin of all existence (Granovskij 1990, p. 609). According to Granovskij’s world view,
the mechanical view of nature coexists with the organic view of nature. He believed that
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“the eternal and absolute reason” was the “Dao”, which was very consistent with Hegel’s
system of absolute idealism, but it did not contradict Kant’s positivist theory, and this was
the first attempt by a Russian researcher to use the idealism to interpret Daoism. In his
book Religion in China (Religiya Kitaya), Glagolev Sergej Sergeevich (1865–1937), a Professor
at the Moscow Orthodox Theological Seminary, compared and analyzed “Dao”, a main
concept in the quest of cultural generation, operation mechanism and law, with “Logos”, he
believed that “‘Dao’ is the path, the follower of this path as well as the path followed by all
things. ‘Dao’ is not created, because ‘Dao’ itself is eternal. ‘Dao’ is everything and nothing,
a cause and an effect” (Glagolev 1901, p. 33). Before the October Revolution, Russian
sinologists compared the Daodejing with religion when translating and interpreting the
Daodejing. Their interpretation of “Dao” was mysterious, conservative, and religious, with
strong historical and religious limitations as well as Eurocentrism and Slavism6 tendencies.

3. The Soviet Period—Materialist Understanding Due to Ideology

After the October Revolution in Russia, the establishment of Soviet Marxism–Leninism
and the Chinese Revolution had a significant impact on the research objects and methods
of Soviet sinology. Unlike the previous Imperial Russian sinology, the sinology research
during the Soviet Period became inextricably intertwined with political reality. The research
and understanding of “Dao” were freed from the religious vision of divinity and prophets,
and a unique academic research school was formed with new perspectives and research
methods. Three stages can be identified during this period. The first stage was from
after the October Revolution in 1917 to 1935, which was a period of “pure academic”
research with few political involvements; the second stage spanned roughly from 1935
to 1966, in which the politically motivated “New Daoism” prevailed. During this period,
the Lao-Zhuang doctrine was interpreted as materialistic and progressive. In the third
stage between 1966 to 1983, the materialistic interpretation of “Dao” was questioned and
challenged, and there was a dispute between the materialist and idealist perspectives, with
the former still taking the upper hand.

In the early days when the Soviet Union was founded, purely academic discussions
on Daoism were the mainstream. Sinologists who conducted traditional academic research
without the influence of social and political realities could be categorized as “old-school”
Daoist researchers, as represented by Alekseev, whose understanding of Daoism had traces
of idealism and mysticism. He believed that “‘Dao’ is a rule, an absolute truth beyond
human understanding, and it is eternal. Human is the third element after Heaven and
Earth, and the ‘Dao’ lies in the heart of Human” (Alekseev 1978, p. 49).

Alekseev’s disciple Petrov Apollon Aleksandrovich (1907–1949) can be regarded as
a trailblazer of the “new-school” of Daoism research. In the early stage of his research,
Petrov was influenced by his teacher and asserted that Daoist philosophy followed the
system of objective idealism. When refuting the views of Solov’yov, a pre-revolutionary
scholar, Petrov wrote: “Instead of being a negative force, as the author (i.e., Solov’yov)
thinks, ‘Dao’ represents an absolutely positive force. Under the framework of idealism,
‘Dao’ is interpreted as a kind of uncertain potential in existence, and at the same time, it is
also the absolute and only actual existence” (Petrov 1935, p. 10). With the publication of
Stalin’s “Dialectical Materialism and Historical Materialism” (O dialekticheskom i istorich-
eskom materializme) in 1938 and the in-depth research of Petrov, Petrov gradually became a
pioneer who drew on Marxism to explore the history of Chinese philosophy. Previously,
Petrov broke away from the specific historical context and conducted logical analysis to
discuss the abstract reality of Daoist theory. In the book Introduction to Chinese Philosophy
(Ocherk filosofii Kitaya) published in 1940, scholars began to turn to the method of historical
comparison, seeing early Daoism as a stage of philosophical development, explaining the
logic and trend of its development, and successfully finding evidence of materialism (even
rationalism) in Daoism. Petrov pointed out:

Accurately speaking, there is no widely accepted Russian translation and interpreta-
tion for the concept of “Dao”. Existing translations and interpretations (logos, world-way,
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god, world-cause, spiritual power, pure transcendental being, etc.) fail to express the
true essence of “Dao”, making it a principle that exists only in ideas, without taking into
account its basic definition. Based on this account, two points must be noted: Dao operates
in accordance with the natural conditions of all things. Dao comes into existence before
Heaven and Earth. It suggests that “Dao” may have a materialistic connotation in its
ancient understanding, and “Dao” may be a material existence that follows the law of
natural development, and it also covers the law of evolution of such existence. (Petrov
1940, pp. 251–52).

Building on Petrov’s research, the overseas Chinese scholar Yang Xingshun楊興順
(1904–1987) became the most influential representative of “new-school” Daoism researchers
in the study of Laozi and Zhuangzi in Russia. If Petrov was trying to find a materialist
motive in Laozi, Yang Xingshun made Laozi a staunch materialist. In 1947, Zhdanov
Andrej Aleksandrovich (1896–1948), a member of the Political Bureau of the CPSU Cen-
tral Committee in charge of ideological and political work in the Soviet Union at that
time, personally chaired a seminar on the History of Western European Philosophy (Istoriya
zapadnoevropejskoj filosofii) written by Aleksandrov Georgij Fedorovich (1908–1961). He
wrote: “The history of philosophy is mainly the history of materialism development, and
idealism philosophy is only allowed to appear in the history of philosophy as the object of
criticism for materialists” (Zhdanov 1947, p. 257). This assertion laid the foundation for the
following official academic research, due to which, many scholars gradually changed their
academic positions. For instance, in the first edition of Ancient Oriental History (Istoriya
Drevnego Vostoka) written by the Orientalist Avdiev Vsevolod Igorevich (1898–1978), Laozi
was an enemy and a mystic (Myshinskij 2015, p. 345). However, in the 2nd and 3rd edition
of Ancient Oriental History revised in 1953 and 1970, Laozi was thought to be a progressive
thinker whose doctrine had elements of naive materialism and dialectics of nature, “Dao”
is everywhere, and it is thanks to the existence of “Dao”, that everything in the world could
survive and thrive (Avdiev 1953, p. 670). Yang Xingshun’s monograph Ancient Chinese
Philosopher Laozi and His Doctrine7 (Drevnekitajskij filosof Lao-tszy i ego uchenie) published in
1950 was also a positive response to Zhdanov’s viewpoint. Yang wrote this book to expose
the distortion of Laozi’s theory by Kuomintang scholars and Western bourgeois scholars,
and to prove that Laozi’s philosophical theory was the embryo of Chinese materialism.

Yang Xingshun believed that Laozi’s theory on “Dao” is a simple materialist philoso-
phy, comparable to the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus. “Dao” does not have any
artificial elements. It is the understanding of the natural world, the real world, and human
life. It is not dominated by gods or divinities but follows a certain natural path (Dao). This
Dao is inaccessible to our senses, it is the general law in philosophy, and it is independent
of human will (Myshinskij 2015, p. 346).

In the 1960s and 1970s, the decrease in the cultural exchanges between China and the
Soviet Union led to a drastic drop in the sinology research of the Soviet Union. During this
period, Soviet scholars began to adopt Western academic approaches such as comparative
literature, structuralism, and reception aesthetics to study literary and philosophical issues.
They abandoned class interests and showed great respect for the diversity of different
ideas and viewpoints. Questions and challenges began to emerge on the materialistic
understanding of “Dao”, and two camps of views appeared.

The first camp adhered to the theoretical vision and research method of materialism,
and they regarded “Dao” as a scientific concept and a weapon against idealism and religious
thought. For example, Pozdneeva Ljubov’ Dmitrievna (1908–1974), whose views were a
direct continuation of Petrov and Yang Xingshun, published Atheists, Materialists, Dialectics
in Ancient China (Ateisty, materialisty, dialektiki Drevnego Kitaya) in 1967, believing that
Zhuangzi’s materialism and atheism were inherited from the materialism of Laozi and
Liezi. She interpreted “Dao” as “nature, material, namely objective reality as opposed to
human subjectivity” (Pozdneeva 1994, p. 389).

Another representative was Kozlovskij Boris Jur’evich (1898–1953), who further de-
veloped the arguments of Yang Xingshun and Pozdneeva. He thought that neither Daoist
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studies should give way to bourgeois scholars, because they would distort it (from idealist
point of view) or refuse to look for hints of materialism and idealism altogether, nor give
way to Mao Zedong thinkers, because although they recognize the materialistic character
of Daoism, they would place Laozi’s materialism under Marx’s materialism (Kozlovskij
1976, pp. 81–88). It can be seen that while insisting on materialist theoretical methods,
Kozlovskij also recognized that the existing research in the Soviet Union had obvious traces
of the Marxist theory of materialism.

The second camp mystified “Dao” and criticized the materialist interpretation of
Laozi’s philosophy, believing that Daoism had the feature of idealism, and the represen-
tative figure was Vasil’ev Leonid Sergeevich (1930–2016), who criticized the materialist
interpretation of Daoism proposed by Yang Xingshun and Pozdneeva. He believed that
there were indeed elements of materialism and dialectics in Laozi’s theory, but more traces
of idealism and mysticism could be found. Following the footsteps of French sinologist
Henri Maspero, Vasil’ev also called Laozi “a melancholic mystic”. He thought that “Dao”
is a universal law of nature, the beginning and end of creation, and the foundation of
profound metaphysics. Dao is everything and nothing, no one created Dao, but everything
happens because of it and returns to it. No one can fully comprehend Dao. Our senses
cannot touch it. What can be heard, seen, felt, and understood is not the Dao (Vasil’ev
1970, p. 229). Vasil’ev also compared “Dao” with the Indian religious concept “Brahman”.
Scholars believe that if substantive and metaphysical divisions are made in ancient Chi-
nese philosophy, the transcendental “Dao” is similar to the transcendent “Brahma”. If the
above division is not made, Daoism is similar to the naturalism of pre-Socratics. Scholars
believed that “Dao” is not created by man, and that all things originate from and return
to “Dao”. This view is consistent with Aristotle’s understanding of “Nature”. From the
above-mentioned discussion, we can see that Vasil’ev’s interpretation of “Dao” was similar
to the “old-school” academician Alekseev. Vasil’ev was also the first to mention and praise
Alekseev’s work in the Soviet sinology literature.

Rubin Vitalij Aronovich (1923–1981), a researcher at the Oriental Institute of the Soviet
Academy of Sciences, was another scholar whose views were contrary to that of Yang
Xingshun and Pozneeva. He agreed with Alekseev and Vasil’ev’s views on “Dao”, saying
that “Dao” is the universal rule and the mysterious origin of all things. It is the inner part
of the world, it cannot be understood by emotion and reason, and it belongs to the category
of mystical pantheism (Rubin 1970, p. 151).

The book by Vasil’ev and Rubin was a proof of a “thaw” in Soviet sinology, but it
did not last long. In the 1960s, Sino-Soviet relations became sour, and Soviet sinology
research once again fell into the hands of ideological control. The 1971 All-Soviet Scientific
Conference of Sinologists became a turning point. In his report, the politician Senin Nikolaj
Gerasimovich (1918–2001) reiterated Zhdanov’s 1947 policy on the history of Chinese
philosophy, and spoke highly of Petrov, Yang Xingshun, and Pozneeva, because their
viewpoints were supported by the authorities. In contrast, Vasil’ev’s viewpoint, which
can be traced back to the academician Alekseev, was not recognized by the authorities.
Senin sharply criticized Vasil’ev’s book: “In this book, the author openly ignored the
results generally recognized by Soviet researchers, and he questioned or even completely
denied the existence of materialist ideas in China... Comparing Soviet sinologists with
Western bourgeois sinologists in favor of the latter is something totally unacceptable to us”
(Pozdneeva 1973, p. 157).

Lisevich Igor’ Samojlovich (1932–2000), an expert in ancient Chinese literary theory,
also challenged the view that Laozi’s philosophy was materialism. He made a partial
translation of the Daodejing with high quality and rich annotations. His views contra-
dicted the prevailing one (Laozi and Zhuangzi are materialists), and he did not agree with
the interpretation of “Dao” as “material”, namely “a philosophical category that marks
objective reality”, which is similar to what Lenin wrote in his article “Materialism and
Empirio-Criticism”, because “the main feature of Dao is inaccessibility to human reason
and emotion, while material is the perceptible objective reality” (Lisevich 1979, p. 10).
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Sinology studies in the Soviet Period basically regarded Daoism as a theory opposed
to Confucianism. At that time, Confucianism was criticized as a conservative and counter-
revolutionary theory. The high-pressure political and cultural environment seriously
undermined the independence and legitimacy of academic research. Many scholars had to
interpret ancient Chinese philosophy in line with official ideology, and some even came to
self-contradictory conclusions8.

4. Post-Soviet Period—Contemporary Construction from a Diversified Perspective

After the 1980s, with the normalization of Sino-Soviet relations, Russian sinologists
regained their enthusiasm for research. The collapse of the Soviet Union brought massive
transformation to the mainstream ideology. With the evolution of Eastern and Western per-
spectives and the introduction of contemporary research methods, Russian philosophical
research has undergone great changes in terms of the theoretical foundations, value orien-
tations, and research methods, putting an end to the previous ideological manipulation.
Researchers started to draw on diversified theories in their work. In 1983, the third issue of
the periodical Asian and African People (Narody Azii i Afriki) published an article about the
roundtable meeting on traditional Chinese culture, which can be deemed as the turning
point. At the conference, scholars criticized the view of dismissing the development of
Chinese philosophy as merely a historical fight between materialism and idealism. At
the same time, there was a debate on whether the Chinese classical philosophy could be
rationally explained.

For example, the early views of Feoktistov Vitalij Fyodorovich (1930–2005), a researcher
on Chinese thought, were completely in line with the spirit of the 1971 All-Soviet Scientific
Conference of Sinologists. In his article “On the Materialist Tendency in Xunzi’s Philosophy”
(O materialisticheskikh tendentsiyakh v filosofskikh vzglyadakh Syun’-tszy), he agreed with
the views of those “recognized Soviet scholars” and regarded Laozi’s theory as a naive
materialist doctrine with elements of dialectic nature. After the 1983 roundtable meeting, he
changed his view and pointed out: “If the Chinese philosophers did not come up with the
same concepts of matter and consciousness as their European counterparts, then the attempt
to classify Chinese philosophers as materialists and idealists using terms understood by
Europeans is not convincing” (Feoktistov 1997, pp. 34–35).

Russian sinologists paid special attention to the translation and understanding of key
philosophical words. Kobzev Artem Igorevich (1953–), a representative of Daoist studies
in the post-Soviet period, divided the Russian sinologists of this period into three schools
according to different research methods and viewpoints on Chinese classical philosophy.
The first was the structuralists or logicists, whose methods can be traced back to the
structuralist theory of Claude Levi-Strauss (1908–2009). Representative figures in this school
include Spirin Vladimir Semyonovich (1929–2002), Karapet’jantc Artemij Mihajlovich (1943–
2021) and Myall’ Linnart Ehduardovich (1938–2010), a scholar of the Moscow—Tartu
semiotic school. They believed that Chinese philosophy was a rationalist philosophical
system composed of interrelated elements according to certain abstract rules. For example,
Spirin was a groundbreaker who applied the method of modeling in sinology research.
He advocated that Chinese philosophy did not exist in specific terms, but in a semiotic
construction based on natural language, which can be interpreted in a rational manner. This
means that the elements of this system (or category) should also be interpreted in a rational
manner, and the system should be interpreted first before moving on to the elements. From
the perspective of text structure analysis and mathematics, he translated the “Dao” of the
Daodejing into a graph (grafik). A graph is very general and abstract in itself, but it can
be interpreted as a great variety of concrete things. All of the concepts and ideas in the
Daodejing is a point or multiple cross points in this graph, and “De” is a point on the graph.
“Dao” and “De” are interpreted as mathematical terms by Spirin, who wrote “Mathematics
has great methodological significance in the formation of Chinese philosophy, precisely
because it brings the principles of rational argument” (Spirin 1976, pp. 212–19).
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The second school is the interpreters or metaphorists, represented by Malyavin
Vladimir Vyacheslavovich (1950–), Torchinov Evgenij Alekseevich (1956–2003), Grigor’eva
Tat’yana Petrovna (1929–2014), and Zavadskaya Evgeniya Vladimirovna (1930–2002). They
followed the traditional theories of Heidegger, Gadamer, and Ricoeur. In their view, it is
impossible to explain Chinese classical philosophy with European philosophical terms
because Chinese classical philosophy is a metaphor in essence, nor is it possible to explain
it rationally at all. One can only “guess” the meaning of Chinese classical philosophy
(Kobzev 1983, p. 65).

After the 1980s, the famous sinologist Torchinov began to study the historical religious
methods of Daoism. He thought that the most important aspect of Daoist philosophy was
natural science with cosmology as the core, believing that the “Dao” in the Daodejing had
generative properties, and it was a unity of truth (ultimate meaning) and method (through
path). This “Dao” was closely related to all things in nature and the practice of human life.
Instead of being an abstract metaphysical “ontology” (the essence of the world), “Dao” was
both “sensory and supersensory”. He was convinced that there were two “Daos” (Double
Dao) in the Daodejing, one was “Unnamable”, which produced the universe, and the other
was “Named”, which produced myriad things (Torchinov 1994, p. 95). Generally speaking,
Torchinov removed the influence of Stalin’s “natural materialism”9 when studying Laozi,
and he no longer used simple “idealism” or “materialism” to characterize Laozi’s thoughts,
leaning toward the Marxist—Leninist “new materialism”. However, there were also cer-
tain limitations. Torchinov did not thoroughly implement Mann’s “materialism”, that is,
paying attention to social practice and revealing the meaning of life. Popovkin Andrej
Vladimirovich (1974–) pointed out when evaluating the works of Malyavin and Torchinov
that, in their works, they tried to understand Eastern teachings from the perspective of
phenomenonological hermeneutics. Meanwhile, Malyavin and Torchinov also compared
Laozi’s theory with Russian intuitionism (Popovkin 2006, p. 164).

Malyavin, a famous contemporary sinologist, has made great contributions to the
Russian study on Laozi. He published a series of works such as Laozi—the Daodejing: a Book
about the Way of life (Lao-Czy—Dao-De czin: kniga o Puti zhizni) (2010), Daoist canons in new
translations by V.V. Malyavin (Daosskie kanony v novyh perevodah V.V. Malyavina) (2017–2019),
etc. He also translated The Library of Chinese Classics—Laozi from Chinese to Russian in
2009 with Li Yingnan李英男, a Russian Professor at the Beijing Foreign Studies University.
This translation combines the advantages of the translators from the two countries. They
took Professor Chen Guyin陳鼓應’s Annotation, Interpretation, and Comments on Laozi as the
parallel Chinese version, and paid great attention to the accuracy and elegance of the target
language. Malyavin followed the modern hermeneutic theory of Heidegger-Gadamer. In
his works, he regarded “Dao” as an independent concept with both objective and subjective
dimensions, and the basis of matter and spirit co-exist in this concept (Malyavin 2010,
pp. 698–99).

The third group are the symbolists, represented by Kobzev. He attempted to synthe-
size the above two methodologies. He believed that symbolism, or the so-called “symbol”,
was the essence of traditional Chinese philosophy, and that this symbolism required multi-
faceted, multidimensional (including metaphorically appropriate, scientifically concrete,
and philosophically abstracted) interpretations. He clarified that the symbolic concept was
characterized by both the feature of poetic language and the simplicity of mathematical
formulas. The characteristic of traditional Chinese philosophical terms is that they can
construct texts with metaphorical properties and rational interpretation.

On the basis of Kobzev’s classification above, there are also some sinologists who
have approached Daoism from a more international perspective, and are good at using
research methods of Chinese and Western comparative philosophy. We think that this
can be classified as the fourth school, that is, comparative philosophy, represented by
Luk’yanov Anatolij Evgen’evich (1948–2021) and Grigor’eva Tat’yana Petrovna (1929–
2014), etc. Luk’yanov was a representative figure in contemporary Russian Daoist research.
In 1991, the People’s Friendship University published Luk’yanov’s monograph Laozi:
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Early Daoist Philosophy (Lao-tszy: Filosofiya rannego daosizma). In 2008, Luk’yanov’s latest
translation of the Daodejing was published in Moscow. In order to express the hidden
rhythm in prose language, the translation consisted of two parallel versions: the prose
version and the poetic version, with the second version translated by his collaborator
Abramenko Vladimir Petrovich (1932–2016). Luk’yanov believed that “Dao” was the
symbol of the entire ancient Chinese philosophical culture. All natural and human systems
in the world were adjusted according to the rhythm of “Dao”, and they regenerated the
material, spiritual, and ideal image of “Dao” in their own cycle. “Dao” was not so much a
concept, but an organic whole that embodied a certain reality, forming the human–society–
natural circle of the “Chinese universe”. He attempted to explain the connotation of “Dao”
with theories such as anthropology and cosmology. By combining relevant theories of
Chinese and Western philosophy, he compared those primitive cosmological paradigms
of “Dao” culture with the Indian culture of “Aum” and the Greek culture of “Logos”. In
2020, Luk’yanov explained how to integrate Chinese “Dao” culture into Russian “glagol”
culture10 in his article “Prospects for Russian Translation of Ancient Books of ‘Dao’ Culture”,
and built a complete system of Russian national culture. In his view, Chinese spiritual
culture evolved with the continuous interpretation of the keyword “Dao”, which formed
the inner circle of Chinese spiritual culture. It was also one of the eternal driving forces
behind the development of Chinese society. It is a pity that Mr. Luk’yanov passed away
from COVID-19 in 2021, which is undoubtedly a huge loss to the Russian study on Laozi.
Another representative, Grigor’eva, published her book Dao and Logos (Dao i Logos) in
1992. The author compared Eastern and Western philosophy and believed that the relations
among cultures boiled down to the unity in diversity. “Dao” and “logos” are very different
in their origin and development, but they have similarities in knowledge orientation
and philosophical meaning. In her book, she discussed the unique cultural paradigms
of the ancient Chinese and ancient Greeks, explored the similarities and discrepancies
of the basic concepts of philosophy between the two cultures, and finally, proposed the
complementarity of Eastern and Western cultures and predicted that the two will inevitably
meet and be compatible in the future (Grigor’eva 1992, p.41).

After the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the withdrawal of its mainstream
ideology, Russian sinologists increasingly recognized the important role played by Chinese
philosophy in promoting the development of world spiritual civilization, and paid par-
ticular attention to the modern relevance of traditional sinology and the prospect of the
interaction between Chinese and Western cultures, making sinology research a broader
interdisciplinary field. Modern and contemporary sinologists have carried out multi-level
interdisciplinary research on Daoist literature from textual analysis, linguistics, semiotics,
cultural studies, and even mathematics. This debate and synthesis of different research
methods have been extended and continued in Russia today.

Entering the 21st century, the study on the Daodejing is thriving, and it has become
a new trend in Russia to study the annotated Russian translations of the Daodejing. The
monograph of Maslov Aleksej Aleksandrovich (1964–) The Mystery of the Dao (Misteriya
Dao) created a new model for the study of the Russian translation of the Daodejing, and it is
the first work that reproduces the tradition and feature of the annotation on the Daodejing.
Not only did Maslov make his own annotations, but he also translated the full text of Wang
Bi’s王弼 annotations into Russian for the first time. His interpretation was full of mysticism
and religious rituals, and at the same time, he used symbolism to reveal the mysterious
wisdom of ancient China vividly. He pointed out: “Since the prototype of Dao is the world,
the world is symbolic. On the one hand, it is absolutely real, and everything does exist. On
the other hand, behind this world, there is a more real, more valuable and more essential
world. But this world is empty, hidden, invisible, illusory” (Maslov 1996, p. 76).

We mentioned the concept of “Double Dao” in the Daodejing previously, but Maslov
disagreed with this point of view, arguing that although the contradictoriness of “Dao”
left some room for the “Double Dao” interpretation, this might contradict the logic of
the whole book, because “Dao” is everywhere in the Daodejing, while You 有—Wu 無
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comes from the same origin but with different names (Maslov 2005, p. 118). That is to
say, the concepts of You–Wu in Chinese philosophy complement each other, unlike the
contradictory Being/Non-Being division in Western thought.

As Global Laozegetics and closer cultural exchanges between China and Russia
thrived, the dissemination and influence of the Daodejing in Russia was no longer lim-
ited to academia, but was also felt by ordinary people. Malyavin once said that “Dao” is a
kind of truth that should not be objectified in concept, rather, it should be made part of peo-
ple’s daily life experience. In addition to serious philosophical discussions, there are many
writers who have studied and discussed the Daodejing in their own way. Take Burdonov
Igor’ Borisovich (1948–) as an example, where his translation is full of personal subjectivity
and associations. His work of translation is named Interpreting Daodejing in Lipovka (Dao
Deh Lipovka Vehj). In the first chapter, he uses his hometown of Lipovka to refer to “Dao”,
giving his hometown an abstract, perceivable yet indescribable meaning, and this was his
personal rewriting and creation. In May 2018, the latest version of the Daodejing translated
by Kondrashova Lyudmila Ivanovna was published. This edition added the calligraphy of
the famous Chinese calligrapher Zhao Xueli趙學禮 and illustrations of the famous Russian
artist Konyuhov Fyodor Filippovich. With both pictures and texts, this version has both
literary and esthetic value, which promotes the cultural exchange between the Chinese and
Russian people. When translating, Kondrashova bore the modern readers in mind, making
Laozi’s thoughts more popular and accessible to the public. During this period, scholars
began to use scientific methods to conduct multi-angle, in-depth, and specific translation
research on Daoism, trying to restore the Daodejing to the greatest extent possible in the
Russian cultural context, and building a platform for Russian and Chinese people to have a
cultural dialogue with each other.

Against the background of ever-growing passion in the translation and research on the
Daodejing, in addition to the classic versions introduced above, many experts and scholars
have tried to translate it in whole or in part. For example, Baranov Aleksandr Nikolaevich
(1948–2021) published his translation of the Daodejing in 1998 based on R. B. Blakney’s
English translation, and he compared the Daodejing to the Bible and the Bhagavad Gita.
In 1999, the Russian translation by Semenenko Ivan Ivanovich (1947–) was published in
Moscow, which had precise language and detailed annotations. He pointed out that the
Daodejing helped to reveal the mystery of life and to find oneself in the “Dao”. In 2000, a
translation by Polezhaeva YUliya was published, which adopted the translation strategy of
domestication, thus losing the Chinese style to a certain extent. In 2002, Solov’eva Marina
Pavlovna (1952–) published another version, which was more of a rewriting instead of a
translation, since the author was trying to make the content easier to understand with his
own narration. Vinogrodskij Bronislav Bronislavovich (1957–) has translated the Daodejing
several times, and published a separate edition in 2014, which not only provided the
author’s latest version of translation, but also contained the author’s unique interpretation.
In addition, some translators tried to adopt a poetic style to translate the Daodejing such as
Borushko Oleg Matveevich (1996), Kang Yu (1991), Feano (2001, 2005), and so on.

To sum up, Russian sinologists in this period completely removed the philosophical
research model of the Soviet period, broke through the simple dichotomy of materialism and
idealism, and freed themselves from treating the history of philosophical development as a
response to class struggle, thus revealing the intrinsic characteristics of Chinese philosophy
and culture. The diversification of theories has also promoted further innovations and
explorations in Chinese philosophical and religious studies in Russia. It can be seen that
Russian philosophical research on the “Dao” has been developed in a more multifaceted
and open direction, and its connotation has become clearer and richer in the process of
cultural exchange and collision. The Russian readers’ understanding of “Dao” in the
Daodejing has also been continuously enriched and improved.
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5. Summary and Conclusions

The word “Dao” has a broad connotation and spiritual meaning that is “perceivable
but indescribable”. It is not only a microcosm of linguistic and cultural phenomena, but also
a multi-faceted embodiment of historical philosophy. From the perspective of translation,
with the deepening of the world’s understanding of Chinese culture, sinologists have
realized that “Dao” contains a wide range of meanings, and there is no Russian word that
can cover all of the spirit contained in the cultural connotation of “Dao”. In the period
of Imperial Russia, sinologists had different understandings of “Dao”, and they came up
with different translations such as “Way” (put’), “God” (bog), “Reason” (razum) and so on.
This kind of inconsistent translation not only affected the integrity of the terminology, but
also led to the loss of cultural meaning of the source language. Nowadays, we tend to
use the generally accepted transliteration of “Dao”, which has penetrated into the Russian
language and become a culture-loaded word with rich connotation.

A review of different understandings of “Dao” in the Daodejing revealed that Russian
sinologists are greatly restricted and influenced by the theoretical background, academic
prejudice, social, and political environment. They tend to be pragmatic in their research,
which might be religiously and politically motivated. In terms of research methods and
ideas, the Russian sinologists’ research on “Dao” was affected by the political interference
from the very beginning, and they were inclined to adhere to their thoughts or change their
academic position with the changing ideology. In the research process and direction, the
studies on Laozi in China and Russia were once in sync with each other. In terms of learning
and reception, Russian scholars’ understanding and translation of “Dao” has a strong
national character. Russian sinologists are good at integrating the essence of traditional
Chinese culture and the self-consciousness of their own nation, refining the connotations of
“wisdom”, “law”, and “nature”, which shows the Russian nation’s insistence on sticking to
its original culture and its expectation of traditional Chinese culture.

