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The Laozi or Daodejing is the foundational text of both philosophical and 

religious Daoism, and is one of the most important books in Chinese history, The earliest 

extant commentaries on this text form chapters 30 and 2 1 of the Hanfeizi, a prominent 

text of the Legalist tradition. These cornmentaries, Jie Lao ('Explaining L00,7i7) and Yu 

Lao ('Illustrating Laozi'), are surrounded by questions of authenticity. and have often 

been misunderstood by scholars who interpret them in the spirit of Han Fei3 Legalist 

philosophy. Therefore, this thesis re-visits these commentaries and analyzes each in 

isolation, considering their dating, authorship, and philosophical afEliations in order to 

better situate them within the context of Warring States inteilectual history. StyIistic and 

doctrinal coherence are taken into account, as well as the impact of recent archaeological 

finds, including those at Mawangdui (1 973) and Guodian (1 993). Finally, complete new 

annotated translations of the commentaries are provided. 
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The L m i  zF or Daodejing s@$z is the foundational text o f  both 

philosophical and religious Daoism, and is one of the most important baoks in Chinese 

history. Yet, the earliest extant commentaries on this text do not appear in a Daoist work; 

rather. they form chapters 20 and 21 of the Hunfiizi $i@PW? a serninal text of the 

Legalist tradition. The first of these. entitled Jie Lao @z ('Explaining Laozii'). uses 

reasoning and exegetical analysis to uncover the rneaning behind passages fiom 11 

chapters of the Laozi. The second. Ytl Lao Ukz ('lllustrating Laozi'), cites over thirty 

historical episodes to illustrate passages fiom 12 chapters of the Laozi. 

These commentaries have traditionally been attributed to Han Feizi. a 

Machiavellian theoretician who believed in building and governing a state by establishing 

a harsh and effkient rule of Iaw-, while concentrating the efforts of the people on 

agriculture in order to increase military stren,@h and economic power. Ilt seems puzzling, 

then, that Han Fei would value a book such as the Laozi, whose main message, politically 

speaking, is moderation, pliancy, and minimalism. 

Indeed, these commentaries are surrounded by questions of authenticity and 

philosophical affiliation, and have often been rnisunderstood by scholars who attempt to 

interpret them in the spirit of Han Fei's Legalist philosophy. Nevertheless, as the earliest 

extant cornmentaries on the Laozi, they are extremely important in understanding the 

early history of Daoist philosophy, and provide an avenue towards discoverkg how the 

Lnozi was received by its early audience, not saddled with the added baggage of centuries 

upon millennia of interpretation and commentary. 



As there is currently no consensus arnong s~ho la r s ,~  this thesis will consider these 

commentaries in detail, examining their dating, authorship, and philosophical affiliations. 

In order to fôcilitate this, we will first review the nature of texts fiom the Warring States 

period in order to gain a better understanding of what constituted a 'book' during this era. 

Next. we will look at the Hanfeizi and examine the philosophy of Han Fei contained in it, 

as well as Han Fei's relationship to the Huang-Lao school of philosophy. Turning to the 

cornmentaries themselves? we will establish that it is doubtfid they were penned by the 

same person. We will also examine what impact the discoveries at Mawangdui in 1973 

and Guodian in 1993 have on the way we approach these commentaries (the latter is an 

area iargely ünexplored). Finally, we will provide an analysis of each commentary, 

examining their probable dates and authorship, and providing an account of the 

philosophical content of each. 

Imrnediately following the analysis of each commentary is a new translation of 

each. Currently. there is but one complete set of translations to these commentaries in the 

EngIish ianguage - that done by W.K. Liao in 1939. Given the amount of scholarship 

done on the Hanfeizi text since then, and the remarkable archaeological discoveries over 

the last thirty years, a new translation is long overdue. 

1 The conclusions of several major commentators on the authenticity of these chapters are provided in 
summary form in a chart at the back of this study. 



SECTION O N E  - HAN FEI, H A N F E ~  AND HUANG-LAO 

The nature of texts from the Warring States pex-iod 

Thru far no one has szrcceeded in providing a persztasive argttmenr - let aïone a conzpelling 
one - that these chapters were not written by Kan Fei In the absence of any orher 
perszrashe evidence tu the contras: therefore, we wiïl asszlme thar they al1 cornefrom his 
hand. - Wang and Chang, p.95 

[RegardingJ the works of the latter part of the Warring States period--. unless there are 
strong reasons, it rS never sqfe ro assztme that any slrch work was uctually written by a 
particlth rhinker or men that the rvhole work represents a single tradition in a closely knit 
school. - D.C. Lau, 1982. p. 126 

The Hanfeizi is similar to many texts from the Warring States period in drawing 

its title fiom its purported author, such as the Mencius ZF, Laozi %*. Mod -%TF.. 

Zhuangzi $ET, Xtoî-i GT, and Guanzi BF. At one point, nearly al1 of these texts were 

considered authorid and integral - in other words, authentic. Generally, when we deem a 

text 'authentic'. we are claiming that it is the direct product of the person it is attributed 

to, containing the words as they were written down by its purported author. However, 

this definition proves too restrictive when applied to texts fkom the Warring States period. 

It is widely accepted that most texts from this penod were witten or compiled by the 

irnrnediate or later disciples of the persons they are ascribed to, and are better conceived 

as compilations as opposed to 'books'. Therefore, an 'authentic' text ftom this period is 

one that preserves the words and core teachings of its purported author, as opposed to one 

that is the resuk of a systematic writing project. An excellent example of such an 

'authentic' text is the Mencius, which most scholars agree is largely fiee of later 

interpolations. 

However, a great rnajority of Warring States texts are the end result of an editing 

process spanning decades or even centuries that added related materials to a 'tore'. 



These matends were usually added to serve as commentaries or  M e r  elaborations of 

the core text, and were ofien added anonymously. Depending on the ski11 of the compiler 

and the idiosyncrasies of the core writings, these later additions can be either easy or 

diff~cult to detect, This does not mean that we should doubt the veracity of al1 texts £iom 

this period; rather, that we be judicious and approach our work with keener sensibilities. 

For instance, the Zhuangzi text was conventionally ascnbed to one person. 

Zhuang Zhou, Yet the text, though quite homogenous in thought and subject matter, 

contains many inconsistencies and even contradictions that were once difficult to 

reconcile. The Yellow Emperor: for example, appears as a benevolent and wise sage in 

certain chapters, and as a villain in others, and while some parts of the text advocate 

preserving one% body and prolonging one's life. others preach the equanimity of life and 

death. Over the last half century, though. scholars such as Guan Feng and AC.  Graham, 

making use of advances in early Chinese syntax and literary criticism, have demonstrated 

that the Zhtrangzi is not the product of one thinker but rather contains a number of 

identifiable strains of thought, such as the Yangist, Syncretic, and Primitivist. Because of 

their work, we can now isolate distinct voices in the text (such as Zhuang Zhou and the 

Primitivist author), and have discovered lost documents of the Yangist school. Such 

work is invaluable in uncovering the richness of philosophy that characterizes this penod 

in Chinese history. 

Given such advances in our understanding of Warring States texts, it should be 

apparent that D.C. Lads approach mentioned at the outset is more prudent than Wang 

and Chang's. Indeed, when we consider the authenticity of these chapters later on, we 

will initially take a neutral position and not presurne that Han Fei wrote them. Rather, we 



will examine the chapters individually and consider them in isolation fiom the rest of the 

text, Once this has been done, we will be in a much better position to determine their 

authenticity. 

FinaIly, it rnight seem unsavoury to some to contest Han Fei's authorship of these 

chapters, as it either bucks tradition, repudiates 'authorkative' commentaries, or seerns to 

diminish his stature as an intellectual. Hotvever, if we assume by default, as is often still 

done, the integity of a text, then this has the unfortunate consequence of destroying its 

various individual voices through a process of arnalgamation. While many scholars and 

philosophers of the Warring States period composed their works in anonyrnity, there is no 

reason now to disguise their identities. 

Han Fei and the Han feki 

Much of the information regarding Han Fei stems from the Shiji &g& China's 

first comprehensive history. which covers the early history of China from greatest 

antiquity to around 100 B.C. The Shrjr was CO-authored by the father and son team of 

Sima Tan EJ,Fjz and Sima Qian 7,Es. 

According to his biography in the Shiji, Han Feizi was a prince of Han @$!, a state 

located in central China and recognized as autonomous by the Zhou mler in 403 B.c.' 

Most scholars believe he lived between the years 280 and 233 B.C., situating him at the 

end of the Warring States period (463-222 B.C.), which was, as its name implies, an 

I Thou& a prince, his rnother was not the queen. The biography States that he was a s7ZF - meaning the 
son of a concubine. See Lundahl, p.44. 



era of constant struggle and warfare arnongst smail States to conquer or gain the 

allegiance of ail others and thus rule the world, 

The received edition of  the Hanfeizi contains fi*-five chapters and was compiled 

into sornething resembling its present forrn between the years 26 - 8 B.C.. some 200 

years afier Han Fei's death.?n the Shiji. the following chapters are mentioned by name 

- Gu Fen mB, Wzr Dzr Nei Wai Zhu m%@$, Shz:o Lin and Shzri Nan - 

which comprise a total of eleven of the fifty-five chapters of the received e d i t i ~ n . ~  Most 

scholars consider these chapters to be authentic, and to them we may confidently add 

Xian Xie ,as, Er Bing Nan Mian RE, Ba Jian /(a. Bei Nei Rn, He Shi &la, 
Wen Bian byg,  Gui Shi ZE, Liu Fan /'\k, and the four Nan chapters (B-. BE, g@ 

- 4 =. gm). 

The following surnmary of Han Fei's philosophy is based on a reading of these 

chapters onIy, as they are the most reliable source of his teachings. 

Han Fei - historical background and political philosophy 

Questions of authorship inevitably include doctrinal coherence, and so it is 

necessary to review Han Fei's philosophy as it appears in the rnost reliabIe parts of the 

- - 

' Lundahl, p.73. 
" In the present work, m9j-E% is divided into two blanket sections: mf$fs with two chapters. and .Pr-E3;% 
with four, while 3 F . f .  is divided into two. The Shui also mentions that the total work ran over one hundred 
thousand words, which conforms welI to the received edition. See Lundahl, p.92. 
4 This Iist represents the consensus opinions of the following scholars - Rong Zhaozu, Liang Qixiong, 
Chen Qitian, Zheng Liangshu, and Bertil Lundahl. For a chart summarizing the views of the first three 
scholars for ail chapters, see Zheng, p-4-6. There is a also a consensus that the following chapters are 
inauthentic or mostly inauthentic: Chu Jian Qin BR%, Chi Ling m, Czrn Han se, Wen Tian fLLIEJEi.3, 
and Zhi Fen @je. Beyond these, it is dificuIt to find common ground. 



text before considering the coherence between it and the thought o f  the two chapters of 

this study- 

Historical Backgroztnd 

Han Fei lived during the final decades of the Warring States penod, a time of 

great upheaval and volatility, China was divided into a nurnber of independent states, 

which. more often than not. settled their differences h o u &  wars as opposed to 

diplomacy. In this hostile international environment, economic growth became ever 

important. and advances in agriculture and trade allowed for the r k e  of massive m i e s  

comprised of peasant conscripts armed with new technologies (such as the crossbow), 

which engaged in battle after battle. with a brutality never before witnessed. 

Domestically, with the old aristocracy engaged in constant infghting, traditional 

ties broke down, and the Warring States period saw an increase in social mobility.' 

Social status and power were no longer determined solely by heredity; indeed, the 

Warring States period was a time when both dispossessed nobility and upwardly mobile 

peasants vied to gain favour with the rulers of the various states. Loyalties and even 

farnily connections had deteriorated, and persona1 ambition becarne a determining factor 

in how fast one climbed the cornpetitive social and political ladder. 

Thus, with the constant threat of attack from the outside, and incessant power 

struggles within, it should corne as no surprise that the bulk of Han Fei's writings contain 

Machiavellian advice to the ruler on how to build, secure, and maintain control over a 

powerful state. As a member of the ruling fmi ly  of Han, he had powerful insights into 

-- -- - 

5 Most of  the information on social mobility is taken from Cho-yun Hsu's important work Ancienr China in 
Transifion: An Anaiysis of Social Mobiliry. 722-222 B.C. 



the workings of govenunent and administration, and, as his writings attest' he was also an 

incisive commentator about the human condition and the human psyche. 

Politicctl Philosop hy 

Han Fei0 was constantly preoccupied with the threats posed by various groups of 

people. be they family members, ministers, or the hated literati: potential enemies were 

everywhere, ready to profit from or even usurp the power of the ruler. Indeed, his advice 

to the d e r  was to tmst absolutely no one. "for he who trusts others will be controlled by 

others." and the closer the relationship - ministers, attendants. concubines, wives, family 

mernbers - the greater the rïsk.6 Along these lines? the ruler never reveals his feelings or 

motives; othenvise, they might be put to use against him. Han Fei's political system was 

meant to make the ruler extremely powerful, which entailed that he be utterly paranoid 

and lonesome. 

With no one to rely on and no one to trust, the d e r  must ensure that the state is 

rnanaged in such a way that al1 potential threats to his power are minimized. In order to 

faditate this, Han Fei based his teachings - indeed, his entire politicaI phiIosophy - on 

two undeniable facts: man's fear of harrn on the one band. and his desires and his 

fondness for profit on the other, qualities permanently imbedded in man's nature. Since 

these cannot be changed, Han Fei beIieved it was better to guide man's behaviour 

through (plenty of) punishments and (not many) rewards; mord rules were considered 

useless. "The people will bow naturally to authority, but few of them can be moved by 

righteousness."' Consequently, ';the enlightened ruler controls his ministers by means of 

6 Watson, 1964, p.85. 
7 Ibid., p. 102. 



two handles alone. The two handles are punishrnent and favor . . . To inflict mutilation 

and death on men is called punishrnent; to bestow honor and reward is called f a ~ o r . " ~  

Such a system would limit the ministers' power and prestige. Moreover, by 

hiding his tnie inclinations. the d e r  could ensure that his ministers rernained on their 

best behaviour, in a perpetual state of competition to gain favour fiom him- The 

workings of the ministers were to be transparent and highly accountable. "The way of 

the ruler is to make certain that ministers are called to account for the words they speak 

and are also called to account for the words they fail to ~ ~ e a k . " ~  Their duties. 

responsibilities and authority were to be clearly delineated, and any transgression of rank, 

whether motivated by loyalty or self-service, was met with quick and decisive 

punishrnent; the ministers were never to shirk in their duties nor go beyond the cal1 of 

duty. With clear stand~rds and laws. the political order ultimately depended not on the 

power of the d e r ,  but on the w-ell-ordeïed, transparent, and rigorous system of 

government that he erected. in Han Fei's system, the ruler is not a moral figure worthy 

of emdation; he is simply in the key position of power in this large, impersonal. efficient 

system. 

Han Fei derided and deno unced the Confücians and Mohists (Yools and 

imposters" who preached the ways of the former kings)I0 not only because he believed 

their methods useless, but because they did not work and hence did not earn their keep. 