Most Russian sinologists highly appraise and respect the study of Laozi and “Dao”.
However, during the process of translation and research, they inevitably put “Dao” into the
Russian cultural context and use Western philosophical or religious concepts to interpret
Chinese keywords of traditional culture, compounded with the influence of social ideology
and the limitation of the translator’s identity, cultural distortion, and misreading may
occur to a certain extent, which is also the research limitations from the perspective of
others. In the Imperial Russian Period, researchers were influenced by the religious vision
when studying Laozi. In the Soviet Period, one of the distinctive features was applying the
theoretical vision and research methods of “materialism” in the studies of Laozi. Nowadays,
the research on Laozi is increasingly diversified and multi-dimensional, and it can be seen
that the differences in the research methods and theoretical perspectives in different periods
have presented completely different understandings and even conflicts. This article takes
“Dao”, a keyword and core concept in the Daodejing, as the research object, investigated the
understanding and interpretation of “Dao” in Russia in a historical review, and explored
the interpretive trends and reception of the Daodejing in Russia, which, hopefully, will help
to complement the traditional study on Laozi, and also enrich the depth and breadth of
Global Laozegetics.
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Notes

1 Sinology, in a narrow sense, refers to a comprehensive interdisciplinary study related to China and Chinese culture, it mainly
involves language, literature, history, religion, and philosophy. It also includes Manchus study, Mongolian study, Tibetan study,
Tangutology, and Khitan study in a broad sense, but sinology in this article is used in a narrow sense.

2 Target-culture-oriented translation strategy refers to the translation strategy in which a transparent and fluent style is adopted to
minimize the strangeness of the foreign text for the target language reader. It means making the translated text recognizable and
familiar and thus bringing the foreign culture closer to the reader in the target culture. It is just like Friedrich Schleiermacher’s
standpoint, which “leaves the reader in peace, as much as possible, and moves the author towards him”.

3 The manuscript is kept at the Archive of foreign policy of the Russian Empire, f. SPb. Main archive 1–5, 1817–1840; d.1, folder 2,
l.36, autograph.

4 Tolstoyism arose in the Russian Empire in the 1880s on the basis of the teachings of Leo Tolstoj. The main principles are:
“non-resistance to evil by violence”, “moral self-improvement”, “renunciation of hostility with any people (‘love your enemies’)”.
“Non-resistance to evil by violence” was put forward in response to the reality of Russian and Western capitalist society at that
time; “moral self-improvement” focused on exploring human nature, thus eliminating the root cause of evil; “renunciation of
hostility with any people (‘love your enemies’)” was a beautiful vision that underpinned the future of human society. Tolstoj’s
interpretation of “Dao” was the basis of the third principle.

5 By Orientalism, I mean what defined by Edward Said as “a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological
distinction made between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the Occident,’ and a Western style for dominating, restructuring,
and having authority over the Orient.”(Edward 1979, pp. 2–3) David Schimmelpenninck Van Der Oye and Susanna Lim both
showed that Orientalism in Imperial Russia and the Soviet Union is more complex than the Saidian one.

6 Slavism is usually regarded as one of the main trends in Russian religious philosophy in the middle of the 19th century. The
philosophy of history and the Russian view of history are its main subjects of study. In the philosophical realm, Slavism values
the role played by faith. Faith is not understood as rational intuition or supersensory perception, but rather as the principle that
unites the elements and forces of human intellect such as will, sensibility, and understanding. Only “faith” can overcome the
limitations of individual rationality.

7 The monograph Ancient Chinese Philosopher Laozi and His Doctrine summarizes the position of Laozi’s thoughts in the history of
ancient Chinese philosophy, and gives an account of the social and historical situation as well as the ethical theory when the
Daodejing came out. The book also discusses the materialistic nature of “Dao”, and how the Western European bourgeoisi think
of the Daodejing. In addition, it also analyzes the research on the Daodejing in Russia before the revolution, and it attaches the
preface and translation of the Daodejing. This work had great influence at that time and was the representative work of studying
the Daodejing in the Soviet era. It was translated into Chinese in 1957, and the Chinese title is �中國古代哲學家老子及其學說�.

8 During the same period, there were also academic debates about the nature of Laozi’s philosophy in China. For example, Feng
Youlan 馮友蘭, Ren Jiyu任繼愈, etc. believed that Laozi was a materialist, while Hu Ruichang胡瑞昌, Hu Ruixiang胡瑞祥,
Yang Liuqiao杨柳橋, etc. argued that Laozi’s philosophy could only be objective idealism.

9 This article distinguishes between two kinds of “materialism”: Stalin-style “materialism” and Mann’s “materialism”. The
establishment of the “materialism” of Marxism in a broad sense is based on Marx and Engels, while the “materialism” of Mann
has been widely spread in the Soviet Union because of the promotion of Plekhanov and Lenin. However, Stalin transformed
the Marxist–Leninist “new materialism” into a narrow “natural materialism”. Stalin-style “materialism” has always been the
dominant research paradigm in Soviet social science research, and the views of Yang Xingshun we mentioned above are closer to
Stalin’s “natural materialism”.

10 Luk’yanov regarded “glagol” (Глaгoл) culture as the archetype of Russian culture from the perspective of philosophy and culture,
believing that the Russian “glagol” was the same as the Chinese Dao, the Indian Aum, and the Greek Logos, and they all had the
meaning of words, speech, and discourse.
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Abstract: Retranslation constitutes a special case. as it involves a double creation of values that
are determined not only by the ones inscribed in the source text but also by the ones inscribed
in the previous translations. Therefore, retranslations initiate dialogues with and even challenges
to the previous versions. This paper, rooted in the concept of retranslation, focuses on the first
complete published translation of the Daodejing in Europe, the 1842 Lao Tseu Tao Te King: Le Livre de la
Voie et de la Vertu, by Stanislas Julien and investigates the revolutionary way Julien interpreted this
ancient Chinese classic. Through an analysis of the paratexts and extratexts related to this French
version and previous translations, this paper finds that Julien challenged the Christianized and
Westernized interpretations of the Daodejing by the European missionaries and sinologists before
him and proposed a new system of interpretation: to interpret the Daodejing from the perspective of
Laozi and based on the Daoist classics and commentaries. Julien’s translation and interpretations
have demonstrated his respect for heterogeneous cultures by acknowledging cultural differences,
and he strengthened the authority of his translation by challenging the ideas in previous translations,
which makes the retranslation an indispensable reference for the study of Laozi and Daoism.

Keywords: Stanislas Julien; Daodejing; retranslation; Tao Te King; revolution; influence; sinology

1. Introduction

In 1842, the French translation of the Daodejing (a fundamental text for both philo-
sophical and religious Daoism) by sinologist Stanislas Julien (1797–1873) was born. This
French version, Lao Tseu Tao Te King: Le Livre de la Voie et de la Vertu (hereafter Tao Te King), is
remarkable, as it is the first complete translation of Daodejing in both French sinology and
Western sinology. Upon its publication, it received high praise among European scholars
and contributed to the reputation of French sinology. This translation became an important
reference for many European scholars who were interested in this ancient Chinese classic.
The German philosopher F.W.J. Schelling (1775–1854) praised Julien for his painstaking
efforts and extraordinary intelligence in this translation, saying that he could not have
comprehended and appreciated the Daodejing without Julien’s interpretation (Julien 1842a,
p. 42). Charles de Harlez (1832–1899), a Belgian Orientalist, shared the same view that
because of Julien’s translation, European readers greatly improved their understanding
of the Daodejing (de Harlez 1891, p. 1). Julien’s Tao Te King has enjoyed long-lasting popu-
larity and is still reprinted in the twenty-first century.1 It has been regarded as a classic in
the translation history of the Daodejing and a must-read referential book for the study of
the Daodejing.

2. Retranslation, Paratext, and Extratext

Retranslation is the concept that describes the production of multiple translations of
the same work. There are two approaches to the study of retranslation (Deane-Cox 2014).
The first one is original-text-oriented, arguing for or against the retranslation hypotheses
that “the later translations tend to be closer to the source text” (Chesterman 2004, p. 8). The
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ontological logic that lies behind his hypotheses is that the previous translations, especially
the first translation, are often defective and deficient in displaying the language complexity
and cultural difference of the original text (Berman 1990). Bensimon (1990) also attributes
the necessity of retranslation to the absence of foreignness and exoticisms at different levels
in the first translation. Case studies following this first approach often make comparative
textual analyses between retranslation and previous translations, e.g., Wei (2019). The
second one is target-text-oriented, considering the relationships and interactions among
the existing translations of the same work. There are indeed cases where a retranslation
is produced without awareness of the pre-existing translation. Studies in this “passive”
retranslation often attribute its production to the evolving social, cultural, or ideological
context that “translations are markers in time that update the comprehension of a text
with the linguistic sensibilities of an instant in an ever-evolving history“ (Stavans and
Boucetta 2020, p. 100). However, Pym (1998, p. 83) states that the more active and valuable
retranslations are those that challenge the validity of the previous translations. Venuti
(2013, p. 96) also implies that more attention needs to be paid to cases that “possess
this crucial awareness and justify themselves by establishing their differences from one
or more previous versions”. Though the dialogue between a retranslation and previous
translations can be reverential or antagonistic, studies of retranslations are more likely to
agree with Pym and Venuti, suggesting that “the argument of retranslation as challenge
carries considerable weight” (Deane-Cox 2014, p. 15). Though the second approach is often
target-text-oriented, there are many occasions where the challenge of previous translations
is inextricably linked to the discussion of equivalence between these translations and the
original text.

Deane-Cox (2014), in the monograph Retranslation: Translation, Literature and Reinterpre-
tation, proposes a methodological approach to the study of retranslation: that is, to analyze
the paratextual and extratextual materials of a (re)translation. Paratext is “what enables
a text to become a book and to be offered as such to its readers” in the form of peritext
(such as title, book cover, introduction, and preface) and epitext (such as interviews, diary
entries, and correspondence) (Genette 1997, p. 3). In the sphere of translation studies, while
paratext is the material that is contributed by the translator, publisher, or other agents in
the production of a (translation) book, extratext refers to the articles and reviews that are
related to the translations, the translators, or other agents (Deane-Cox 2014, p. 29). The
former can be used to identify the interactions between the (re)translations and assess the
assumption of challenge and rivalry; and the latter can be used to explore the relationship
between the work (source work, translations, and retranslations) and target fields (ibid.,
p. 34), such as the acceptance and influence of a retranslation in the target field. In the eyes
of the researchers, these texts can help reconstruct the dialogue between the retranslation
(re-translator), the original text (author), the pre-existing translations (previous translators),
and even the translations (translators) in later times.

Though what Julien produced is the first complete translation in Europe, there were
several selective translations before this French version. Besides, if we adopt the wide sense
of translation as understanding, it leads us to the notion that “the process of translation
cannot dispense with interpretation” (Ahmed 2009, p. 56); and those interpretations of lines
or words in the Daodejing before Julien’s version can be regarded as earlier translations
in European languages engaged by Julien. Therefore, Julien’s Tao Te King is a type of
retranslation of the Daodejing. This paper, in a diachronic manner, will investigate the
differences between Julien’s interpretations of the Daodejing with previous translations,
particularly Julien’s challenges to previous translations with his retranslation as well as
its acceptance by and influence on its readers. Drawing on the methodological approach
provided by Deane-Cox, this paper will conduct a textual analysis of the paratexts and
extratexts related to Julien’s retranslations of the Daodejing. The texts for analysis include
paratexts, introduction, notes, and an article (“Observations détachées sur le texte et les
différentes éditions de Lao-tseu”) in Lao Tseu Tao Te King: Le Livre de la Voie et de la Vertu
(1842) and following extratexts: “Tchong-koué-hio-thang” (中國學堂) (1837) and “Réponse



Religions 2022, 13, 724

à la lettre de M. Jaquet” (1838) by Julien, introduction in Textes taoïstes traduits des originaux
chinois et commentés (1891) by Charles de Harlez, and Simple exposé d’un fait honorable
odieusement dénaturé dans un libelle récent de M. Pauthier (Julien 1842a) by Julien.

3. Translation and Perception of the Daodejing in Europe before Stanislas Julien’s Tao
Te King

Misha Tadd (2019) has identified 2000 translations of the Daodejing in 94 languages;
and according to him, the first global expansions of the translations of the Daodejing in
Europe, “mostly fragmentary”, were contributed by European missionaries “during the
sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries” (from the late Ming dynasty to the middle
Qing dynasty) (Tadd 2022a, p. 91). However, in fact, the missionaries at that time paid
more attention to Confucianism than Daoism, as they realized that Confucian thoughts
occupied the orthodox status in China. This preference can be found in Matteo Ricci
(1552–1610), one of the founding figures of the Jesuit China missions. The Italian Jesuit
priest dressed in Confucius clothes, built a close relationship with scholar-bureaucrats, and
translated many Confucius classics after he began his missionary work in China in 1582.
All these behaviors and activities are in line with his program of integrating Christianity
with Confucian traditions, which has become a guiding principle for the latter missionaries.

Despite being less valued, the Daodejing and other Daoist classics were still explored by
the early European missionaries in the Ming dynasty. One of their primary jobs is to build
connections between the Daodejing and the Christian code, as it was their mission to prove
the universal values of the Bible. Joachim Bouvet (1656–1730), the leading representative of
the Jesuit Figurists, who are also called “suoyin pai jiaoshi索隱派教士 (missionaries who
seek the obscure)”, not only believed in the “mystical and hidden messages of God” in
Yijing (易經) (Wei 2018, pp. 3, 4) but also endeavored to find the Christian doctrine of the
Trinity in the Daodejing (Zhang 2001, p. 327). Bouvet’s assistant Jean-François Foucquet
(1663–1739), however, was more focused; he concentrated on Daoism. In his commentary
on the Daodejing, he demonstrates his ideas through the book title, “Tao designates the
Sovereign God whom we Christians worship” (Tao designari Deum Summum, quem nos
Christiani colimus) (Pfister 1932, p. 553).2

Many of these Jesuit Figurists found this association between Daoism and the Trinity
in the following two sentences:

Sentence-1 (Chapter 14)

視之不見名曰夷,

聽之不聞名曰希,

搏之不得名曰微,

When you try to see cosmic law, you can’t, so it gets called “invisible;”

When you try to hear it, you can’t, so it gets called “inaudible;”

And when you try to grasp hold of it, you can’t, so it gets called “infinitesimal.”

Sentence-2 (Chapter 42)

道生一,

一生二,

二生三,

三生萬物。

Cosmic law gives birth to One;

This one gives birth to Two;

These two give birth the Three;

And these Three give birth to all.3

Joseph-Henri-Marie de Prémare (1666–1736) claims that the three Chinese characters
“Yi” (夷), “Xi” (希), and “Wei” (微) in Sentence-1 produce a similar pronunciation of
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“Yahweh” when they are combined, which shows the presence of Jesus in the classic
(Dehergne 1976, p. 63). Jean-Joseph-Marie Amiot (1718–1793) was also fascinated by the
assuming connections that his translation of the Daodejing is limited to Sentence-2 and
Chapter 14 where Sentence-1 is located. He agrees with the idea that Sentence-2 legitimizes
the relationship between Daoism and the Trinity (Amiot 1776, p. 300). Louis Lecomte
(1655–1729) argues that Sentence-2, in which the Dao is regarded as the foundation of true
wisdom, proves that this ancient philosopher has knowledge of the Trinity (Lecomte 1696,
p. 121). The views of these representative figures paint a picture that the Jesuit Figurists
aimed to Christianize the Daodejing and graft a Chinese version of Jesus into the Chinese
classics (Wei 2020).

While these Jesuit Figurists in China during the Ming and Qing dynasty were inspired
to announce that they had found the Trinity in ancient Chinese classic, Jean-Pierre-Abel
Rémusat (1788–1832), the first professor of La Chaire de langues et littératures chinoises et
tartares-mandchoues at the Collège de France, reminds us that these Figurists did not provide a
solid foundation for the “great discovery” (Rémusat 1823, p. 2). Rémusat firmly believed in
the connection and set out to find the proof. To obtain this goal, he investigated Laozi’s life
and concluded that Laozi traveled to the West.4 He also selectively translated Chapter 1,
Chapter 14, Chapter 25, Chapter 41, and Chapter 42 of the Daodejing, with the unconcealed
purpose: “We are not investigating whether Laozi was a great metaphysician or not, but
we are making sure whether he has taken ideas from the works of some other philosopher”
(ibid., p. 21). These other philosophers are disclosed in the subtitle of his biographic study
of Laozi, “Chinese philosopher whose ideas commonly attributed to Pythagoras, Plato,
and their followers” (Philosophe chinois qui a professé les opinions communément attribuées à
Pythagore, à Platon et à leurs disciples).

Like his predecessors, Rémusat was attracted to and devoted to the interpretation
of Dao and Sentence-1. He argues that there is no ideal equivalence of Dao in Western
languages, and it can only be explained with the Greek word λóγoς (Logos) and its threefold
meanings, namely the absolute being (souverain être), reason (raison), and word (parole)
(ibid., p. 24). He also thinks that Chapter 14 is the most suitable material for investigating
the source of Laozi’s philosophy. Under the guidance of this belief, Rémusat similarly
reaches the conclusion that the Daodejing conforms to the doctrine of the Trinity, as the
three Chinese characters “Yi” (夷), “Xi” (希), “Wei” (微) together produce the same sound
as “Yahweh”. More than that, he also claims that these characters are meaningless in the
Chinese language system, so they must be imported as foreign signs (ibid., p. 48). It is
without any surprise that these “foreign signs” were discovered by Rémusat to be imported
from the West: “I regard these characters as an indisputable mark that the thoughts of
Pythagoras and Plato have been brought to China” though he admits that the Chinese
obtain a more accurate and profound understanding of “Yahweh” than the Greeks (ibid.).

Rémusat managed to reverse the imbalanced attention the missionaries paid to Confu-
cian and Daoist traditions but also sought to prove their assumptions about the connection
between the ancient Chinese classic and the Trinity. Compared with his predecessors,
Rémusat’s “figurist-inspired interpretations” (Pohl 2003, p. 470) of Sentence-1 go further
than Jesuit missionaries (Figurists) on this intellectual trajectory. He does more than the
Christianization of Chinese classics; he seeks proof of the Western influences on the Far
East. However, these Christianized or Westernized interpretations are questioned by an
expert in comparative literature, René Étiemble (1909–2002): “Can we push forward the
Judeo-Christian imperialism and Eurocentrism any further?” (Peut-on pousser plus loin
l’impérialisme judéo-chrétien et l’européocentrisme?) (Étiemble 1980, p. xxx). Étiemble’s remark
resonates with many translation scholars of postcolonial theory, such as Lawrence Venuti
and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak from the late 1980s. However, it also finds its sympa-
thy about 150 years ago by Stanislas Julien, the translator of the first complete published
translation of the Daodejing.
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4. Stanislas Julien’s Tao Te King: Challenge and Revolution

Since the missionaries during the Ming and Qing dynasty emphasized Confucianism
over Daoism, and they studied the Daodejing only to find coincidences and connections
between the classics and prophetic wisdom, their translations were mostly fragmentary.
The British Museum houses a Latin manuscript of the Daodejing, which may have been
authored by the Belgian Jesuit Jean-François Noëlas (1669–1740) and is so far found to
be the earliest known complete Western translation of the Daodejing, but this manuscript
was not published by then (Tadd 2022a, p. 94) and has a limited impact (Tadd 2022b, p. 5;
Pan 2021, p. 252). Rémusat, in the preface of his version of The Book of Recompense and
Punishment (Taishang Ganying Pian太上感應篇) in 1816, announced a translation project
of Chinese philosophical and religious books, among which the first to be translated is
the Daodejing, “a work as respectable for its antiquity as for the name of its author and
the excellence of the maxims it contains”. He regarded a complete translation and clear
interpretation of the Daodejing as a great contribution to sinology: “it is only when it has
been translated that we will be able to pronounce with full knowledge of the facts on the
religious doctrine of the Tao-sse” (Rémusat 1816, p. 7). This goal was finally achieved by
his student Stanislas Julien with his translation Tao Te King in 1842.

However, in 1838, before Julien’s publication of Tao Te King, Guillaume Pauthier (1801–
1873), another student of Rémusat, professed that he had finished a complete translation
titled Le Tao-te-king, ou le Livre révéré de la raison suprême et de la vertu and that it was the
real first complete version in French. After Julien’s Tao Te King was published in 1842,
Pauthier wrote an open letter, “Vindiciae Sinicae: Dernière réponse à M. Stanislas Julien”,
in which he accused Julien of blocking his translation’s application for publication by the
Imprimerie Royale in 1834. He also stated that Julien had produced Tao Te King based on
Pauthier’s translation. Julien soon made a serious response to the accusations, “Simple
exposé d’un fait honorable odieusement dénaturé dans un libelle récent de M. Pauthier”, in
which he mocked, “how lunatic it is for someone who is a master of Mandarin to plagiarize
the awful draft of a green hand who has never contributed any accurate translations of
Chinese works” (Julien 1842a, pp. 9, 12). Though Julien is reluctant to be compared with
Pauthier, their different way of interpretation is easy to be identified. Julien is inclined to
approach the Daodejing in a philological way, capturing the meanings by consulting the
relevant Daoist commentaries in Chinese. On the other hand, Pauthier tends to base his
philosophical interpretations on the philosophy of religions in other cultures. For example,
in his earlier article on the origin of Dao, Mémoire sur l’origine et la propagation de la doctrine
du Tao, fondée par Lao-tseu, Pauthier (1831, p. 49) argues that Laozi’s thoughts belong to the
Sânkhya and Védânta philosophies of India; and later in his “claimed-to-be” first complete
translation, Pauthier (1838, p. 5), in the Argument (his introduction) to the first chapter of
the Daodejing, transliterates the Dao as Tao and interprets it with words from “Christian
dictionary”, such as “the supreme and primordial reason”, “the supreme principle”, “the
prime cause”, and “the origin of things”.5 The controversy between Julien and Pauthier,
to some extent, stimulated the interest of more European readers in Tao Te King. In the
end, current records only can prove that Pauthier translated the first nine chapters of the
Daodejing, and Julien’s translation is the first full French version and is what started an
influential revolution in the European study of the Daodejing.

As the first complete translation of the Daodejing in Europe, it has been appraised for
its scientific and objective interpretation, having rebutted some of the ideas in previous
interpretations. Though falling in the dispute with Pauthier over the “first man to have
provided a complete translation of the Daodejing in French”, Julien, in the paratexts and
extratexts, gives little space to remark on Pauthier’s translation; maybe, as what he suggests
in the response that he would be lunatic to plagiarize the awful draft, there is “no need” for
him to talk about or challenge this “awful” translation.
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4.1. Julien’s Interpretation of Dao

Julien spent 16 years translating the Daodejing. In 1826, following the suggestion of
Victor Cousin (1792–1867), the founder of eclecticism, Julien began to translate the classic
and quickly completed half of it due to his talent in language. However, he ceased the work,
as there arose much confusion during the effort due to a shortage of referential materials.
Only in 1834 did he restart the project after being given Laozi’s Wings (Laozi Yi 老子翼),
Heshanggong’s Commentary on the Laozi (河上公章句), and other commentaries. After the
painstaking efforts of translation, revision, and proofreading, Julien finally presented his
rigorous completed French edition, Lao Tseu Tao Te King, Le Livre de la Voie et de la Vertu
(Julien 1842b, p. ii).

During the 16 years of translation, Julien did not stop putting effort into the compre-
hension of Dao and was never restricted in expressing his ideas about Dao. In July 1837, he
published an article “Tchong-koué-hio-thang” in the Journal asiatique as a response to Karl
Friedrich Neumann’s (1793–1870) translation of Tchhang-thsing-tsing king (常清靜經, The
Sutra of Pure and Calm By Lao-Zi) in 1836. He criticized that Neumann’s translation of this
philosophical work was wrong almost from beginning to end (presque d’un bout à l’autre);
and he also provided his translation, in which he rendered the Chinese character Dao as la
Voie (or Tao through transliteration) (Julien 1837, p. 85).

In October of the same year, the Journal asiatique published a letter, “Lettre à M. le
Rédacteur du Journal asiatique”, contributed by a reader who used the pseudonym Siao-
Tseu.6 This Tseu reader notes that Julien translated the philosophical work with great care
and provided a profound interpretation of it (Siao-Tseu 1837, pp. 545–46). Nonetheless, he
expresses disapproval for some of Julien’s translations, in particular, the rendering of Dao
as la Voie (road); and he argues that intelligence is a much more appropriate translation of
the Chinese character. Like what Julien did with his critique of Neumann, the Tseu reader
provides his retranslation in the letter.

Four months later, Julien published a long 38-page paper in the Journal asiatique in
response to the comments. He first discloses the real name of Siao-Tseu, which is Eugène
Jaquet, and then criticizes Jaquet’s translation line by line. It is not difficult to grasp
the ferocity in this long piece. Julien comments that there are no published articles nor
translations to prove Jaquet’s knowledge of Chinese (Julien 1838, p. 259), while there are
numerous indisputable translation examples to prove the groundlessness of his revisions
(ibid., pp. 260–61). It is in this long article that Julien clearly explains his translation of Dao
as la Voie for the first time. He implies Jaquet’s mistaken approach to Dao by arguing that
the most appropriate route to the understanding of Dao is to consult the author Laozi, as
well as other philosophers who lived nearly at the same time as Laozi. Julien also criticizes
modern Daoist priests who have misunderstood the founder of Daoism by interpreting Dao
as intelligence, which only directs us away from the path towards truth (ibid., pp. 262–63);
by contrast, rendering Dao as la Voie is completely in line with the meaning of the Daoist
classics. He then interprets the lines that contain Dao in the Daodejing and Heshanggong’s
Commentary on the Laozi to prove his ideas. After thoroughly presenting his interpretive
defense, Julien reaches the conclusion that the Dao in the thought of Laozi and other oldest
Daoist philosophers excludes the meaning of cause intelligente and that la Voie contributes
a more inclusive and sublime connotation to the word. Only la Voie “corresponds to the
languages of these Daoist philosophers when they speak of the strength of Dao” (ibid.,
pp. 263–64).

In the introduction of Tao Te King, Julien reassures the correctness of la Voie and restates
the idea that intelligence only directs us away from the path toward truth. He proposes that
the Dao is the absolute being deprived of actions, thoughts, and desires. Men, according
to him, to reach the most sublime state should maintain absolute peace in their minds,
having no thoughts, desires, or intelligence (which attributes to the disorder of body and
mind). Therefore, Dao in the classic, as interpreted by him, is sometimes “the sublime
Voie that all creatures have come to life” and sometimes the imitation of Dao “deprived of
actions, thoughts, and desires”. Julien also announces his different interpretations of Dao
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from that of Rémusat. He disagrees with Rémusat translating Dao as raison primordiale and
hopes that those European scholars who were influenced by Rémusat should refrain from
regarding Daoist priests as rationalistes. He reminds professional readers to be cautious
when conducting a comparative reading between the Daodejing and the classics in the West:
“My research only aims to guide readers to the ancient Chinese classic itself . . . I have no
intention to draw a parallel between the thoughts of Lao Tzu and that of Plato and his
followers” (ibid., p. xv). F.W.J. Schelling, one of the great German philosophers of the late
18th and early 19th centuries, agrees with Julien’s translation of this essential concept in his
Philosophy of Mythology, in which he writes,

Tao does not mean reason, as which it had been translated hitherto, and the
learning of Tao does not mean learning of reason. Tao means gate, the learning
of Tao is the learning of the great gate that leads into being, from non-existence,
from mere potential existence through which finally all existence enters [into]
real existence. The entire Tao-te-King aims at nothing else but to show through a
great diversion of most meaningful expressions the great and insurmountable
power of the non-existent. (Pohl 2003, p. 471)

While proposing to translate Dao as la Voie in the introduction, Julien also renders
it into Tao in the translation. A close reading of his translation reveals that he has used
Tao 77 times, la voie 7 times, and la Voie 5 times. It is also found that Julien prefers to use
Tao when the Dao in the original Chinese text appears without any adjuncts or modifiers,
and on other occasions, la Voie or la voie is adopted, for example, “la voie”, “les voies du
ciel”, and “la voie du Saint.” As a strategy of conservation, transliteration displays the
translator’s “acceptance of the difference by means of the reproduction of the cultural
signs in the source text” (Aixela 1996, p. 54). Julien’s interpretation and transliteration of
Dao demonstrate the arrangement of arguments in a retranslation: justifying the idea of
one’s own by challenging the ideas of others. In deeper thought, however, we will find
that Julien not only provides his unique understanding of Dao; he also offers a different
way of approaching Dao, which carefully avoids making any random or careless analogies
between the Daodejing and the classics in the West no matter how surprising and interesting
it may sound.