"He who manages to get clothing and food without working for them is called an able 

man, and he who wins esteem without having achieved any merit in battle is called a 

worthy man. But the deeds of such able and worthy men actually weaken the army and 

' Ibid., p.30. 
Ibid., p.92 

'O 1 bid., p. 1 19 



bnng waste to the land,. . Those who practice benevolence and righteousness should not 

be praised, for to praise them is to cast aspersion on military achievements; men of 

literary accomplishment should not be employed in the govemment. for to employ them 

is to brings confusion to the law."' l 

As for the population, Han Fei believed people were best kept in a state of 

ignorance. awe. and contentment. and constantly aware that the source of their well-being 

is the ruler and not their local ministers: consequently. ministers should never be allowed 

to reward them or gain favour in their eyes at the expense of thc ruler. -'If the people are 

content. there wi1I be no opportunity for men to exercise authorïty on the lower levels and 

power groups will disappear. Once power groups have been wiped out, thcn al1 the right 

to dispense favors will reside with the sovereign."" Han Fei was well aware that the 

support of the people was crucial in maintaining power, and he was dogmatic in 

protecting it. He held the IowIy f m e r  in greater esteem than the scholar. for the farmer 

grows food and contributes to the land without repayrnent. --The f m e r s  are the ones 

who must pay taxes to the officials. and yet the d e r  patronizes scholars - thus the 

f m e r S s  taxes grow heavier and heavier. while the scholars enjoy increasing reward. If 

the d e r  hopes, in spite of this, that the people wil1 work industriously and spend little 

time talking, he will be disappointed." l 3  

That Han Fei defends the lowly h e r  is easily understood, for he believed that 

the efforts of the state should be concentrated on the two industries that would ensure a 

strong state capable of defe~ting its enernies: agriculture and war. He was acutely aware 

that as --Sie number of people increases, goods grow scarce, and men have to struggle and 

" ibid., p.104-IO5 
'' Ibid., p.87 
13 Ibid., p.121 



slave for a meage living. Therefore they fall to quarrelling, and though rewards are 

doubled and punishrnents are piled on, they cannot be prevented from growing 

disorderly."14 Han Fei explicitly links disorder with a scarcity of resources Ieading to 

cornpetition and strife. He argued that an orderly state is maintained neither through 

benevolent governrnent nor through fearfil punishrnents, but by having a contented and 

sedated population. "When the sage rules, he takes into consideration the quantity of 

things and deliberates on scarcity and plenty. Thou& his punishrnents may be Iight. tliis 

is not due to compassion; though his penalties may be severe, this is not because he is 

cruel; he sirnply follows the custom appropriate to the time."" 

Finally. as mentioned in the previous paragraph, Han Fei believed it necessary to 

build up the strened and power of the state in order to force others to bend to its will, 

rather than work to establish relations through diplomatic channeIs and a cooperative 

spirit. Ever pragmatic, Han Fei was keenly aware that "he who has great power at his 

disposa1 may force others to pay him court, but he whose power is weak must pay court 

to others. For this reason the enlightened d e r  works to build up power." 

When we examine the phitosophy contained in the Jie Lao and Yu Lao chapters. it 

will become apparent that virtudly none of these ideas are present in thern. 

The Sliji biography and the question of authorship 

Han Fei's biography in the S h v  is of great importance to the present study on Jie 

Lao and Yu Lao, as it contains two statements that have been at the core of many 

discussions about the authenticity of these chapters. Specifically, these statements have 



been used to account for the distinctive quaiities of these two chapters that are hard to 

reconcile with the authentic chapters mentioned previously- 

The first of these is the statement that Han Fei, together with Li Si, studied under 

the famous Confucian philosopher Xunzi ( @ ~ I , ~ ~ G j $ @ )  - This statement, comrnonly 

accepted as truth, is often referred to when discussing the distinct strain of Confucian 

philosophy that runs through the Jie Lao chapter, The second is that Han Fei based his 

theories on Huang-Lao philosophy ( ~ @ ~ ~ ~ ~ ) -  

Han Fei 3 relutionship to Xtrnzi 

Most scholars still accept that Han Fei studied under Xuizi while Xunzi was a 

magistrate in Lanling mE, which is not too far from Han Fei's and Li Si's birthplaces, 

between the years 255 and 247 B.c.'~ Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that apart 

from this reference in Han Fei's biography in the Shiji, there is no mention of Han Fei 

studying with Xunzi in either Xunzi's biography or Li Si's. Also, there are no references 

to Xunzi in any part of the Hanfeizi, nor any reference to Han Fei in the Xunzi." It seems 

odd that the close relationship of two such eminent figures would be lost to history if not 

for a single line of text in Han Fei's biography. By way of cornparison, Li Si is 

mentioned as being a student of Xunzi in the Xunzi text and in three biographies, those of 

Xunzi, Han Fei, and Li Si's own. These and other peculiarities have led at least one 

16 See Lundahl, p.47. 
17 There is one mention of  the Sun Family in the Xian Xue ,%% chapter, where Han Fei mentions that 
the Confbcians of his day were generally divided into six schools, one o f  which was headed by the Sun 
family. Some have taken this as a reference to Xunzi. despite the fact that the he has a cornplctely different 
Family name - @. The Sun family is probably a reference to LV.EF, a disciple of a discipie of 
Contiicius. (Lundahl, p.48). 



scholq  Kaizuka Shigeki E@?Em, to argue that Han Fei was never a student of Xunzi 

at d ~ . ' ~  

Even if we accept that Han Fei was indeed a student of Xunzi, this cannot account 

for the Confucianisrn that is found in the Jie Lao chapter, The chapter seems to have 

been influenced by Mencius' brand of Confûcianism, with an emphasis on the original 

goodness of human nature and the importance of benevoIent mle in securing allies and 

strengthening the state. The mix of Confücianism and Daoisrn in this chapter is easiiy 

accounted for by the fact that this chapter was probably produced during the first three 

quarters of the third century, pnor to the rift between the two traditions.19 

Hun Fei cnd Hztnng-Lao 

Sima Qian claimed Han Fei based his theories on Huang-Lao Daoism. This 

seems, on first examination, to be valid, as there are a number of chapters in the rcceived 

edition that contain tenets of Huang-Lao Daoism, such as Zhu DCZG SB, Ymg Qzrcin jj%i 

It is important to note, however, that the Huang-Lao strain in the Hanfeki is 

limited almost entirely to these chapters. with very little influence throughout the rest of 

the tefi, Several scholars find this conspicuous. Indeed, even those who do not wish to 

engage in debates about authorship believe that the isolation of the Huang-Lao strain to 

'' For a sumrnary of Kaizuka's stimulating arguments, see Lundahl, pp.46-49. However, this opinion is 
currentty in the minoris, and a number of scholars have put forth theories to explain these oddities in the 
historicai record. Chen Qianjun suges ts  that since Han Fei's ideas were in conflict with Xunzi's. hi: could 
not propagate them; on the other hand, since XunzI was his master, he did not want to criticize his ideas 
either. Therefore, there is no mention of Xunzi anywhere in the Hanfeizi Along similar Iines, others have 
claimed that Xunzi's absence indicares his relationship with Han Fei was not harmonious, or that it 
represents an effort by Han Fei to distance his teacher or destroy his memory through exclusion. 
l9 For more on the Menciun strain in the fie Lao chapter, refer to the introductory essay to the translation 
below. The rift between the two schools occurred after the figure of Lao Dan became associated with the 
Laozi text and put to polemical use in attacking the Confiicians. See Roth, 1999, p. 198303. 



these few chapters signifies that it was a penpheral element not central to Han Fei's 

political philosophy. As early as 1923, Liang Qichao declared that they were of 

secondary importance when it came to studying Han ~ei." Recently. A.C. Graham noted 

that 'rhis strand in the thought is nearly conflned to a few isolated chapters suggests. even 

on the debatable assumption that Han Fei is the author? that it is a not wholly assimilated 

elernent."" R.P. Peerenboom, in his study of the Huang-Lao Silk Mantcscripts (sza 
z s ) ,  again notes that these chapters have long since been questioned in terms of 

authenticity. However. --as it is always difficult to prove what is spurious and what is 

not"." he, like Graham. dismisses the importance of these chapters in understanding Han 

Fei's philosophy: " W l e  acknowledging that these chapters may represent Han Fei's 

sincere effort to adopt Daoism and Huang-Lao thought as the cosmological basis on 

which to erect his Legalist political edifice, 1 contend that Han Fei at best is onIy partially 

successful. Han never fills in the rough outline sketched in these few chapters."" 

Nevelzheless, several scholars believe that these chapters are well accounted for 

by the statement in the Shiji that Han Fei based his theones on Huang-Lao, and take these 

chapters as the very core of Han Fei's teachings. Wang and Chang, for exarnple, reIy 

heavily on the Shiji account to support their claim that Han Fei penned these dubious 

chapters, and argue that they represent the philosophical foundation upon which Han Fei 

erected his political system? Zhang Suzhen suggests that Jie Lao and Yu Lao should be 

- - 

'O See Lundahl, p.95-96. 
'' Graham, p.285. 
77 - Peerenboom, p. 146. 

Ibid., p. 146. 
'' See Wang and Chang, p.87-109. Wang and Chang also cite a few parallel passages from parts of these 
chapters with others in the Hnnfezi. However, the parallels are far frorn conclusive. Lundahl discusses 
these parallels and others, and demonstrates their weakness as evidence. See Lundahl, p.223-232, and 
p.23 7-24 1. 



viewed as the most concrete proofs of the veracity of the statement in the Shui ('sz, 
~ $ j ~ ~ t y p ~ ~  ' f-r-@$5$3!$z7 ~ ~ # ~ a f l . " ) 2 5  

There are a nurnber of problems with these arguments First of all, given that 

several texts frorn this penod are known to contain additional materials and interpolations, 

we ought to approach al1 texts with a critical eye instead of assumirtg integrity by 

appealing to the received historiography. Secondly, such approaches seem to beg the 

question. For example, Wang and Chang note that Han Fei's political philosophy must 

be compatible with Huang-Lao thought because "Han Fei surely would not have based 

his political theory on a Weltanschauung and its corollary postdates and propositions 

adverse to his philosophy fa-~hih."'~ This argument is clearly circular. Finally. many 

scholars make the mistake of assuning that al1 chapters containing Daoist ideas can be 

accounted for by reference to this statement in the Shzji'. It is obvious that even if we 

accept that Han Fei based his theories on Huang-Lao or, more generally. that he 

appropriated some Daoist insights into his own system, this does not entail that all or mzy 

of the chapters containing Huang-Lao or Daoist concepts are authentic. It is important 

that each chapter be considered o n  its own, and compared with those parts of the text that 

most scholars deem authentic. In subsequent sections, this will be done for Jie Lao and 

Yu Lao. 

Zhang Suzhen, p.2. 
16 Wang and Chang, p.93. 



What is Huang-Lao philosophy? 

If this question had been asked thirty years ago, it would be diff~cuit to find any 

consensus arnong scholars. This was due to the pauciq of extant texts associated with 

the school; or. rather, due to the overabundance of thinkers associated with the school in 

the Shlii, for they are a diverse group thai: make awkward bedfellows. Among the 

thinkers associated with Huang-Lao philosophy in the Shrj'i are Song Xing, Tian Pian, 

Shen Dao, Shen Buhai. and Han Feizi. As Benjamin Schurartz has noted. the use of the 

t e m  'Huang-Lao' to denote such disparate thinkers may tell us far more about Sima Tan 

and Sima Qian than any of the personages under this category." Both were believed to 

be adherents to Huang-Lao Daoism, and Sima Tan is said to have studied under a Huang- 

Lao master, and so '-one cannot lightly dismiss his various applications of the term to 

figures of the Warring States period."28 Most of these fiawes have some relationship to 

the Jixia Academy E7; in the state of Qi B, which is now regarded as the Iikely origin 

of Huang-Lao thought. The Jixia Academy was a gathering place for scholars to debate 

their ideas and develop theories on governing. These scholars were given stipends. 

attendants, and other amenities, and were largely free of interference or demands from 

their benefactors, the rulers of Qi. The Jixia Academy seems to have sparked the 

deveiopment of syncretic thought that wodd later characterize the intellectuai climate of 

the Han dynasty. 

Yet the tenn 'Huang-Lao' was first used during the Han dynasty, and is a 

retrospective term when applied to texts and philosophers of the Warring States period; 

" See Schwartz, p.237. 
Schwartz, p.238. See also Roth, Original Tao, p. 177. 
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there was no self-conscious Huang-Lao school or lineage before the Han dynasty, though 

we may recognize the tenets of  the Huang-Lao school in some pre-Han texts- Dunng the 

Han, Huang-Lao referred to a syncretic philosophy that gained currency afier the fail of 

the Qin and becarne the dominant ideology of the Han court until Confûcianism 

supplanted it in 240 B-C. The Shr/r' characterizes Han Huang-Lao thought as culling the 

best ideas fiom al1 of the competing philosophical schools to create a superior ~ ~ s t e r n . ' ~  

Prior to 1973, Huang-Lao was believed to refer to a fusion of Legalism and 

Daoism. Guo Moruo once speculated that it was a füsion of these two and 

~ohisrn."  However, with the discovery of the Hzrang-Lao Silk Mnnztscripts at 

Mawangdui in 1973, we finally have some texts of this once influentiai school. The 

Hztung-Lao Silk Manttscripis (HLBS) show influences fiom many other schools. and in 

its pages we can find elements of Daoism, Legalism, and Confucian, as well as influences 

from the School of Names #g and Yin-Yang theory. 

The main ovemding characteristic of Huang-Lao thought in the HLBS. however, 

is the normative priority of nature. Peerenboom describes this as "foundational 

First as a narziraiism, humans are conceived of as part of the cosmic natural order 
understood as an organic or holistic system or ecosystem. In the langage of Huang-Lao, 
dao as the cosmic natural order embraces both the way of humans (ren dao &E) as well 
as that of nonhuman nature (tian dao =). Second, Huang-Lao priviIeges the cosrnic 
natural order: the natural order has normative priority. It is taken to be the highest vaIue 
or realm of highest value. Third, and correlate to the second, the human social order 
must be consistent and compatible with the cosmic natural order rather than nature and 
the naturd order being subservient to the whims and needs of humans." 

" Such characterizations are found in the Shij- For a discussion and rranslation of key passages in the Shiji. 
see Roth, "Psychology'* p.604-608. 
30 See Rickett, p.2 1. 
3 1 Peerenboom, p.27. 



Out of this foundational natualism &ses a theory of naturd law. that laws are not the 

whimsical edicts of a despotic d e r  but are objective and to be found in a predetermined 

natural order. It is the task of the d e r  to discover and emulate this order irn every aspect 

of his administration. Hence, the laws of the state were to be gleaned frorn, and in 

accordance with, the Way or Dao. While the author of the Bosh~r engaged in some 

metaphysicd specuiation, -'when al1 is said and done his primary philosophIcal concems 

remain social and political - one of the most important being the role. nature and 

normative basis of law as a means for effecting socio-political ~rder."~' The  manuscnpts 

also provide much detailed and practical advice on politics and ~ar fa re . '~  

These documents provide a full and rich account of Huang-Lao philosophy. 

However. the term 'Huang-Lao' is still used in a rather reckless fashion by rnany scholars 

to refer to any early syncretic philosophy that incorporates Daoist and Legallst 

terminology, including the Jie Lao and Yti Lao cornmentaries. This is highly misleading. 