4.2. Julien’s Interpretation of Yi Xi Wei (夷希微)

As discussed in the second section, the representatives of European missionaries and
sinologists have different purposes and reading methods when interpreting the Daodejing.
Out of religious motivation, the missionaries only selected the materials (in these classics)
that are (thought to be) connected to the dogmas of Christianity. That is why they are
so interested in Sentence-1 (in Chapter 14) and Sentence-2 (in Chapter 42), and their
translations are most of the time only excerpts from the book. Though not driven by
religious zeal, Rémusat also believed in this connection and was more determined in his
findings. He claims to have found, through close readings, not only proof of the equivalence
between Yi Xi Wei (夷希微) and Yahweh but also evidence of the presence of Pythagoras’
and Plato’s thoughts in the Daodejing.

While Julien declares his disagreement with those missionaries and early sinologists,
he is gentler and more reserved in his tone regarding his teacher. He firstly acknowledges
the fame of Rémusat, “the most prestigious sinologist in Europe”, and the significance of
his work (The Life and Opinions of Lao-tzu) before expressing his divergent opinions. He
humbly states that “the detailed examinations of the Tao Te King and its commentaries
does not allow me to admit the curious conclusions” of these representatives (Julien 1842b,
p. ii). Not only does Julien point out the bases (detailed examinations) of this statement
but also excludes the possibility of bias and subjectivity by placing the non-human agents
(examinations and commentaries) in the subject position of this sentence. Julien doubts
the supposition that “Laozi had ever traveled to the West”. After investigating the ancient
Chinese classics that recorded Laozi’s journey to the West, he finds that all these materials
pointed to the same original source, Bibliographies of Immortals (Shenxian Zhuan,神仙傳),
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which is a collection of hagiographies written by Ge Hong葛洪 nearly one thousand years
after Laozi’s death. Thus, he concludes that the story of Laozi’s journey to the West was
fabricated by people after his death.7

Julien comments that ideas about Yi Xi Wei are innovative but far from being well-
grounded (Julien 1842b, pp. vi–vii). He finds signs in Heshanggong’s Commentary on the
Laozi that refute Rémusat’s “findings” that the three Chinese characters Yi Xi Wei are
devoid of meaning and not commonly used. He then presents an inference to us: the
Chinese commentators are rigorous in annotating the Daodejing, and they highlight words
that are not clear and provide interpretations; if the three Chinese characters had been
imported words, how could the commentators over generations not have discovered
this (ibid., pp. vii–viii)? Moreover, he continues his reasoning by disclosing that the
book Heshanggong’s Commentary on the Laozi already recorded that “Yi means colorless, Xi
means soundless, and Wei means shapeless”, which proves that these characters were local
words in the Chinese language. As to the “ill-grounded” inferences by the representative
missionaries and scholars in Europe, Julien also provides his explanations. He states that
these misinterpretations may have been caused by the obscurity of the Daodejing, but
fundamentally, they are the products of the interpretation system (système d’interprétation)
by these missionaries and scholars: looking for evidence of Christianity in the classic.
Therefore, he appeals that “we should explore what is hidden in rather than looking for
what we expect from the works of those ancient philosophers” (ibid., p. xiii). Compared
with the subjective or overly interpretation of the Daodejing by the earlier missionaries and
the prestigious Rémusat, Julien’s Tao Te King is more equivalent and faithful. Scholars judge
that this translation “has reversed the trend to interpret the Daoist thoughts in Western
discourses” (Lu and Gao 2020, p. 57), “has ended the Christianization of Daoist philosophy
since eighteen-century” (Étiemble 1964, p. 96), and “has been an essential and classical
work in the challenging studies of the Daodejing” (Réville 1889, p. 374).

4.3. Julien’s Interpretation System

Julien’s revolutionary interpretations in his translation are exemplified in his under-
standing of Dao and Yi Xi Wei, which are attributed to his guiding principle of reading
Laozi from the perspective of Laozi and Daoism. This basic principle is based on his
extensive readings of the commentaries of the Daodejing. As noted in the introduction of
Tao Te King, Julien has consulted eight commentary books (ranging from Han dynasty to
Ming dynasty) by Heshanggong (河上公), Ge Changgeng (葛長庚), Wang Yiqing (王一
清), Wang Bi (王弼), Xue Hui (薛蕙), Chunyang zhenren (純陽真人), Jiao Hong (焦竑), and
Deqing (德清), among which Jiao Hong’s Laozi’s Wings (Laozi Yi老子翼) and Xue Hui’s
Collected annotations on Laozi (Laozi Ji Jie老子集解) are the main references. According to
him, Xue Hui’s collected annotations form the basis of his understanding of the Daodejing,
as it includes the most representative commentaries, while Jiao Hong’s Laozi’s Wings are
more helpful in identifying the edition, characters, and layout of the classic, as it is more
comprehensive. He has also referenced Heshanggong’s Commentary on the Laozi.

Though Julien “confesses” in the introduction of his translation that he has consulted
eight commentary books, a close and thorough reading will unveil that about twenty
famous annotators of Laozi have been quoted in the footnotes, including Han Fei (韓
非), Yan Junping (嚴君平), Du Daojian (杜道堅), Wang Yuanze (王元澤), Lu Nongshi (陸
農師), Zhao Zhijian (趙志堅), Dong Sijing (董思靖), Lin Xiyi (林希逸), Fu Yi (傅奕), Su
Ziyou (蘇子由), Lü Huiqing (呂惠卿), Li Xizhai (李息齋), Chen Jingyuan (陳景元), Li
Hongfu (李宏甫), Li Rong (李榮), Li Yue (李約), Wu Youqing (吳幼清), Lu Xisheng (陸希
聲), Wang Chunfu (王純甫), and Sima Guang (司馬光). Like many other translations of
ancient Chinese classics, Julien’s Tao Te King consists of translation and annotation. In cases
where different interpretations of the same line are found in his referential materials, Julien
presents them together in the endnotes, giving no comments and displaying no preferences.
This non-interference act adds objectivity to his translation and interpretation as it initiates
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dialogues between these annotations and, at the same time, “leaves readers to select the
interpretation that they find most appropriate” (Julien 1842b, p. xvii).

It is easy to find that Julien is extremely cautious in selecting referential materials. This
prudence can also be found in his categorization of the commentators in his referential
materials: commentators of Daoism, commentators of Buddhism, and commentators of
men of letters. He proposes to interpret the Daodejing based on the commentaries by the
two former groups and be alert to the commentaries by the Confucian men of letters. He
even criticizes that these Confucian intellectuals often interpret Laozi according to the ideas
particular to the school of Confucius, which intends to constrain the development of Daoist
philosophy. Therefore, he argues that commentaries of such spirit are of no value to those
who want to enter intimately into the thought of Laozi, and it is unnecessary to report their
names and the titles of the commentaries that they have published (ibid., p. xxxviii).

Julien’s rigorousness in terms of the referential materials resembles, if not follows,
the method of Qian-Jia School (Qian-Jia xuepai乾嘉學派), famous for its textual research,
adopting the academic methods of exegesis and examination by Confucian scholars during
the Han period (206BC–220AD). However, his disapproval of annotations by Confucian
men of letters is to some extent harsh and unfair. Certainly, it is a fact that during the
Western Han dynasty (206BC–25AD), the followers of Laozi’s tradition and the followers
of the Confucian tradition looked down upon each other.8 It is, however, also a fact that
Daoism and Confucianism cannot always be clearly differentiated although they have their
own belief systems (Xiong et al. 2005, p. 437). After the Wei and Jin dynasties, the two
philosophical schools have complemented each other and together formed the foundation
of the traditional Chinese culture. Julien has to some extent exaggerated or only focused on
the difference and contradiction between the two schools by condemning the annotations
provided by the Confucian men of letters. However, whether in the practice of translation
or the arrangement of endnotes, Julien still quotes many words from these men of letters.
Even Xue Hui and Jiao Hong, whom he regards as important figures for his understanding
of the Daodejing, are actually Confucian intellectuals.

Though Julien’s translation and interpretations are not free of mistakes,9 the introduc-
tion and endnotes in his version are as thorough as unprecedented in the French Laozi
studies.10 It shows his good knowledge of bibliography and good mastering of ancient
Chinese classics compared to his contemporaries in the West. In the first half of the nine-
teenth century, when sinology undertaken by researchers in colleges was still influenced
by the studies of missionaries, Julien’s interpretive methodology, engaging Laozi from the
perspective of Laozi, Daoism, and traditional commentaries, is a revolutionary in its aim to
adhere to the original historical understanding of the Chinese classic.

5. Influence and Value of Stanislas Julien’s Tao Te King

Researchers regard Julien’s French translation Tao Te King as “an excellent pioneer
work in the field of Sinology” (Pohl 2003, p. 470), and it has been particularly influential
in sinology for a long time (Xu 2009, p. 109). As Deane-Cox (2014, p. 17) finds, “dialogue
[between translations of the same work] can be antagonistic, revelatory or reverential”,
and Julien’s translation has been revered by the latter translators who possess the crucial
awareness of its existence.

In the late half of the nineteenth century, many of the translations of the Daodejing in
Europe were translated directly from Julien’s French version. This version even displays
its influence in the United States in the same period. According to Tadd (2022a, p. 100),
“Julien’s 1842 French Laozi is the source for the earliest complete but anonymous 1859
English manuscript translation housed at Yale University, the first published English
translation by Chalmers, the second German translation by Strauss, and a more recent
Romanian work”. This Yale-housed version is a word-by-word (or literal) translation of
Tao Te King and nearly adds no materials to the English text. It is such a literal translation
that some words in Julien’s version are copied without any linguistic transformations. For
instance, wu-wei (無為) is rendered as non-agir, which is borrowed from Julien’s translation
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(Yao 2016, p. 54). John Chalmers (1825–1899), who is regarded as the first translator of the
Daodejing in English, also admits that “The French translation by M. Julien has been very
helpful to me, and I have much pleasure in acknowledging my obligations to its author”; he
even implies his utmost respect to the French version (like a translator shows the reverence
to the author) with the humble gesture that “I have no wish or intention to supersede
by this attempt to put the thoughts of Lau-tsze into a readable English dress” (Chalmers
1868, p. xix). James Legge (1815–1897), the famous English sinologist, also adopted Julien’s
principle of adhering to the meaning of the text in his translation of the Daodejing (Yu 2020,
p. 81). Julien’s translation of the essential concept of Dao has also been adopted by these
translators. For example, the Yale-housed version translates it as “Way”. Though Victor
von Strauss (1808–1899), who contributed the important German version, renders Dao as
Taò through transliteration, he still interprets it as “Weg” (way) in the footnotes (Tadd 2018,
p. 127).

Being regarded as “the first serious translation” (la première traduction sérieuse) (Étiemble
1980, p. xxx) by “the first European scholar to manage to present readers a true the Daodejing
in the eyes of Chinese” (Yu 2020, p. 36), Julien’s Tao Te King has been an important reference
for the studies of Daoism in Europe in the late half of the nineteenth century. The French
scholar Désiré-Jean-Baptiste Marceron (1823–?) cited substantial materials from Julien’s
translation to introduce the Daodejing in his important Bibliographie du Taoïsme (Marceron
1898, pp. 177–94). The great Russian writer Leo Tolstoy (1828–1910) also consulted this
French version when he began his research on the ancient Chinese classic (Tadd 2022a,
p. 101). Many European scholars in the nineteenth century who were not experts in studies
of Daoist thoughts, such as F.W.J. Schelling and Charles de Harlez, also admit that their
understanding of the Daodejing owes much to Julien’s interpretation.

Julien is revolutionary in his interpretation system of the Daodejing as well as the de-
Eurocentrism of the process. The Jesuit Figurists and the sinologists such as Rémusat often
Christianized or Westernized the ancient Chinese classic by selecting (or searching for) the
expected words or twisting the meaning of the “appropriate” words in the 5000 characters.
This is “an ethnocentric reduction of the foreign text to [European] target-language cultural
values” (Venuti 2017, p. 15). Differing from the strategy of domestication in the translation
or interpretation of the classic prevailed in these European missionaries and intellectuals,
Julien turns to the strategy of foreignization which places “an ethnodeviant pressure on
[European cultural] values to register the linguistic and cultural difference of the foreign
text” (ibid.). This foreignizing strategy involves a deliberate inclusion of foreignizing
elements that makes the translator visible and reminds the readers that they are reading a
translation of a work from a foreign culture.

The profoundly insightful introduction and the footnotes based on substantial ref-
erences in Julien’s Tao Te King are prominent signs of this foreignizing method. He has
set the principle of reading or particularly interpreting ancient or foreign classics: one
should look for what is there rather than what is expected in the book. Readers, including
both professional and common readers, should make efforts to perceive the linguistic and
cultural differences. He also proposed the method of interpreting ancient or foreign classics:
not to read the original text as isolated text but instead to create the historical context
of interpretation by joining the reading of the original text with other interpretations of
the same text. Venuti (2013, p. 97) points out that retranslations have the active force to
“maintain and strengthen the authority of a social institution by reaffirming the institution-
alized interpretation of a canonical text”. By the same logic, the fact that Julien’s translation
principle and system of interpretation have been accepted by the latter translators also
infers that a retranslation can serve to maintain and strengthen the authority of a person by
reaffirming the rightness (accurate interpretation) and righteousness (respect to the foreign
culture) of a canonical text.

It is easy to define Julien’s Tao Te King as an academic translation or thick translation
since it indeed aims to “locate the text in a rich cultural and linguistic context” with
substantial annotations and glosses. Looking over the transmission history of the Daodejing
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in Europe or even the Anglo-American Word in the nineteenth century, his Tao Te King
does help to challenge the European and English readers “to go further, to undertake
the harder project of a genuinely informed respect for others” through the way of thick
translation (Appiah 2012, p. 343). Contrary to his contemporaries and precedents, Julien
moves the readers to the writer (foreign culture) rather than sending the writer (foreign
culture) abroad. Through this French translation, Julien demonstrates Venuti’s (2013, p. 107)
prediction of the translator’s ethical responsibility in the activity of retranslation, which is
“to prevent the translating language and culture from effacing the linguistic and cultural
differences of the source text, its foreignness”.

6. Conclusions

Julien’s Tao Te King, the first complete French translation and a retranslation of the
Daodejing, is a milestone in the translation history of this ancient text. Through an investiga-
tion of the paratexts and extratexts of this retranslation and other related translations, this
paper finds that this French version challenged the interpretations of this ancient classic
by those European missionaries and intellectuals (Figurist) whose aim is to search for
the mysteries of Christianity in the ancient classic and whose conclusion, as a result, is
based on assumptions. Julien, however, walks on a different path toward the truth of the
classic, that is, to return to the text and the historical context around the text. The value of
Julien’s translation can be found in its quality, its challenges to the previous translations,
and its influence upon later translations. However, beneath the revolutionary significance
of this retranslation is the exegetic-reading method; and beneath the method is the impulse
and ethical responsibility to maintain cultural differences. Julien’s (re)translation indeed
represents the case in which the challenge of previous translations is inextricably linked to
the discussion of equivalence between these translations and the original text. However,
what he challenges is not only the interpretations of key concepts in previous translations
but also the interpretation system by earlier translators. Naturally, what he aims at is not
a different interpretation at the textual level out of his different/restricted interpreting
context but a difference that is rooted in another culture and that can only be interpreted in
that cultural context.
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Notes

1 Scholars find that Julien’s translation has been reprinted 17 times by seven French presses since its first appearance in French in
1842 (Sun 2020), and it has been republished 6 times alone in the twenty-first century (Lu and Gao 2020).

2 The English translations of materials in French references, displayed in direct or indirect citations, are provided by the authors of
this paper.

3 As the two translations are to provide a literal meaning of the original texts, this paper has referenced William Dolby’s Sir Old: the
Chinese classic of Taoism (which adopts strategy of foreignization to a certain degree and provides no footnotes and illustrations)
(Dolby 2003) and modified his translations into the English texts in this part.

4 The biographical analysis of Laozi is found in his work Mémoire sur la vie et les opinions de Lao-tseu (The Life and Opinions of Lao-tzu)
published in 1823.

5 Since the materials of challenge are written out of the (re)translator’s agency (Pym 1998) and awareness (Venuti 2013), this paper
will not discuss further the different interpretations of the classic by the two French sinologists, in order to present the challenges
in Julien’s translation. There are scholars who have made a comparative study of the translations provided by Julien and Pauthier
(See Pan 2021).
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6 Siao-Tseu shares partial pronunciation with Lao-Tseu (Laozi), which may indicate a familyhood relationship between the two.
Meanwhile, Siao-Tseu can be小子in Chinese characters, which means a young fellow to老子 (Lao Zi). Therefore, it is reasonable
to infer that this critic wants to show his identity related to Laozi or Taoism by playing this word game.

7 In the introduction of this French translation, Julien points out that all the European books about Laozi include the story of
Laozi’s travelling to the West which finds its prime source in the Bibliographies of Immortals (Shenxian Zhuan,神仙傳). Given the
influence of this “journey,” Julien has translated the story of Laozi in Bibliographies of Immortals. For the translation, see (Julien
1842b, pp. xxiii–xxxii).

8 See the The Biography of Laozi and Hanfei in the Records of the Grand Historian of China by Sima Qian (145–86BC).
9 For instance, Julien has confused Heshanggong (河上公) with Yue Chengong (樂臣公) (Julien 1842b, p. xxxix), Cao Wei (曹

魏) with Bei Wei (北魏) (Julien 1842b, p. xl), and has mistaken Zhang Daoling’s Laozi Xiang Er Zhu老子想爾注 for a Buddhist
commentary (Julien 1842b, p. xxxviii).

10 Julien is not the first sinologist to reference the commentaries of the Daodejing. Rémusat has mentioned Sima Guang’s perception
of Laozi’s thoughts in his work Mémoire sur la vie et les opinions de Lao-tseu published in 1823. Pauthier in his translation Le
Tao-te-king, ou le Livre révéré de la raison suprême et de la vertu quoted Jiao Hong’s Laozi’s Wings (Laozi Yi老子翼) and Xue Hui’s
Collected annotations on Laozi (Laozi Ji Jie老子集解).
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Abstract: The Laozi has a long and variegated exegetical history inside and outside of China. This
history shows the flexibility of a text that is always able to transform and adapt to the specific cultural
context and historical period in which it emerges. Due to the expansion of Orientalism among Latin
American intellectuals at the beginning of the 20th century, the Laozi, among other texts, began to
propagate, producing a series of translations and original interpretations of the text. These works
are the products of several Latin American writers who engaged with the Laozi mainly through the
mediation of European and North American interpretations. From these cross-cultural interactions
emerged some original interpretations and translations that created different ways of reading the
Laozi. In this paper, I outline the major characteristics of the Laozi’s translations and interpretations in
Latin America’s sub-regions. I draw a tentative sketch of what could be defined as the Latin American
Laozi’s experience, better called the LATAM’s Laozi.

Keywords: Chinese philosophy; Laozi; Daoism; Latin America; orientalism; translation

1. Introduction

Each time the Way has descended to the earth, it has been different [ . . . ] Thus, Han
dynasty commentators produced a Han Laozi, Jin dynasty commentators produced a Jin
Laozi, and Tang and Song commentators produced Tang and Song Laozis (Chan 1991, p. 4).

The quote above from the Song dynasty Daoist priest Du Daojian highlights a common
approach in the history of the translation and interpretation of the Daodejing (hereafter
Laozi). The underlying idea is that the Laozi represents a mysterious and obscure wisdom
that can easily adapt to the context and the time in which it is received. As Du Daojian
claims, the capacity of the Laozi to adapt and transform according to different cultural
contexts and historical periods explains the success and longevity of the text. Its longevity,
today, includes around 2000 translations in 94 languages (Tadd 2022, p. 88). This consid-
erable quantity and variety of translations—even within the same language—show the
popularity of a text that goes beyond sinological studies. Proof of this phenomenon is
indicated by the more than 50 authored translations and re-translations—in Spanish and
Portuguese—produced in and for the Latin American market. Some of these versions
shows interpretative readings of the text that create or follow what Robinet (1998, p. 121)
calls the “school of reading”, that is, a way to interpret the text that involves emphasizing
some aspects over others.

While the history of the translation and interpretation of the Laozi in the European
cultural context is well-documented, this is not the case for the Latin American (hereafter,
LATAM) sub-region. LATAM does not have a long tradition in either Asian studies in
general or in sinological studies in particular. The interest in Chinese literary production
for academic or informative purposes has emerged in the last decades due to the increasing
popularization of the image of China and Chinese culture in this part of the world. However,
to claim that the classics of Chinese thought were hitherto unknown in the region would
be wrong, especially if this claim refers to the Laozi.

The aim of this paper is to outline the major characteristics of what I will call the
LATAM’s Laozi/s. I describe the major readings of the text developed within the Latin
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American context and draw a tentative sketch of its identity. The relevance of this study
covers several different interests that range from the history of cultural transmission to
research on translations, the global history of ideas, and so on. However, the main aim is to
analyze the Laozi from a new standpoint that goes beyond the typical East–West narratives.
The history of the Latin American interpretations and translations of the Laozi show the
LATAM’s effort to go beyond Eurocentrism and build a horizontal mutual recognition with
new rising world actors.

To trace the history of the translation and interpretation of the Laozi in Latin America is
a complex task that needs to consider several elements that comprise the different cultural
and linguistic contexts in the region. Latin America is a broad term that defines a variegate
cultural and linguistic context, and I am aware of the oversimplification of taking LATAM
as a single reference. However, a coherent and single thread can be identified when we
talk about LATAM’s relationship with Orientalism and Oriental culture. In this paper, I
only consider Spanish and Portuguese works, leaving aside other languages spoken in
the region since significant works in these languages have not been produced on the Laozi.
Another issue is LATAM’s cultural interchange with European countries, such as Spain and
Portugal, for obvious historical reasons. In the publishing industry, Spanish and Portuguese
books circulate in both European and Latin American markets, and therefore, it is often
difficult to determine the main target market of a specific text. My solution here was to
consider first editions published in LATAM’s context, mainly written by Latin American
authors,1 including re-translations of previous Laozi’s translations published in Europe
or North America. The distinctive element here lies in the target market the product was
originally intended for, despite its later impact. Finally, the last issue is the uncountable
production of Laozi translations published by independent publishers. This kind of product
is often anonymous and usually produced in esoteric environments. At this time, I only
analyze authored works published by recognized publishers based in LATAM countries.

This paper is organized in the following fashion: First, I present a brief history of the
introduction and first development of “Oriental thought and texts” in the LATAM context.
This will help to better explain the purpose behind Latin American intellectuals’ interests
in Daoism and the Laozi. Second, I frame the translations and interpretations of the Laozi as
types of readings regarding their focus and targeting audience. I divide the readings into
three types: the mystical/spiritual reading, the academic reading, and the miscellaneous
reading. The taxonomy employed here only serves as a support to understand the kinds
of readings that are produced in the LATAM context. I am aware that some works do not
totally fit into one specific category and could lie among two or three different ones.

2. The Introduction of Laozi in Latin America

The introduction and the popularization of the Laozi in Latin America have taken
place in different cultural contexts. Each context has conveyed a different aim, has targeted
a different kind of audience, and has generated or influenced specific ways of reading the
text—or what Misha Tadd (Tadd 2022) calls interpretive lineages.

The first introduction of the Laozi in Latin America occurred with the fascination
toward Oriental culture that emerged at the beginning of the 20th century in different
Latin American countries. This fascination contributed to shaping a particular form of
Orientalism that can be called Hispanic Orientalism.2 As Kushigian (1991, p. 3) claims,
Hispanic Orientalism differs from Said Orientalism because it is not characterized by
hegemonic paradigms, and it is based on the construction of a dialogue and exchange
of ideas with the East. At the beginning of the 20th century, Asia gradually became
the new horizon for Latin American young intellectuals moved by anti-imperialist and
anti-positivist sentiments. “The Orient” represented the alternative political and cultural
reference to the Western decline, which manifested its tipping point in the outbreak of the
First World War. Dealing with similar colonial issues, Asian countries and leaders became
important references for young Latin American reformists, from the Mexican Atheists to
the Argentinian Modernists and Reformists. In this context, the ideas and the works of
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Gandhi, Sun Yat-sen, Ho Chi Minh, and Mao Zedong, among others, began to circulate
among LATAM’s intellectual circles.

Following the so-called “awakening of the Orient” (see Bergel 2006, p. 110), academic
and informative journals began to publish translations and articles on Asian pre-modern
and modern thought and culture. To give a few examples, the first volume of the Revista Ori-
ental—a left-wing journal founded by the “Friends of Russia Association”—was published
in 1925 in Argentina. The Revista Oriental published articles on political anti-colonialist
movements of India, China, Morocco, and so on. Another example is Francisco Zamora’s
Claridad publishing house.3 Claridad published a collection between 1922 and 1926 called
Los Pensadores. In this collection, Zamora dedicated a few issues to Gandhi and the famous
Orientalist Romain Rolland (see Devés and Bao 2005, p. 6).

The first and foremost interest in “the Orient” and its culture had a political purpose.
However, along with the ideological and political vehicles, several Asian philosophical and
religious traditions spread around Latin America and had a significant cultural impact.4

The key aspect of LATAM’s attraction to Asian philosophy was the new kind of spirituality
that Buddhism, Hinduism, and Daoism seemed to be able to offer. Literary modernists and
esoteric groups—Theosophists, Spiritualists, Masons, and Paganists, among others—were the
major groups attracted to this “new form” of spirituality that supported their anti-positivism
and anti-scientism.

LATAM’s attitude to Eastern spirituality followed the European Orientalist romanti-
cized view of “the Orient”.5 The reason behind this approach was the fact that LATAM’s
interaction with “the Orient” was frequently mediated by European and North American
interpretations. As Devés and Melgar stated:

Orientalism did not come to us through contact between our intellectuals and
those from the East, but rather through the Europeans and North Americans,
in their French and English translations, and to a much lesser extent via the
Spanish versions. Certainly, our Orientalism was second- and even third-hand.
(Devés and Bao 2005, p. 8)

Second- and third-hand Orientalism means that LATAM’s intellectuals read and
understood the classics of the Far East through European translations or re-translations
and through the filter of Western-specific interpretations. This occurred with the promotion
of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Daoism through Theosophist authors such as Annie Besant,
Helena Blavatsky, and Jinajaradas, who were well-known in Latin America.

Regarding the Laozi, the promotion and understanding of the text in Latin America
followed the general Orientalist model explained above. LATAM’s first engagement with
Daoism was through the works of Western sinologists and Orientalists. To give some examples
of this engagement, the Mexican philosopher Antonio Caso (Caso 1975, p. 273) affirmed that
his approach to Laozi was mediated by the work of the Italian sinologist Giuseppe Tucci and
the translation of the German sinologist Richard Wilhelm (1985). The Argentinian novelist
Jorge Luis Borges became fascinated with the Daoist classics thanks to the translations of
Herbert Giles (1905), James Legge (1879), and Arthur Waley (1954) (see Zhu 2018). Leon Wieger
and Bryce (1991) and Alberto Castellani (1927)—among others—were the main references for
the works on Daoism by the Argentinian Orientalist Ángel Cappelletti (1964). In Brazil, the
first works on Daoism were mediated by the understanding of French Orientalist authors
such as Pauthier, Remusat, and Julien, among others. Traces of this influence can be found
in the works on Chinese culture of Mendonça, Lisboa, and Cordeiro, and the translations of
Laozi by Huberto Rohden (see Bueno and Czepula 2020).

Due to the growing interest in Daoism at the beginning of the 20th century, several
LATAM publishers and journals began to publish Spanish and Portuguese translations of
Daoist works. These publishers were often related to—and funded by—esoteric interna-
tional networks such as Theosophy, Masons, and Spiritualists, which begin to expand in
Latin America at the end of the 19th century. Some examples are the important publishers
Kier and Sudamericana in Argentina and Orion and Diana in Mexico. These publishers
decided to dedicate a part of their production to translations, re-translations, and works
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of Oriental classics and released several Laozi versions. The Argentinian publisher house
Kier—initially called Libreria Teosofica—published three versions of the Laozi: a Spanish
translation of Waley’s (1979) Laozi, the well-known translation by Edmundo Montagne
(1947), and one by Samuel Wolpin (1980). The Sudamericana published two works by Yutang
Lin (1945a, 1945b) and Adolfo Carpio’s (1957) translation of the Laozi. In Mexico, the Orion
and Diana publishers released two series edited by two Spanish Theosophists who had
migrated to Mexico, Maria Sola de Sellares and Josefina Maynade. The 1954 Orion series
was called Grandes Maestros de la Humanidad [Grand Masters of Humanity], which included
a Spanish version of the Laozi called Lao tse el Maestro de la Humanidad [Laozi the Master of
Humanity]. The 1972 Diana series was called Tradición sagrada de la humanidad [The Sacred
Tradition of Humanity], which included Roberto Pla’s Laozi translation.

In Brazil, the major actor in the distribution of Laozi was the publisher Pensamento-
Cultrix, which was funded at the beginning of the 20th century by the Portuguese immigrant
Antônio Olívio Rodrigues. Directly linked with the first esoteric society of Brazil, Pensamento
published esoteric works of various kinds, including translations of several Oriental classics
(see Ramachandra 2007, p. 21). Pensamento-Cultrix published several Portuguese translations
and re-translations of the Laozi and other Daoist works. To quote some of the most important:
the Laozi translation by the Theosophist and Buddhist monk Murillo Nunes de Azevedo
was published in 1971. The Portuguese version of Wilhelm’s translation of the Laozi was
published in 1978 (Wilhelm 1978). In 1985, Pensamento published the famous interpretation
and contemporary adaptation of the Laozi by John Heider (Heider 1985), El Tao de los Líderes
[The Tao of Leadership]. In 1985, the Portuguese translations of Henry Normand’s work, Os
metres do Tao [The Masters of Daoism], were published (Normand 1985).

Along with international esoteric networks, the introduction and promotion of Daode-
jing’s concepts and translations in Latin America took place through the works of mod-
ernists. Novelists, poets, and painters turned to the East and to Daoism in search of
alternative aesthetics and religious values (Hagimoto and College 2013). As Bruno Podesta
(1974, p. 235) confirmed, Orientalism and mysticism were important elements in modernist
writers since they offered those spiritual elements capable of contrasting the materialistic
Western values. Among the Eastern disciplines, Daoism was one of the most important. To
give some examples, the Cuban writer Jose Marti referred to Daoism in his chronicle Un
funeral chino [A Chinese Funeral]; Jorge Borges often employed Daoist references—mainly
Zhuangzi—in his writings (see Hagimoto and College 2013, p. 19). Another example of
modernist fascination was by the Argentinian group of painters and poets called Orion.
Among the founders, the poet Ernesto Rodriguez and Aschero (1940) gave several lectures
on the figure of Laozi and published a full translation of the Laozi in 1940 (see Figueira 1955,
p. 340).

A further vehicle—but one with a minor impact—for the introduction of Daoist con-
cepts and texts in Latin America took place with the Chinese migratory waves to the region.
Migration facilitated the introduction and the popularization of Daoist-related disciplines,
such as taiji, qigong, and traditional medicine, and contributed to the establishment of
Daoist institutions and associations, on this topic, see (Costa 2019). This vehicle seems to
have had a significant impact in Brazil, where there are some of the most important Daoist
associations in Latin America.6

In sum, the introduction and first promotion of the Laozi in LATAM countries can
be framed as a sentiment of fascination toward “the Orient” that emerged among young
intellectuals at the beginning of the 20th century. This fascination was primarily drawn
by political purposes and spiritual interests and developed in intellectual circles of several
kinds. The context in which the promotion of Daoist ideas and texts took place conveys
specific missions that influenced the production of ways of reading the Laozi. Each context
determined—or at least influenced—the authors’ translations and interpretations, targeting
a specific audience. In the next sections, I frame the most important LATAM translations and
interpretations of the text in the above-mentioned taxonomy: mystical/spiritual reading,
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academic reading, and miscellaneous reading. Each of them was developed in a specific
context, emphasizing the specific elements that targeted specific audiences.

3. The Mystical/Spiritual Reading of Laozi

I define mystical/spiritual reading as the kind of interpretation that emphasizes—or
over-emphasizes—a mystical/spiritual approach to the text. This view tends to describe
the Laozi as a universal wisdom that can be grasped or experienced through individual
spiritual cultivation. This is the most common reading of the text in Latin America and,
thus, covers a broad range of audiences. The reasons for the great impact of this kind of
reading are related to the Orientalist fascination mentioned above, with its interest in the
spiritual elements of the Far East’s wisdom. This kind of reading tends to emphasize a
mystical interpretation of the Laozi, often prioritizing cultivation techniques and subjective
understandings. The main aim of this kind of reading is spiritual development, and thus,
circulates in esoteric environments. However, it is often accepted in academic circles.

The Edmund Montagne El libro del sendero y de la línea recta de Laotse [The Book of the
Way and the Straight Line by Laotse]—published in Argentina in 1916—is one of the first
translations of the Laozi published in Latin America.7 Montagne basically proposed a re-
translation of Alexandre Ular’s (1900) French version of the text following his mystical
and anti-modernist approach. Montagne read the key elements of the Laozi through a
mystical lens. To give some examples, Montagne described Laozi’s sage as the “perfected
one” (Montagne 1916, p. 41) who is able to “participate in Universal Unity” (Ibid., p. 39).
The sage is the one who can reach complete identification with the Dao—“the primordial
and organizing energy of nature” (Ibid., p. 25)—expanding his/her spirit: “the supremacy
of the spirit over the senses, in their constant parallelism, leads to identification.” (Ibid.,
p. 10) Montagne also follows Ular’s anti-modernist approach in reading the text as a
critique against any form of predetermined organization. This reading is in line with
the critique against Western positivism and the focus on Eastern spiritualism promoted
by young LATAM modernists and reformists. For instance, Montagne read Chapter 48
as “not-wanting, nothing-doing, is the essence of social organization” (Ibid., p. 23) and
Chapter 57, “By suppressing the will, one can organize the society” (Ibid., p. 27). Even
though this work is a re-translation of a previous French version, Montagne’s translation
had a significant impact on the Latin American understanding of the text, and his version
has had multiple editions.8

A similar approach to the Laozi that has been equally successful in Latin America is
that of the Chinese author Lin Yutang. Lin Yutang’s works on Oriental philosophy became
well-known in Latin America in the 1940s. Lin’s philosophy is one of the best examples of the
Oriental fascination mentioned above. Regarding his most famous work—The Importance of
Living (La importancia de vivir, Lin 1945a)—the Argentinian Eduardo González says in his
review of the work:

“The Importance of Living is the Bible of Common Sense embodied in the patient
Chinese people. People chosen by that Holy Spirit of Common Sense.” (González
1940, p. 81)

Lin Yutang’s works embodied “the alternative solutions” and “the ideal ways of life”
of the Oriental world that could be employed in Latin America. Regarding the Laozi, Yutang
Lin’s (1945a) Spanish and Portuguese (Lin 1945b) translations were published in Argentina
and Brazil in 1945. These translations have had a significant number of re-editions and
countless citations in later works. To quote some of them, the Reconpilacion Taoista [Daoist
Collection] edited by Waldamer-Verdugo Fuentes (1983) includes Lin’s re-translation of the
Laozi. The translation by the Cuban poetess Mireya Piñeiro Ortigo published in 2003 is
based on Lin’s reading. In Brazil, Haydee Nicolussi published a re-translation of Lin’s Laozi
in the volume A Filosofia Materialista Chinesa [The Chinese Materialistic Philosophy] in 1967 for
the “Asociacao Macrobiotica do Porto Alegre” (Nicolussi 1967).

Lin Yutang Laozi’s success in Latin America was due to three major factors. First,
his version was one of the first Laozi translations available in the region and the first in
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Brazil (see Bueno 2016, p. 10). Second, at the time, Lin was already a well-known author in
North America, and his popularity gradually spread throughout Latin America. Third, the
emphasis on spirituality and religious elements he offers in his reading resonates in several
other LATAM readings of the Laozi.9

Further examples of the promotion of this kind of reading in the LATAM context are
the works of Jesuits sinologists, missionaries, and theologists, such as the Spanish Carmelo
Elorduy (1961); the French Guillaume Pauthier (1891); and the German theologist and
sinologist Richard Wilhelm (1985). Elorduy’s version became a referential work for several
later Spanish translations published in Latin America.10 Pauthier’s Laozi influenced the
first works on Chinese culture and Daoism published in Brazil by Salvador Mendonça y
Henrique Lisboa (see Bueno and Czepula 2020). Wilhelm’s re-translation was published in
Argentina (1985) and Brazil (1978) and is often taken as a referential translation in works
such as Gaston Soublette, Samuel Wolpin, and Antonio Caso, among others.

Regarding the original Laozi translations published in Latin America that follow a
mystical/spiritual understanding, there are several works worth mentioning. In Brazil,
three stand out for their impact and originality. The first is the translation by the theologist
and philosopher Huberto Rohden (1982), “Tao Te Ching—o livro que revela Deus [The Book that
Reveals God].11 Rodhen’s reading is a very interesting example of creative engagement with
the text. He frames his reading of the Laozi within his philosophical system called Filosofia
Universica—a syncretic philosophy that reflects on the very nature of the constitution of
the universe.12 Rohden reads concepts such as Dao, qi, yinyang, and so on, within this
framework, which follows a transdisciplinary and cross-cultural approach that mixes
religion with science and Hinduism with Buddhism and Daoism. Rohden’s approach
emerges clearly from the title of his work, O livro que revela Deus. He understands and
translates the concept of Dao as Deus (God), a transcendental divinity similar to the
Christian God, Brahman, and Yahveh. Commenting on the opening of the text, he states:

Dao is the unfathomable reality, the Absolute Brahma, the Transcendent Divinity
that cannot be achieved by our finite knowledge. Dao, the Ontological Being,
goes beyond our logical knowledge. We get to know the transcendent divinity in
the form of the immanent god. Our finite knowledge finitizes the Infinite Being.
(Ibid., pp. 14–15)

Rohden’s syncretic approach reflects the spiritual universalism preached by New Age
and esoteric groups, which have had a significant presence in Brazil since the 1950s. This
approach emphasizes, on the one hand, a universal message beyond cultural peculiarities,
but on the other hand, highlights an individual approach and experience of the text. Rohden
(1982, p. 159) understands the Daoism of the Laozi as a mystical journey characterized
by spontaneous individual freedom, a liberal political system, and a self-transformative
experience.

Another important translation in the Brazilian market follows a similar approach—the
one by the Buddhist monk and Theosophist Murillo Nunes de Azevedo (1971). Azevedo’s
version, O Livro do Caminho Perfeito [The Book of the Perfect Way], emphasizes the same
spiritual universalism and Rohden’s cross-cultural syncretism. Commenting on Laozi’s first
chapter, he states:

That which has no name is therefore the Nameless, that is, what the Hindus call
Tat, That, the Unmanifested God of the Christians. Now, what has a name, the
nameable, the Manifested God, let’s say is like the Japanese Buddhists Oyasama,
Father and Mother of all things. (Azevedo 1971, p. 2)

Being a Buddhist Monk and a member of the Brazilian Theosophic Society, Azevedo
follows the idea that the Laozi expresses a universal sacred wisdom shared by several ancient
cultures. He reads the text as a mystical wisdom that helps us to “dive into the transcendent
reality where we live without knowing” (Azevedo 1996, p. 60). “Laozi possesses [ . . . ] that
cosmic consciousness revealed to the elect of the gods” (Ibid., p. 60). Hence, the final goal
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of the Laozi, which is to reach the ultimate unity with the Dao/God/Nature, is mystical.
Continuing the comments on the first chapter, Azevedo states:

Let’s shed light on the keywords that open the text. Let’s start with the word
“followed”. Here there is a clear indication that we can only follow, evolve,
continue effortlessly, when we discover our “vocation”: our path which is a word
often used in the spiritual life. Each of us, or rather, each human being, visible
or not, has it. The individual path is different from all others, because it is like
a person’s DNA, like the fingerprint record that makes him unique and never
repeated in the nature that surrounds us. When we found it, the perfect way was
found, and everything will be easy. (Ibid., p. 60)

Azevedo reads Dao in terms of the individual path one should follow in order to
evolve into a sage. He defines this path as “unique” for each person, an individual vocation.
Moreover, this path seems to be primarily a spiritual path that focuses on individual
spiritual development.

The last example of this kind in the Brazilian context is the translation by the philoso-
pher and theologist Ivo Storniolo. Storniolo reads the Laozi as a mystical journey toward
the experience of the Dao. This journey goes beyond the kind of knowledge that searches,
explores, and stores more and more facts: “In order to reach the Dao, it is necessary to go
deeper and deeper, until reaching the point of unity, where the individualized personality
comes into contact with the cosmic totality” (Storniolo 2001, p. 270).13 Storniolo under-
stands Dao as the source and the foundation of nature and of the whole universe. Dao is
present in everything, and it also surpasses everything. (Ibid., p. 10)

[Dao is the] Cosmic God known to the mystics such as Democritus (Greek philoso-
pher), Francis of Assisi (Christian mystic) and Spinoza (Jewish philosopher) [ . . . ]
Bonaventure’s presentation of God applies to him: [ . . . ] God is a circle whose center
is everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere. This is not pantheism (=God is
everything), but panentheism (=God in everything). The visible reality would be the
witness of the Tao, which makes everything evolve to the point where, as the apostle
Paul says, God will be “all in all”. (1 Corinthians 15:28). (Ibid. p. 11)

Storniolo reads the text describing a panentheistic mystical experience. Dao is every-
where and in everything, and thus, human beings can easily taste it and participate in it.
The idea of an all-pervading Dao, and of human mystical effort to reach ultimate Unity
with it, emerges throughout the text, for instance, in chapter titles such as Chapter 14, “Dao
the all in all” (Ibid. p. 67); Chapter 32, “Dao is the source and the end of everything” (Ibid.,
p. 119); and Chapter 40, “Dao is everything and nothing” (Ibid., p. 142).

The spiritual and mystical reading of the Laozi tends to emphasize—or over-emphasize
—self-cultivation techniques such as meditation, contemplation, and breathing practices. Focus
on these techniques is usually found in editions published by small publishers connected to
the esoteric network. These editions do not show either the authors or the translators, and they
are a mix of the most famous previous editions. However, in addition to these non-authored
examples, there are a few authored works that are worth analyzing. The first example is
Roberto Pla’s translation of the Laozi published in Mexico in 1972 by the publisher house Diana.
This version was released in the collection series called Tradición Sagrada de la Humanidad [The
Sacred Tradition of Humanity], edited by the Theosophists Maria Sola de Sellares and Josefina
Maynade. In the Introduction, Pla (1972, pp. 7–22) describes the philosophy of the text as an
ancient and transcendent “philosophy of living” rooted in the traditional wisdom of China.
Pla reads the Laozi primarily as a manual of self-cultivation where the aim is to live a good life
in harmony with the cosmos and nature:

Lao Tse advocates individual development as the only possible way to achieve a
better life in the world, and therefore his Science is Reality, and his moral doctrine
is Life itself. The wisdom of the Tao Te Ching is the wisdom of Life, the secret of
knowing how to live in harmony with everything. (Ibid., p. 22)
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Pla interprets the Daoism of Laozi as a philosophy of life. He leaves behind meta-
physical and cosmological elements of the text, choosing to concentrate his reading on
self-cultivation. The Laozi shows how human beings can achieve a deep connection with na-
ture through meditation and other self-cultivation techniques, for example, in the opening
of Chapter 56:

Who knows does not speak. Who speaks does not know. The Sage closes his
mouth and eyes, overshadows his senses and becomes impenetrable to the outside
world, to which only his heart opens. He collects himself in his inner world
gathering all the intimate lights. He put in order his thoughts: discard the
superficial ones and meditate on the deep things. Then the Sage merges with
everything. What it means: hidden fusion with the Tao. (Ibid., p. 83)

Pla interprets the passage of Chapter 56 as a meditation technique for a mystical
purpose—to achieve unity/fusion with the Dao. This approach is followed in several other
passages. For instance, Pla emphasizes the attitude of the Daoist sage in living his/her life
in a contemplative quiet state, free from worldly concerns (Ibid., pp. 6–12). Commenting
on the end of Chapter 51, he states: “Time calms the mind. Things are transient. A serene,
empty mind gives way to intuition; this is the meditation.” (Ibid., p. 86) Similar readings
are found throughout Pla’s translation, showing the purpose of presenting the text as a
training manual for spirituality.

The reading by the Argentinian Samuel Wolpin is along the same line. Wolpin—who
published several works on Chinese philosophy—first published Aforismos del Sendero y
la Virtud [Aphorisms on the Way and Virtue] in 1976 (Wolpin 1976), followed by Lao Tse y su
tratado sobre la virtud del Tao Te Ching [Laozi and his Treatise on the Virtue of the Daodejing] in
1980, both in Argentina. In the first work, he presents a selection of aphorism from the Laozi;
in the second he dedicates the last section of the book to a complete translation of the text.
Wolpin’s translation follows the most influential interpretations without adding anything
new. He relies on and often quotes Legge (1879), Giles (1905), Wu (1989), Lau (1963), and
the Spanish versions of Carpio (1957), Oviedo (1976), and Elorduy (1961). However, the
character of his interpretation often resonates with the trend that reads the Laozi as a manual
of meditation and self-cultivation. This approach emerges from the word choices in his
translations. To give some examples, in Chapter 1, he reads the phrase zhongmiao zhi men
(衆妙之門) as the “Gate for the Supreme Wisdom” (Wolpin 1980, p. 68). In Chapter 39, shen
de yi yi ling (神得一以靈) becomes “[from the unity] the [individual] spirit [becomes] strong
(Ibid., ). In Chapter 45, the phrase qingjing wei tianxia zheng (清靜為天下正) is translated
into “rest and tranquility put the universe in order” (Ibid., p. 118). Finally, in Chapter 10,
“When the last vestiges of illusion are cleansed, the mind appears without cracks” is the
translation for dichu xuanlan neng wu ci hu (滌除玄覽能無疵乎) (Ibid., p. 79). “Supreme
Wisdom”, ”individual spirit”, ”put the universe in order”, and ”cleaning of the mind” are
typical vocabulary found in meditative and mystical environments.

Another important example of mystical/spiritual reading with a focus on self-cultivation
is the translation of Juan Fernandez Oviedo. Oviedo published a translation of the Laozi
in Argentina in 1976 and then a new edition edited by Javier Cruz in 2012. This latter
edition was released in a collection called Sabiduria Practica Oriente Occidente [East and
West Practice Wisdom], which aimed to interpret the classics of philosophy through the
lens of self-cultivation/perfection. In the prologue of the edition, Javier Cruz (Oviedo
2012, p. 16) exposes the objective of the work: “Reading this book carefully will already
involve a risk: that of having to reformulate and perhaps completely change our way of
thinking and relating to ourselves and to our environment”. Oviedo and Cruz’s edition
of the Laozi does not simply aim to present the classic to a Spanish reader. They want
to lead the reader through a practical and personal experience of the book in daily life.
While Oviedo’s translation basically follows the main translations,14 the 2012 edition’s core
part is the commentary section. To give a paradigmatic example of their approach, in the
comments on the opening of Chapter 10, Cruz reads baoyi (抱一)—usually translated into
“embrace the One”—as a “gesture of love and commitment” to life, and he suggests to “live
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in the present, which is the only moment capable of being lived” (Oviedo 2012, p. 52). This
reading is backed by Oviedo’s translation of the passage: “May your body and vital soul
be United in an embrace without separation” (Ibid.). Oviedo’s choice resonates with that of
Gia Fu Feng and English’s (1972) famous English translation that influenced a New Age
and spiritualist reading of the text in the 1970s.15 However, the comments introduce a new
way of reading the passage in practical terms.

A further and last example of this kind is the Portuguese translation by the German–
Brazilian sensei Christian Haensell, published in 2003. Haensell understands the Laozi
as a universal text beyond Chinese cultural borders. The text’s wisdom goes beyond
words and is based on individual practice: “The Tao Te King is merely a theoretical
tool. Just reading it won’t get us anywhere. We have to live it” (Haensell 2003, p. 8).
Haensell’s version proposes—together with an original translation—a commentary section
that includes practical exercises. The practical part—affirms the author—“allows us to
recognize ourselves. Looking at it, we learn, little by little, to get rid of the masks that we
constantly use. We learn how to be spontaneous. Looking in this mirror we can recognize
that you are me and I am you” (Ibid., p. 7). To give an example of the practical exercises he
proposes, in the commentary section of Chapter 1, he presents a meditation exercise that can
help the reader to better understand the verses “the mystery of mysteries, the essence of the
secrets of life” (Ibid., p. 18). The exercise’s aim is to improve the concentration of the mind.
Through concentration, one can overcome the surface of the manifold phenomena and get
to the essence (Ibid., p. 18). In addition to reading the Laozi in practical terms—as a manual
of self-cultivation—Haensell remarks that the idea of the Laozi is an “individual/private
experience” subject to personal understanding: “Don’t be alarmed when in a few months
or years you will suddenly interpret the same text completely differently. That’s a nice
sign you are alive, a sign that you are changing.” (Ibid., p. 7) The focus of the book is the
discovery of one’s true self and learning how to live a good life, and the understanding of
the Laozi must be intimate and personal, contextualized in one’s own life.

4. The Academic Reading of Laozi

A second section of the Latin American translation and re-translation of Laozi is
dedicated to those works produced in the academic context.16 These works are usually
translations by philosophers who read the Laozi through Western philosophical categories
as their main methodological approach and support their translations using previous
sinological works. The focus of this reading is less interested in mysticism or cultivation
techniques and tends to emphasize metaphysical and ethical aspects.

One of the first successful Spanish translations of the Laozi framed in this category
is the one by the Argentinian professor and philosopher Adolfo Carpio. The book was
published in Argentina in 1957, and it represents one of the first referential academic works
on the Laozi published in Latin America. Carpio’s work is based on Alberto Castellani’s
Italian translation published in 1927. Carpio justifies his choice in the prologue, stating:
“the previous Spanish translations have not been taken into consideration because they
lack seriousness and often simply fantasize” (Carpio 1957, p. 30). Carpio generally follows
Castellani’s translation throughout his translation, however, he also relies on other sources,
such as those by Legge (1879) and Giles (1905). Carpio’s approach follows the European
sinological trend in reading the Laozi as a philosophical text in contrast to religious and
mystical interpretations. To give an example of his approach, in the prologue, he justifies
the choice of not translating the concept of Dao:

Translators gave to the term [D]ao the most varied interpretations: reason, sub-
stance, logos, absolute, monad, sovereign, God, etc. Perhaps the concept of
Principle could be the most accurate translation, but it is preferable—like Legge,
De Harlez, Strauss, and Castellani, among others—to leave it without translation.
(Carpio 1957, p. 23)

Carpio follows the major European sinological translations of the Laozi, emphasizing
a philosophical interpretation of the text. Even if he does not translate the word Dao as
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Principle, he reads it in that way, as is attested in chapter titles such as “Return to the
Principle” (Chapter 16) and “Thinking about the Principle” (Chapter 63).

Another example that falls into the same category is the translation by the Italian
Orientalist and philosopher Onorio Ferrero, based at the Pontifical Catholic University
of Peru. Ferrero published a Spanish translation of the Laozi in Peru in 1972. Ferrero’s
translation differs from most of the previous works published in Latin America, as it is one
of the few real sinological studies. The references for his readings are primarily within the
Chinese philosophical tradition. In his commentaries, he refers to texts such as the Wenzi,
the Huainanzi, the Zhuangzi, and the Yijing, among others. Ferrero’s approach is similar
to that of Carpio’s, preferring a metaphysical reading over a mystical one, and he relies
on Wang Bi’s commentary for his reading (Ferrero 1972, p. 5). To give some examples of
his focus on metaphysics, Ferrero refers to Dao as the “Principle of the universal order”,
which corresponds to “the unity between the manifest world and the not-yet manifested
one” (Ibid., p. 13). Referring directly to Wang Bi’s interpretation, Ferrero understands wu
無—non-being—beyond the privative sense of not being a being, but as “the principle that
lies at the base of being” (Ibid., p. 39).

The third Spanish translation, which can be defined as academic—or semi-academic—
represents one of the most original examples. This is the translation by the Chilean professor,
philosopher, and musicologist Gaston Soublette (1990). While Soublette’s translation does
not consistently diverge from previous works, his interpretation can be framed in a much
broader purpose that includes his cosmic vision and his philosophical system. Soublette is
not a sinologist and thus bases his translation on previous European sinological translations
and interpretations. As he acknowledges in the prologue: “among the important transla-
tions and commentaries in European languages I consulted, this translation principally
follows Richard Wilhelm’s work, with some variations” (Soublette 1990, p. 17). In addition
to Wilhelm (1985), Soublette also refers to other translations, such as the works of Legge
(1879), Waley (1954), Castellani (1927), and Elorduy (1961). Therefore, his translation could
be framed within the European sinological tradition and does not represent anything new.
Nonetheless, his interpretation of the text does, since he proposes a different approach.
Soublette’s objective is not merely to translate and interpret the text. Soublette wants to
convey to the readers his own specific world-view that coincides with the ideas expressed
in the Laozi. In doing so, he builds a personal hermeneutics that, on the one hand, wants to
“follow the Daoism to its true extreme” in a way that Catholic sinologists such as Wieger
and Elorduy could not (Ibid., p. 30). On the other hand, he wants to open the text to
an intercultural dialogue, finding parallels with other ancient traditions that range from
Europe to LATAM’s aboriginal thought.

Soublette is clear in the goal he wants to achieve with his interpretation of the Laozi. He
wants to convey a message that resonates with his own philosophical purpose. The message
expresses the need to recover the global popular wisdoms as the only way to overcome
what he calls “the megacrisis” (see Soublette 1992–1993) that grips modern societies. The
Laozi is part of those ancient wisdoms transversally found in aboriginal cultures: a kind of
wisdom that searches for a connection between human beings and nature without thinking
of the latter as a resource to be exploited.

Regarding the Portuguese academic translations published in Brazil, there are a few
works worth mentioning. The first is the translation by Professor Mario Sproviero (1997),
which can be defined as the first work on the Laozi by a Brazilian sinologist, as he claims in
the prologue:

It is necessary to carry out an accurate translation [of the Laozi] into Portuguese, based
on the original text in classical Chinese. The translations that we have in Portuguese are
translations of translations. Therefore—in some cases—the meaning is changed so much
that it expresses the opposite (Sproviero 1997, p. 1).

Sproviero justifies his work with the necessity of a new Portuguese translation of the
Laozi directly from the Chinese versions. His translation relies on Chinese commentaries
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such as Heshang gong and that by Wang Bi and is supported by philological analysis.
Regarding this work, Andre Bueno states:

It is the first national translation by a specialist in Chinese literature. Sproviero
made a masterful use of the Portuguese language, adapting the versified trans-
lation of the Chinese text, creating a unique image capable of conveying the
essence and revealing the core of a highly spiritualized and philosophical poetry
[ . . . ] Sproviero’s artisanal work reveals a unique mastery of Chinese, and an
unparalleled skill in transcribing it into Portuguese. (Bueno 2016, p. 74)

Sproviero (1997, p. 12) sees the Laozi as a fundamental text that teaches human
beings “to live integrated to the Course, the foundation of existence. [To do that] one must
penetrate the mystery, not reduce the mystery to the human realm. Renew the mystery in
the mystery itself”. The Laozi does not teach some form of esoteric mysticism nor a religious
doctrine; it expresses the doctrine of Dao “the moving course of everything, from where
we could think that reason, spirit, meaning, logos can express their own essences” (Ibid.,
p. 39). The Dao teaches how the spiritually cultivated human being could live in accord
with nature.

A second Portuguese work that should be mentioned in this category is Giorgio
Sinedino’s translation of the Heshanggong commentary of the Laozi, Escritura do Caminho e
Escritura da Virtude com os comentários do Senhor às Margens do Rio [The Scripture of the Way
and the Scripture of the Virtue with the Commentary of the Master on the River]. The work was
published in Brazil in 2015 and represents the first Laozi commentary translation published
in Portuguese in Latin America. The book is a sinological work that includes a historical
contextualization and is supported by primary references. Sinedino reads the Laozi as
a political and self-cultivation text following the attitude expressed in the Heshanggong
commentary and its common interpretation in Western academia.

5. The Miscellaneous Reading of Laozi

The miscellaneous reading is a broad category that includes readings of the text
in specific contexts with a focus on specific topics such as religious practices, political
ideologies, and dietary regimes, among others. As a broad category that covers different
topics, the target audience usually coincides with the context in which it emerges. The first
example in the LATAM context is the anarchist reading. This interpretation landed in Latin
America due to the Japanese anarchist Yamaga Taiji’s Esperanto translation of the Laozi,
which was re-translated into Spanish by the anarchist Eduardo Vivanco (1963). The work
was first published in Mexico in 1963. This kind of reading follows a well-established line
of interpretation of the Laozi in both European and American scholarships,17 and it was
promoted in Latin America by the anarchist journal Tierra y Libertad [Earth and Freedom].
Following Esperanto’s version, the Vivanco re-translation is particularly interesting in the
commentary section of each chapter, which is where the anarchist elements fully emerge. To
give an example, commenting the line of Chapter 57, “Manage the country with justice and
the army with strategy. If you know how to control your actions you will win the world”
(2007, p. 32), Yamaga/Vivanco states: “This chapter was the first anarchist declaration
against the futility of politics and the domination of man by man. Lao Tsé [Laozi] declares
himself opposed to the State, laws and capitalism” (Ibid., p. 32).18 Generally speaking,
Vivanco’s work is a pure re-translation of Yamaga’s version and does not add anything new.
However, thanks to this translation, the anarchist reading reaches a considerable impact
among Orientalist circles in Latin America.19

In Brazil, there are another two original Portuguese translations of the Laozi that
emphasize specific aspects of the text. The first is Tomio Kikuchi’s translation published in
Brazil in 1966 (Kikuchi 1966). The second is the Portuguese translation by the Daoist monk
Wu Jyh Cherng, based in Brazil, published in 1998 (Wu 1998). Kikuchi’s translation can
be easily framed within the Orientalist reading of the text shown above with its focus on
spirituality and self-cultivation. However, his version stands out for his attention to specific
food consumption and macrobiotic alimentation for cultivation purposes. This aspect
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resonates with the dietary practices that have emerged in several Daoist religious texts
and in the Xiang Er commentary of the Laozi.20 Conversely, Wu’s Portuguese translation
could be framed in the religious institutional context where it emerged. As a Daoist
monk who migrated to Brazil, Wu reads the Laozi as a sacred revealed text. To give some
paradigmatic examples, Wu reads the character sheng聖—usually translated as sage— as
“sacred man” emphasizing the religious aspect of the Daoist adept. At the end of Chapter
20, the phrase er gui shi mu (而貴食母) is explained by Wu in terms of “feeding on what
precedes everything, it is the One Breath of the Previous-Heaven of Taoist alchemy” (Wu
1998, p. 23). Following the lineage within Daoist Institutions, Wu’s commentary of the text
largely employs references on Daoist cultivation and alchemical texts and practices.