Peerenboom laments that the HLBS seerns to have caused more confusion than 

clarification: 

... the enormous potential of the discovery of the Huang-Lao Boshrr to assist in 
clarification of the relationship between the various pre-Han and Han philosophical 
schools is being comprornised by the willingness on the part of contemporary scho lars to 
appeal to it without first clearIy delineating its conceptual content. ln the absence o f  a 
clear staternent as to the unique philosophical import of the Boshzt in particular and 
Huang-Lao thought in general, al1 late Warin= States and early Han literature that has 
any Daoist-Legalist content is being relegated to the Huang-Lao ~chool- '~  

1 wholly agree that the term 'Huang-Lao' shoutd be reserved for the court ideology of the 

early Han as exemplified in the HSBS and the highly mystical religious movernent that 

52 Peerenboorn, p. 19. 
'j For a detailed analysis of  the thought of the HLBS, see Peerenboom, especially p.27-73. Robin Yates has 
translated the HLBS. See Yates. 
54 Peerenboom, p.;. 



developed some time later? and that it should be used with ememe caution when 

refemng to thinkers and texts of the Wamng States penod. h order to help organize and 

structure scholarship in this area. new narnes have been advanced, such as "Daoist 

Legalism" or "Neo-Laoziism", to designate the syncretic philosophy associated with the 

Jixia ~ c a d e r n ~ . ~ '  Others. such as Kanaya Osamu and Hu Jiacong ifiaZij?l$& have begun to 

classi@ the various thinkers associated with the Jixia Academy and the Huang-Lao 

tradition.j6 Such work is extremely important. In subsequent sections we will attempt to 

clarify what. if any, relationship the Jie Lao and Ylr Lao chapters have to the philosophy 

of the HLBS. 

35 See Rickett, p.2 1. 
36 Peerenboom provides a description of their work on pages 235-236 and in corresponding footnotes. 
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SECTION [ [  - THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN JE LAO AND YU LAO 

Jie Lao and Yu Lao are the 20" and 21'' chapters. respectively, of the Hanfeizi. 

Traditionally, these two chapters have been treated as a unit, Both chapters contak the 

world 'Lao' in the titie -Jie Lao simply means 'Explaining Laozi' and Yu Lao means 

'Illustrating Laozi'. Moreover. quotations from the Laozi are found in both chapters, and 

in both chapters these quotations are given glosses. For these reasons. the chapters have 

usually been treated as z unit, or grouped together with other 'Daoist' or 'Huang-Lao' 

chapters, such as Yang @an, Zhu Dao, and Da Ti. However, there are several reasons 

why this may be inappropriate. The chapters differ considerably, both in content and 

style, which suggests that Jie Lao and YZI Lao are best treated as distinct units. 

Differences between the chapters 

The differences between the chapters are both apparent and significant. Reading 

the bvo chapters consecutively, as they appear in the text, only serves to highlight this 

fact. Other than the general similarities mentioned above, there seem to be no other 

obvious ways that the chapters can be Iinked together, either stylistically or 

philosophically; alternatively, there are several ways that they may be contrasted. We 

will spenc! some time reviewing these differences, as they are often neglected in 

discussions about these chapters. 



1. Nwnber of Zines commentecf on fiom each chapter of the ~ a o z i  ' 
In the Yu Lao cornmentary, passages fiom 12 chapters of the Laozi text are given 

some cornrnentary. However, for most of  the chapters, only a few lines are commented 

on and, in some cases, such as chapter 52, only a single line appears in the commentary. 

Indeed, of the 12 Laon chapters considered, only three - chapters 36,46. and 47 - are 

given substantiai commentary, 

Conversely, Jie Lao gives a thorough, line-by-line explanation to most chapters.' 

Moreover, the writer often explains parts of sentences, or even single terms, before giving 

an account for the sentence or passage as a whole. This sort of carefùl exegesis leads its 

writer to repeat certain phrases during his explanations. This sort of repetition or 

duplication occurs in the cornmentaries to 7 of the 1 1 chapters. Perhaps, the best 

example of this type of commentary is the one on chapter ~ 9 . ~  

1 Laozi text (in received edition) 1 Method of comrnentarv (in order) 1 

The author is going to great lengths here to ensure that specific terrns are understood. 

such as .ah, s$iiiif!& and ;a'EXf% before he elucidates the meaning of the Iine or 

' Zheng Lianzshu provides a detaiied account of this. See Zheng, p.2 15-220. 
' The commentaries to chapters I and 14 being the exceptions to this general rule. However, it is 
interesting to note that these two are the only chapters from the Dao section of the Laozi that are 
commented on, and this may indicate they are an interpolation. For a discussion, see the Jie Lao section, 
below. 
' Zheiig Liangshu provides such charts for al1 chapters in which this sort of duplication occurs. See Zheng, 
p32  1. 



passage as a whole- This careful exegesis suggests a different hermeneutic, and may 

provide clues to its writer's identity, as discussed in the Jie Lao section below. 

3. htrocitrcing qzmtations R o m  the Laozi 

Another important consideration is the different ways the chapters source the 

Laozi text. in Yu Lao. the quotations are, without exception. introduced with the stock 

"hence it is said" 8B. in Jie Lao, the writer uses a number of different sayings to 

introduce quotations. Apart fiorn the standard '-hence it is said", there are many other 

variations, such as El, ~~~. - -%. azsz.. .: etc. The different ways that Yu Lao 

and Jie Lao introduce the Luozi text is telling in itself. However, the most significant 

among these is the use in Jie Loo of BzFfizE - 'ma t  which the text calls.. ." Obviously, 

the cvriter of the Jie Lao cornmentary saw before him an integral text and thus designates 

it as a 'book's' In Yzr Lao, the text the writer is quoting is never called a 'book'. and 

the piecemeal fashion of the cornrnentary suggests that the writer was working with what 

he believed to be a collection of aphorisms as opposed to an integral text. 

3. Exegetical mode 

The difference in exegetical mode is readily discerned from the titles of the 

chapters. J e  Lao - Explainhg Laozi - uses reasoning and carefùl analysis to bring out 

the deep rneanings of each passage, and there are usually several lines of exegesis per line 

of Laozi text. In addition, only once is a story used to illustrate a passage.5 Yzr Lao - 

Illustrating Laozi - uses stories to show how the lines from the Laozi can be illusuated 

' The detailed and rigorous analysis h e  provides also support this idea. 
The stoty about Mr. Chan's 'perception7 of the ox's horns in the cornmentary on chapter 38 OF the Laozi. 

77 -- 



with historical episodes. In total, the wrïter cites approximately 30 different historical 

episodes (most of them quite old and well-known) to illustrate passages from 12 chapters 

of the Laozi. There are but a few instances where the writer uses some other form of 

exegesis, such as prose explanation. Moreover, in the case of Jie Lao. the \Miter was 

undoubtedly a scholar or academician engaged in the larger inteIlectua1 debates of the 

tirne? as the text is full of much of the philosophical terminology of this period. such as B. 

f1. E. \E, &!i. @* and @S. The writer of Yu Lao, on the other hand, seems to have 

been a minister or prince of a small state wholly interested in political affairs and. as such. 

uses historical episodes to show how the lessons of the Laozi can be applied to the 

political realrd 

In general, Yzr Lao uses the term FP to denote country, while Jie Lao uses a. 

The disparity here suggests that the chapters were penned by different people, for 

Word Used to Denate 'Cuzm fry ' or Score ' 

why would the s m e  person use two different terrns to denote the same idea. Moreover: 

Chapter 
Jie Lao 
Yzr Lao 

the use of to denote 'country' may point to an earlier date for Yu Lao, as is noted 

below in the anaiysis of that chapter. Whiie it is possible that the use of 3(3 in the Yu Lao 

Note: In the rest of the Hanfeki (Le- the remaining 53 chapters of the test). the trrm onIy occurs once. mis  the 
standard method of drnoting -country'. 

Occurrence of a 
2 1 
1 

The authorship of these chapters are taken up individually in their respective sections beIow. 
' Zheng seems to have been the first to notice the significance of this, though he never explicitly uses this in 
support of separate authorship of the chapters. See Zheng, p.228-235. 

Occurrence of 
5 (al1 used in quotes or direct glosses) 
13 



chapter is the result of a later copyist substituting it for 8, this seems unlikely; if is 

used throughout the rest ofthe text, why change it to $/3 in one chapter ody?  

5 Cornmenturies on the Sarne Passages 

Both Jie Lao and Ytr Lao provide commentaries on chapters 46 and 54 of the 

Laozi. Zheng, in his analysis, uses this as evidence that the chapters were written by 

different peopLe, noting that if the same person had pemed both chapters, it seems 

unlikely that he would duplicate his commenta rie^.^ However, if we inspect the 

commentaries in each chapter more closely, it is clear that the interpretations differ 

sharply as we1L9 

We shall start with chapter 54. In the Yz( Lao commentary, the writer glosses the 

terms /f;a and ;1;B found in that chapter by citing the story o f  Sun Shuao." Sun Shuao 

kvas abIe to keep his barren, useless piece of land from the King of Chu for the simple 

reason that it was so craggy and unattractive that the King did not ask for it back. It is 

clear from the passage that the writer understands to mean 'not uprooted from your 

territory', while he takeç the term ;l\K to mean 'not having your temtory slip away from 

you'. 

In contrast, J e  Lao's writer interprets the phrases += and +/@ entirely 

differently. In this chapter, the author explicitly states that +@ refers to the sage who is 

'not lured by' extemal objects. Along the same lines, he takes to refer to the sage 

-- - - - -  

' Zheng, p.223. 
9 t t  is puvling that Zheng and LundahI, who both wrote studies of authorship, and who both agree that Jie 
Lao and Yu Lao were penned by different people, both fail to rnerition these differences in interpretation. 
'O Which dates back to the first years of the 61h century B.C. 



whose 'spirit does not waver when he sees desirable abjects'. hence he does not 'fa11 OF. 

The interpretations are entirely different- If the same person (narnely. Han Fei) had 

written both chapters? we are left to wonder why he would read the same line so 

differently. 

Furtherrnore. in the commentaries on chapter 46 of the Laozi, there is a difference 

in the meaning of the terrn E. In Jie Lao, it is clear from the context that it is 

synonymous with 'suffrciency', as the sage seeks to acquire the minimum necessary for 

sumival; by not wanting more, the sage is fkee of worry. However, the focus in Yzr Lcio is 

on  knowing 'contentment' or 'what is enough?, and it cIearIy does not translate to the bare 

minimum for survival. In the relevant passage, a high-ranking Earl is lead to min 

because of his greed. The Earl could have avoided his min by being content with what he 

already had. In Jie Lao, it is clear that having rank or wealth is the very source of anxiety, 

and the sage therefore ought to stnve for the bare minimum and thus have no worries at 

all. In addition, according to at least two modem interpreters, the statement &,FEjmpP 

in the Jie Lao cornrnentary of this chapter should be interpreted as "%var-horses rnust be 

brought forth from the stalls of the high rninisters". in accordance with the way the writer 

I l  glosses various tems in this passage. In the Yu Lao chapter. the same sentence is 

translated as "war horses are bred in the suburbs." 

6. Discrepancies in rhe Laozi quotarions 

Finally, in the comrnentaries to both these chapters. lines from the Laozi text 

appear in different forms. In the case of chapter 54, Yu Lao ends one line from the Laozi 
-- -- 

11 This reading has been suggested by Tsuda Hokei and Zhuang Jue. For an examination of their 
interpretation, as weII as another, refer to the translation of Comrnentary on Laozi 46 in the Jie Lao section 
beiow. 



with Tg, while Jie Lao ends the sarne line with TB. While there is no reaI difference 

in rneaning, we are left to wonder why two different characters are used. There is a 

-&/a similar discrepancy in a line from chapter 46: in Yu Lao, the line reads gBEjjfifihf3, 

while Jie Lcro reads: ggf&&a$lj- Again, given the context, the difference between 

'desire' and $lj 'benefit' is minimal, but the textual discrepancy is teIling. The simplest 

and best explanation for these textual discrepancies is that the chapters are cornmenting 

on two different versions of the Laozi. 

Given the other differences between the chapters discussed above. we are lefi to 

conclude that Jie Lao and Yu Lao were written by two writers, and that these wnters were 

quoting different versions of the Laozi text. When we analyze each of the chapters in 

turn, it will become apparent that the cornmentaries aiso diverge considerably in their 

philosophical content, M e r  strengthening this conclusion. 



SECTION [ I I  - POINTS OF I N T E R E S  

The impact of the Guodian and Mawangdui findings 

The remarkable archaeological finds over the last thirty years have revolutionized 

the way we look at Waning States intellectual history in general, and the development 

and breadth of Daoist philosophy in particulm. Here we will view the impact of the 

Guodian and Mawangdui fmdings on the way we read and understand these chapters of 

the Hanfeizi- 

1. Selectionsfi.orn Han Fei? 

These chapters have always been understood as Han Fei's commentaries on 

passages that he selected fiom a complete 8 1-chapter Laozi text, passages which he found 

either the most important, most interesting, or most necessary for explication. This has 

always seemed the most plausible explanation. Nevertheless, some scholars have 

wondered why the passages that are commented on were chosen over others. as they 

seem unrelated to one another or to Han Fei's philosophy.l 

However, the discovery of an incomplete version of the Laozi, unearthed at 

Guodian in Hubei province in 1993, raises new possibilities. Found amonp a cache of 

early texts, this copy of the Laozi is by far the oldest ever found, dated to at least 300 

B.C., if not earlier. It likely belonged to a Confician scholar. This version of the Laozi 

contains only 3 1 chapters of the received edition, and, of these, only 16 are complete. 

1 See, for example, Lundahl, p-240. 



Moreover, the entire text is organized into three bundles, which aiso differs fiom a11 other 

versions. 

The Guodian findings raise the possibility that the Jie Lao and Ytr Lao chapters of 

the Hanfeizi are complete cornmentaries on partial texts as opposed to selective 

commentaries on cornplete texts. We must now examine the possibility that these 

chapters were cornmentaries on different 'proto-Laozi's', and that the writers were, in 

fact, comrnenting and citing the entire text in its 'original' order. 

2 fi there ajz order to fhe Laozi qzrorurions in these chapters? 

In recent years, some scholars have also advanced theones regarding the ordering 

of the Laozi passages in these cornmentaries. While the Yu Lao chapter has been largely 

fiee of speculation, the Jie Lao chapter has received much attention, especially after the 

1973 discovery of the Dedaojing Fa$s  at Mawangdui. Ln both of the silk Lciozi texts 

discovered at Mawangdui, the two sections of the text are in this order - i.e. the De Jing 

appearing before the Duo Jing. Some scholars believe that the Jie Lao comments on the 

Laozi in this order - namely, on the De section frst and the Dao section last. Wang and 

Chang, for instance, believe this to be me ,  and suggest that "under te, Han Fei 

irnmediately deals with concrete human afKairs and then proceeds to the more theoreticai 

and abstract treatise on Tao. The sequence clearly establishes the px-iority in Han Fei's 

appeciation of 'purposive' ~aoism."' Cui Renyi gf18 also suggests that Han Fei cites 

from the Laozi according to the De and Dao orderingS3 

' Wang and Chang, p.9 1-92. 
3 Henricks, 2000, p. 1 9. 



However, this is simply not the case. It is true that the Jie Lao commentary 

begins with chapter 38 of the Laozi, the first chapter of the De section. However. the 

commentary then proceeds in the following order: 58,59.  60,46, 24, 1, 50.67. 53, and 

54, While most of the commentary is on chapters fiom the De section, there is no clear 

order of De before Dao. The comrnentary rnoves back and forth - De, Dao. and then De 

again - apparently at random.'l 

3. The positive treatment of Conficiankm in the Guodian Laozi and Jie Lao 

Both Jie Lao and the Guodian Laozi are remarkable for their attitude towards 

Confùcianism. For exarnple, the Jie Lno chapter contains a comrnentary on chapter 38 of 

the Laozi. which many have understood as a criticism of ~onficianism;' the wrïter of the 

Jie Luo chapter does not interprei chapter 38 in the sarne way. In the Jie Lao 

comrnentary, the writer positively treats the Confucian moral terms &, z, and @!$. 

Indeed, the Jie Lao chapter as a whole seems to have been deeply influenced by the 

philosophy of the i2fen~ius.~ As for the Guodian Laozi, it is notable for its Iack of 

criticism of Confucian moral terms, the most prominent example being the new reading 

of chapter 19. The opening lines of Chapter 19 of the received edition read: 

4 Henricks agrees with this conclusion. See Henricks, 2000. p.203 11-76. However, he also believes that 
"the order [Han Fei] follows should not be taken as indicating the order o f  chapters in the version of  the 
Laozi he was using." 1 take issue with this conclusion, and suggest that the order may, in fact, be indicative 
o f  the Laozi the writer was using, since we simply cannot be sure which edition of the text was used; if we 
imagine sornething like the Guodian Laozi, it remains a distinct possibility. 
5 Richard Lynn, in his translation and study of Wang Bi's commentary, characterizes Wang's reading of 
this passage as a knock on "Confucians, whose cardinal v i m e  is benevoIence, in such a way that he seerns 
to darnn them with faint praise - as if the greats of Confucians, the person of superior benevolence. could 
only be the Ieast of Daoists." See Lynn, p. 126. A11yn Rickett aIso takes this chapter o f  the Laozi as a 
criticism of Confucianisrn (Rickett, p.2 1, n. i 9). It should be noted, however, that the text as quoted in the 
Jie Lao chapter is different here. See the commentary on chapter 38 in the 'J ie  Lao' section below. 
6 See the 'Jie Lao' section below for more on the philosophy of the Jie Lao chapter. 



e%%Bv EW-Efg 
Repudiate sagehood and discard wisdom, and the peopIe would benefit a hundredfold. 

Sf.SS* E B S E  
Repudiare CO-humanity and discard righteousness. and the people would again be obedient and kind. 

However, the Guodian text reads differently: 

, i @ m 9  E?mE 
Repudiate wisdom, discard distinctions, and the people would benefit a hundredfold. 

$Fv3lWJ* &E@fFE 
Repudiate skill. discard profit, and there will be no more robbers and thieves. 

Here, the moral terms 'sagehood' , 'CO-humanity' , and 'righteousness' are missing. 

These moral qualities of 'sagehood', 'CO-hurnanity', and 'righteousness? were 

highly valued by the Confücian school, and so chapter 19 of the received edition has 

traditionally been read as a slight against Conhcians. However, the Guodian version, 

with the tenns 'wisdom', 'distinctions' and 'profit' in place of these Confücian moral 

virtues, seems far less anti-Confùcian. Some scholars, such as Robert H e ~ c k s ,  tend to 

believe tliat the Guodian wording is probably the original wording, and 1 would agree.' 

Hence, both of these texts - the Guodian Laozi and the Jie Lao chapter - may stem from 

a period before there was a rift between Daoism and Confucianism? which probably 

occurred afier the figure of Lao Dan, purported teacher of Confucius. became associated 

with the Laozi textes 

Where's the Dao? 

There is one feature of both Jie Lao and Y2i Lao that warrants mention - the 

severe lack of discussion about the cosmological and metaphysical aspects of the Dao B. 

' Henricks, 2000, p. 14. 
8 This probably occurred in the middle of the third century. For a fascinating discussion of the early history 
of Daoisrn and the legend of Lao Dan, see Roth, Original Dao, p. 173-203. 



This is especially true of  Yu Lao, which contains no references of this type. Of the nine 

instances of the character in this chapter. four refer to a road, path. or highway. 

Another three appear in Laozi quotations, with the first two being the somewhat 

ambiguous ~XT-6- / jflftiz lines fiom Laozi 46, and the last being a reference to E s  - 

'the Way of Heaven' or 'the path that Heaven takeso- There is one instance of 

meaning 'virtue' or 'moral sense of purpose' at the end of the Yu Lao chapter. and one 

instance oFthe compound BE, which appears in a line that reads sEJ!zs, which may 

refer to the 'principles (or laws) of nature'. None of these uses o f @  refer to the 

metaphysical or cosmologicai aspects of Dao that are found in many chapters of the Laozi. 

The Jie Lao chapter. over twice as long as Yzr Lao. contains far more instances of 

(about 55).  Out of these, a dozen appear in quotations fiom the Laozi, and another 

half dozen appear in one section in the middIe of the chapter that is most probably an 

interpolation.9 This leaves us with 37 instances of that can be attributed to the writer 

himself. There are four admonitions to embody the Way .i"is, and one to embody the 

Way of Heaven and Earth #xf&zg. The most prominent use of in this chapter. 

though, is in the compound form E@, which occurs nine times. This cornpound refers 

to the 'principles of the Way,' the reoccurring, predictable patterns of the natural and 

human world which the mler examines and rnirnics in order to protect his person, achieve 

success, and establish benevolent rule. As such, it is best understood as 'law of nature', 

and, in this regard, it closely resembles the role of in the HLBS. 

See Tommentary on Dao - an interpoIation?' in the Jie Lao section. Indeed, this is the only section 
which elaborates on the metaphysical and cosmological aspects of the Dao. But since it is most probably 
an interpolation, it is not inchded in the discussion here- 



Where's Lao Dan? 

The fi,oure of Lao Dan is first connected with the Laozi text in the syncretic 

Daoist essay Bzr Er FZ in the Spring and Autumn of Mr. LZI g&gek, dated to about 

23 9 B.C. 'O  Soon thereafter, he becomes the chief spokesman for the Laozi text. 

ubiquitous in the narratives of the Zhttansi and in H a .  dynasty texts such as the 

Hzrainang-. Prior to 239 B.C., Lao Dan is not associated with the text, and his absence 

from these commentaries may point to an earlier date for them. This conclusion is, 

however, tentative. 

'O See Roth, 1999, p. 198- 199 





The Ytl Lao chapter cornes after the Jie Lao chapter in the Hanfeizi text; however, 

there are a number of reasons why it ought to be considered first, First of ail, it is much 

shorter than Jie Lao, containing far less commentary and far fewer quotations fiom the 

Laozi text. Secondly? as it uses historical episodes to gloss these quotations, this chapter 

is, on the whole, Iess susceptible to divergent readings. Moreover, unlike Jie Lao, this 

chapter is quite homogenous in style, and seems to be free of any interpolations. Finally, 

its political philosophy is Iess sophisticated and elaborate, containing but a few 

overarching themes? which will be considered below. 

Dating 

There are nurnerous historical episodes and references in this chapter? which, 

when mapped out over the history of early China, span a few centuries. Some of these 

are very old (such as the story of the ivory chopsticks of the King of Zhou), while others 

are comparatively late. The Iatest of these is the story of the Ruling Father (King Wuling 

of Zhao) 'making light of himself in front of the whole world', which dates to within a 

few years of 300 B.C. Thus, we can be sure that the text was written no earlier than the 

jrd century. 

This chapter is also replete with accounts of States warring with one another, and 

there is no indication that the empire had been unified. Indeed, the chapter is aimed at 

instmcting a small state on how to survive and avoid being conquered by another. Hence, 



we c m  also be sure that it was composed no later than the Qin unification in 221 B.C., 

and probably some time earlier than that, 

It is clear, then, that the chapter is a product of the first three quarters of the third 

century. A close examination of the text yields fürther dues that allow for a more 

accurate dating. As discussed earlier, the Yu Lao chapter is distinguished by its use of the 

term to denote 'country'. Apart from pointhg to separate authorship of Jie Lao and 

YLI Lao. the use of the term can also help us situate this chapter relative to other works 

of the Warring States period. Zheng Liangshu, through tracing the use of and FE in 

pre-Qin texts. believes that the usage of jlS indicates a mid to late Warring States dating. 

His findings are surnmarized in the chart below. 

Text (eariiest to latest) 

HS 

It is clear, then, by the time of the Mencius and the Xz~nzi, the term Fb had becorne 

Occurrence of % 
7 

- 
18 

. - -  

;*-g 
Z? 
E F  

exceedingly rare. Hence, Zheng concludes that the YZL Lao chapter must have been 

Occurrence of 
- 

(@ils) Es 

composed no later than these texts. 

8 
46 

The term -% is also rare in the Guanzi and Lushi Chnqiu. tests that were written or cornpikd (at least in pan) during 
Han Fei's Iifetime.' 

47 
2 (when citing an oId text) 
I (when citing an old te*) 

Zheng's conclusions regarding the use of the term 33 to denote 'country' as a tool 

10 
122 
246 

for dating texts are not without problems. After all, we cannot be certain that the Iack of 

Lundahl, p.236 



the term in texts after Mencius and Xunzi is not the result of a later copyist's substitution 

of 8 for R. Nor does the use of  necessarily preclude a later dating; it may be an 

intentional stylistic element to give the text a certain flavoiir, or it may reflect the 

linguistic characteristics of a certain region in China at the time. Nevertheless, Zheng's 

findings conform well with al1 the other evidence that point to an early jrd century dating. 

Autho rship 

This chapter is neither attributed to Han Fei nor anyone else in the eady histories 

and bibliographies, It is part of the Kunfeizi text and, as noted at the outset, it is no 

longer acceptable to attribute the contents of a work to the person it is named afier 

without strong corroborating evidence for doing so. Hence, it is necessary to investigate 

this chapter and see if it yields any ches  as to whose hand it is the product- 

It seems as though the writer was not a travelling scholar -Ir going from state to 

state advancing theories on the methods of proper niling, as there is little of the comrnon 

pool of  terminology used in philosophical texts of this time.' Moreover. the writer is not 

concemed with ideals or paradigms but with the immediate reality of his time. 

The attention to historical episodes and lessons and the emphasis on contentment 

and survival indicate that this chapter was probably written by a minister of some small 

state. Indeed, the sheer number of  stones cited in the text - about thirty distinct stories or 

citations to illustrate only select passages from twelve chapters of the Laozi - seems to 

indicate an effort to dernonstrate that the lessons of these short aphorktic sayings are 

Most of the texts ffom rhis period were composed by members of  the scholar & class. 

36 



particularly gennane to the politicai realm. Moreover, whereas the kings and dukes of 

the various stones are at times praised and at times criticized, the ministers are always 

singled out for praise as the wise and prudent figures whose advice is ignored by their 

kuigs and dukes to their own detriment. This also supports the c l a h  that the author was 

a minister. 

Given the dating of this chapter, Han Fei cauld be its writer. Yet this is highly 

improbable. There are none of  the core ideas from the authentic chapters. While there is 

a sense of 'paranoia' in this chapter, the target of the paranoia is other States and not those 

who have access to the d e r ,  as we find in the authentic chapters. Moreover. some 

passages in this chapter are erctrernely difficult to reconcile with the philosophy of the 

authentic chapters of the Hanfeizi. For example, i n  a story about Zi Xia FE and Zengzi 

@F, two of Confucius' pupils, Zi Xia exclaims that the reason why he had grown plump 

was because he was filed with the righteousness o f  the former kings (SZXS). One of 

the reasons why Han Fei detested and denounced the Confùcians was because he 

believed the rnethods of governing a state should change to suit the times; hence, he 

thought that looking to the former kings for a mode1 to emulate was fimdamentally 

flawed. Finally, the evidence points to an early third century dating as opposed to a later 

one, making it even Iess likely that Han Fei (280-233 B.C.) could have cornposed it. 



Political P hilosop hy 

... what is the book a bout? Mystica! philosophy? D e r d a n  deconstncction&tn? The art 
of governmenr? Even the arr of rvar. as was widely held in China ar the tirne ofthe 
Czditrral Revolirrion? Or the lirtle man's stralegy ofszrntival ...3 

The subject of the above quotation, as is probably obvious, is the Laozi. for the 

Laozi is many things to many people. Yet it is apparent that, to the writer of this chapter. 

the Laozi is fbremost the latter. Survival is the overriding theme of this chapter. and it 

supports the belief of many that the immediate audience to which the Laozi is addressed 

is "the ruler of a state - a small state, one might guess, which has to bend with the wind 

to survive among stronger states? Nearly al1 ofthe historical episodes cited have to do 

with a srnall state falling victirn to a larger one. either through the larger state's 

aggression or through the smaller state's error of judgment. The very method of exegesis 

- through illustrative historical exarnples - emphasizes that this comrnentary was 

intended to be wholly pragmatic. The lessons of the text are to be valued not because 

they are the utterances or observations of some wise reclusive sage.' but because they 

arose out of (and hence c m  be evidenced in) history. 

It is interesting to mte  that the dominant emotion of this text, as with the received 

Laozi text, is ~ e a r . ~  This fear is a tool that enables the observant ruler to cietect and quel1 

possible disasters if acted upon in its early stages. In the bloody instability of the 

Warring States, there were those who had no interest in conquering the world (SxT-); 

for some of the smaller states, survival was the only goal worth pursuing. The emphasis 

3 Graham, p.234. 
' Ibid. 
' The traditional image of Lao Dan or Laozi, purported author of the text. 
6 Among those who believe that 'fear' is the dominant emotion of the text are A.C. Graham and D.C. Lau. 
See Graham, 1989, p.218. 



on survival is unmistalcable in the way the &ter interprets the messages in the "plan for 

the difficult while it is yet easy; act on the meat while it is yet minute" lines from Laozi 

63 and "while tranquil it is easy to manage; while yet to manifest it is easy to devise for" 

lines fiom Laozi 64. which he treats as a In gIossing these passages, the writer cites. 

without exception, stories of disasters that could have been avoided - as opposed to 

missed opportunities ihat could have been seized. He wams of large dikes crumbling 

from the bored holes of tiny termites, large buildings burned to the ground by wayward 

sparks, and lives lost to diseases caused by slight infections left untreated. 

Concurrent with the emphasis on suaviva1 is the admonition to neither be 

arnbitious nor become an object of desire to others. The story of Sun Shuao, discussed 

earlier, is an excellent exarnpIe of this. Sun Shuao's fief was not confiscated by the king 

of Chu because it was "a sandy and craggy region." Why would the writer consider this 

worth mentioning? Because appearing unamactive to others is a method for survival. 

The writer tells us that panthers and foxes m e  skinned because their pelts are beautiful, 

whereas Sun Shuao kept his land because it was ugly. 