6. Conclusions

Defining Latin America’s Laozi is an arduous task given the cultural complexity of the
territory that we normally define as Latin America. Taking Latin America as a collective
and shared identity raises several problems that cannot be analyzed in this work. However,
following the works of Devés and Bao (2005), Kushigian (1991), and Tinajero (2003) on
Latin American Orientalism, a single and coherent thread could be drawn to define the
LATAM’s approach to Oriental culture. LATAM’s approach to the Laozi goes along a similar
track. Latin America’s Laozi is a product of the fascination of LATAM intellectuals toward
“the Orient” that emerged at the beginning of the 20th century. This fascination existed on
political and spiritual levels and was promoted mainly in political, artistic, and esoteric
circles. Theosophists, Modernists, and Orientalists—among others—were the major actors
in the promotion of the most common translations and interpretations of the text in their
circles and the production of new interpretations. These new works tend to emphasize
specific elements over others, reflecting the cultural context and aim of their production.
The stress on spirituality over metaphysical concern. The emphasis on mystical and self-
cultivation techniques over ethics. The praise of the subjective and private interpretation
over the search for an objective “true message”. The focus on a “spiritual experience” of
the text is thought of primarily as a “private experience”.21 We can find all these elements
represented in the first and most common works on Laozi in Latin America. I define this
approach as the mystical/spiritual reading.

All the characteristics mentioned here do not cover all the readings produced in Latin
America. In addition to the mystical/spiritual reading, original translations of the Laozi
can be also found within academic circles. In contrast to other academic contexts, these
works are usually not the product of trained sinologists who deal with Chinese historical
and literary sources. The authors of the Laozi’s new translations and interpretation within
LATAM academia are mainly philosophers whose approach to the text is mediated by
European and North American interpretations. This second- or third-hand approach
sometimes creates original interpretations constructing a fruitful dialogue between Latin
America, the Western sinological tradition, and the Laozi itself. One paradigmatic example
of this kind is the interpretation of the Chilean philosopher Gaston Soublette. While
Soublette’s translation is mediated by European sinological works, his interpretation is
framed in his own philosophical system.

Finally, I employ a further category—miscellaneous reading—to include the works
that show specific readings of the text. This broad category shows the flexibility of a text
that is always able to transform and adapt to specific contexts. The religious, macrobiotic,
and anarchist approaches presented here are just a few examples of the different kinds of
readings that can be found in Latin America. The context determines the aim of the reading
and shapes its interpretation.

In conclusion, I can sketch a tentative identity of LATAM’s Laozi as a set of readings
produced in different cultural contexts that, in most cases, share a similar approach. The
large presence of spiritual and cultivation practice in most of the readings highlights the
main element of attraction of the text in the LATAM context: spirituality. As the version by
Soublette—among others—confirms, the Laozi shows that “wisdom is an experiential/living
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knowledge that teaches us the sense of life” (Soublette 2016, p. 237). This idea of the Laozi as
a “philosophy of life” often taken as a plausible alternative to the Western culture emerges
in the majority of interpretations shown above regardless of the type of reading. Clearly,
the stress on spirituality and individual cultivation is more evident in the spiritual–mystical
reading. However, traces of these elements can also be found in some academic works,
such as those by Sproviero (1997) and Sinedino (2015), and in semi-academic work, such as
the one by Soublette (1990).22 The focus on spirituality also emerges in the three examples
of miscellaneous readings shown, regardless of their different emphases. For example, in
the anarchist emphasis, Yamaga/Vivanco’s version often refers to spiritual cultivation (see
Chapters 12, 14, 37, 40, 52, and 71) and mystical experiences (see Chapters 45, 56, and 65).

The readings of the Laozi in the LATAM context show the effort of Latin Americans in
searching for new experiences through new paths. These new paths are often described
in a romanticized Orientalist fashion, pointing to the ancient mystical Orient as the main
universal reference. The LATAM’s Laozi is a paradigmatic product of this effort, and for this
reason, the Laozi has become one of the most translated classics in the region.
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Notes

1 A few exceptions of non-Latin American authors are presented in this paper. The exceptions are the translations of Eduardo
Vivanco (1963), Jyh Cherng Wu (1998), and Tomio Kikuchi (1966). Despite the origin of the authors, the three works are clearly
written for LATAM’s specific contexts, as it is shown in the text.

2 On the definition of Hispanic Orientalism, see (Kushigian 1991; Tinajero 2003; and Camayd-Freixas 2013).
3 For a study on the history of the Revista Oriental, see (Bergel 2006).
4 To give some examples, the influence of Hindu and Buddhist texts on Mexican post-revolutionary intellectuals, such as Francisco

Madero, is quite well-known. Madero—one of the heroes of the Mexican Revolution—translated and commented on the
Bhagavad Gita and took the Hindu classics as important references for his writings on democracy and the principles of revolution
(see Muñoz 2020). Other examples in Mexico are the “Ateneo de la Juventud”, a group of intellectual reformists who promote an
anti-positivist and anti-determinism view for the re-orientation of Mexican education. Most Atheists were attracted to “the Orient”
as an alternative path to European culture and values. Examples include José Vasconcelos and Antonio Caso, among others.

5 For example, the representation of Oriental philosophy as a coherent whole is circumscribed in its ontological opposite position
to the “rational” West.

6 There are other Daoist associations around LATAM’s countries, but they are not funded by Chinese migrants and did not produce
any particular readings of the Laozi.

7 The first translation of the Laozi I recovered is by the forbidden Mexican Orientalist Augustin Bazán y Caravantes, Lao-tseu-tao-te-
king: libro de la via eterna y de la virtud published in Mexico in 1870. The author himself believed he delivered the first translation
of the text for Latin American readers, as he states in the prologue: “With fear, but with happiness, Julien translated it [the Laozi]
in Europe: with more fear, I translate it in America. May God bless my work!” (Bazán 1870, p. 1).

8 I counted more than ten editions of the text from 1916 to 2020.
9 See, for example, Soublette (1990), Piñeiro (2003), and Rohden (1982).

10 To quote some examples, Soublette (1990), Wolpin (1980), and Pla (1972) directly refer to Elorduy.
11 Rohden’s work is a paradigmatic example that lies between the mystical/spiritual reading and the academic one. As a

distinguished professor of several international universities, my choice to frame Rodhen’s translation within the mystical/spiritual
category lies in its emphasis on spirituality and self-transformative experiences characterized in his work.

12 The Filosofia Universica is a New Age syncretic philosophy that reflects on the very nature of the Constitution of the Universe.
See (Rohden 1978).

13 Here, Storniolo quotes Richard Wilhelm’s work on the Daodejing.
14 His main references are Legge (1879), Gia Fu Feng and English (1972), and Wu (1989), among others.
15 This kind of reading tends to over-emphasize pacifism, self-actualization, mysticism, and human interconnection with nature

(cfr Tadd 2022, p. 107).
16 I define “academic context” as authors and publishers related to academic institutions.
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17 Graham: “Western anarchists have claimed Laozi as one of themselves ever since his book became known in the West in the 19th
century” (Graham 1989, p. 299).

18 The version quoted here is the digital version published in 2007 by the digital publisher Biblioteca Virtual Antorcha http:
//www.antorcha.net/biblioteca_virtual/filosofia/tao/indice.html, accessed on 7 May 2022.

19 The anarchist reading of the Laozi was especially promoted in Orientalist and theosophic circles around LATAM countries. For a
study on anarchism in Latin America, where the idea of Daoism emerged as a proto-anarchist movement, see Cappelletti (1983).

20 It is interesting to note that Brazilian macrobiotic circles were an important vehicle for the promotion of the Laozi. To give
an example, in addition to Kikuchi’s translation, the Asociacao Macrobiotica do Porto Alegre published the first Portuguese
translation of Lin Yutang’s version of the Laozi in 1945.

21 Living Daoism as a personal and private experience is a common attitude in Western Daoism. As Palmer and Siegler showed
in their study, the common view in the West is that “the authentic Dao is to be found within oneself, and can only be verified
through one’s own experience” (Palmer and Siegler 2017, p. 50).

22 There are several examples of the emphasis on spiritual elements and cultivation techniques in the three works. In Sinedino’s
translation, this emphasis is originally given in the primary source—the main focus of the Heshanggong version of the Laozi is
self-cultivation. In the Sproviero’s and Soublette’s works, there are several references, as shown above (see pp. 13–14).
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Qian Xuexi and William Empson’s Discussion of Arthur Waley’s
English Translation of the Daodejing
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Abstract: Between June and August 1947, Qian Xuexi and William Empson exchanged 12 letters
on the issue of Arthur Waley’s misinterpretation of the Daodejing. Through a thorough analysis of
these new-found letters and Qian’s English translation of the Daodejing, I intended to show that the
central arguments between Qian and Empson are around two major problems concerning Waley’s
translation: Waley’s ideas of the Daodejing being part of the “Yoga-Quietism” tradition that Waley
himself tried to invent, and Waley’s idea of opposing Daoism to Legalism. Qian firmly rejected
that the ideas in the Daodejing were the same as some Western ideas. Neither did he accept that
the ideas of the Daodejing were under the influence of either Western culture or Indian religious
philosophy. Instead, Qian explained that the so-called “Yoga-Quietism” did not derive from China.
Therefore, in his view, Waley’s approach was fundamentally problematic. Qian’s view eventually
convinced Empson, who initially opposed Qian’s stance. Qian and Empson’s letters and Qian’s
English translation of the Daodejing, though never published, indicate the value of Qian’s ideas and
the meaning of their intellectual interaction.

Keywords: Qian Xuexi (Chien Hsueh-hsi); William Empson; Arthur Waley; English translation of the
Daodejing

1. Introduction

In the summer of 2020, Professor Ji Jin季進 of Soochow University wrote to inform
me that the archives of the late Professor C. T. Hsia夏志清 of Columbia University con-
tained some manuscripts from his friend, Qian Xuexi (Chien Hsueh-hsi錢學熙), including
12 letters between Qian and William Empson (dating from June to August 1947) and a
printout copy of Qian’s English translation of the Daodejing. In the mid-1980s, Hsia was
eager to help publish Qian’s writings, so Qian’s daughter, Qian Manli錢曼立 of Sun Yat-
Sen University, sent Qian’s manuscript from Guangzhou to Hsia in New York. For some
unknown reasons, these manuscripts remained unpublished. With many people’s help,
I eventually connected with the descendants of Qian’s family in Guangzhou. Visiting
the family, I obtained other relevant materials, including another copy of these 12 letters
and Qian’s English translation of the Daodejing. Through further effort, I also acquired a
third copy of Qian’s correspondence with Empson from the William Empson Papers at
the Houghton Library of Harvard University. Through all of this preparation work, those
12 letters were finally transcribed, proofread, and translated into Chinese for publication
(Guo and Yao 2020; Ji 2020). A discussion between Qian and Empson about Arthur Waley’s
misinterpretations as reflected in his English translation of the Daodejing stands out as one
of the most intriguing topics in my study.

Qian, a self-taught scholar and an English teacher, was deeply influenced by the
New Criticism theory and most likely by Contemporary New Confucianism. Qian was in
intellectual contact with Xiong Shili熊十力, one of the representatives of Contemporary
New Confucianism. In 1938, under the guidance of Xiong, Qian translated one of Xiong’s
philosophical works, 新唯識論 (New Treatise on the Uniqueness of Consciousness), from
classical Chinese into modern Chinese, in preparation for its English translation version.
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Contemporary New Confucianism had the characteristics of cultural nationalism and
subscribed to the firm belief that Chinese cultural tradition had an intrinsic value. Thus,
the subjectivity of Chinese thinking needed to be honored in order to carry on its essential
role in the modern world. Qian shared the same ideas.

In the late 1940s, both Qian and Empson were professors in the English Department
at Peking University. As Empson’s colleague, Qian’s first letter was written humbly and
politely. He asked Empson for advice on issues related to Waley’s translation of the
Daodejing. Hoping to receive Empson’s guidance, he came up with two plans. First, to
better explain the problems in Waley’s translation, he planned to consult Shih Tsun石峻, a
scholar of Buddhist studies at Peking University, for assistance with writing an article of
sufficient weight to answer all the critical inquiries. However, I have examined Shih Tsun’s
anthologies and archives and found no evidence of him commenting on Waley’s translation.
Second, Qian proposed that he translate a new English version of the Daodejing. When it
was completed, he would need to ask Empson to polish the final draft. This translation
was finalized during Qian’s interaction with Waley. However, Qian’s English translation of
the Daodejing did not have the chance to be published.

In addition to his correspondence with Empson, Qian also discussed this topic with
Shih Tsun, a friend of the Hsia brothers (one of them was C. T. Hsia). Like Qian, the
Hsia brothers had exchanges of ideas with Empson and were influenced by him in literary
criticism. We can speculate that Qian’s view may have been inspired by Shih, although there
is a lack of relevant materials to support this view. In 1940, Shih Tsun wrote a critical essay
comparing the three English translations of the Daodejing rendered by John C. H. Wu, C’hu
Ta-Kao, and Hu Tse-ling by pointing out their achievements and deficiencies (Shih 2013).
Shih’s article had not mentioned Waley’s Daodejing, published in 1934, indicating that Shih
might not have read Waley’s version. No other related treatises on the topic of the English
translation of Daodejing, either by Shih or Qian, survived after 1947.

Both Waley and Empson were significant figures who had a long-term influence on
modern Chinese writers and literary scholars, whereas Qian has already been passed into
oblivion. Perhaps my investigation could rediscover a forgotten translator, a literary critic,
and a talented young scholar, who had an academic dialogue with the well-established
scholar Waley, and an intellectual interaction with Empson, during a difficult time (the
1940s). Since it would be somewhat unfair to directly examine Qian’s criticism of Waley
without clarifying Waley’s contributions and deficiencies, it is necessary to explain Waley’s
interpretation of the Daodejing before we can further understand Qian’s criticism of him.

2. The Principles of Translation in Waley’s Daodejing

Before examining Qian’s criticism of Waley’s Daodejing, it is necessary to explore the
basic principles underlying Waley’s translation, including how Waley reflected on the
Daodejing and how Waley reflected Chinese thought in terms of his principles. Waley’s
work The Way and Its Power: A Study of the Tao Te Ching and Its Place in Chinese Thought
(Waley 1958) was first published in 1934. Before this, the Daodejing had been translated into
many European languages, including the highly influential French version rendered by
Stanislas Julien (1842) and the German version by Richard Wilhelm (1911), to say nothing
of the English translations by John Chalmers (1868), Frederic Henry Balfour (1884), James
Legge (1891), Paul Carus (1898), and Lionel Giles (1905). The question then arises: For what
purpose was it necessary for Waley to retranslate the Daodejing?

For Waley, “Scriptures are collections of symbols. Their peculiar characteristic is a
kind of magical elasticity” (Waley 1958, p. 12). In his view, the canonicity of the scriptures
carries its original meanings and connotations to reach out to the new reality. If this does
not reveal all the intentions behind it, I think Waley’s distinction between two types of
translation: scriptural and historical, can help further clarification. For Waley, (1) scriptural
translation tells the readers what the book means to them nowadays; (2) however, the other
one returns to the historical context to trace the text’s original purposes (Waley 1958, p. 13).
Therefore, unlike scriptural translation, historical translation does not particularly consider
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the present-day meaning of the book. With the idea of these two kinds of translation, Waley
articulated that translators’ interpretations of classical texts always have practical relevance.
However, the most important task for the translators of this historical sort is to discover the
text’s original meaning.

In order to achieve this translation aim, Waley develops his own literary and philologi-
cal methods and provides an explanation for them. Waley assumed that different strategies
should be adopted to render different types of texts. Thus, he differentiated two sorts
of translation. First, when a work’s essential quality is its beauty, the translator must be
prepared to sacrifice a great deal of accuracy to preserve this original quality. This approach
is called literary translation. The second is philological translation. The Daodejing is both
a literary and philosophical text, but Waley believed that the profound intellectual and
ideological thoughts it contained were most important. Consequently, his translation aimed
to “reproduce what the original says with detailed accuracy” (Waley 1958, p. 14). Waley
regarded his translation as a historical, philological one that returned to the original context,
by which he unearthed the original meanings.

The translation exemplar that Waley cited to assert his purpose and method among all
of the translations of Chinese classics that he had reviewed was Richard Wilhelm’s German
translation of The Book of Change. Despite the imperfections of Wilhelm’s translation, which
many commentators have condemned, Wilhelm “tells us far more lucidly and accurately
than any of its predecessors regarding the unique significance of The Book of Changes for the
average reader in the Far East today” (Waley 1958, p. 13).

As Waley mentioned, the translations of the Daodejing have several good examples
of the scriptural translation, the best of which was Wilhelm (1911)’s German translation,
and next to it, Carus (1898)’s English version. However, there was no version of the
historical translation (Waley 1958, p. 13). Therefore, Waley’s English translation of the
Daodejing aimed to deliver the book’s original meaning. For Waley, almost all the previous
English translations had problems since they could not meet Waley’s standard of historical
translation.

Moreover, Waley evaluated the long-term commentary tradition of the Daodejing
before he started his own work. Undoubtedly, Daodejing has a long commentary tradition
before Waley. In Waley’s time, the earliest version of the Daodejing that existed was the
commentary version by Wang Bi王弼 (Wang Pi). Waley argued, “All the commentaries,
from Wang Pi’s onwards down to the 18th century, are ‘scriptural’; that is to say that each
commentator reinterprets the text according to his own particular tenets, without any
intention or desire to discover what it meant originally” (Waley 1958, p. 129). The study
of the Daodejing in China opened up a new era in the 18th century as two new research
approaches emerged, as Waley noted: the study of textual variants and the historical study
of grammar. The latter was critically important because, through this method of analyzing
the grammar of the text, Waley conjectured that the author of this text was “typical of 3rd

century B.C. philosophers” (Waley 1958, pp. 127, 129).
To better understand the text’s original meaning, it is necessary to clarify who the

author was and when the text was completed. However, the author of the Daodejing
and the time of its creation have always been controversial issues. Waley invented an
ingenious solution to this puzzle and made bold speculations. He supposed that many
early documents could not help determine the author or the time of the composition of
the Daodejing. Waley compared the records of Laozi (Laotzu) in Sima Qian’s Record of the
Grand Historian (史記) with other accounts of Laozi, by which he reasoned that Sima Qian’s
account or other biographical texts regarding Laozi all came from unorthodox records. He
acknowledged that “the facts in it were transformed in the process of oral transmission,
systematized and romanticized” (Waley 1958, p. 123). Therefore, Waley was more inclined
to think that the author and textual content of the Daodejing, and many contemporary
texts, sentences, or words with similar expressions to the Daodejing, might have a common
source. This source, which Waley called “a common oral fund of stories about Quietist
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sages” (Waley 1958, p. 122), used to exist, but there were now no traces of it. Waley’s theory
seems to rest on bold speculations.

Waley argued that his theory could be applied in order to explain many texts and
literary phenomena in the same period. He utilized a simple example to demonstrate the
validity of the hypothesis. Provided that three memoirs from the 1890s tell the same story
about Oscar Wilde (1854–1900), we should not arbitrarily assume that any one of them
cites the other unless one explicitly references another. For the same reason, the Zhongyong
(The Doctrine of the Mean) and the Daxue (The Great Learning) include four phrases similar to
those in the Lunyu (The Analects), which does not imply that either the former two cited the
Lunyu or that the Lunyu came before the other two. Just as in the case of the three memoirs
of Wilde that may have come from the same source, similar sentences, phrases, and words
in The Analects, The Great Learning, and The Doctrine of the Mean—in Waley’s view—may
have come from other texts of the same period (such as the earlier oral tradition). Therefore,
he concludes that his theory could be used to explain the earlier writings of the so-called
Quietism. Waley described his theory as a novel but persuasive approach to studying the
Daodejing and an imaginative way of answering the question of how to reconstruct the
conditions under which early Chinese books arose.

On the other hand, it is worth pointing out that Quietism, as a religious practice,
also has a long European tradition. In the Catholic traditions of Spain, France, and Italy
in the 17th century, Quietism was a spiritual theology with a mystical tendency. It was
condemned as heresy by the Holy See at that period. “Quietism, a doctrine of Christian
spirituality that, in general, holds that perfection consists in passivity (quiet) of the soul, in
the suppression of human effort so that divine action may have a full play” (The Editors
of Encyclopaedia Britannica 2021). Waley borrowed the term from European religious
tradition, reflecting his interesting thinking on comparative religions. In this way, Waley
boldly speculated about the Daodejing as a text of Quietism.

Waley placed the Daodejing in the context of other early Chinese philosophical texts
and invented a “Quietism” tradition that never occurred in the Chinese tradition. Waley’s
The Way and Its Power contains an English translation of the Daodejing with commentaries
and his research introduction, which is 140 pages long, more than half of the 259 pages of
the entire book. In this long introduction, Waley provided a comprehensive analysis of
the Daodejing. In Waley’s theory, the Daodejing and the accounts of Laozi and Sima Qian’s
narration came from the earlier Quietist sage. Waley believed that in the fourth and fifth
centuries B.C., there were many different factions of Quietism in China, but only a tiny part
of their writings survived. Waley explained his understanding of the self-cleansing practice
of Daoist (Taoist) Quietism:

Such cleansing consisted above all in a “stilling” of outward activities, of appetites
and emotions; but also in a “returning” for the soul was looked upon as having
become as it were silted up by successive deposits of daily toil and perturbation,
and the business of the “self-perfecter” was to work his way back through these
layers till ‘man as he was meant to be’ was reached. (Waley 1958, p. 44)

In Daoist terms, this static sitting for purification of one’s soul is called “zuowang” (坐
忘, sitting with the blank mind). Waley described, “Slackening limbs and frame, blotting
out the sense of hearing and sight, getting clear of outward forms, dismissing knowledge
and being absorbed into that which Pervades Everything” (Waley 1958, p. 117). Waley
called this form of practice “the Taoist Yoga”. In India, it is called Yoga, Dhyana, or other
names; in Japan, it is called Zen. In the following discussion, Waley classified these Oriental
schools of quiet sitting and the similar European schools of Quietism into the same category,
as all have the characteristics of mysticism. He mentioned, “The Quietist, whether Chinese,
Indian, German or Spanish, has always made the same reply: by such practices three
things are attained, truth, happiness and power” (Waley 1958, p. 45). From this answer, we
know that Waley considered all practitioners of Chinese and foreign schools to achieve the
purpose of cultivation (to obtain truth, happiness, power, and become a perfect person)
through “sitting in meditation,” all of which were called Quietism.
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Waley’s dissatisfaction with all previous Western language translations of the Daode-
jing was the main reason for his retranslation. Therefore, finding out what caused this
dissatisfaction is necessary. After completing The Way and Its Power, Waley read the Gushib-
ian (古史辨, Evaluations of Ancient Historiography) Vol. IV, and found that he and Gu
Jiegang (顧頡剛, the editor and primary author of Gushibian) held precisely the same
views about the date and authorship of the Daodejing (Waley 1958, p. 15). Influenced by
Western historiography, the younger generation of historians from the 1920s to the 1940s
began challenging the traditional views of ancient Chinese historiography, questioning the
authenticity of Chinese classics and early Chinese history. This group of historians later
became known as the school of Gushibian (古史辨派). Under this ideological trend and new
historical research methods, many essential Chinese classics have been re-examined, and
the cultural background of ancient history has been systematically deconstructed and re-
constructed. Waley assumed that his new approach and the conclusion for interpreting the
Daodejing were very similar to the historians of Gushibian. There is a possibility that both
Waley and the historians of Gushibian were influenced by a similar class of contemporary
Western historians.

3. Discussion between Qian and Empson

Qian discovered the problem with Waley’s translation far earlier than his contemporary
and later scholars. In the era of Waley and Qian, Qian’s insight was of particular historical
significance. Waley understands the text and context of the Daodejing, and where Qian
thinks Waley’s theory was wrong or which points were invalid are questions worthy of
further exploration.

In these 12 letters between the two scholars, Empson played the roles of a supervisor,
an audience member who posed many questions, and an arbitrator who made the final
decision. Empson did not stubbornly insist on one point or another but kept asking Qian
whether he was being unfair to Waley, why he thought this way and required him to explain
issues in more detail. Therefore, the discussion between Qian and Empson was conducted
as follows: Empson coached his colleague, Qian, to elaborate upon his views further and
helped him to complete his English translation of the Daodejing. Thus, Qian’s criticism of
Waley is the main object of the following discussion.

In a letter from Qian to Empson dated 25 June 1947, Qian explained, “If I am to define
my grievance against Waley, I shall say: it is just his grafting on Lao Tzu the Yoga-Quietism
and the definite antagonism against ‘realists’” (Chien Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William Empson
25 July 1947; Guo and Yao 2020, p. 143). These two points were repeatedly explained in
Qian’s letters and gradually elaborated in detail during his discussions with Empson.

As Qian pointed out, in the context of Chinese tradition, the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi
(Chuangtzu) could not be incorporated into the “Yoga-Quietism” system. Furthermore, in
the texts of the Daodejing, Zhuangzi, and Hanfeizi (Han Fei Tzu), there were no sections related
to the physical skills of Quietism. Even if some passages might have evocative hints, these
texts would often refer to a state of mind rather than the technique of practice, which was
quite different from the traditional Indian Yoga practice that Waley mentioned frequently.

Qian objected to Waley’s categorization of the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi into Quietism.
Qian responded to Waley in this regard:

Let alone the physical techniques in Lao Tzu, even the physical techniques in
Chuangtzu are not so “Quietist” as Waley manages to make them out. And what
will perhaps sound almost staggering is that even in Han Fei Tzu (Pien 51), from
which Waley (p. 43) seems to have derived the term Quietist and Quietists, there
is absolutely no warrant to be found for the term Quietist and for Quietism the
original is but content or self-sufficiency. (Chien Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William
Empson 9 July 1947)

Waley’s usage of “Yoga-Quietism” defined the theory of religious practice in the
Daodejing as related to his view on the juxtaposition of Taoism and Legalism as two sets
of opposing ideas. In Waley’s text, the term “Quietist” he employed corresponds to those
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philosophers who emphasize “tian dan恬淡” (tranquil, indifferent). The word “tian dan”
comes from Chapter 31 of the Daodejing, “恬淡為上，勝而不美，而美之者，是以樂殺人”.
James Legge’s translation of the sentence reads, “Calm and repose are what he prizes;
victory (by force of arms) is to him undesirable. To consider this desirable would be to
delight in the slaughter of men” (Legge 1891, p. 74). As Wu Cheng吳澄 (d. 1333) clarified,
“tian恬means not to delight in, dan淡means diluted or bland. [It] refers to what a person
does not enjoy” (Chen 2020, pp. 209–10). Waley translated this line into English as: “The
Quietist, even when he conquers, does not regard weapons as lovely things. For to think
them lovely means to delight in them, and to delight in them means to delight in the
slaughter of men” (Waley 1958, p. 181). In this part, Waley’s footnote referred to two
documents with similar expressions: Chapter 51 of the Hanfeizi and Chapter 10 of the
Zhuangzi. In Waley’s theory, the relevant phrases of the Daodejing, the Zhuangzi, and the
Hanfeizi were woven into an intertextual network of interpretation.

In terms of “no-action” (無為), the Zhuangzi uses the teaching of no-action to oppose
the teaching of action and points out that the latter, not the former, is the source of social
disorder. The last sentence of the 10th chapter of the Zhuangzi reads, “釋夫恬淡無為而
悅夫啍啍之意，啍啍已亂天下矣！” Legge’s English translation reads, “...the quiet and
unexciting method of non-action is put away, and pleasure taken in ideas garrulously
expressed. It is this garrulity of speech which puts the world in disorder” (Legge 1891,
pp. 289–290). However, there were opposite viewpoints in the Hanfeizi: the teaching of
inaction was the root of chaotic society. In the introduction to his book, Waley reserved
a section for exploring so-called Quietism in the Chinese intellectual tradition, and the
literature he quoted as proof was drawn from the Hanfeizi.

The 51st chapter of the Hanfeizi, “Loyalty and Filial Piety” (忠孝), has the following
paragraph (as Waley mentioned and translated):

Han Fei Tzu speaks of people who “walk apart from the crowd, priding them-
selves on being different from other men. They preach the doctrine of Quietism,
but their exposition of it is couched in baffling and mysterious terms. I submit to
your Majesty that this Quietness is of no practical value to any one and that the
language in which it is couched is not founded on any real principle... I submit
that man’s duty in life is to serve his prince and nourish his parents, neither of
which things can be done by Quietness. I further submit that it is man’s duty, in
all that he teaches, to promote loyalty and good faith and the Legal Constitution.
This cannot be done in terms that are vague and mysterious. The doctrine of the
Quietists is a false one, likely to lead the people astray”. (Waley 1958, p. 3; Liao
1959, pp. 315–16; Wang 1998, pp. 467–68)

In this part, the term “恬淡之學” was translated by Waley as “the doctrine of Quietism”
and by W. K. Liao as “the philosophy of peace and quietude,” and the term “恍惚之言”
was translated by Waley as “baffling and mysterious terms” and by Liao as “the doctrine
of vagueness and illusion” (Liao 1959, p. 315). Both terms, in the context of the Haifeizi,
referred to the philosophies of Laozi and Zhuangzi. The passage above came from the
chapter “Loyalty and Filial Piety,” which refuted the philosophies that were not conducive
to governing the state, and required people to abide by the law, be dedicated to serving
the ruler, and be loyal to the king. The doctrine of Quietism was likely to lead the people
astray, was unable to make individuals filial to their relatives and loyal to the king, and was
not conducive to maintaining social order. Waley categorized the Hanfeizi in the school of
“the Realists” (he dropped the term “the Legalists”), and thus the “Legalist-Realists” was
the complete opposite of “Taoist-Quietism” (or “Yoga-Quietism”). This was the logic of
Waley’s thought.

Qian was unsatisfied with Waley’s theory and resisted Waley’s idea of the definite
antagonism of the Daoists against the Legalists (Realists). Qian raised three reasons:
(1) because Laotzu in the original does not warrant such an interpretation and emphasis,
(2) because the Laotzu tradition with the cultured Chinese has always emphasized the
metaphysical and spiritual aspects, (3) and because the metaphysical and spiritual aspects
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are more basic and hence more important than the political in philosophy (Chien Hsueh-
hsi’s letter to William Empson 9 July 1947). He had more to say about this view. Qian
pointed out, “The English term Quietism may not differ much from content and self-
sufficiency in its original sense. But in Waley’s hands, it does. As to ‘the baffling and
mysterious terms’ in the Hanfeizi, it is clear in a fuller context that it is but a feint of his”.
Qian mentioned that he translated the full text of the Hanfeizi into English in the 1930s,
which had previously been submitted to a publisher (now lost). In this place, he alluded to
how he was particularly familiar with the Hanfeizi. He thus had the expertise to comment
on Waley’s mistakes in his comparison of the Hanfeizi and the Daodejing.

Empson’s questions often led Qian to think further and make reasonable explanations.
In one of the letters, Empson asked, “Your argument that the term Quietism is not in Han
Fei Tzu, from which Waley appears to derive it, does not seem to me strong. The English
term does not in itself mean what is has come to mean, but only some theory or system
based on quietness, and this looks to me the same as your ‘content or self-sufficiency’.
If Waley is right in making Hai Fei Tzu say that the doctrine is expounded in baffling
and mysterious terms, that seems enough to make it probable that there was some kind
of mystical doctrine”. To answer Empson’s inquiry, Qian argued that Waley grafted the
Daodejing into Quietism. The source was the above-quoted paragraph from the Hanfeizi,
in which the Hanfeizi heavily lambasted “the philosophy of peace and quietude” and “the
doctrine of vagueness and illusion”. Waley regarded all these philosophies and doctrines
as Quietism and tended toward mysticism, while Qian disagreed with this idea.

Waley classified Taoist “zuowang” (坐忘), Yoga or Dhyana from India, and Zen from
Japan as falling into the same category of “Quietism”. However, Qian did not believe this
classification had any degree of justification. The word “zuowang” comes from the chapter
“The Great and Most Honored Master” (大宗師) in the Zhuangzi, but it is not mentioned in
the Daodejing.

In the chapter “The Great and Most Honored Master”, Zhuangzi uses Yan Hui’s words
to criticize Confucianism. The passage reads:

Yan Hui said, “I am making progress”. Zhongni replied, “What do you mean?” “I
have ceased to think of benevolence and righteousness,” was the reply. “Very well;
but that is not enough”. Another day, Hui again saw Zhongni, and said, “I am
making progress”. “What do you mean?” “I have lost all thought of ceremonies
and music”. “Very well, but that is not enough”. A third day, Hui again saw
(the Master), and said, “I am making progress”. “What do you mean?” “I sit and
forget everything”. Zhongni changed countenance, and said, “What do you mean
by saying that you sit and forget (everything)?” Yan Hui replied, “My connexion
with the body and its parts is dissolved; my perceptive organs are discarded. Thus
leaving my material form, and bidding farewell to my knowledge, I am become
one with the Great Pervader. This I call sitting and forgetting all things”. Zhongni
said, “One (with that Pervader), you are free from all likings; so transformed,
you are become impermanent. You have, indeed, become superior to me! I must
ask leave to follow in your steps”. (Legge 1891, pp. 256–57; Wang and Liu 2012,
pp. 68–69)

As discussed in their correspondences between Qian and Empson, although some
ideas in the Zhuangzi and the Daodejing look similar at some points, these two works are
still quite different in many aspects. Benevolence, righteousness, and the culture of ritual
and music: all these virtues and values emphasized by Confucianism were too practical
for the Daoist philosopher. In Zhuangzi’s view, the spiritual cultivation of an individual
was far more valuable than the Confucian practical pursuit of serving the king and the
state by “cultivating one’s body, aligning the family, governing the country and the world”
(The Great Learning). Unlike Zhuangzi’s philosophy of spiritual cultivation, much of the
Daodejing, like that of Confucian classics, was deeply involved in the art of governing the
state. However, Zhuangzi assumed that the ideal life of a human being should surpass all
these realistic Confucian pursuits by practicing the way of quiet-sitting and forgetting all
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mundane affairs (zuowang). The highest purpose of this pursuit was to get rid of excessive
desires and achieve the spiritual discipline of forgetting oneself.

Qian’s criticism of Waley’s theory of “Yoga-Quietism” shifted to the subject of re-
examining one’s desire and discrimination related to the interpretation of the Dao (道). By
this method, Qian could disassemble the theory of Quietism and the mysticism Waley had
constructed. Qian acknowledged, “Lao Tzu only advises against the perversion of vital
needs into desires and vital perception into desire-prompted discrimination. The more one
follows the said advice, the less fuss one makes over one’s life and the more at peace with
oneself and at ease with the world one comes to be. It is all very simple and un-mystical (by
the way)” (Chien Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William Empson 25 June 1947). Again he noted, “To
my mind, the Taoistic peace or union with all (even the peace of true mystics) is far from
‘mystical’; it can be reached by simple reasoning upon commonly-accessible experience”
(Chien Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William Empson 25 June 1947). This was also echoed in the way
in which Taoists treated the object of desire. In Qian’s view, it was necessary to distinguish
between general needs and desires, for true Taoists become Taoists because they have long
known the consequences of having desires on the individual. Desire (and the passion for
knowledge and power in Confucian philosophy) created an illusion that clouded “nature”
(ziran自然) and ultimately resulted in the individual’s inability to obtain the truth and
happiness he sought. Hence, Qian argued that Taoists exalt Taoist nature over Confucian
benevolence (ren仁), “because following nature one will be bountiful without the fuss of
benevolence” (Chien Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William Empson 25 June 1947).

Qian disagreed with Waley’s mystifying interpretation of the Daodejing. He assumed
that the word “no desire” (無欲) and “zuowang“ in the Daodejing could not be equated with
that of Indian Yogic philosophy. “No desire,” unlike in Yoga, was not achieved through
physical effort but a spiritual state accomplished through mental effort. Moreover, he
was deeply skeptical about the physical skill of Yoga. He stated, “Spiritual results, the
divine release of the soul or spirit, can be reached only by spiritual effort; and it is almost
impossible for those who know the true way to reach the result to simultaneously advocate
other false ways” (Chien Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William Empson 9 June 1947). Why was that?
In Qian’s view, those who did not have spiritual enthusiasm and depth would especially
appreciate the physical skill of Yoga and pursue esoteric art more than true wisdom.

Furthermore, Qian supposed that the Daodejing expressed the view that excessive
desire and discrimination were the roots of all troubles. This idea was derived from the
principle that “the Dao follows the example of what is self-so (道法自然)” (Chen 2020,
p. 171). Nevertheless, this view is completely different from Waley’s understanding.
Qian articulated that “The reason I prefer ‘the state before discrimination’ to ‘the pure
consciousness’ is that the latter is a sophisticated affair and so is remote from nature and
cannot chime in with the trend of Lao Tzu” (Chien Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William Empson,
25 June 1947; Guo and Yao 2020, p. 156). “The state before discrimination” is natural,
whereas the state of “pure consciousness” achieved through hard work (such as through
the practice of Yoga) is far too complex. Unlike Waley’s view that Yoga guides people to
achieve Quietism through physical exercise, Qian argued that “Yoga only occults desire
and renders it harder to be disillusioned” (Chien Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William Empson 9
July 1947; Guo and Yao 2020, p. 146). Therefore, he assumed that Waley’s translation and
theory indicate that he did not understand the plain yet profound thoughts in the Daodejing.
Thus, he concluded: “So far, my feeling has been that he jars on spiritual earnestness, is
occult but silly, where Lao Tzu is plain and yet wise and often turns sayings, general and
timeless, into specific girds and flings” (Chien Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William Empson 25 July
1947; Guo and Yao 2020, p. 156).

Qian neither accepted the viewpoint that the ideas in the Daodejing were the same as
some Western ideas, nor did he approve the claim that the composition of the Daodejing was
under the influence of Western culture or Indian religious philosophy. Waley presumed
that Quietism in ancient China had come from an external source. What he indicated was
the Indian tradition of Yoga. But Qian rejected this notion. In the following correspondence,
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Qian provided some chapters of the Daodejing, which he translated into English. Followed
by his English version of Chapter 16, Qian concluded that in Chinese tradition, whether
ancient or modern, there was no such term as “Quietism” or “Quietists”. Therefore, it was
Waley who borrowed these two terms from the Western tradition, referring to all Yoga-like
practices and their practitioners. Qian further elaborated on the relationship between desire
and discrimination in different traditions, by which he distinguishes the distinct ideas of
Daoism and Buddhism on the same subject. He pointed out:

In Buddhism, desire includes all becoming and all nature (vital needs); in Tao-
ism, desire means only sophisticated appetite or crav[ing] for pleasure which
differs from nature or unsophisticated appetite in wanting its protracted alertness,
whereas the latter wants only its own allayment. As to discrimination, it means in
Buddhism all perception, but I mean by it only be discrimination that is promoted
by desire and in turn promotes desire. So with Buddhism, all life or the universe
is a delusion and to be deprecated. With Taoism, only the life or the universe built
up by desire and the discrimination as above defined, the life of sophisticated
appetites and sophisticated discrimination is a delusion and to be deprecated.
(Chien Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William Empson, undated; Guo and Yao 2020, p. 142)

At the end of their discussion, Qian briefly summarized, “In XIX ‘to have no desire’
(wuyu無欲) and ‘to have few desires’ (guayu寡欲), when desire is interpreted in the sense
I defined, seem equal to have little bearing on ‘Quietism’“ (Chien Hsueh-hsi’s letter to
William Empson 9 July 1947; Guo and Yao 2020, p. 147). The content discussed in Chapter
19 of the Daodejing demonstrated the difference between Daoism and Confucianism. Its key
notion was very close to Qian’s concept of “exalt Taoist nature over Confucian benevolence”
discussed above.

As for Waley’s date for the writing of the Daodejing (about 240 B.C.), Qian responded
vaguely: “I do have doubts not only about Waley’s date for the writing of Tao Te Ching
but about the existence at the date of precisely such a controversy as he has pieced out
and about the evidence, as well, of the grammar and the rest for such a date” (Chien
Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William Empson 9 July 1947). Qian said he would invite his friend
Shi Jun, who confirmed that his opinion was different from that of Waley and was happy
to answer these questions. For unknown reasons, these questions have not received any
further responses. None of their subsequent responses, by means of letters or academic
writings, have survived.

In their last correspondence, Empson was persuaded, for he honestly admitted that
Waley’s references to Zhuangzi’s mystical bodily skills could not prove his point. In the
reply, Qian noted that after rereading Lionel Giles’s English translation, he was convinced
that Giles’s version was more reliable. As Qian mentioned, “It is an orthodox thing” (Chien
Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William Empson 5 August 1947; Guo and Yao 2020, p. 158). In addition,
he mentioned, “It is perhaps the scriptural version according to Waley, and his version
of historical translation was meant to be an improvement upon it. But his acuteness of
intellect, scholarship, and language brilliance succeeded only in building up a splendid
hoax” (Chien Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William Empson 9 July 1947; Guo and Yao 2020, p. 153).
Qian mocked Waley’s theory as a kind of “a splendid hoax”, indicating that he did not
accept Waley’s translation, especially Waley’s over-interpretation and misinterpretation in
the introduction of his translation.

Nevertheless, at the end of their discussion, Qian learned to appreciate the merits of
Waley’s translation. He described, “I shall add now that I am well aware of the glamor of
Waley. His emphasis on Quietism and political controversy add to Lao Tzu the charms of
mystic depth and intellectual brilliance” (Chien Hsueh-hsi’s letter to William Empson 10
August 1947; Guo and Yao 2020, p. 157).

4. Conclusions

In my evaluation, Qian’s criticism was somewhat unfair to Waley since Qian made
the harsh critiques without reading Waley’s other writings published earlier. In his 1939



Religions 2022, 13, 751

monograph Three Ways of Thought in Ancient China, Waley noted, “Taoism to some extent
influenced almost all writers of the period. Hsun Tzu’s twenty-first chapter, the genuineness
of which I see no reason to doubt, contains a long mystical section about ‘the heart,’ which
is typically Quietist” (Waley 2005, p. 207). Hanfeizi, a student of Xunzi, was also in the
circle of this influence. Waley further explained, “This is borne out by the fact that Hanfeizi
contains several chapters in which a small amount of Realism is diluted with a strong dose
of Taoism”. Thus, Waley concluded, “Taoism was in the air, and every writer was liable to
be affected by it (Waley 2005, p. 208). In light of these discussions, Qian’s criticism of Waley,
especially the opposition between Daoism and Legalism, was invalid, which indicated that
Waley had the opportunity to make an adequate justification for himself in his subsequent
writings. However, Qian did not see this. Furthermore, Qian did not discuss Waley’s
translation in the broader context of the English translation of the Daodejing, and there seem
to be too many unfair comments regarding Waley’s translation in general.

In many cases, Waley mixed up philosophical Daoism (Daojia道家), religious Daoism
(Daojiao道教), and Laozi’s ideas in the Daodejing. This indiscriminate method makes it
impossible for readers to understand what it means. Waley’s English translation has been
included in UNESCO’s Collection of Representative Works–Chinese Series. So far, this
translation has had a significant influence and is widespread in Europe and the United
States. Waley’s Daodejing is undoubtedly excellent, but the interpretive system presented by
the various paratexts supporting his translation has weaknesses. Waley invented a theory
of “Yoga-Quietism”, of which the Daodejing was a product, and he also emphasized the
complete opposition between Daoism and Legalism.

The newly discovered documents of Qian Xuexi, including 12 letters between Qian
and Empson, and Qian’s English translation of the Daodejing, have not been published yet.
From the discussion above, we can see the value of Qian’s thinking on the Daodejing. Qian
might have been inspired by his friend Shih Tsun, and was supervised by Empson in their
correspondence. The various questions that Qian put forward about Waley’s theory and
approach were valid. Empson ultimately accepted Qian’s view that the Daodejing could not
be classified into the theory of Quietism Waley invented. In this case, Chinese and Western
scholars’ interaction and exchange of ideas played a significant role in solving problems
and jointly advancing academic research.

After discussing Waley’s translation with Empson, Qian translated the full text of the
Daodejing into English. This article left some topics untouched, since it did not further
explore the similarities and differences between Qian’s and Waley’s translations in specific
passages and their respective views on interpreting the Daodejing. In addition, Qian trans-
lated the Hanfeizi and carried out some research on the text of Hanfeizi as well. However,
unfortunately, his translation has been lost. How he and Waley translated the Haifeizi
individually might also have something to do with how they understood early Chinese
texts and the Daodejing. In his prime in 1947, when Qian was 41 years old, his criticism
of Waley’s Daodejing showed his highly critical talent, academic training, and profound
thinking. After 1949, Qian accepted Chinese Marxist literary theory and turned to write
articles with a novel spirit. Since then, he has not published any articles or books on the
translations and interpretations of the Chinese classics.
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Abstract: This article gathered and analyzed the Daodejing (DDJ) translations in Korean that appeared
after the liberation from Japan and classified them into four perspectives: the perspective continu-
ing Gyeonghak經學 (Traditional Confucian exegetics), the literary and linguistic perspective, the
religious perspective, and the philosophical perspective according to the academic perspective and
methodology of translation. Simultaneously, this paper clarified the translation characteristics by
comprehensively examining the formation process of each perspective in their historical contexts. Al-
though Daoism had been excluded from the academic curriculum during the pre-liberation era along
with Buddhism as heresy, it was later hastily embraced within the category of Oriental Studies to
build a cultural consensus when the modern and contemporary educational system was established.
In the post-liberation era, the formation of each DDJ translation perspective is directly related to the
academic status of Daoism during the modernization of the Korean educational system—a process
in which the years 1990 and 2015 stand out as essential turning points. The characteristics of DDJ
translations in Korean can be analyzed from five perspectives depending on the Ur-text, ideological
perspective, linguistic methodology, national characteristics, and relation to Christianity.

Keywords: Daodejing; translation; Korean; Daoism; Oriental Studies; Gyeonghak

1. Introduction

Aside from the Bible, the Daodejing道德經 (DDJ) is the book with the largest number
of translations worldwide. One of the most important reasons the DDJ, consisting of only
about 5000 characters, has been able to exert its influence in various cultures for over
2500 years is its implicit and ambiguous linguistic characteristics that allow for multiple
interpretations and imaginations. According to the records of Ban Gu’s Hanshu Yiwenzhi
漢書·藝文志, by the time of the Later Han dynasty, there were already three different DDJ
commentaries. Since then, the DDJ has been annotated by various people of different
positions or classes including scholars, Daoists, monks, etc., regardless of their persuasion
of Confucianism, Buddhism, or Daoism. There exist more than 700 commentaries alone, of
which more than 350 commentaries have been passed down to this day (Chan 1963, p. 77).
In the case of South Korea, Wang Bi’s王弼 edition from the Wei-Jin period, Heshanggong’s
edition from the later-Han dynasty and Fu Yi’s傅奕 edition from the late Sui and early
Tang dynasties are referred to as the Tonghaengbon通行本 (received text) in the sense that
they are the most prevalent editions to date. In terms of content, Wang Bi’s commentary
interprets from the viewpoint of yililun 義理論 (theory of meaning-pattern) that came
from the Xuanxue tradition. In contrast, Heshanggong’s commentary argues from the
perspective of Yangshenglun 養生論 (theory of preserving one’s health), which was the
essence of Huang-Lao thought. Later, the discoveries of the Mawangdui manuscripts in
1973 and the Guodian manuscripts1 in 1993 accelerated discussions about the Ur-text of
the DDJ.

Korea, along with China and Japan, is one of the significant constituent countries of
East Asia2. These three countries are bound together by the cultural sphere of Chinese
characters, Confucianism ideas, etc. It is estimated that Korea began to accept Chinese
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literature in the 5th century. The general view is that the DDJ was brought by envoys
whom Fu Jian符堅 (338–385), the third ruler of the former Qin dynasty, had dispatched
from China to Korea during the period of King Sosurim小獸林 (?–384) of the Goguryeo高
句麗 dynasty (Park 2019a, pp. 74–75). Although Korea accepted Chinese texts relatively
early, Daoist ideas have rarely been in mainstream Korean thought or practically used as a
political tool. Instead, they have exerted their influence on civilian religion. Meanwhile, a
recent study found that sporadic probes into the religious literature related to Korean folk
beliefs have discovered a considerable number of records related to Daoist texts existing in
Korea3. This means that there is an unexplored area for studying Daoist texts including the
DDJ in Korea, and it also shows the potential for future development. Formal Korean DDJ
commentaries mainly began to appear only in the 16th century.

Since the first DDJ translation was published in 1957 after the liberation of Korea, about
1824 Korean DDJ translations have been published. This accounts for one of the largest
numbers of publications after the English versions. The quantity proves that Koreans have
a special interest in DDJ from different viewpoints. Nevertheless, so far, only a handful
of studies have been published on the current status of DDJ translations in Korea, and
even this has been mainly conducted to introduce translation books by era or point out
errors in content. Thus, it was difficult to grasp the characteristics of DDJ translations
in Korea. Oh Jintak selected 20 Korean translations of the DDJ published over about
20 years and summarized the problems of the Korean translation of Chinese classics from
the perspective of Korean literature as follows: (1) The trend of undervaluing translation;
(2) Lack of professionalism of the translator; (3) Lack of clear principles for the translation of
original Chinese classics; (4) Unnatural translation with the archaic tone, (5) The versatility
of Chinese characters was neglected (Oh 1997a, pp. 176–79). However, he did not analyze
any unique characteristics or problems that Korean translations of the DDJ have.

On the other hand, Rhee Jae-kwon’s research showed a relatively complete form
of study on the current state of DDJ translation in Korea. Rhee selected Korean DDJ
translations that he deemed necessary and organized the bibliographies by period (Rhee
2013, p. 281). Rhee’s work is of great significance insofar as he was the first to classify a
large number of Korean translations of the DDJ. However, some deficiencies remain such
as the criteria for his classification or the relationship between the classification groups
remaining unclear. Kim Si-cheon classified Korean DDJ translations in the 20th century
into three groups: a philosophical, religious, and historical category (Kim 2004, p. 337). In
this paper, a partial acceptance of Kim’s classification was made with a modification of the
historical category by dividing it into two new translation categories: Traditional Confucian
exegetics and linguistic studies. This is because the academic method of Traditional
Confucian exegetics is directly related to the problems of pre-modern DDJ interpretations.
For this reason, this paper will first examine the position of pre-modern DDJ interpretations
centered mainly on the Joseon dynasty as a preparatory step for analyzing DDJ translations.

2. The Acceptance and Interpretation of DDJ in Pre-Modern Korea

Modern Koreans recognize the DDJ as one of the core scriptures that reveals the three
principal types of spirits that compose the Korean people, along with Confucianism and
Buddhism. Therefore Oh, the translator of a DDJ Korean translation considered to be the
most influential among DDJ translations into modern Korean published by Hyeonamsa,
said: “If ethical and realist ideas of Confucius influenced the outer world (yang陽) in our
lives, metaphysical and mystical ideas of Laozi moved the inner world in our lives (yin
陰)” (Oh 2020, p. 7). The actual discussions about Daoism historically appeared in the 7th
century, in the period of King Yeongryu榮留王 (618–642) of the Goguryeo dynasty. Yeon
Gaesomun (淵蓋蘇文, 603–666) and his military experts engaged in Daoism for the political
purpose of suppressing Confucianism and Buddhism, which were the political ideologies
of King Yeongryu’s forces (Park 2019b, p. 73). At that time, wudoumi jiao五斗米敎 (Celestial
Masters Daoism) was prevalent in Goguryeo (Kim 2019a, p. 68), which shows that the
Daoism they accepted had a strong religious character, focused on health preservation
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and shamanistic rituals, rather than being a philosophy5. However, along with the fall of
Goguryeo, the prevalence of Daoism subsided, leaving virtually no literature related to
DDJ during the Unified Silla period. In the following Goryeo dynasty, the DDJ began to
appear again in the literature records. Goryeo promoted Buddhism as a state religion, but
the ritual of jecho齊醮—a ritual of performing ancestral rites to the sky and the stars—was
still performed. For that, religiously trained Daoists were required. In particular, King
Yejong 睿宗 (reigned in 1122) made an effort to promote Daoists, and according to the
records “Wangwu王俁 (King Yejong) had a strong Daoist faith, and established the first
Daoist temple Bogwongwan福源觀 during the period of Jeonghwa政和 (1111–1118), and
had about 10 Daoists with high achievement there” (Xu 1937). According to the records of
the Yejong Munhyo Daewang yi睿宗文孝大王二 (Yejoing, Great King Munhyo, volume 2)
chapter in the eighth volume of Goryeosajeolyo高麗史節要 (Essentials of Goryeo History),
in the 13th year (1118) of the Musul戊戌 period, “Yejong ordered Han An-in韓安仁 to let
Daoists lecture about Laozi (DDJ) at Cheongyeongak淸燕閣” (Institute of Korean Studies
Culture and Literature 1973, p. 216). Although no DDJ text from the Goryeo dynasty has
been preserved until today, we can infer that the DDJ was being distributed and studied as
an essential scripture at the time.

All DDJ texts handed down in a relatively complete form until today are from the
Joseon dynasty. As of 2022, a total of five editions have been preserved. All of them have
been translated into the modern Korean language, and research on them is continuously
increasing. Even though the Seongrihak性理學 (i.e., the abstract theory of human reason and
nature advocated by Joseon dynasty Neo-Confucians) was at its peak, the gap between the
theory and actual problems of society widened. Therefore, some Neo-Confucians started
annotating the DDJ to overcome practical issues at that time. Nonetheless, Daoism could
never enter mainstream philosophy during the Joseon dynasty. Instead, it was rejected,
like with Buddhism, as idan異端 (heterodox), since it deviated from the Korean political
ideology of Neo-Confucianism.

The first attempt to interpret the DDJ was made by Neo-Confucian scholar Lee Yi
(Lee Yulgok李栗谷, 1536–1584), a proponent of the tradition of Neo-Confucianism during
the Joseon dynasty. His interpretation was subsequently dismissed as heresy by Joseon
Confucian scholars. Lee Yi selected only what he viewed as the necessary chapters from the
DDJ and compiled them into Sun-eon醇言 (Unmixed Words). Lee Yi’s position follows the
philosophical thought of Lee Hwang (Lee Toegye李退溪, 1502–1571), who regarded Laozi
and Zhuangzi as heretics (Yi 1989, p. 335). However, unlike Lee Hwang, Lee Yi stated that
the fundamental contradictions between Daoists and Confucians were as follows: “Those
who study the Laozi reject Confucianism, and those who study Confucianism also reject
the Laozi, thus if their dao is not the same, they cannot talk about their common interests”
(Lee 1814a). In other words, the contradictions between Confucianism and Daoism can be
overcome only by finding the parts of their dao (way or teachings) that harmonize. Under
this point of view, Lee Yi selected only those chapters from the DDJ that could support
Neo-Confucianism and compiled them into Sun-eon醇言.

The fundamental reason why the Neo-Confucianism scholars in the Joseon dynasty—
who were studying the philosophy of human reason and nature based on Zhuxi’s 朱
熹 theory—rejected the DDJ as heresy is that they understood the DDJ as a pure theory of
qi according to their theory of li and qi. However, by interpreting dao from a Confucian
idealist (lixue理学) point of view rather than leading the DDJ discussion to the pure theory
of qi, Lee Yi not only tried to establish a contact point between Confucians and Daoists
but also to increase inclusiveness among different schools and prevent political division.
From a practical point of view, the purpose of Neo-Confucianism asserted by Lee Yi is
to correct the dao of the world and the present situation. The methodology for this is the
theory of correcting the innate temperament (Gyogijilron矯氣質論): “It is contained in the
teachings of the sages, and among them, there are three most important things: deliberation
(goongli窮理), magnificence (geogyeong居敬), and exertion (yeok-haeng力行)” (Lee 1814b).
This thought is contrary to Zhu Xi’s “return to one’s good nature true character” theory of



Religions 2022, 13, 998

cultivation, and it shows that Lee’s position is not based on Zhu Xi’s theory of the innate
good of human nature that was the basis of the political system during the Joseon dynasty,
but rather on the theory that human nature is fundamentally evil. In addition, Lee Yi’s
practical way to correct a wrong disposition was to “empty the mind”, even forget “the li of
heaven” (law of nature). For this purpose, he felt attention should be paid to the practical
theory of Daoism. Lee Yi interpreted the DDJ in the same way as the Confucian scriptures
(Kim 2020a, pp. 105–29).

After Lee Yi, who was the first Neo-Confucianist, attempted to accept and interpret
DDJ among Joseon scholars, the DDJ interpretation was later extensively developed by
Neo-Confucian scholars with an Anti-Neo-Confucian stance including Park Sedang6. In the
17th century, when Park Sedang was active, Joseon suffered a series of political divisions
during the 16th century, followed by the Imjin War and the Manchu invasion of Korea.
While the national power weakened, reflections on the existing political order increased,
and doubts about the Neo-Confucian ideology grew. With an empirical and practical
attitude, Park Sedang tried to break away from Neo-Confucianism (especially focusing
on Cheng-Zhu程朱 thought) and regain the original Confucianism (wenzhi binbin文質彬
彬). To this end, he regarded Lee Yi’s theory of li as yili易理 (the theory of change). For
the first time, a scholar of the Joseon dynasty wrote a commentary on both DDJ and the
Zhuangzi, the Sinju Dodeokgyeong新註道德經 (A New Annotation to the Daodejing), and
Namhwagyong Juhae Sanbo南華經主解刪補 (An Annotation to the Nanhuajing, revised and
expanded), respectively.