In one of the few instances where a passage is glossed by reasoning, the writer 

puts the whole issue in a very matter-of-fact cvay: "A state by surviving lasts long; 

whether by hegemon or king this can be doue. An individual by living lasts long; 

whether by wealth or nobility this can be dome." This entire focus on survival is in stark 

contrast to the authentic chapters, in which Man Fei stresses that a state must build up its 

agicultural and military strength in order to compete with and conquer the others. The 

writer of YZI Lao, it seems, would prefer to remain in the shadows in the hopes of being 

overlooked. 



Finally, the writer calls for mutual aide among the smaller states, which is 

exemplified in the advice of the minister Gong Zhiji to the d e r  of Yu, who was 

pondering granting passage to the state of Jin to attack Yu's neighbour. the state of Guo. 

Gong, the wise minister. adrnonishes his ruter, saying, "Don't allow it! When the lips are 

gone the teeth grow cold. Yu and Guo ought to corne to each other's aid. and not just to 

favour each other. For if Jin destroys Guo today, tomorrow we will be certain to follow it 

into ruin." Naturally. as is the case wiîh d l  stories of  this type. the d e r  does not listen to 

the advice and meets his untimely end. Again, if Han Fei advised the ruler not to trust his 

own flesh and blood, his closest fnends and advisors, why would he cal1 for camaraderie 

between bordering states? 

Before concluding, we should also mention one instance where the writer extols 

us to follow the natural patterns of things, and rely on the resources of Heaven and Earth 

instead of man, and we encounter the compound term zg - the principles of the Way. 

This normative priorisr to the natural order is also found in the Jie Lao chapter- and the 

HLBS, among other texts. However, it should be noted that this is found in only one 

passage of Y L ~  Lao, suggesting it wasn't an important or  significant part of the writer's 

message. 



Illustrating Laozi 46' 

'When the Way prevails in the world',' there is neither haste nor trouble. so it can 

be said to be 'tranquil'. and fleet-footed couriers will no longer be used. Hence it is said: 

-'Coursers are used for fertilization." 

'When the Way is absent from the world'? aîtacks and assaults will be incessant, 

and the people wiI1 shield themselves fkom one another for years at a tirne, with no end in 

sight- And so, though their and helmets be fuI1 of lice, and their tents be nested 

by swallows and sparrows, the troops cannot return home. Kence it is said: "War horses 

are bred in the suburbs." 

A man of Di presented Duke Wen of Jin sorne nch4 fox and panther skins. After 

accepting the visitor's gifts Duke Wen said with a sigh, "This crime occurred because of 

the beauty of the pelts." As for administrators of states who fell victim to crimes due to 

fame and repute, King Yan of Xu was just so.' And as for those who fell victim to 

[ This chapter is also cornmented on in Jie Lao, but the interpretations differ. 
' The four characters RTgz appear before 3rJ%,6JrAs as the opening line of the chapter, but they are 
not introduced by &El, so I use single quotes to indicate this. 
' Again, the four characters X'F$1s are at the beginning of line MO, before z,%%fim, but they too are 
not introduced by i&EL 

Here, 9 could also mean A. 
' The story has it that King Yan was benevolent and righteous, and so several feudal states obeyed him, 
King Mu of Zhou (100 1-946 B.C.) was not pleased by this, and so ordered Chu to punish him, and he was 
subsequently defeated. 



crimes due to their cities and temtory, Yu and Guo  were just so. Hence it is said: -'Of 

crimes there is none greater than de~irabili t~."~ 

Earl Zhi, having already annexed the states of Fan and Zhonghang, assaulted 

Zhao relentlessly, causing the states of Han and Wei to oppose him, As a result, his arrny 

was defeated at Jinyang, he himselfdied at Gaoliang. his fief7 was partitioned, and his 

skull was lacquered and made into a wine goblet- Hence it is said: "Of disasters none is 

greater than not knowing contentment.'" 

The d e r  of Yu wanted Quchan's fine set o f  horses and Chuiji's fine jade, and did 

not listen to Gong Zhiji's exception to it- Theref~re  his state was lost and he met with 

death. Hence it is said: There  is no more excruciating error dian lusting after gain."9 

A state by surviving lasts long; whether b y  hegemon or king this can be done. An 

individual by living lasts long; whether by wed th  or nobility this c m  be done." If one 

This line has been translated as -Of crimes there is none greater than having too many desires.' However. 
the fox and panther were skinned because they themselves were desirable; King Yan was killed for similar 
reasons. 
7 Y & is a loan for @, which rneans É&. See Zhang, p.380. 

This same passage is commented on in Jie Lao. However, there is a significant difference in the use of  a. 
Here, it is synondvrnous with -contentment', since it was the Earl's geed that led him to ruin, The stress in 
Jie Lao is on 'suffkiency', in the sense of securing the bare minimum in order to stave off the anviety 
caused by desires. 
9 The te.xt as quoted in Jie Lao reads: @Em@jfIJ. 
1 O A good exampie of how a passage can be coloured by attributing it to Han Fei. These lines can also be 
translated as "A state must have standards to survive, and s o  can achieve hegemony. An individuai rnust 
have standards to Iive, and so can achieve wealth and nobilf ty." However, this section, and the chapter as a 
whole, never advocates aggression or ambition; its focus is a n  moderation and survival. 



doesn't harm oneselfthrough desires.'' a state will not be lost and an individual will not 

meet with death- Hence it is said: "To know contentment is the way to be content." 

Illustratiog Laou' 54" 

Once King Zhuang of  Chu was victori~us,'~ he went out hunting at Heyong. 

When he retumed home, he rewarded Sun Shuao- Sun Shuao thereupon asked for the 

territory along the Han Rive- a sandy and craggy region. Now? according to the laws of 

Chu, al1 those ministers employed by the state were obliged to return their fiefs to the 

king after MO generations. Only Sun Shuao's fief'" was left alone. That his fief was not 

confiscated was because it was barren. And so for nine generations they remained there, 

making sacrifices at his ancestral shrines uninterrupted. Hence it is said: "The well- 

founded cannot be uprooted, the well-embraced cannot slip away, and so the descendants 

will continue making sacrifices for generations without end." And so c m  be said of Sun 

 huao o." 

Illustrating Laozi 26 

" m e @  sugsests that there ought to be an LX between and $, as this better conforms to the meaning 
of BEZSZ. Zhang, p.382 
" This passage is also commented on in Jie Lao, however the interpretations differ. 
" Over the Jin in 596 BCE? 
I J  Reading &f instead of R. 
l5 An aitogether puzzling account, especially if we take Han Fei to be the author. Why would Han Fei find 
Sun Shuao's actions praiseworthy? [t seems as though he was able to hold ont0 the land for the single 
reason that it was barren and useless. 



Having control at your side is called 'being heavy'; not being away fiom your 

position is called 'being tranquil'. If heavy you are able to utilize the light; if tranquil 

you are able to utilize the active. Hence it is said: ''The heavy is the root of the light, the 

tranquil is the lord of the active." 

It is also saidL6: "The d e r  marches al1 day and never lets the baggage carts out of 

his sight." The state is the baggage cart of the d e r  of men. nie  Ruling ~ather," while 

still dive, handed over his state [to his son], and thus left behind his baggage c m ,  so that 

even though he enjoyed the pleasures to be found at Dai and Yunzhong [counties], he had 

already lost his state of Zhao in his euphorïa. The Rding Father, though he was -the Iord 

of ten thousand chariots, yet made Iight of himself in front of the w ~ r l d . ' ~  

To have no positional power19 is cailed 'being light'. and to leave your position is 

cailed 'being active'. and thus the Ruling Father was impnsoned d ive  and met with his 

death, Hence it is said: "The light will lose his vassals. the active will lose his d e . "  And 

so can be said of the Ruling Father. 

Illustrating Laozi 36 

Strong positional power is the 'deep' of the d e r  of men. The d e r  of men must 

have stronger positional power than that among his ministers, for if he loses it, there is no 

16 1 omit translating the î!& (hence, therefore, and so, etc.), because it does not follow €tom the passage 
before it. 
t 7 Ruling fatlier, or -father of the mler', was a title assumed by King Wu-ling of Zhao when he abdicated in 
29 1 B.C. in favour of his son, King Huiwen. In 294 B.C. his palace was surrounded by the soldiers of his 
high minister Li Dui, and after some three months of confinement he died of starvation. Watson, p.84 
'' Given the contexr, 1 take LI to mean something like @. Again. the line ie not introduced by aEI. 
l9 The concept of positional power 91 $vas a key concept in Shen Dao f&@j and was later appropriated by 
Han Fei. Its inclusion here may cause some to believe he composed it, but others had discussed it before, 
notably Shang Yang E-S. See Zheng, p.237-2288. 



getting it back." Duke Jian [of Qin] lost it to Tien Cheng, the ruler of Jin lost it to six 

noblemen, and both of their States went to min, and they both lost their lives. Hence it is 

said: T h e  fish must not be aliowed to escape fiom his depths.?' 

Reward and punishment are the sharp weapons of the state. If they are on the side 

of the ruler then he can controi his ministers: if on the side of the ministers they can 

defeat the ruler. If the ruler displays rewards, the ministers will offer them to others to 

seem virtuous; if the mler displays punishments, the ministers will add to their severity in 

order to seem imposing. The mler of men displays his rewards. and the ministers will 

make use of his positional power [by offering it to others as favours] . The ruler of men 

displays punishrnents, and the rninisters will avail themselves of his awe. Hence it is said: 

'&The sharp weapons of the state must not be revealed to anyone."" 

The King of Yue entered into the service of the King of Wu and gave his views 

on how he should attack the state of Qi. hoping that the attack would exhaust the King of 

Wu's strength. Then, when Wu's troops had just defeated Qi's soldiers at Ai Ling. and 
Y 

were allowed to extend between the waters of the Jiang and the Ji [rivers] and gather their 

strength at Huang Chi, they were subdued by the King of Yue at Five Lake. Hence it is 

said: "Ifyou wish to contract it, you must allow it to expand; if you wish to weaken it. 

you must allow it to strengthen." 

Duke Xian of Jin, about to launch a surprise attack on the state of Yu, presented it 

gifis of jade and hones. Earl Zhi, too, before launching a surprise attack on Jiu Yu. 

" To gloss this passage and the following passage by referring to similar passages in rnB3-F (Inner 
Congeries of Sayings 2)  is a mistake. Therc are sigificant differences behveen the passages, and 1 discuss 
these in the inroduction to the thesis. 
" There is a passage very similar to this one in Nei Chushuo Xia. However, there are significant 
differences in the vocabulary. For example, this passage has the term @= - 'defeat the ruler' - which 
never appears in the authentic chapters. There, it is rendered as f$@Z - 'block the ruler'. Moreover, this 
saying is ubiquitous in early texts, and seems to be a very old one. I f  it were unique and limited to the 
Hanfeizi, it would be telling. See Lundahl, p.238. 



presented it gifts of grand chariots. Hence it is said: "If you want to get something, give 

something first." 

To embark on &airs before they have taken shape and seizez a great 

accomplishrnent for the world, ' r h i s  could be called both subtle and perspicacious." To 

be in a small and weak position and yet remain humble is called '-disadvantage and 

weakness overcorne ~ t r e n ~ t h . ' ' ~  

Illustrating Laozi 63 and Laozi 6424 

In the category of things that have shape, the great must begin at the small. Of 

objects that endure, the many must begin with the few." Hence it is said: b'Dificult 

&airs must be acted on when they are yet easy; great affairs must be acted on when they 

are yet minute." So, those that wish to control objects should get at them in their 

-7 - Taking to mean a. See Zhang, p.387 
23 The four characters #g&?&$@ confom well to the siik manuscripts Mawangdui A and B, which read 
%@B. 
'' This section is comprised of passages fiom two chapters, but the author clearly treats them as a unit, 
stringing together the theme of 'nipping things in the bud' or 'stop it before it stars', and he uses the same 
word 'pore' @ to connect the two illustrations together. This sort of cornbining is never done in Jie Lao. 
" With Wang Xianshen, @ here means 8. See Zhang, p.389 



minuteness. Hence it is said: "Plan for the difficult while it is yet easy; act on the great 

whiIe it is yet minute." 

A dike of ten thousand feer6 will break apart from the bored holes created by tiny 

termites. A room one hundred feet square will burn down by a wayward spark fiom a 

crack in the chimney, Hence it is said that Bo Gui, while traversing the dike, plugged up 

its holes, and the Old Man exercised caution towards fire by plastering any cracks [in the 

chimney], Thus Bo Gui suffered no hardships fiom the water, and the Old Man suffered 

no disasters fiom the fire. These are al1 cases of exercising caution while the situation 

was easy in order to avoid hardship, and by heeding the minute in order to go far and be 

aeat. - 
Bian Que met with Duke H u m  of   in". After standing around for some tirne: 

Bian Que said, "Your Highness has a slight infection in the pores of the skin. However. 

if left untreated, 17rn afraid it might spread deeper." Duke ~ u a n "  replied, "1 have no 

infection," and so Bian Que left- Duke Huan then remarked, "Doctors like treating 

people that are not sick so as to appear efficacious." 

Ten days later, Bian Que again met with the Marquis and said, "Your highness' 

diseaseZg has gotten into the flesh and skin. If lef3 untreated it will spread yet deeper-y 

Yet Duke Huan again gave no reaction. Bian Que left, leaving the Duke unhappy. 

After ten more days, Bian Que again met with the Marquis and said. "Your 

Highness' disease has now spread to the intestines and bowel. I f  left untreated it will 

spread yet deeper." Again, Duke H u m  gave no response. Bian Que lefi, leaving the 

Duke unhappy. 

Ten days Iater, Bian Que, catching sight of Duke Huan, turned and ran off. So 

Duke Huan sent someone afler him to ask why. Bian Que said to this person, "If  the 

infection is in the pores, you can get at it with hot water and irons; if in the flesh and skin, 

it can be got at with needles of metal and Stone; if in the intestines and bowels. it can be 

got at with a fiery dose of medicine- However, if in the bones and marrow, then he's in 

16 One zhang & equals approx. ten feet- 
" This story probabIy refers to Duke Huan of Jin, and not Duke Huan of Cai. The difference. however, is 
unimportant to the interpretation of the passage. 
'' Again, the text reads (E Marquis, but we shall stick to Duke for continuity's sake. 
29 The words & and @ are here differentiated by severity. 



the hands of fate30 - there is no alternative- And now. the disease is in the bones and 

marrow. and so 1 would not cal1 on him again." 

Five days later, Duke Hum's body began to ache, and so he sent someone to seek 

out Bian Que, but the doctor had already fled to Qin. Duke Huan proceeded to die. For 

this reason. good doctors, when treating diseases, attack them while still in the pores. 

These are al1 instances of contending with things while they are yet small. And 

the potentiai disasters and fortunes in a i r s  too have their own 'pores', hence it is said: 

"The sage attends to things fYom the get-go.'"' 

In ancient times, the Prince of Jin, Chong Er, while in exile abroad and passing 

through the state of Zheng, was treated without any propnety by Zheng's ruler. Shu 

Zhan adrnonished the ruler, saying, "This is a worthy prince. If Your Highness would 

treat him with some generosity, you could then collect benefitslfavours corn him [in the 

future].'"' But the d e r  of Zheng did not listen to him. Shu Zhan again admonished him, 

saying, "Well, if you won't treat him with some generosity, then it's best to kill him, and 

avoid bringing about fùture calamities." Again, the ruler of Zheng did not listen. When 

the Prince had retumed to hïs state of Jin, he raised an army and attacked Zheng, greatly 

cmshing it [h-hÿiz] and capturing eight of its cities. 

- - 

30 A more Iiteral translation would be "belongs to the delegator of fate." 
5 1 Here, is a variant of 9. This sentence does not appear in the modern Laozi edition. Some have done 
away with the 5 and interpreted it as not being a quote fiom the text. Others believe it is a passage in an 
earlier version ofthe Laozi that didn't make the -final cut'. 1 would a g e e  with the latter. 
j' Both in this sentence and g.3, in the following one refer to future events, so 1 take to rnean 
'collecting benefitdfavours fiom Chong Er in the future', as opposed to 'accumulate virtue in the eyes of 
others.' 



Duke Xian of Jin. by means of the jade of Gui Ji. wished to be granted a passage 

through Yu to attack Guo. Gong Zhiji, a high official of Yu. admonished its d e r ,  saying' 
- ,  

"Don't allow i t  When the lips are gone the teeth grow cold. Yu and Guo ought to come 

to each other's aid, and not just to favour each other. For if Jin destroys Guo today, 

tomorrow we will be certain to follow it into ruin-" The mler of Yu did not Iisten and, 

accepting Jin's jade, granted him a passage. Jin, having captured Guo. on its way back 

returned to destroy Yu, 

Now, these two ministers both contended with matters at their 'pore' stage - it's 

just that the rulers refùsed to put their advice to use. And so Shu Zhan and Gong Zhiji 

were the 'Sian Que's of Yu and Zheng, but both mlers did not listen to them." therefore 

Zheng was crushed and Yu was ruined. Hence it is said; "While tranquil it is easy to 

manage; while yet to manifest it is easy to devise for." 

IlIustratiag Laozi 52 

In ancient tirnes, when the King of Zhou made ivory chopsticks, Viscount .Ji3' 

grew alarrned and thought, "Ivory chopsticks cannot be added to plain old .- 

pottery/earthenware, they rnust be used with cups made of rhino's homs or ivory. And 

ivory chopsticks and jade cups cannot be used for broths made of common legumes and 

vegetables, but should be filled with meats from yaks, rhinos, and foetal dogs. When 

there are meats fiom yaks, rhinos, and foetal dogs, you cannot Wear corne-haired 

clothing and eat under thatched-roof huts, but must dress in layers of  embroidered 

clothing and live in spacious mansions with lofty terraces. I dread such consequences, 

and so am alanned at the outset." 

'' Like Duke Huan of  Jin above. 
5-1 Said to be the uncle of the King of Zhou. See Zhang, p.394 



Five years later, the King of Zhou had made a meat garden3S and established pits 

for roasting, had climbed a hi11 of grain and looked down on a lake of wine, and he 

proceeded to die by them. So Viscount Ji, upon seeing the ivory chopsticks was able to 

foreknow a disaster in the world. Hence it is said: "Seeing the srna11 is called 

perspicacious." 

Illustrating Laozi 52 and Laozi 71" 

Gou Jian entered [into slavery] as a governrnent official at the state of Wu and 

held shield and spear as the King of Wu's leader of the cavalry3' Thus, he was able to 

kill Fu Chai at Gu King Wen met with a s ~ o l d i n ~ ~ ~  at the Jade gates:o yet his facial 

expression did not change, and so King Wu (his son) was later able to capture King Zhou 

at Mu Ye. Hence it is said: "Holding to the submissive is strenagh." 

The King of Yue's hegemony was possible because he did not consider servitude 

to be shameful.'" King Wu's kingship was possible because he did not consider a 

scolding [of his father?] to be sharneful. Hence it is said: T h a t  the Sage does not feel 

shame - this is because he does not see it as shame, and thüs has nothing of which to feel 

5.5 Probably a place to hang meat for curing, etc. 
36 Another instance where the author combines bits fiom different chapters under a blanket therne. 
Although chapter 52 was cornrnented on in the passage above, here the author takes another Iine fiom 
chapter 53 and combines it with a line fiorn chapter 72, and so i treat the passages separately. 
27 Reading instead of is, following Wang Xianshen. Zhang, p.396 
38 In the state of Wu. 
39 means sornething Iike ,%. 

In ancient times, i. was oflen used for 3, especially in the Zhuan sfyle of calligraphy. See Zhang. 
p.396 
4 1 Taking @ to mean sornething like S. 



Illustrating Laozi 64" 

A hillbilly fiom Song got hold of a piece of uncut jade and presented it to Zi Han, 

but Zi Han refused to accept it. The hillbilly said, 'This treasure, it is fit to be made into 

an implement for a prince, and ought not be put to use by someone insignificant," Zi Han 

replied, "You deem this piece ofjade to be a treasure. while 1 deem not accepting it to be 

a treasure-'- 

Thus the hillbilly desired the jade, while Zi Han did not desire it. Hence it is said: 

"Desire to not desire, and do not value goods bard to corne by." 

Wang Shu was travelling carrying some books when he burnped into Xu Feng on 

a r ~ a d ' ' ~  in the state of Zhou. Xu Feng said, ~'AEairs - they are based on acts. Acts arise 

at a certain point in time, and so the knowledgeable see nothing constant in affairs. 

Books - they are but words. Words anse out of knowledge, and so the knowledgeable do 

not collect books. Now why do you burden yourself with them as you travel?" On these 

words, Wang Shu burned his books and danced about it. 

Therefore the knowledgable do not teach with words and speech, and the wise do 

not fil1 themselves with trunks of books. This is what common people overdo, while 

Wang Shu retumed from it - ar.d this is learning to not Iearn. Hence it is said: "Learn to 

not learn and return fkom what the masses overdo." 

" This section of the Laozi was already commented on above. 
43 The character here means a or highway. See Zhang, p.398 

51 



Now, al1 things have their constant capacity, and so one avails himself of this and 

leads the thing accordingly. For if you follow its capacity. when still you build on their 

virtue. and when moving you c m  follow the path they take. 

Once, a m a .  of Song made a mulberry leaf of ivory for his ruler, and it took him 

three years to complete it. With its stem so thick and its shoots so fine. and its hairs so 

intricate and covered with a sheen, if you mixed it in with real mulbeny leaves you couId 

not tell them apart. This man of Song, through this accomplishrnent, was put on the state 

of Song's payroll. 

~iezi"  heard of this and said, "Supposing Heaven and Earth took three years to 

cornpiete a single leaf, then things with leaves would be few." So, to not rely on the 

resources of Heaven and Earth and instead burden one single person, and not follow the 

multitude ways and patterns and hstead learn from the wisdom of a single person, al1 of 

this is to behave in the manner of 'one leaf every three years.' 

Hence when it cornes to f m i n g  by plough in the winteq even Hou .Ji45 couldn't 

produce a surplus. Yet in a bountiful year with a large harvest. even slave kids could not 

Iead it to min. When using the strength of one man, even Hou Ji's, couldn't fulfill the 

demand. Yet when following nature, even slave kids would have plenty to spare. Hence 

it is said: "Rely on the naturalness of the myriad things and don? dare interfere." 

Iliustrating Laozi 17 

--- 

U A Daoist figure who appears in several early texts. 
'* A famous farmer From the state of Zhou. Said to have served as rninister of agriculture during the reigns 
of the legendary sages Yao and Shun. 



Holes and cavities - they are the doors and windows of the spirit. If the ears and 

eyes are exhausted by notes and colours, and the spirit exhausted by external appearance, 

then you can have no master inside. With no master inside, even if calamity and fortune 

are as noticeable as hills or mountains, there is no way for you to recognize them. Hence 

it is said: " Without leaving your dooc you can know the world; without peeping through 

your window, you can know Heaven's Way," This is to Say that the spirit doesn't Ieave 

its abode. 

Viscount Xiang of 2haod6 was studying charioteering with Prince Yu ~ i . ~ '  

Before long, he began to race with Yu Qi, thrice switching horses and thrice finishing 

behind him. Viscount Xiang said, Y o u r  teaching me the techniques of charioteering is 

not yet complete." Yu ~i answered, "i have already taught you the whole of the 

technique? it is you who overdo in applying it. That which al1 charioteers esteem is a 

horse firrnly latched to the chariot and a mind in harmony with the horse. after which you 

can increase speed and cover the distance. Your Highness when behind wishes to catch 

up to me, and when ahead is in fear o f  being caught by me. When you head your chariot 

down the course in a long race, if you're not in the lead then you're behind, and whether 

you're in fiont or  behind your mind i s  always on me - how can you be in hannony with 

the horse'? That7s why your Highness is always falling behind." 

56 In Zhang's text, his name is rendered as 1 take to mean a titIe like 'viscount'. 
'" The R is missing in the name here, but appears beIow. 



Once, when Duke Sheng of ~0~~ had lefi court and was plotting a rebellion, he 

gripped his cane upside down and pierced his chin with its sharp end.J9 And though his 

blood flowed to the ground he did not realize it. The people of Zheng heard this and said, 

*'Since he forgot his own chin, what would he not f ~ r ~ e t . " ' ~  Hence it is said: 'The fùrther 

one goes, the Iess one knows." 

This is to Say that if one's wisdorn encircles the faraway. it will miss what 

remains close at hand. This is why the sage has no constancy in his actions, yet is able to 

spontaneously know both near and far, Hence it is said: "He does not move about and yet 

he knows." He is able to spontaneously see near and far, hence it is said. and "He does 

not look about and yet perceives.'' Go dong  with the time to start something, comply 

with resources to establish achievements, and make use of the myriad things' abilities to 

capture benefits on top of al1 this. Hence it is said: "He does not act and yet 

accomplishes." 

Iiiustrating Laozi 41 

48 The son of Prince Jian of Chu, grandson of King Ping of Chu. Prince Jian, while in refige in the state of 
Zheng, was kiIled by its ruler. Sheng was then recalled to Wu. Later, during the reign o f  King Hui, Sheng 
retumed to Chu and was given a fief, and plotted to avenge the death of his father Prince Jian by the hands 
of the ruIer of Zheng. However, Zi Xi, his gandfather King Ping's half brother, thwarted his efforts twice, 
causing Sheng to kill him and start a rebelIion against King Hui. He rnanaged to seize a portion of Chu 
untii he was defeated by Duke Ye and hung hirnself. ca. 488-479 5-C- 
49 @ could also be a loan for m. 
50 Some texts, such as the Liezi 9rlT, have sf; instead of %. It is clear that the more Sheng sought to 
avenge his father7s death, the more he Iost si&t of everything else, as he eventually tumed on Zi Xi and 
King Hui to get at Zheng. In the spirit of the rest of the chapter, which is mostly prudent political advice, 
the message is that to be so consumed with revenge that you lose sight of your personal welfare is wrong - 
you may not even be aware of the darnage you cause yourself. Hence 'the further he goes along in his plan, 
the less he knows about his immediate surroundings'. Iike the charioteering above. 



King Zhuang of Chu had been overseeing the administration for three years, yet 

had no orders to announce and no policies to implement. The commander of the cavalry 

was accompanying the King and riddled him, asking: "There is a bird perched on a hi11 to 

the south. For three years it has neither fluttered nor flown nor squawked; it sits silent, 

without a s o ~ n d . ~ '  How can it be designated by such a narne [bird]?" 

The King replied? "Nat fluttenng for three years allows it to grow wings and 

feathers, not flying or squawking allows it to observe the standards of the common folk. 

Though it has not flown, when it does take flight it will soar to the heavens; though it has 

not squawked, when it does squawk it will startle everyone. Leave it be, 1 know what 

you're getting at." 

In the course of  half a year, the King himself began administrating, discarding ten 

policies5' and initiating nine new ones, punishing five high ministers and appointing six 

new scholars, and the country was in perfect order. Then he triumphed over Jin at 

Heyong and, gathering the remaining feudal lords in the state of Song, and became the 

ruler of the world. 

King Zhuang did not act for insignificant goods, and thus won a great 

reputation.53 He didn't reveal himself too early, and thus won great achievements. 

Hence it is said, "Greatest men are late to complete things [reach cornpletion], and 

loudest notes are seldom audible." 

Illustrating Laozi 33 

Wlen King Zhuang of Chu desired to attack Yue, Duzi adrnonished him, saying, 

"Your Majesty's attacking Yue, what would that be for?" The King replied, Ws 

51 According to PmB. is a loan for S. See Zhang, p.404 
52 The most probable translation for 8. 'Things' seem to vague. 
53 Ornitting the S. 



govemrnent is in disorder, its army weak." Duzi said, "In my stupidity 1 regard this [plan] 

as a disaster. However. wisdom is like the eyes - though they may be able to see a 

hundred paces away and beyond, they never notice the eyeiashes just in front of them- 

Your Majesty's troops have been beaten by Qin and Jin. and lost a hundred miles of 

temtory - this shows the weakness of your troops. Zhuang Xijiao is plundering ail within 

your borders and the magistrates are unable to stop hhn - this shows the disorder of your 

government. Your majesty's weakness and disorder are no less than Yue's, yet you 

desire to attack it. This sort of wisdom is just as [shortsighted as] the eyes." And so the 

king put an end to his desire to attack Yue. Thus the diff~culty in knowing lies not in 

seeing the other but in seeing yourself. Hence it is said: "Seeing yourself is caIIed 

perspicacious." 

Zi Xia bumped into ~engzi.''' Zengzi said, "How'd you get so plump?" "Victory 

in battle made me plurnp," carne the reply. "What do you mean?" asked Zengzi. Zi Xia 

said, 'At home I immersed myself in the righteousness of the Former Kings and deliglited 

in it. Out in the world 1 met with the joys of fiches and nobility and delighted in it. tao? 
So these two delights struggled inside of me. When the outcome wasn't yet apparent, I 

was thin. And now the righteousness of the Former Kings has won out, so I've grown 

fat." Thus the difficulty in fùlfilling aspiration lies not in conquering others but in 

conquering yourself. Hence it is said, "Conquering yourself is deemed power." 

54 Two of Confucius' pupils - Zi Xia his junior by 44 years, Zengzi by 46, according to the Liezhuan 9IJ{$J. 
55 Reading % instead of g. See Zhang, p.404 



The state of Zhou had some plates of jade- and King Zhou of Shang sent Siao Ge 

to fetch them. but King Wen would not gant them. Yet when Fei Zhong came 

requesting them, King Wen granted them. This was because Jiao Ge was worthy while 

Fei Zhong lacked the Way. The state of Zhou hated to see a worthy fulfill his aspirations. 

and so its king granted the jade plates to Fei zhong.j6 

That King Wen [of Zhou] pulled Tai Gong out of the waters of Wei \vas because 

he esteerned him. That he gave credence5' to Fei Zhong with the jade plates was because 

he cherished him [in his scheme to weaken Shang]. Hence it is said: "If you do not 

esteem your teacher, and do not cherish your material, though wise you will be lost. This 

is called 'profoundly subtle."' 

56 Zhou wanted a bad man to mn Shang, so Shang would fa11 al1 the quicker. 
57 Here, the meaning of Tj$f is tricky, but it does not rnean 'enrich with resources'. He wished to make Fei 
Zhong look credible or reliable, and thus raise Iiis rank. 