Park paid attention to the practical parts of Confucian, Laozi’s, and Zhuangzi’s philoso-
phies and considered that all of them had a common purpose “to cultivate oneself and
govern others” (xiujizhiren修己治人) to become sages. Here, the theory of taiji太極, Yin-
Yang, and the theory of being (you 有) and non-being (wu 無) in the Book of Changes
provides the metaphysical basis for how dao turned out to be substance. For this reason,
Park criticized Wang Bi’s commentaries, the most commonly distributed edition of the time,
and instead selected about 40 commentaries he deemed necessary and added annotations
to them. This is because the standpoint of “to take nothingness as root” (yiwuweiben以
無爲本) and to consider nothingness precious (guiwu貴無), etc., which are at the core of
Wang Bi’s Xuanxue thought, deviated from the yili discussion. Instead of being rejected as
heresy, the DDJ could now become the literature of reasons for exploring truth (Jo 2010,
p. 280). In short, skepticism toward and reflection on Neo-Confucianism originated in the
16th century, whereas direct criticism began in the 17th century, and both opened a new
possibility for engaging the heretical Laozi.

In the 18th century, the idea of Anti-Neo-Confucian thought was largely visible in
three schools. First, the Nam-in 南人 school reorganized its ruling principle after the
Confucianism of the Han dynasty. Second, the Wang Yangming王陽明 school introduced
the Yangming study as a political ideology. Third, the school shared the scholarly lineage
of Park Sedang and introduced the Daoist thought of Laozi and Zhuangzi to shape a
new political ideology. The two books Dodeokjigwi道德指歸 (The Intention of Dao and
De) annotated by Seo Myeong-eung (1716–1787), and Chowondamno椒園談老 (Chowon’s
Discussion about Laozi) annotated by Lee Chung-ik (1744–1816) were both published in
the 18th–19th century and shared the academic lineage of Park Sedang insofar as they
considered Laozi’s dao to intersect that of Confucianism, abandoning the dichotomy of
li and qi. However, unlike the 16th–17th century attempts of Lee Yi and Park Sedang
to break away from the limitations of Neo-Confucianism through annotating the DDJ,
Seo Myeong-eung tried in the 18th century to transform the Neo-Confucian worldview
through traditional mathematical science (surihak數理學) and mathematical interpretation
of the book of change (sangsuhak象數學). The reason why he was looking for a method
to modify Neo-Confucianism with sangsuhak is likely to be due to the shock caused by
the contact with Western civilization starting in the 17th century and a sense of shame
when realizing the advanced stage of astronomy and science in the West (Kim 2013, p. 206).
After that, Lee Chung-ik also interpreted dao in Laozi as taiji (Jo 2005, pp. 139–68), which
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is clearly distinguished from other DDJ annotators in the Joseon dynasty including Seo,
who interpreted dao with Laozi’s ideas of wuwei, and the being (you) and non-being (wu)
concepts, but did not link dao to the theory of taiji and yin–yang. Thus, it is noticeable that
Lee Chung-ik is taking an extreme standpoint that denies Neo-Confucianism and even the
original Confucianism.

The trends of Korean philosophy in the 19th century can be mainly divided into three
categories: first, development through the improvement of Neo-Confucianism; second,
criticism and attack on Neo-Confucianism; third, overcoming Neo-Confucianism through a
religious mind (Cho 2016, pp. 119–21). The government tried to keep Neo-Confucianism as
the political ideology from the first standpoint. Still, the public was already aware of West-
ern and European dominance, for which they blamed Neo-Confucianism. Subsequently,
this critique turned into a movement that attacked Neo-Confucianism with skepticism and
criticism. Hong Seokju is an example who belongs to the first trend and tried to modify
and develop Neo-Confucianism in a more practical way. For this reason, in Seok-ju’s
DDJ annotation, Jeongno訂老 (To Rectify Laozi), he rejected the abstract and metaphysical
parts of Neo-Confucianism, but actively adhered to the gyeongseron經世論 (the theory of
managing the world), which he judged to be useful for minimizing the evils in reality and
protecting the authority of Neo-Confucianism as a political ideology. To this end, he chose
a strategy that attributed both Neo-Confucianism and DDJ to original Confucianism (Kim
2013, p. 203).

As shown above, it can be confirmed that the perspectives of the DDJ commentaries
that appeared during the 16th–19th century in the Joseon dynasty were determined by how
the commentators understood the relationship between Daoism and Neo-Confucianism.
These DDJ annotations all tried to resolve political divisions and the practical problems
resulting from them through DDJ interpretation. However, there was a big difference in the
attitude toward Neo-Confucianism and to what extent they should adhere to, transform it,
develop it, criticize it, or outright deny it. Neo-Confucianism significantly influenced the
state’s political ideology, and accordingly, the perspective of each DDJ interpretation was
also clearly different7. The interpretations of DDJ by Joseon Neo-Confucianists continued
until modern times and provided the basis for scholars after liberation to interpret DDJ in
a contemporary sense. After entering the stage of modernization, the political influence
of Joseon Neo-Confucianism reached its limits, but that did not lead to an elevation of
the status of Daoism. During the Japanese Colonial period, the political influence of Neo-
Confucianism receded considerably. In 1914, the Korean linguist Gang Mae姜邁 (1878–
1941) argued that the principles of Western philosophy were deeply rooted in Ancient
Greek and Roman thought. In contrast, the principles of philosophy in East Asia originated
from the rationalism of Cheng and Zhu, from the philosophy of the mind (xinxue心學) of
Lu Xiangshan陸象山 and Wang Yangming王陽明, from Itō Jinsai伊藤仁齋 in Japan, and
from Neo-Confucian of Lee Toegye in Joseon (Shin 2014, p. 36). Here, he compared the
concept of “East Asian philosophy” on an equal footing with “Western studies” (seohak西
學). However, the former was still centered on Neo-Confucianism, while Buddhism and
Daoism remained excluded.

3. The Analysis of DDJ Translation Trends in the Korean Language after the
Liberation from Japan

Pre-modern Joseon underwent many political changes and transformations to achieve
modernization during the opening period in the late nineteenth century. Self-conversion to
a modern academic system also occurred, but when it came under the Japanese colonial
period in 1910, the independent development of academics was inevitably sanctioned.
With the establishment of Gyeongseong Imperial University—the first modern university
in Korean history—in 1924, the pre-modern academic structure collapsed, and a new
intellectual category of “Oriental studies” was formed. However, the so-called “Orient”
only referred to China, while Joseon was excluded (Seo-Reich 2020, pp. 136–40). Kim Youn-
gyeong argues that studies on Daoist literature in Korea became common in the 1920s. Still,
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these works had a distinctly different character because they aimed to overcome the colonial
period’s national crisis (Kim 2022, pp. 249–71). In the wake of the liberation, Oriental
studies were juxtaposed with Western studies for comparison, and Daoism and Buddhism,
which had thus far been only considered heterodox in Korea, were now discussed on an
equal footing with Confucianism for the integrity of complete oriental culture and building
a cultural consensus. The academic discussion of the DDJ in Korea was formally established
in 1956 with the opening of the Dokyo道敎 (religious Daoism) curriculum at Yeonhee Junior
College (Shin 2014, pp. 309–19), which means it was established in the category of religious
studies, not philosophy (Kim 2019b, p. 337). Later, with the development of Daoism studies
in Korea, Doga道家was established as the philosophy of Laozi and Zhuangzi within the
category of Eastern philosophy that corresponded to Western philosophy. At the same time,
Dokyo was set within the category of religion.

For this reason, most studies about former DDJ translations in Korea focused on
translations after the liberation. For instance, Kim Gapsu limited the scope of his research
on DDJ translations in Korea to the 20th century. However, his research shows that DDJ
translations, of which there were only two in the 1950s and 1960s, respectively, have since
steadily increased to 14 in the 1970s, 21 in the 1980s, and 31 in the 1990s, and after 2000,
has rapidly grown in both quantity as well as in the diversity of perspective (Kim 2003,
pp. 213–38). Accordingly, this paper set the scope of research by focusing on the time
after the liberation of 1945—when translation and study of the DDJ in the modern sense
began—when it analyzed the categories according to the academic perspective of the
DDJ translator.

This paper was based on the results of prior research on Korean translations of the DDJ
after the Korean liberation, but partially reconstructed it for the purpose of revealing the
characteristics of DDJ translation in Korean that can be distinguished from DDJ translations
in other languages. Since the Korean liberation in 1945, DDJ translations in Korean have
rapidly increased to the point where it is difficult to find similar numbers in other countries.
Nevertheless, there were only a few types or trend analysis studies targeting this subject that
moreover merely analyzed the characteristics of the translation according to the publishing
years. This analysis method of former research is meaningful insofar as it presents the
developing process of the DDJ Korean translations but has its limits when it comes to
explaining the characteristics typical of the Korean translations, their historical causes, and
the connections between various perspectives. Therefore, this paper accepts the Christian
religious point of view from the relatively recent analysis of Rhee Jae-kwon. At the same
time, it takes the categorization by Kim Si-cheon, who modified Rhee’s three translation
types—the philosophical, religious, and historical—but splits them into four perspectives
from the viewpoints of Traditional Confucian exegetics, philology, religious studies, and
philosophy. The main reasons for separating “the perspective of Traditional Confucian
exegetics”, which is often discussed in the category of Oriental or Chinese philosophy, into
an independent perspective of DDJ Korean translation are as follows: First, Gyeonghak
(Traditional Confucian exegetics) has already played an important role as a pre-modern
knowledge system in Korean and academic methodology beyond the category of the study
of Confucianism. Second, Sino-Korean literature (Hanmunhak漢文學), which has Confucian
literature as its main research object, inherited this pre-modern academic method. However,
from the perspective of the modern and contemporary academic structure, it is difficult to
completely attribute it to any one field because the study of Gyeonghak is located at the
intersection of philology, linguistics, and philosophy. Furthermore, in the case of philology,
the tendency to focus on characteristics in purely linguistic terms including grammatical
differences between the two languages (Ancient Chinese and Korean) is noticeable. This
needs to be established as a separate translation perspective because it has been overlooked
despite its importance in terms of performing the basic function of translation.

In short, the first translation perspective reflects changes in the knowledge system,
methodology, and national self-awareness in the transition from the pre-modern to the
modern era. The second translation perspective reflects the linguistic function and char-
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acteristics of translation from Ancient Chinese into modern Korean. The third translation
perspective reflects a religious perspective, and the fourth translation perspective reflects a
philosophical perspective. The above contents show that each of these four perspectives
forms an independent translation tendency.

3.1. Translation from the Perspective of Traditional Confucian Exegetics (Gyeonghak經學)

After the liberation, the Gyeongseong Imperial University under Japanese imperialism
was rebuilt as Seoul National University, a modern academic institution, and departments
of Sino-Korean literature8 were established quickly at Seoul National University, Yeonhui
University, and Korea University. The areas of pre-modern academics including Traditional
Confucian exegetics of Joseon Neo-Confucianism were thus rearranged into departments
that matched their characteristics. The term “Traditional Confucian exegetics” here refers
to jingxue經學, which can be considered as the main form of study in East Asia during
the pre-modern era. In Korea, it has been called Gyeonghak and formed the center of the
educational system. The study methodology was based on the form of annotation letters,
phrases, and sentences of Chinese Confucian classics with Hyunto (grammatical particles)
and the Korean pronunciation of Chinese characters.

For Traditional Confucian exegetics, due to the grammatical differences between
Chinese and Korean, it has always been challenging to interpret the original Chinese
text directly. For this reason, the Hyunto 懸吐 (i.e., to add Korean endings to classical
Chinese phrases) was invented to help interpret the Chinese classics. The word to吐 here
means a Korean component such as a letter or syllable inserted in between or added after
the Chinese text. Most of them belong to the postpositional particles (josa助詞) used to
mark grammatical structures in modern Korean. Joseon Confucian scholars succeeded in
producing vernacularized editions of the Confucian classics (eonhaebon諺解本) by utilizing
to. Especially between the 16th and 17th centuries, the vernacularized edition began to be
printed to strengthen the Confucian regime and became widespread. Park Si Nea tried
to find the reason for the success of this perspective in both the vernacularization and
dissemination of the Confucian classics—aside from political factors—also in the linguistic
characteristics of the vernacularized edition:

I argue that at the core of the creation of The Vernacularized Classics were con-
cerns about how to mobilize orality (utterance) and aurality (hearing) to provide
Chosŏn readers with vernacular aural proxies of the Confucian Classics. The
Chosŏn state created The Vernacularized Classics as books that inscribe the voice
of an imaginary tutor’s vocalization of the Confucian Classics in the vernacular
language for Chosŏn readers to imitate. (Park 2019b, p. 132)

This interpretation of scriptures based on the Hyunto was centered on Confucian-
ism until the Joseon dynasty, but after the liberation, it was also applied to both Daoist
and Buddhist texts. The DDJ translations made shortly after the independence of 1945
follow this Hyunto method of former Joseon Confucians. The first officially published
Korean translation of the DDJ is 1957 Gugyeok Noja國譯老子 (Korean Translation of Laozi),
translated by Shin Hyunjung. Shin added Hyunto to the original text commonly available
edition of the DDJ in the same way that The Vernacularized Classics had done it and wrote a
corresponding Korean translation, which provided a model for DDJ translations for the
next 30 years9. Figure 1 below is Shin’s translation with Hyunto and its explanation of the
first lines of DDJ Section 1 (Shin 1957, p. 3):
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Figure 1. The first translation of Laozi in Korean with Hyunto after liberation from Japan.

As we can see in the excerpt above, the biggest problem with the Hyunto translation is
that its purpose is to “recite”, like with The Vernacularized Classics, and not to interpret or
decipher their contents. In other words, since the grammatical parts have been adjusted to
fit the Korean grammar, it is helpful for reading and grasping the linguistic structure. Still,
it is not enough to be considered as a complete Korean translation because many Chinese
characters are left as they are. Thus, from the linguistic point of view, the Hyunto trans-
lation has limitations in the following two aspects. First, it is used to add corresponding
grammatical components to Chinese sentences so that Chinese lines can fit the Korean
word order and grammar structure. However, since the expressions used in the Hyunto
system belong to an antiquated style, it is not only unnatural to people’s ears nowadays,
but it is also difficult to understand when people are listening. Second, it is difficult to see
it as a complete form of translation because the Hyunto system sees a Chinese character
as a fixed concept and only adds the Korean pronunciation of the Chinese characters but
does not attempt to specify the various meanings. For this reason, Oh Jintak criticizes The
Vernacularized Classics in the pre-modern era: “Philosophical thought merely developed
around Chinese characters, but it failed to take root in people’s daily lives at that time
because they could not utilize everyday language properly” (Oh 1997b, pp. 169–79).

Another problem with the vernacularizing translations before the 1990s was the lack
of awareness about which DDJ version was used as the original text by the author. For
example, most translations before the 1990s stated that the Tonghaengbon was taken as
the original text, but did not clarify which version was used. Regarding this, Kim Si-
cheon—who carried out a contrastive analysis between the actual contents of translations
and commonly available editions published before the 1900s—found out “whether the
translations mentioned Wang Bi’s commentaries or not, they all correspond to Wang Bi’s
commentary Laozizhu老子注, which in turn has created a tendency in Koreans to completely
ignore versions other than Wang Bi’s” (Kim 2004, p. 262).

The criticism and reflection on the problems of the Hyunto method translations before
the 1990s led to three changes in the 1990s. First, DDJ translations in the 1990s tended to
stray from the realm of Sino-Korean literature and expanded in various directions under
new categories of modern studies such as linguistics, Chinese literature, religious studies,
and philosophy. Furthermore, there was a tendency to interpret conceptual words that
previously had been replaced by phonograms in the Hyunto translation. Moon Seongjae’s
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Cheoeumbuteo Saero Ikneun Noja Dodeokgyeong (Laozi’s Daodejing, read anew from the
beginning) (2014) is a prime example of this tendency. As the title suggests, instead of
adopting the Hyunto method, the author not only attempted to conduct etymological
research through literature such as Erya爾雅 (the first exegetical work in the history of
linguistics in China), Fangyan方言of Yang Xiong揚雄, and Shuowen說文 of Xu Shen許愼,
but he also ascertained the meaning of specific characters through paleographic research
referring texts including silk manuscripts, oracle bones, inscriptions on bronze, seal script,
and clerical script. Second, there was also the translation of the DDJ commentaries by Joseon
Neo-Confucian scholars, which provided a way to carry on the national characteristics
and traditions in the context of the diversification of the DDJ original texts. The DDJ
commentaries of the 16th–19th century Korean Confucians that we have examined in
Section 2 of this paper all belong to this last case and were most actively developed around
1995. Third, in the post-liberation period, Daoism was forced to be incorporated into the
realm of the “East.” These attempts can be found in DDJ translations early after liberation.
A relatively early example of this is the Gugyeok Hwadamjip ·Sinju Dodeokgyeong (Korean
Translation of Hwadamjip花潭集· Sinju Dodeokgyeong), one of a series of Korean classical
translations directed by the Research Institute of Korean Studies at Korea University, with
the clear intent of promoting Korean self-identity and ethnicity. The author grouped and
translated Park Sedang’s annotations to the DDJ and the collections of Seo Gyeongdeok’s
articles, representing the debate in Joseon in the 16th and 17th centuries.

The three translation trends from the perspective of Traditional Confucian exegetics
discussed above differ in their specific methodologies. Nevertheless, they still all seek to
express the original text’s meaning as much as possible in pure Korean language. As a
result, this led to a shift from the Hyunto interpretation method, which uses a language
that is difficult to communicate, to a language that corresponds to that spoken in daily
life. The role of the linguistic interpretation played by Traditional Confucian exegetics has
expanded to Chinese and Korean literature. Regarding the number of publications, DDJ
translations utilizing the methods of Traditional Confucian exegetics have declined sharply
since the 1990s. Still, efforts to translate it into pure Korean from the ideological perspective
of Confucianism are continuing.

The prime example of this trend is the interpretation of Lin Xiyi’s 林希逸 (1193–?)
Laozi Laoziyanzhaikouyi 老子鬳齋口義, translated by Kim Mankyum (Kim 2014). The
commentator Lin Xiyi, a scholar of the Song dynasty, sought to prove the unity of the three
religions—Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism—by annotating Laozi, Zhuangzi, and Liezi
through the “theory of the non-dual-mind” (wuxinlun無心論). He appreciated Confucius’
concise words while he uttered criticism of Laozi’s excessiveness. Lin’s commentary is
important in the history of Confucianism because he employed the Confucian philosophy
of mind to comment on the DDJ, thus creating room for the DDJ literature to be accepted
by Korean Confucian scholars. The Sinju Dodeokgyeong, Park Sedang’s annotation of the
DDJ, and his commentary on Zhuangzi, the Namhwagyong Juhae Sanbo, discussed earlier
in Section 2, both took Lin Xiyi’s commentaries on these two Daoist classics as base texts.
These two books were engraved on printing blocks (gyongjaja 庚子字)10 and printed as
copies for distribution in the seventh year of King Sejong世宗 (1425). It can be inferred
that Lin’s commentary on the DDJ was also widely read by Joseon scholars in the 15th
century11. Currently, the translations of Lin’s DDJ commentary broaden our knowledge
of how Confucians during the Joseon dynasty understood the philosophies of Laozi and
Zhuangzi.

3.2. Translation from a Literary and Linguistic Point of View

From the viewpoint of translation, even The Vernacularized Classics succeeded in unrav-
eling Chinese classics following the word order and basic grammar of Korean; it reduced
the need for the translation of Chinese characters, but it failed to interpret the philosoph-
ical implications within them in a way that fit the contemporary language environment.
Nonetheless, DDJ translations into pure Korean, which dispensed with Chinese characters,
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did finally appear later. The first pure Korean DDJ translation attempts were made in the
1950s, not by Confucian or literature scholars but by several Christians. At that time, the
literature translation experience of religious individuals who had encountered “Western
studies” including Catholic or Christian thought was an indirect cause of these perspectives
on translations. The Confucian regime had been suppressing these Christians because
they rejected specific ritual customs and ancestor worship, which were highly valued in
Confucianism. Thus, Western religious individuals at the time targeted commoners for
missionary activities to avoid the oppression of the elite Confucian regime, and naturally,
taking into account the language habits of the audience, delivered their doctrine in pure
Korean rather than in Chinese.

The first DDJ translation in pure Korean was included in Park Yeongho’s Bicheuro
Sseun Eol-ui Norae (The Song of Eol Written by Light) (Yu 1992). The translation was started
relatively early in the 1950s by Park’s teacher, Yu Yeongmo. Even so, it was distributed
in the form of printed material issued inside the church, not as a formal publication12.
Consequently, the translation was not significantly influential at that time, yet it became
widely known when it was officially published in 1992 through his student Park. Yu
Yeongmo’s intention to translate the DDJ only into pure Korean can be seen in the title
of Neulgeuni (an old man)—the literal Korean translation of DDJ. The most challenging
aspect of this method utilizing pure Korean is translating the components of combined
Chinese characters. In Korean, one Chinese character generally has only one syllable, while
in contrast, one pure Korean word has two or more syllables. Consequently, when Chinese
characters are translated into pure Korean, the number of letters increases several times.
Be that as it may, Yu compressed the translation as much as possible to match the number
of characters of the original text of the DDJ to protect the phonological features of the
original text. For example, Yu Yeongmo takes issue with the fact that dao in the DDJ has
previously been translated as do, the Korean pronunciation of the Chinese character dao道,
and therefore proposes the single syllable pure Korean word eol얼 as the translation for dao
shown below, without considering the different meanings of dao in the DDJ.

The dao of Laozi means the genuine oneself, just like the eol of Jesus (πνεμα), the
law (法) of the Buddha (Dharma), and the xing性 of The Doctrine of the Mean. Since
Westerners do not know this well, thus they either transliterate it phonetically as
dao or paraphrase it as “way.” There is a reason why Laozi referred to eol-na (the
authentic genuine self) as dao, which means the way. The only way out of this
annihilating world is to grasp life eol. Therefore, eol is the way, and the way is eol.
(Yu 1992, pp. 21–22)

In addition to eol, the translation of dao seen above, Yu also translated key concepts
such as mul 物 (thing) into mon, the numbers man 萬 (ten thousand) and bak 百 (one
hundred) into jeumeun, and on, all of which are the old Korean expressions utilized during
the pre-modern era. However, these Korean expressions decreased in use after liberation;
moreover, they were utilized in compressed forms in Yu’s translation, creating a situation
where it was even more challenging for the general public to understand13. Because of
this difficulty, Yu’s pupil, Park Yeongho, had no choice but to re-translate the sections
where the meaning was not clearly conveyed while organizing Yu’s manuscript of the DDJ
translation (Yu 1992). For example, Yu translated the beginning part of DDJ chapter 1 as
“The gil (way) that is right is not neul (always) the gil, and the name that can be called is
not neul the name”. Park knew that gil here means the same as eol in Yu’s words, so Park
added modern Korean words to Yu’s translation. “The unspeakable cham (truth)—eol in
Yu’s words—is not neul (everlasting) cham (truth). The God who can be named is not the
neul (everlasting) God”. It is worth noting that Park highlights god’s existence in the pure
Korean interpretation of the DDJ. Yu’s disciple Ham Seokheon’s book, Ssi-al-ui Yetgeul Puri
(Ssi-al’s Interpretation of Old Writings) (Ham 1988), included a partial translation of the
DDJ. That effort continued Yu’s translation tradition of using pure Korean and also further
increased its religious overtones. Starting from that early beginning, Christian translations
of the DDJ all revealed the characteristics of Christian doctrinal interpretations14.
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Since the 1990s, translators of the pure Korean DDJ have increasingly been linguists,
not religious or Traditional Confucian exegetics scholars. By 2015, this shift became even
more noticeable15. These linguists tried to linguistically analyze DDJ’s literary charac-
teristics and translate them to suit the habits of the linguistic peculiarities of the Korean
language. They paid particular attention to the poetic expressions in the DDJ as linguistic
features. In this regard, Yang Hweseok criticizes that previous DDJ translations did not
grasp the linguistic characteristics revealed in their poetic terms, only attempting to explain
the meaning through bibliographic knowledge such as adding lengthy annotations. As a
result, not only did the translation not sound like Korean, but it also did not reveal all the
aspects inherent in the poetic language of the DDJ (Song 2008, pp. 208–10). From Yang’s
view, the DDJ is a beautifully decorated poem, not just a literary work of prose. Thus, his
translation has a solid phonetic character and feels poetic. For example, all sentences in
his translation end with an expression characteristic of poems such as ~yiji (expressing
enlightenment), ~ine (expressing admiration), and ~rira (expressing will or strong guesses).
Moreover, he focused on analyzing the phonological components and interpreting passages
of the DDJ text. For example, the following passage is Yang’s explanation of the first chapter
of the DDJ:

It consists of four paragraphs. The first paragraph is rhymed in the sentence, do
and myeong名 are repeated three times each to rhyme. The second paragraph
is also made up of a reply, and here the rhymes are si始 and mo母. The third
paragraph is also done in reverse, and its rhymes are myo妙 and yo徼. Most of
the characters are repeated in the form of “常�,欲以觀其�”. Therefore, it can be
considered as alliteration and rhyme in the sentence. The fourth paragraph is prose
as a whole, but the hyeon玄 rhymes with moom門. (Yang 2018, pp. 19–20)

According to Yang’s analysis above, DDJ rhetoric has strong poetic characteristics,
such as reciprocation, word chains, metaphors, etc. Aside from phonology, it is highly
likely that the DDJ originated from oral literature, not written prose. A number of literature
scholars16 insisted that an additional reason for the phonological characteristics of the
DDJ is that it was initially an oral religious tradition before the text was fixed in the
written form. Rhymes and rhythms are characteristic of these kinds of texts, as they would
assist in memorization. The spiritual attributes of the DDJ have been a driving force that
motivated its translation from different religious perspectives, including those of Buddhists,
Christians, and Daoists. Numerous Christians have accepted the opinions of these linguists
and attempted to translate and unravel the religious sentiments of the DDJ in the form
of poetry.

3.3. Translation from a Religious Point of View

There always have been two different perspectives in interpreting the DDJ, both in
the East and the West: One perspective reads the DDJ as a philosophical, political, or
ideological text, while the other focuses on the mystical, religious, or spiritual aspects.
This difference in perception stems from the different features and interpretations in the
commentaries of Wang Bi and Heshanggong and to which of them the author referred
in his understanding. As mentioned in the introduction, among Tonghaengbon, these two
DDJ editions are universally read in Korea. Primarily, the majority of translations in Korea
utilize Laozizhu by Wang Bi as the source text. Wang Bi’s edition has been associated with
the study of Xuanxue in the Wei-Jin period and with Daoxue 道學 during the Song and
Ming dynasties. Nevertheless, in Korea, during the Joseon dynasty, it was grouped with
Buddhism as nobul老佛 or seokbul釋老 and regarded as a form of heretical thought.

The other edition is Laozi Heshanggong Zhangju 老子河上公章句. Heshanggong’s
commentary combines the ideas of Huangdi Neijing黄帝內經 and Laozi, and reflects the
Huang-Lao school’s views on yangsheng養生 (preservation of one’s health) and admin-
istering the state, which is also discussed in Dongi Bogam 東醫寶鑑 (Precious Mirror of
Eastern Medicine) in the Joseon dynasty (Heo 2002, pp. 19–21). According to Huangdi
Neijing, human life consists of jing精, qi, and shen神, yet the system of how these three
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elements interact is not fully explained. In the Yangsheng school, these three elements were
esteemed as sanbao三寶 (three treasures): jing was defined as the origin of human life, qi
as the driving force in life, and shen as the expression of life. Based on these two ideas,
Heo Jun clarified the system and structure between jing, qi, and shen in Dongi Bogam (Kim
2020b, p. 110). Especially in the Jibye集例 chapter, Heo stated that “doga is based on the
cultivation of a clean mind, and medicine is based on medical herbs, diet, acupuncture,
and moxibustion as a method of curing disease”, which shows that Heo’s understand-
ing of Daoism focused on the practical aspects. As a result, the “Daoist hygienic system
was highly estimated and adopted in the former chapters of the Precious Mirror of Eastern
Medicine published by a royal order” in the Joseon dynasty (Kim 2007, p. 1). Heo’s concept
of yeongseong靈性 discussed in Dongi Bogam is based on the concepts of gushen busi谷神
不死 (the god of the valley never dies) and xuanpin玄牝 (mysterious female) in DDJ. At
this point, Heo explained yeongseong both as the mechanism of the cosmic circulation of
jing, qi, and shen and as the mechanism of the human body (Jung 2014, pp. 219–21). In
the Naegyeong內景 chapter of Dongi Bogam, he also described the process of creation of
things in the order of “taeyeok太易- taecho太初-taesi太始- taeso太素,” which corresponds
to “The Dao has produced one; one has produced two; two has produced three; three has
produced all beings.” (Yao 2016, p. 154) in DDJ chapter 42. Here, Heo directly quoted a
commentary on the Cantongqi參同契 written by the religious Daoist Chen Xianwei顯微微
of the Song dynasty, and this shows that Heo accepted the religious perspective of Daoism
in understanding DDJ (Seong 2000, p. 259).