When compared to the Yu Lao commentary, the Jie Lao commentary is more 

sophisticated, more elaborate, and, at least philosophically, far more interesting. The 

interpretation here is rigorous and oftentimes pregnant \ . t h  meaning. Moreover, we 

encounter much more of the terminology we associate with Warring States philosophical 

texts - de, ren, li, dao, etc. Indeed, out of the two chapters, Jie Lao has generally 

received far more attention than Yu Lao. 

Dating 

Usually, philosophical writingc fiom dus penod in Chinese history contain 

invaluable references to historical events that help us date them. Han Fei himself ofien 

used such histoncal episodes as a rhetorical device to show how past rulers could have 

achieved success and yet met with failure due to their stupidity. However, there are no 

historical references in this chapter. Hence, the debates surrounding its dating and 

authenticity revolve around stylistic and doctrinal issues. 

The syncretic outlook of this chapter has lead several scholars (e.g. Kimura Eiichi, 

Jiang Boqian) to mark it as a Han dynasty text (206 B.C. - 220 A.D.)? as it appears to be 

a Huang-Lao text. Indeed, it was during the f i s t  decades of the Han dynasty that Huang- 

Lao dominated the court? until Confucimism overtook it in 140 B.C. However, there are 

numerous difficulties with a Han dating. For instance, the chapter makes references to 

neighbouring States and advises rulers to keep harmonious relations with them. 



The mler who practices the way abroad bears no enrnity towards his bordering rival states 
and domestically treats the people in his own state with benevolent nile- Now, the d e r  
who bears no enrnity towards his bordering rival states receives feuda1 lords and foreign 
digitanes with the proper protocols.-- If  the mler of men doesn't practice the Way, then 
inside his borders he will be cruel to and mistreat his people, and outside his borders he 
will encroach upon and harass his neighbouring states. I f  the d e r  is cmel and 
mistreating inside his borders then the people's productivity will stop, and if encroaching 
and harassing his neighbouring states then troops will often be raised, 

These references to neighbouring states seem unlikely to stem from the Han dynasty. and 

are indicative of a pre-Qin dating, when the empire had not yet been united. 

Another indication is the way the Laozi text is treated. In cornmentaries from the 

Han dynasty. such as the "Dao Ying" chapter of the Huainanzi. the Laozi is clearly 

treated as a canonical text, and the figure of Lao Dan zm is ubiquitous. Indeed, 'The 

entire self-understanding of early Han Huang-Lao teachers is based strongly on the 

teachings of Lao Tan found in the Lao Tm. This can be seen by the fiequent quotations 

of this text throughout the Huai-nan Tztl introduced by the phrase 'Lao Tzu said."" 

There is no sense ofthis in the Jie Lao chapter. The passages cited, though given careful 

exegesis and apparently held in hi& esteern by the writer, are not referred to as the 

teachings of Lao Dan; instead, they are introduced with the stock 8EI 'hence it is said' 

or 'hence the text says'. While the text is referred to as a ' book ' s  on a number of 

occasions, the only reference to the Laozi is in the title of the chapter, which may have 

been added by a later editor. In any case, this chapter seems to have been composed at a 

time before the Laozi had reached canonical status and before the figure of Lao Dan had 

become associated with the text. which points to a pre-Qin dating. not a Han dating. 

Roth, p,100 



Finally. as D.C. Lau has noticed: this chapter observes the Qin taboo on the 

character E. which is replaced by ?% in the following statement:  fi^^^^^% y 

F f i g H r Z e - & g  YbS-fb, - "That which the text cails the 'Great Way' is the 

orthodox Way. That which it calls the 'apparent course of things' is the heterodox Way-" 

The comrnon antonym for 'crooked' or .heretica1'5fp is E. The substitution of $3 here 

indicates that that this chapter was already in existence during the Qin dynasty. 

Authorship 

We found that. given the tone and overall message of the Yu Lao chapter, it was 

probably written by an off~cial or royal farnily member of a smdl state during the first 

quarter of the 3'' century B.C. This chapter proves more antagonistic to such a clear 

staternent. Nevertheless. if we examine the text closely, there are several clues regarding 

the identity of its author. 

The detailed exegesis in this chapter reveals a different writer with a different 

purpose. For instance, there is a certain sense o f  'formality' in the style of the exegesis: 

the glossing of certain terms, the careful and detailed explanations. the use of the chain- 

syllogism that allows for clarity. It seems as though this may be an essay composed by a 

scholar -4 engaged in philosophical and ideologicai debates. Given the syncretic outlook 

of this chapter. we may speculate that its writer was part of what may have been the 

closest thing "in Chinese history to an institution devoted to the fiee exchange of ideas'' - 

' As noted by Lundahl, p. 1 34- 135 



the Jixia Acaderny in the state of ~ i . '  This academician seerns to have been influenced 

most by the philosophy of the Laozi and that of Mencius. Mencius visited the state of Qi 

towards the end of the 4Lh cenniry. during the reign of king Xuan (3 19-301 B.C.). It was 

king Xuan who revived the Jixia Academy, and. during this tirne. Mencius himsetf was 

made a titular minister in ~ i . '  Hence, there is a substantial link between Mencius and the 

Jixia Academy. As for the Laozi, Xunzi is the first to mention the Laozi in his writings 

and is likely to have encountered the text during the decade he spent at Jixia (ca. 275-265 

B.c.).' Therfore. it seems likely that the text was present at Jixia by 275 B.C. 

The nature of the exegesis and the syncretic outlook of this chapter. as well as the 

corollary evidence just mentioned, strongly suggest that this text is the product of a Jixia 

academician fiorn the early part of the 3" century B.C. 

Syle crnd A uthorship 

The Jie Lao chapter is noteworthy for its repeated use of the -chain-syllogism' . 

The chain syllogism lays out an argument in the following forrn: if A then B. if B then C. 

if C then D, and so on. This style of argumentation c m  be found in a number of texts 

from this period, and is the standard form of argumentation in this chapter, whether they 

be short chains of A to C ,  or much longer ones fiom A to J or more. 

However, apart fiorn this chapter, there are only three isolated instances of the 

chain-syllogisrn in the other fi*-four chapters of the ~anfeiii.~ Han Fei seems to have 

prefened a more colourful and forcefiil style of argumentation; in cornparison, the chain- 

' Schwartz, p.239 
Graham, p. 1 12 
Roth, p. 198 

6 LundahI, p.234. There are no instances of the chah-syllogism in Yzr Lao. 



syllogisrn, while lucid and efficient is utterly boring and monotonous. Indeed. 

attributing this chapter to Han Fei seerns more of an insult tu his literaq prowess than a 

tribute to his intellectual acurnen. This chapter contains no svlistic element that suggests 

Han Fei wrote it. Hence, its distinct fonn of argumentation can be seen as evidence that 

he did not write it. 

The use of this style of argumentation is very appropriate to the exegesis. One of 

the main themes of this chapter is that the enlightened d e r  will base his movements on 

the observable and predictable principles of the Way. These principles c m  empower the 

ruler to observe the cyclical nature of flourish and dedine, prosperity and poverty. 

triumph and failure' etc. The best example of this type of cyclical / causative thinking 

occurs in the cornrnentary to chapter 58 of the Laozi: 

When a person has fortune, wealth and nobility arrive. With wealth and nobiIity corne 
the best of clothes and food. With the best of dothes and food, the arrogant mind arises. 
When the arrogant mind arises conduct becornes wicked and behaviour unprincipled. 
When conduct is wicked it will lead to prernature death. When behaviour is unprincipled 
you cannot fiilfil1 eficacy. When inside you have the misforeune of prernature death, and 
outside you have the reputation of not firlfilling eficacy - now that's a great disaster! 
And the disaster had its source in have had good fortune. Hence the text says: "Fortune - 
that is what disaster lurks in!" 

This mode of exegesis itself seems to be deeply influenced by the philosophy of the Laozi 

text. The idea of cyclical rise and decline, fortune and disaster? reversa1 and reversion, 

are al1 central to the Laozi, and are lucidly interpreted and elaborated through the use of 

the chain-syllogism. 



'Cornrnentary on Dao' - an interpolafion? 

There is one conspicuous passage in the middIe of the Jie Lao chapter - which 1 

have called 'Commentary on Dao' - that leaps out fiom the rest, and is almost certain to 

be a later interpolation. This section is distinguished by the absence of a Laozi quotation. 

the fiequent use of end-rhymes, and the discussion of  Dao in fantastic terms- Zhang Jue 

@B. in his recent translation of the work, notices the distinct qualities of this section and 

suggests that it may have been part of the Zhu Duo =&z chapter and have gotten rnixed 

into Jie Lao by a later editor because its subject matter is the Way B.' In spite of sorne 

very superficial similarities, though, there is nothing to suggest that this section was once 

part of the Zhzi Dao chapter. Howeve- since Zhang believes Han Fei composed Jie Lao, 

he evidently lirnited bis search to the Hanfeizi text. 

If we Look beyond the Hanfeixi? there are more striking parallels between this 

passage and parts of two other te'xts: the Nei Ye ns chapter of the Gmnzi and the Dao 

Yuan book of the NLBS. Rickett, in the second volume of his monumental study of 

the Guanzi, notices the parallels with Nei ~ e . *  The sirnilarities to the Dao Yuan text lie in 

the use of rhymes, overall tone and content, and the repeated use of the '-. . . fszbx - . ." 

pattern (Le. 'something' attains it m e  Dao] and Yhereby accomplishes' something). Al1 

three texts seem to be part of a particular genre of literature that Roth has dubbed 'the 

lore of the Way' or 'Daoist wisdorn poetry'.9 Given the probable dates of the Nei Ye 

7 Zhang Jue, p.353. 
See Rickett, p.4 1. 
See Roth, Original Dao, p. 190- 193. 



(early-mid Waning States) and the HLBS (most consider it late Warring States - EarIy 

Han), this passage may lie somewhere between the two chronologically. Further research 

may clarifi the affinities arnongst these texts, 

Other interpolations? 

D.C. Lau has suggested the possibility that the Jie Lao commentary was originally 

a cornmentary on the De section of the Laozi alone, and that there may have been another 

commentary on the Dao section that is no longer extant." Noting that the majority of the 

Laozi quotations in Jie Lao stem fiom the De section. he suggests that the comrnentary on 

chapter 1 of the Laozi, which belongs to the Duo section, rnay have got in by mistake. 

Lau neglects to mention the commentary on chapter 14, also fiom the Dao section, which 

appears just before the commentary on chapter 1. ~Moreover. he does not offer any other 

reason why this commentary may not belong in the text. Nevertheless, his hypothesis 

warrants some brief comment. 

The commentaries on chapters 1 and 14 of the Laozi are the only ones fiom the 

Dao section of the text. In addition. both commentaries are exceedingly short, and only 

one line from each chapter is glossed. Al1 of the commentaries on chapters from the De 

section of the Laozi are extensive and gloss all or a significant nurnber of lines From the 

chapter which it is commenting on. Finally, it is interesting to note that al1 of these 

suspected interpolations occur side by side in the middle of the chapter (the order of 

commentary is: 38,58,59,60,46, Dao, 14, 1, 50, 67, 53, 54). If we remove the three 

suspected interpolations in the middle, there does seem to be a greater coherence to the 

chapter as a whole, and, given the peculiarities just mentioned, Lau's hypothesis seems to 

'O For Lau's argument, çee Chinese Ciussics, p. 160- 16 1.  



warrant consideration, However, apart fkom 'Cornmentary on Dao'. the evidence cannot 

be considered conclusive, and it seems best to reserve judgment on the commentaries to 

chapters 1 and 14 at ùiis tirne, I I  

Political Philosop hy 

To speak of the philosophy of this chapter. is, to a degree. problematic, It is, after 

d l ,  a commentary on or elucidation of the Laozi- As such, much of its philosophy will 

coincide with that of the Laozi. Moreover, there is no apparent system or overall 

structure to the chapter. Nevertheless, we will explore some of the main concerns of 

this chapter and attempt to relate its philosophy with others from the same period. 

There is no influence f3om Legalism in this chapter. and this needs to be 

mentioned first. tt seems as though this chapter has fallen victim to the problern 

Peerenboom mentioned. already cited above, '' which is the automatic assumption that 

this chapter must be Huang-Lao since it is found in the Legalist Hanfeizi and contains 

Daoist philosophy fiom the Laozi. M i l e  there are certain features of this chapter that 

correspond to certain features af the HLBS, this chapter is markedly different fiom the 

HLBS is its lack of discussion on law. The importance of the concept of law within the 

Huang-Lao school is widely a ~ k n o w l e d ~ e d . ' ~  In addition, none of the main themes of the 

Hanfeizi are discussed in this chapter, such as the relationship between the d e r  and his 

I I  As a final remark, it is also interesting to note that if we remove the suspected interpolations, we are lefi 
with cornmentaries on 9 chapters of the Laozi. The number '9' has long been associated with the 
composition and ordering of the L a o 5  tex? - for example, its 8 1 chapters is a product of 9 times 9. For a 
fascinating discussion of the chapter divisions in the Laozi, see Henricks, "On the Chapter Divisions of the 
Laozi". 
" See pages 18- 19 above. 
1; Peerenboorn, p. 19 



ministers. the emphasis on building power and military strength, the necessity of  harsh 

Iaws and fierce punishments, the aversion to rnorality and moral d e s ,  the hatred for the 

literati and a~ademicians,~" or the various threats posed to the d e r  and the state f?om 

within, 

This chapter, rather, seems to be a treatise on how to govern benevolently and 

rnorally and ensure peace both within and among nations- The dominant philosophical 

orientations of this chapter are unmistakably the Daoism of the Laozi and the 

Confücianism of the Mencius. The Confucianism in this chapter has not gone unnoticed: 

however, it has been misconstrued, especially by those schoIars who maintain Han Fei's 

authorship of this chapter. As mentioned earlier, some scholars have pointed to Xunzi. 

Han Fei's purported teacher, as the source of the Confücianism in this chapter. They 

have done this by appealing to a theory of Han Fei's inteIlectua1 development, whereby 

he was influenced by Daoism and Xunzi in his premature youth, and developed his own 

philosophy later in life. Not only is there no evidence to support any theory of Han Fei's 

intellectual development, there is also no apparent resemblance in this chapter to Xunzi-s 

Conficianism. However, there are striking ways in which it is similar to Mencius'. 

For example, there is a deep concern for the welfare of the people E. There is an 

admonition to not become their enemy, to help them along their paths and prevent them 

fi-om becoming lost, to not interfere with their work, to not carry out punishments on 

them or seize the h i t s  of their labours," to treat them with benevolent rule and work at 

ensuring food supply, and to not engage in war and therefore not enlist people into the 

ranks of the military. In fact, the prosperity of the state is equated with the prosperity of 

'' Indeed, as was argued, this chapter was most probably penned by an academician. 
'* As long as they are good, law-abiding citizens, of course. 
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the people - "When the peopIe prosper and muttiply, then the reserves of the state will 

increase." The approval of wealth and fine clothes for worthy ministers who practice 

propriety is explicit here and is also implicit in the Mencius. Finally, the positive view of 

human nature found in this chapter is also in Iine with Mencius, who believed people 

were bom morally good by nature, and most definitely opposed to Xunzi. who believed 

people were bom with a morally bad nature. 