Until the 1960s, research on Daoism from a religious perspective—one of the domi-
nating DDJ research trends in Western academia—greatly influenced the Korean academic
community. As discussed in Section 3.2, from a linguistic point of view, the translation
of the DDJ by Christians has tremendous significance for advancing texts in pure Korean
without utilizing any Chinese characters. Since Christians had been working on translations
since the early 1950s, they had a foundation that enabled their DDJ research to be rapidly
established. As a representative example, Ham Seokheon published excerpted translations
of the DDJ in his 1988 book, where he explained the reason for his DDJ translation: “One
of the important things that we must do nowadays for the idea of Ssi-al씨알 is to reread
the old classical texts in the correct way. Among them, in particular, the old classics of the
Orient” (Ham 1988, p. 13). At this point, he mentions the concept of Ssi-al, the core idea of
Ham’s Christian thought. Ham discovered Ssi-al from reading the DDJ and later attempted
to reveal the dynamic tension in the relationship between oneself and god by interpreting
the DDJ (Park 2012, p. 99). According to Ham’s explanation, the letter “ㅇ” in the syllable
al알 represents the maximum or “transcendent sky,” “·” in al알means the minimum or
“intrinsic sky” (i.e., oneself), and “ㄹ” signifies “active life.”17 Ham attempted to prove
that Daoism and Buddhism are both consistent with god’s teachings based on the idea of
Ssi-al.18 Ham’s translation shows thoughts similar to those of Holmes Welch, whose book
The Parting of the Way: Lao Tzu and the Taoist Movement (Welch 1957) was also translated and
published in Korea (Welch 1990). At this juncture, Welch also revealed the linguistic and
philosophical similarities between the DDJ and the Bible and was influential in the Korean
Christian interpretation of the DDJ during the 1990s.

Other Christian DDJ translations after Ham show prominent religious characteristics
in their content. For example, Nalgaereul dan Noja (Laozi with Wings) (2000), translated
by pastor Jang Ilsun and his disciple Pastor Lee Hyeonju, is based on the Laoziyi老子翼
by Jiaohong焦竑 (1540–1620), a commentary from the Ming dynasty that was frequently
referenced during the Joseon dynasty. Consequently, this work can be viewed as an attempt
to select a new source text for DDJ translation. Its interpretation reveals a clear religious
perspective, often quoting Bible verses similar to the DDJ scriptures or comparing Daoist
sages and Jesus.

Christian DDJ translations remained stagnant in the 2000s. Still, in 2010, Pastor Lee
Hyeonju’s revised edition of Nalgaereul dan Noja came out, and more diverse forms of
similar translations began to be published. Kim Sang-u attempted to interpret the meaning
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of lines in the DDJ by referring to verses from the Bible that he considered similar to the DDJ
in his translation, Noja Saeroun Tamsaek (New Exploration of Laozi) (2010). Jeon Jaedong,
a Christian literature expert, translated the DDJ in 2016 as a Christian-style poem in Si-ro
Purosseun Dodeokgyeong (Poetic Interpretation of Daodejing). Recently, in 2018, theologian
Lee Myungkwon attempted to interpret the DDJ by comparing concepts from the DDJ
and the Bible. For example, he paired the ideas of ziran自然 (self-so) in the DDJ and the
“self-transformation of God”, as well as “dao” with Christian God, Jesus, and Logos (Lee
2018, pp. 17–18).

Aside from a Christian perspective, Korean DDJ translations have also taken the
religious points of view of Buddhism and Daoism. As translations of the received DDJ
text in Korea used Wang Bi’s edition until the 1990s, no translation truly followed the
religious Daoist tradition. The ambiguous relationship between these two “Daoisms”
has long been the most challenging aspect of DDJ translation. Accordingly, H. G. Creel
classified different kinds of Daoism as “Philosophic Taoism” and “Hsien仙 Taoism”. If
the so-called philosophic Daoism, “a philosophy saying much that is still pertinent even
in this day of great sophistication and scientific complexity” (Creel 1970, pp. 23–24), is
based on Wang Bi’s commentary, then the Hsien Daoism, “aiming at the achievement of
immortality by a variety of means, [has its] roots in ancient Chinese magical practices and
a cult of immortality” (ibid., p. 24), is based on Heshanggong’s commentary, and these
two concepts are entirely in contradiction. The DDJ, which had been dealt with without
distinction between religious and philosophical characteristics until the 1990s, came to be
embraced by Korean scholars of religion and philosophy within the modern educational
system. There it has obtained its academic status as one of the main Eastern traditions, as
well as one of the world religions.

According to published information provided by the National Library of Korea, the
first translation representing a religious Daoist DDJ was officially published in 2004 by
Jo Yunrae and Kim Hakmok. Nonetheless, this work had previously been released in
an unpublished form. Hyunto Yeokju Dodeokgyeong (Hyunto Commentary Translation
of Daodejing) (Tanheo 1983) by Buddhist monk Tanheo19 follows the hyunto translation
method of Traditional Confucian exegetics, as shown in the title, and adds annotations
and interpretations.

Through the contents of Table 1 seen above, it can be confirmed that there is no
significant difference between the original text with hyunto and the hyunto translation. For
this reason, there has been a barrier that keeps individuals lacking knowledge of Chinese
characters from comprehending it, which was the same problem with the translations by
Traditional exegetic scholars. According to Lee Jaehyeok’s literature analysis, in terms
of content, Tanheo’s annotation is based on Laoziyi annotated by Jiao Hong, and the
interpretation refers to the Daodejing jiangyi道德經講義20 the annotation of Song Longyan
宋龍淵, the eighth generation of descendants of the Longmen龍門 sect of Quanzhen全
真 Daoism. The DDJ translation by a Buddhist monk like Tanheo offers a highly unusual
case in Korea; moreover, it is difficult to say whether his translation even represents
the viewpoint of Buddhists, as it refers to the interpretation of religious Daoists. The
translations that more explicitly reveal the perspective of Buddhism are Gamsanui Noja
Puri (Gamsan’s Interpretation of Laozi) by Oh Jintak and the Noja Geu Bulgyojeok Ihae
(A Buddhist Understanding of Laozi) by Song Chan-u, both published in 1990. Both of
these translations took Daodejingjie道德經解 of Hanshan-Deqing憨山德清 (1546–1623),
an eminent monk in the late Ming dynasty, as their source text, and their translations
make Hanshan’s interpretation of the three-way convergence of Buddhism, Daoism, and
Confucianism obvious. These examples make it apparent that the understanding of the DDJ
from a Buddhist viewpoint in Korea is practically presented as integration of Buddhism
and Daoism.
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Table 1. Tanheo’s translation of the beginning of the first chapter of DDJ.

Original Text with Hyunto Hyunto Translation
道可道면 非常道요

Do ga do myon bi sang do yo
名 可名 이면 非常 名 이니

Myong ga myong i myon bi sang myong i ni
無 名 은 天地의始요

Mu myong eun chon ji ui si yo
有 名 은 萬物의母니라
Yu myong eun man mul ui mo ni ra

道를可히道라한다면常道가아니요

If (one) ga可 (can) call do道 as do道, that is
not sangdo常道
名을可히名이라한다면常名이아니요

If (one) ga可 (can) call myong名 as myong名,
that is not sangmyong常名
無名은天地의始요
Mumyong無名 is si始 of chon ji天地
有名은萬物의母니라
Yumyong有名 is mo母 of man mul萬物

Meanwhile, regarding the translation of the DDJ from the religious perspective of
Dokyo, the foundation for its research was laid when the Heshanggong Zhangju edition
was translated and published as Gi Suryeoneuro bon Dodeokgyeong (Reading Daodejing
as Seen Through Qi-Training) by Jo Yunrae and Kim Hakmok published in 2004, and
Noja Dodeokgyeong (Laozi Daodejing) by Lee Seokmyeong published in 2005. Significantly,
they were the first in Korea to focus on the practical sections according to the religious
characteristics of the Heshanggong commentary. Furthermore, they provided a foundation
for the study from the viewpoint of religious Daoism. Subsequently, Choi Jinseok and
Jung Jiwook translated Daodezhenjingyishu道德真經義疏 of Cheng Xuanying成玄英 (608–
669), an outstanding Daoist scholar from the Tang dynasty. Moreover, their translation
of Laozi Shuyi義疏 had a considerable influence on scholars of Daoism and the Korean
academic realm of philosophy. The Heshanggong edition, which was previously ignored
in favor of the commonly available edition, received attention as one of the four significant
editions, along with the bamboo slips, the silk manuscript, and Wang Bi’s edition for the
decade between 2005 and 2015. Although the DDJ translation from a religious Daoist
perspective did not show a significant amount of prominence during this period, for
the reason mentioned above, it can be said that a profound understanding of the DDJ
was gained.

Finally, other religious Daoist scriptures derived from the DDJ began to be translated
around 2015, and DDJ translation from a religious perspective marked its second revival.
In 2014, Korean medicine scholar Jeong U-jin translated Laozi Xiangerzhu老子想爾註, the
scripture central for the Wudoumi jiao (Celestial Masters Daoism), and added the theory of
self-cultivation through mind and body, the concept of good and evil from the perspective of
preserving one’s health, breathing techniques, and Chinese medicine, to the interpretation
(Jeong 2014). At this point, the pragmatic Daoist commentaries centered on the original
text of the DDJ were translated from a religious perspective. In 2017, Kim Beomseok and
Jeong Ilhwa translated the religious Daoist text Heshanggong Zhangju bashiyihua河上公章句
八十一化with an interpretation by the Daoist Tao Suxuan陶素耜 from the Qing dynasty,
also known as Qingjingxin Jushi淸净心居士 (Daoist of the pure heart) or Tongwei Daoren
(Tongweidaoren 2017), which focuses on mifa密法 (the secret method) and danfa丹法 (the
inner alchemy method) in religious Daoism. The preface was intended to prove its Daoist
legitimacy by attaching a foreword from the Xiuxiang Daodejing繡像道德經 written by Yue
Chongdai嶽崇岱, the first chairman of the Chinese Daoist Association and abbot of the
Shenyang Taiqing palace. In 2018, Choi Sang-yong, an expert in qigong study and qi study
(2018), translated the Heshanggong edition based on modern human physiology and an
understanding of the Huangdi Neijing and Huang-Lao studies (Choi 2018). In the most
recent case, in 2020, Lee Seunghun, a trainee of Wang Liping王力平—the 18th generation
lineage holder of the Longmen sect of Quanzhen religious Daoism—translated Chunyang
Zhenren Shiyi Daodejing純陽眞人釋義道德經 ascribed to the Tang dynasty Daoist immortal
Lu Dongbin呂洞賓. As noted above, it can be seen that since 2014, DDJ translation from a
religious point of view has developed with a focus on revealing the spiritual tradition of
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Dokyo, and it has attempted to clarify the issues of body and health preservation through
the interpretation of the DDJ.

3.4. Translation from a Philosophical Point of View

During the 1990s, the Kim Youngsam government promoted diversification and
specialization within Korean universities. In particular, philosophy departments and the
various language departments became increasingly specialized. Following the reform of
national universities by the Kim Daejung government in 1998, expanded the philosophy
departments and stabilized the academic research environment. Under these circumstances,
DDJ translation, which had been primarily carried out by scholars of Traditional Confucian
exegetics, linguists, and Christians until the 1990s, was extensively developed by both
Eastern and Western philosophy experts, as they considered it a significant text underlying
Lao-Zhuang thought. Their shared perspective was that they attempted to philosophically21

interpret Lao-Zhuang thought in their DDJ translations, setting their gaze beyond its
linguistic aspect.

The translators producing philosophically minded translations mainly from 2000 to
2015 shifted away from the commonly available DDJ edition, most often used as the source
text for other translations. The first of these changes involves the translation of excavated
documents. The Mawangdui manuscripts were already first translated into Korean by Park
Heejoon in 1991 but did not draw much academic attention at this time. It was only more
than a decade later when a widely recognized improved rendering was produced by Kim
Hongkyung in 2003, which added detailed interpretations to each phrase and a long preface
to better understand the original text. It was similar to the case of the Guodian manuscripts
that were first partially translated and released by Choi Jinseok and Lee Kidong, both
experts in Daoist philosophy, together with parts of the Tonghaengbon, in 2001. Later, Yang
Bangwoong fully translated them in 2003, and then Choi Jaemok subsequently penned an
even more detailed version, complemented with commentaries and explanations by the
translator.22

The translation of the excavated manuscripts of DDJ, which was a trend in the 2000s,
eventually led to another perspective on DDJ translation, namely translation through
comparison, contrast, and analysis between various editions that had been translated or
discovered at the beginning of the 21st century in Korea. Representative examples include
Baekseo Noja (The Silk Text Laozi) (2003) by Lee Seokmyeong and Nojaui Dareujiman Gateun
Gil (The Different but the Same Way of Laozi) (2015) by Ahn Seongjae. With the appearance
of translations in this trend, the bamboo strip edition, the silk text edition, the Heshanggong
edition, and the Wang Bi edition solidified their positions as the “four major editions of the
DDJ”23 in Korea.

The third translation style that has emerged since the 2000s uses modern Chinese
language editions of the DDJ, instead of the original classical Chinese, as the source texts.
This significant change occurred following the establishment of diplomatic ties between
Korea and China. For example, Jingoeung-i Purihan Noja (Laozi interpreted by Chen Guying)
(2004) by Choi Jaemok and Park Jongyeon is the translation of Chen Guying’s陳鼓應 Laozi
Jinzhu Jinshi 老子今注今譯, one of the most influential modern translations of the DDJ
not only in China but also internationally, and this opened the possibility for a new DDJ
translation style, the translation of contemporary interpretation of the DDJ in modern
Mandarin. Furthermore, modern interpretations of the DDJ in modern Chinese such as
Laozi Yidu老子繹讀 by Ren Jiyu任繼愈, Xinyi Laozi Duben新譯老子讀本 by Yu Peilun餘
培林, or Ren Wang Dichu Zou人往低處走 by Li Ling李零were all translated into Korean
respectively in 2009, 2011, and 2019.

The fourth translation style is a method in which numerous DDJ editions, commen-
taries, translations of DDJ modern Chinese interpretations, and other materials are selec-
tively adopted and utilized for translation if they suit the translator’s particular viewpoint.
This translation perspective has been steadily increasing since 2015, when the rate of new
DDJ translations reached a new high. For example, in 2017, Kim Si-cheon comprehensively
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used the four DDJ editions, as well as DDJ research from both the East and the West. He
also appended translated materials directly related to the DDJ such as Laozi Weizhi Lielüe老
子微旨例略 of Wang Bi or the “Laozi Liechuan”老子列傳 (The Biography of Laozi) chapter
of Shiji史記. In the same year, Jeong Segeun, who focused on the theme of “femininity”,
selected and translated only the parts from the four common editions of DDJ, Fu Yi’s
received edition, the commentaries from the Tang, Song, Ming, Qing, and Joseon dynasties,
and the Laozi Jinzhu Jinshi of Chen Guying that fit the parameters of his theme.

Meanwhile, DDJ translations from the perspective of Western philosophy began to
appear around the last decade of the 20th century. This paper summarizes these develop-
ments from three chief perspectives. The first is from a comparative philosophical point of
view. The second is the perspective of religious study that has a particular relationship with
the Christian perspective, which has been discussed in Section 3.3 of this paper. Even so,
religious studies perceived the DDJ text as an object of study rather than from a religious
point of view. The third is the perspective of Western philosophy led by Western philosophy
scholars. Specifically, in the case of the second perspective, it cannot be ignored that it was
influenced by the Western tendency during the 1970s to switch from a religious perspective
to a philosophical one when studying Daoism.

The comparative philosophical perspective can be observed in Kim Yongok’s Noja
Gilgwa Eodeum (Laozi: The Way and its Achievement). Kim majored in Oriental philosophy
in East Asia and North America and was directly influenced by his contemporaries Yu
Yeongmo and Ham Seokheon. For this reason, he also tried to interpret the problematic
Chinese character concepts of the DDJ into pure Korean, simultaneously interpreting
the philosophical ideas contained in the lines based on modern philosophical thought
through his unique perspective. For instance, he translated an excerpt in chapter 11 of
the DDJ as follows: “Thirty spokes of a wheel gather on one hub. The use for the cart
lies in the emptiness of hub . . . Therefore, existence becoming a benefit is because of
the use of non-existence” (Wang 2014, p. 54). In this case, Kim interprets “wheel (gu
轂)” as “civilization” from the perspective of criticism of material civilization in modern
philosophy and explains that humankind can overcome the gap between civilization and
nature through the “emptiness” of gu. However, according to the research of Chinese
philosophers (Kim 2004, pp. 265–66), wheels have been used as a symbol of means to
govern people in much of the literature of the time, e.g., in the “Tianjingzhongwan Shijia”田
敬仲完世家 (The Family of Jingzhong敬仲Chenwan陳完) chapter of Shiji史記. In this case,
the wheel (gu) here was likely utilized as a metaphor for the means of governing people.

Nevertheless, this is far from the meaning of “civilization” symbolized by a wheel in
Kim’s translation. Aside from this, Daodejing (2003) by Kim Hapung—a re-translation of
his English DDJ translation Reading Lao Tzu: A Companion to the Tao Te Ching with a New
Translation—also belongs to the translations from a comparative philosophical point of
view. Kim re-translates it into Korean by comparing Western philosophy with oriental Zen
禪 thought.

Secondly, Oh Gangnam’s Dodeokgyeong (Daodejing) (1995) can be cited as an early
DDJ translation from the perspective of religious studies. Oh majored in Western religious
studies (not theology) in Korea and religious studies centered on Korean Buddhist thought
in North America. His attitude from the angle of religious studies is expressed well in his
translation of chapter 1 of the DDJ.

Therefore, if there is no greed, the mystery (xuan 玄) can be seen, and if there
is always greed, you can see its manifestation. Both have the same origin. The
name is different, but all are mysterious. (It is the) Mystery (xuan玄) of mysteries
(xuan玄), the door to all mysteries (miao妙). (Oh 2020, p. 19)

As noted above, while Oh interprets both xuan玄 as miao妙 as “mystery” and at this
point goes beyond the logic of language, simultaneously, he explains in the paragraph that
“historically, many thinkers continued to ask the question, why are there things at all, other
than nothing?’ and expressed the mystery by saying ‘mystery of being’ or ‘shock of being.’
. . . . . . The mystery of existence and the shock of existence, but what about the mystery of
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non-existence that makes existence possible? What about the shock of non-existence? The
DDJ leads us to the mystery of the existing world, the mystery of the non-existing world
that includes and controls the realm of the current world and is the basis of this ‘gate of
mystery’” (ibid., pp. 22–23). Through this, it can be confirmed that he perceived the DDJ
from a typical perspective of mystical religious studies, contrary to philosophical analysis.

The final one is a translation of Western philosophy scholars. There is Kim Hyeonghyo’s
Sayuhaneun Dodeokgyeong (Thinking Daodejing) (2004) from the perspective of structuralism,
deconstruction, and ontology, and Lee Sujeong’s Nojaneun Ireoke Malhaetta (Laozi Said
Like This) (2020), which was translated from a recent ontological perspective of German
philosophy. Nonetheless, these would not become mainstream DDJ translations in Korea.
DDJ translations and interpretations from this point of view have been carried out in the
West since the 1970s but had insignificant amounts of influence in Korea itself.

The classification of the Korean DDJ translations according to the translator’s perspec-
tive after liberation discussed above has limitations in the ability to derive distinguished
classification results due to the feature of the research subject—“translation”. This is be-
cause, unlike research works, translation does not clearly state its standpoint from the
beginning but is determined solely by the academic tendencies and perspectives of indi-
vidual translators. For this reason, it is often found that one translator is also included in
multiple categories from different viewpoints. A representative example is Ryu Youngmo,
a Christian, who maintains a religious interpretation of the translation content. Still, it
linguistically adopts the translation method utilizing pure Korean words according to the
tradition of a Christian missionary in contrast to the methodology that Gyeonghak took.
These two perspectives seem to be in entirely different categories, but they are linked to
each other in the process of historical flow. Therefore, this paper classified them into four
perspectives to convey the characteristics of the Korean DDJ translations more clearly,
which was the primary purpose of this paper, and added an explanation of the organic
connection formed between different perspectives.

4. Conclusions

In this article, the DDJ translations in Korean that appeared after the liberation from
Japan were gathered and analyzed and subsequently classified into four perspectives
according to the academic field and the methodology of translation: the perspective contin-
uing Traditional Confucian exegetics from where the diversification started, the literary
and linguistic perspective, the religious perspective, and the philosophical perspective. Si-
multaneously, the translation characteristics were clarified by comprehensively examining
the formation process of each view in context.

The characteristics of DDJ translation in Korean can be essentially summarized into
five points. First, in terms of the original DDJ text selection, most translations until the
1990s depended on Wang Bi’s edition. However, this means that Wang Bi’s edition was
popular, not that the interpretations closely followed Wang Bi’s commentary. Second, the
interpretations of the DDJ varied depending on whether the Dogyo or the Doga approach
was followed. The standpoint of religious Daoism prevailed until the Goryeo and Joseon
periods. However, in the Joseon dynasty, the interpretation of philosophical Daoism was
also becoming compatible with religious Daoism. Finally, the liberation led to the DDJ
becoming an object of Traditional Confucian exegetics, to a religious perspective, and a
philosophical perspective, respectively. Third, the shock of contact with Western civilization
during the enlightenment and the Japanese colonial period created the awareness of the
necessity of establishing national independence and, for that purpose, building a cultural
consensus. Eventually, DDJ and other Daoist texts that had been excluded from the
academic field as heresy before the liberation were officially integrated into the modern
academic field. Fourth, the Christian ideas, which were accepted during the opening
port era, provided the methodological basis for the DDJ translation into pure Korean
and opened a new and unique way to interpret the DDJ. Fifth, the characteristics of the
translations varied according to whether the translator accepted hyunto—the unique Korean
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method to interpret Chinese classics—and followed the interpretation method of Traditional
Confucian exegetics or whether they rejected it and followed a linguistic interpretation
method. Furthermore, the new translation method, which deviated from the hyunto method,
using pure Korean language, was first attempted by Christians.

The period between the years 1990 and 2015 was essential in the formation process of
DDJ translations. The main reasons for this are that the academic identities of philosophy,
Chinese literature, Chinese classics, and religious studies were completed when the modern
structure of universities took shape in the 1990s, and direct academic exchanges between
China and Korea increased after the establishment of diplomatic relations between China
and Korea in 1992. Subsequently, since 2015, the translation of the DDJ in Korea has
expanded its horizon and added depth based on the profound achievements made in the
25 years before.

The above research results show that DDJ translation in Korea after the liberation
goes beyond mere translation and is closely linked to significant issues such as the Korean
cultural identity, the academic structure of knowledge, the acceptance and dissemination
of religion, and the methodology of Traditional Confucian exegetics. As a result, the DDJ
translation in Korean was able to develop rapidly in various fields and from different
perspectives, resulting in the nowadays second-largest corpus of DDJ translations after the
English language.
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Notes

1 Mawangdui silk edition of the Laozi was used as a grave good presumably around the 2nd century B.C. and the Guodian bamboo
strip edition of the Laozi dates to around 300 BC.

2 For concepts of East Asia and views on East Asian studies, see Seo-Reich (2020, pp. 129–64).
3 For more on the distribution and research status of Korean Daoist literature, see Kim (2022, pp. 249–71).
4 According to Kim Gapsu’s research, there are about 70 Korean translations of DDJ published up until the 1900s (Kim 2003, pp.

213–38). According to my own survey, which relied on the publication registration data released by the National Library of Korea
(www.nl.go.kr) (accessed on 4 August 2022) and the data released by Kyobo Bookstore (www.kyobobook.co.kr) (accessed on 4
August 2022), which has the largest publication data in Korea, about 112 DDJ Korean translations have been published from 2000
to 2022 (excluding novels and educational books). To be more specific, from 2015 to 2022, 65 translations have been published,
considerably more than the 47 translations published between 2000 and 2014, which shows the increased interest in the DDJ.

5 For information on the acceptance of Daoism in Goguryeo, see: Lee (2008, pp. 51–102) and Kim (2010, pp. 163–202).
6 This is based on Lee Byungdo’s view, which was the cornerstone research regarding Sedang Park’s literature. He defined Park as

an anti-Neo-Confucianist (Lee 1966, pp. 8–18).
7 Lee Bongho largely classified the three trends of commentaries to Laozi and Zhuangzi during the Joseon dynasty: first, “Daoism

as heresy” (閉異端論); second, “using Confucian thought to explain Daoism” (以儒釋老); third, “breaking away from Neo-
Confucianism” (脫朱子學). However, in this paper, the author argues that the first trend also aims to integrate Laozi’s ideas into
Confucianism, and that the second and third also share the intention to solve problems in reality by applying practical Daoist
thoughts to Neo-Confucianism or original Confucianism (Lee 2004, pp. 11–47).

8 Regarding the modern Sino-Korean literature (漢文學), Kim Jin-kyun pointed out that “modern civilization’s perspective, Chinese
characters and traditional Sino-Korean literature were fron the exterior or China, so ultranationalists called those Chinese
studies. Afterwards, nationalistic scholars found the national characteristics in the Chinese studies, so they called that traditional
Sino-Korean literature” (Kim 2011, p. 165).

9 Shin Hyunjung first attempted to translate the DDJ via the Hyunto method according to their exegetics tradition, and this became
the most common translation form of the DDJ until the 1990s (Shin 1957). This article includes exempla such as Nam (1970); Shin,
Dongho (1970); Lee (1975); Jang (1977). DDJ translations, which follow this traditional translation method, appear steadily even
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after the 1990s, but it is difficult to say that it is mainstream, because there has been a sharp drop in publications. No (1999); Park
(2011) can serve as examples.

10 Gyongjaja庚子字 are bronze metal types made at Jujaso鑄字所 from 1420—the second year of King Sejong (Academy of Korean
Studies 1995).

11 For more information about the acceptance and understanding of Lin Xiyi’s commentary by Confucian scholars during the Joseon
dynasty, see Choi (2003, pp. 315–40).

12 It seems impossible to find the original manuscript of Yu Yeongmo’s first pure Korean DDJ translation that he completed in the
1950s because it was not registered as an official publication. However, Park Yeongho released the original text of Yu Yeongmo’s
DDJ translation without any revisions in the appendix “Daseok Ryuyongmo-ga Omgin Noja” (Laozi Translated by Daseok Ryu
Youngmo) of his second DDJ translation in 1998 (Park 1988, pp. 412–17).

13 The difficulty of Yu’s translation has been pointed out by a number of scholars in the linguistics and Chinese philosophy research
field including Oh Jintak and Rhee Jae-kwon (see Rhee 2013, pp. 286–87).

14 This will be dealt with in further detail in Section 3.3.
15 Since 2015, the pure Korean translation of DDJ through linguistic experts has been possible from increasingly diverse angles. This

article mentions examples such as Kim (2018), who translated from the perspective of Sino-Korean literature, Yang (2018) who
worked from the perspective of Chinese literature and phonology, or Yoon (2020) from the perspective of Korean language studies.

16 Jeon (2016) can be the representative example for this.
17 This content is a quote from Park Jae-soon’s summary of the original data from the back cover of Ssi-al-ui Sori [The Sound of the

Ssi-al], vol. 146 (Ham 1999). For additional details, see Park (2012, p. 99); Lee (2016, pp. 283–307).
18 In this regard, Ham Seokheon said that he read Buddhist scriptures and Daoist literature while in prison to obtain information on

the Joseon spirit in his collection of works Bible Korea during the Japanese Colonial period. During this time, he realized that the
ideas of Buddhism and Daoism were in agreement with Christian thought (Ham 1964, pp. 250–51).

19 The real name of Tanheo呑虛 is Kim Geumtaek金金鐸. However, he used his Buddhist name Tanheo for a significant majority of
his publications, this text included.

20 Although Tanheo did not directly mention the source text for the translation of his Hyunto yokjju Dodeokgyeong縣吐譯註道德
經, from the contents of the commentary, it is presumed that he took Daodejing jiangyi道德經講義 (A Lecture on the Daodejing),
printed in Taipei in the 1970s before the establishment of diplomatic relations between Korea and China as the original text. It
became the first DDJ translation of Daodejing in Korea interpreted from the Daoist perspective. See for comparison: Tanheo
(1983), Song (1970).

21 In this paper, I considered the category of religious studies as another category of philosophy because they share many methods,
since the establishment of philosophy as an independent modern discipline began with the separation of philosophy from the
theological seminary (Seo-Reich 2017, pp. 90–99).

22 Furthermore, in 2020, Daecheol Jeong showed the rather extreme opinion that only the Daodejing on bamboo scripts could be
acknowledged as the genuine literature of Laozi, and that other editions should be doubted.

23 “Four major editions of the DDJ” is an expression that began to be used since Ahn Seongjae presented them in his book
Ahn (2015).
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Λ σ υ ε
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ε ζινγκ Π ημα τ υ Γηραι
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ν μασ τ Λ γ
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ν η δ ς
περιγρ ϕεται με λ για

δεν ε ναι η αι νια δ ς
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λ γ ς δ ς



γ ννησε τ να

τ να γ ννησε τ Δ
τ Δ γ ννησε τ ρ α
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λα τα ντα
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