Lndeed, the advice to the ruler is to practice the Way in a progam of self- 

cultivation that wilI develop the moral qualities of virtues of de (virtue), ren (co- 

humanity), yi (x-ighteousness), and li (propriety) within him, These moral qualities are 

upheld and celebrated in this chapter. This supports our belief that this chapter was 

written pnor to the rift between Confûcianism and Daoism. Some of these self- 

cultivation practices have to do with the development of vital energy %, vital essence &j 

$ta. and spirit j@? and are also reminiscent of similar techniques mentioned in other early 

texts, such as the Nei ye.16 

Influences fiom the Laozi c m  be found in the chapter's w d n g  of the perils of 

having too many desires and of wasting one's energy, spirit. and vital essence in the 

pursuit of inessentials, in its admonitions to not value or promote luxurious goods so that 

the masses will not by seduced by them, and the need to recognize the cyclical patterns of 

rise and faII. 

The overriding concem of this chapter, dso  influenced by the Laozi, is to follow 

or comply with the principles of the Way (SE) .  Following these principles, which refer 

l6 Which. coincidentally, is also associated with the Jixia Acaderny. See Roth, Origid  Tao. p.20-30. and 
Rickett, p.3 5.  



to the regular patterns of nature or the law of  nature, will lead one to success, success 

being equated with nobility, riches. r d ,  long life, and the ability to u n i e  the empire. 

Is rhis chaprer Huang-Lao? 

Rickett, while discussing Huang-Lao in terms of the Gzcanzi, sums up the 

difference between Huang-Lao and the Daoisrn of texts such as the Laozi and Zhzrnngzi 

as follows: 

The way becomes much more naturalistic and less mystical. [t remains a first principle 
but it is no longer entirely nameless. It tends to be treated as a natural law of the 
universe. .. The ideal mler becomes a Daoist sage, mling through nonassertiveness (imt 
weo and practicing van-ous quietist techniques, while the work of administration is 
perforrned by ministers and bureaucracy. Conhcian virtues, especially ren {z, "human 
goodness" or "benevolence." yi B, "a sense of duty" or -righteous conducf" and li rB, 
'-ritualistic principles" or "propriety,' are valued." 

A11 of these notions are present in the Jie Lao chapter. Hence, we rnay be tempted to 

label it as Huang-Lao. However. the absence of a discussion of law and its grounding in 

the Dao, and the absence of Yin-Yang cosmology, demand that we reserve fiom labelling 

it. If we want to cal1 it something, better to cal1 it Meng-Lao Daoism (zg) versus 

Huang-Lao Daoism. 

- 
t 7 Rickett, p.2 1. Incidentally, in a footnote, Rickett contrasts this positive attitude towards Confucianism in 
the Huang-Lao tradition to the negative one found in Laozi 38. However, the writer of this chapter did not 
read Laozi 38 as a critique of these virtues but as an expression of their relationship to the Way and potency. 
His interpretation was aided by the fact that a key line in chapter 38 appears here in different form, 
demanding a more positive reading. See page 3 in the translation below. 



Commentary 01 on Laozi 38 

Virtue is intemal. Attainrnent is external. "A person of superior virtue does not 

seek a reputation for virtue" - this means that his spirit is not obsessed with extemal 

things. If the spirit is not obsessed with external things then the self is preserved. He 

who preserves his self is called 'virtuous,' [as] virtue is the attainment of the true self. 

In general, virtue is gathered in by taking no deliberate action, is pefiected by 

having no desires, remains safe if you avoid deliberation, and rests secure it you avoid 

application. If you act for it and desire it, then virtue will not have a lodging place. If 

virtue does not have a Iodging place then it cannot be preserved. If you use it and 

deliberate on it then v ime will not be secure. If it is not secure, then it can have no 

efficacy. if virtue has no efficacy, then one lives for virtue. [TIf you live for] virtue you 

have no virtue, and if you do not [live for] virtue you have virtue. Hence the test says: 

"The person of superior virtue does not seek a reputation fur vimie, and therefore has 

virtue." 

The reason why the text esteems those who act out of emptiness by non-purposive 

action and not deliberating is that their thoughts avoid being restricted. As for those who 

lack artfilness, they are so because they deliberately act out of emptiness by means of no 

purposive action and not deliberating. Those who deliberately act out of emptiness by 

means of no purposive action and not deliberating never forget their intent to act out of 



emptiness, and are thus restricted by their intent to act out of emptiness. To act out of 

emptiness means that your thoughts avoid being restricted; now, if you are restricted by 

thk intent to act out of emptiness, this is not really acting out of emptiness. 

The non-purposive action of one who truly acts out of nothingness is not taken as 

a constant nile.' It is by not taking it as a constant rule that one acts out of ernptiness. 

Acting out of emptiness. one's virtue is replete. Virtue that is replete is supex-ior virtue, 

hence the text says: 'The person of superior virtue takes no purposive action and nothing 

is not d~ne. ' '~  

To feel co-humanitg is to gladly love others fiom one's innermost heart. A person 

who feels CO-humanity rejoices in others' good fortune and laments others' misfortune, 

and these expressions fiom his imermost head  can't be restrained and never seek 

reciprocation. Hence the text says: 'When a person of superior CO-hurnanity acts he acts 

out of nothing." 

Righteousness is the workings between d e r  and minister? superior and inferior; 

i f s  the distinction between father and son, esteemed and IowIy; it's the affinity between 

intimates, acquaintances, fiends and peers,' and is the difference between close and 

I A difficult passage to translate. i rely on the flow of the argument for my interpretation. The point the 
author is trying to drive home is that someone who is is never restricted nor is he occupied by any 
thoughts, as his actions are in no way premeditated or deliberate. 

This Iine does not appear in any other version of  the Laozi text. The Iine normally reads: 
kE.fesm%LXs - -'A person of superior virtue takes no purposive action and so he acts out of nothing." 
3 A more Iiteral translation (Le. in nominalized form) would be 'the state of feeling CO-hurnanity', but 
doesn't read well. The stock translation of {_s is 'benevolence'. However, using 'benevolence' here would 
mask the reciprocal, relational aspects of this virtue, of which the author is well aware. Moreover, to be f1 
is to have achieved a state of being and not simply to behave in a certain way. 
' Here && is a compound meaning B$ 
5 Here the words mqmE are a11 nouns referring to social relations. 



distant, internal and external. It's how ministers ought to serve d e r s ,  how inferiors 

ought to cherish superiors, how sons ought to serve fathers, how the Iowly ought to 

revere the esteemed. how intimates, acquaintances, &ends and peers ought to assist each 

other, and how those who are close consider it something internal and those who are 

strangers consider it something extemal- 

Righteousness - it refers to the approprïateness of this, and as it is appropriate it 

must be acted on. hence the text says: "When a person of superior righteousness acts he 

acts out of something." 

Propriety is that through which one gives a proper appearance to one's natural 

inclinations, the emblem or outer manifestation of al1 righteous acts. It characterizes the 

relationships between ruter and minister, father and son, and is that by which esteemed 

and lowly, worthy and unworthy are distinguished. F o r  instance,] when you cherish 

someone in your imennost heart but you cannot convey this, you scurry after him and 

bow low so as to clariQ this. Or when you love another in your tme heart but cannot 

make it knowq it is by means of good speech and elaborate words that you make your 

feelings believab~e.~ Propriety, then. is the external etiquette through which natural 

inclinations are conveyed. Hence the text says; "Use propriety to make your natural 

inclinations apparent. "' 
That most people are moved by external objects is because they do not understand 

propriety applies to oneself. The masses act with propnety in order to be respectful to 

others, and so at times they are motivated and at times they decline. The d e r  acts with 

propriety for his own sake. Since he performs it for his own sake, he rnakes of it a spint 

Scunying after someone, bowing low, using good speech and elaborate words are al1 instances of 
propriety, then. 



of superior propriety. So superior propriety is a spint wbile the masses are ambivalent, 

hence they cannot respond to each other. It is because they cannot respond to each other 

that it is said: "The person of superior propriety acts and no one responds to hirn." While 

the masses are arnbivaient, the sage still is courteous and reverent, exhausting hand and 

foot in propriesr, and never does he waver in this. Hence the text says: "[The sage] roles 

up his sleeves and keeps at it."' 

As one has increase in respect to the Way. virtue becomes more effective, for 

virtue is the efficacy of the Way. Efficacy bears fruit and this fiuit is glorious; feeling co- 

humanity is the glory of virtue. This gIory has its sheen and this sheen results in 

undertakings; righteousness is the undertaking resulting from feeling CO-humanity. These 

undertakings accord with propriety and in propriety there is refinement; propriety is the 

emblem of righteousness. Hence the text says: "One loses the Way and so loses his 

virtue, loses his virtue and so loses bis feeling of CO-humanity. loses his feeling of co- 

humanity and so loses his righteousness, loses his righteousness and so loses his 

proopriety.?ig 

- - - 

7 This quotation does not appear in the received Laozi text. 
Rolling up one's sleeves may not have been considered an act of propriety, and so another possible 

translation is "[The sage] roles up his sIeeves and leads them [the masses] to it." The reading also hinges 
on what the 2 in the sentence refers back to - either the sage's unwaverïng devotion to propriety, or the 
ambivalent masses- 

Some translators, such as Liao, ignore a11 ofthe second % in the sentence and take it to be a criticism of 
Confucian doctrine. Here, the writer clearly views al1 of these virtues as fùrther refinernents and 
expressions sternming from one source - practicing the Way. Wence, [ose the Way and you lose it all, 



Propriety is the right appearance of naîural inclinations; refinement is deemed the 

embellishment of substance- Now, the mler holds fast to natural inclinations and 

eschews mere appearance, is fond of substance and loathes embellishrnent. Those who 

rely on appearance to discuss natural inclinations, their own natural inclinations must be 

despicable; those who need embellishments to determine substance, their own substance 

must be degenerative. 10 

How shall we discuss this? The jade of Bian-He was not embellished with the 

five colours, the pearls of Marquis Sui were not embellished with silver and gold:l ' their 

essence was good to the point that nothing cotild embellish them. Now, if a thing works 

only after being embeilished, its substance cannot be good. This is why when it cornes to 

father and son, the propriety between them is simple and not obvious, hence the text says: 

"Propriety - it' s superficial." lz 

Just as not al1 things can flourish at once, because of how Yin and Yang operate, 

so the principle of taking away and giving to exists. and this is seventy and kindness. l 3  

As for things that are substantial and deep but appear to be superficial - the proprieq of 

father and son is so. From this standpoint it is clear that when one observes elaborate 

propriety, it means his mind is in decline. 

Be that as it may? the practice of propnety is an activity that is cornmensurate with 

the pristine rnind of hurnan beings. The practice of propriety by the masses is such that 

when others respond one is easygoing and happy, but when others do not respond, one 

places blarne and resentment. Now, if the practice of proprie@ is an activity that is 

cornmensurate with the pristine mind of hurnan beings, but yet is based on distinctions 

'O It7s hard to tell what the 8 is referring back to in these sentences. 
" Can also be translated as "silver yelIow". It is unclear what this refers to. but it seems to be a kind of 
precious object. See Lundahl, p.222 
'' The argument takes an unexpected turn here, as 'propriery' is criticized. However, it is important to keep 
in mind that chapter 38 of the Laozi contains this line, for which the author must give some account. 
Moreover, 1 think the tension is apparent but unsubstanria1- The author is pointing out that IB is not just 
ritual, but something with substance that is ultimately derived fiom practicing the way. Hence, the point is 
not the outer appearance of ritual, but that which it is rooted in. Es-& is a contraction 
of ~ I E B ,  , ~ . { ~ ~ ~  line in the received edition. 
" Chen Qiyou R3B, believe that &E are probabty the two "handles" (m, i.e, reward and punishment, 
of governrnent, normally rendered as fflJB. See Chen, p.336. 



involving mutual recrirnination, how can people not wrangle? When people wrangle 

there is disorder, hence the text says: "Propriety is superficial loyalty and trust, and 

therefore the beginning of disorder." 

To be ahead of the action of things and to be ahead of the operation of principle is 

called 'foreknowledge.' Foreknowledge is calculation undertaken without reason and 

with reckless guessing. How shall we discuss this? Once, Chan He was seated and his 

disciples were waiting upon hm, when an ox bellowed out fiom beyond the gate. A 

disciple said, "It's a black ox with a white forehead." Chan He replied, "Yes, it is a bIack 

ox, but it's the horns that are white." Someone was sent to take a look and, as expected, 

the ox was black and its horns were wrapped in white cloth. To use the tactics of Master 

Chan to keep infantile the minds of the masses cornes close to being 'flowery', hence the 

text says, "[Foreknowledge is] the flower of the way." Now, if once, by way of a test, we 

examine what Master Chan's 'perception,'" consists in, al1 we have to do is send out a 

three-foot ta11I5 ignorant kid to take a look, and he too would discover that the black ox's 

horns were wrapped in white cloth. 

Therefore, to distress one's mind and exhaust one's spirit by means of Master 

Chan's 'perception,' only to fmd out that a three-foot ta11 ignorant kid could get the same 

results, this is why it is said, "Foreknowledge is] the beginning of folly." Hence the text 

says; "Foreknowledge is the flower of the Way and the beginning of f ~ l l ~ . " ' ~  

14 1 use 'perception' here to translate @, as it seems to give the right flavour of 'foreknowledge.' 
The R here is that of the Zhou (H) dynasty, when one K was equivalent to about 20 cm today. See 

Zhang, p.323. 
l6 The writer warns us that foreknowledge is a vain show which can exhaust one's energies, and that there 
are always other methods availabfe to End things out if need be (which are a lot simpler to boot). This 
passage is unique in @z insofar as it uses a story to illustrate the Laozi text, a technique which is used 
throughout U&jZ - IfIwtrating Laozi. 



That which is called the "Great Man" refers to the greatness of his wisdom. -To  

dwell in the substantial and not in the ~u~erf icial ," '~  means that acts of the h i t s  of 

natural inchations and discards propriety and appearance. "To dwell in the miit and not 

in the flower." means that one must certainiy follow principles and not take short cuts. 

"To discard the one and take the other," means that one eschews the sbortcuts of 

superficial appearance and instead holds to following principles and being fond of the 

fi-uits of nahiral inclinations. Hence the text says, "He discards the one and takes the 

other." 

Commentary 02 on Laozi 58 
[middle section only] 

When a person encounters disaster his mind becomes feafil .  When his mind is 

fearful his conduct will straighten. When his conduct is straight his thought will become 

ripe. When his thought has ripened he'll recognize the principles of affair~.'~ With his 

conduct straight he will encounter neither disaster nor harm. With neither disaster nor 

harm he will live out his natural allotment of years. Recognizing the principles of afTairs 

he is certain to fulfill efficacy. Living out h i s  natural allotment of years means his life 

will be preserved and long. And if he is certain to fulfill efficacy, then he will be wealthy 

and noble. To live a life preserved, long, wealthy, and noble - this is called 'fortune', and 

this fortune had its source in the having had a disaster, hence the text says: "Disaster - 

that is what 'fortune' relies upon!" This is how one fulfills his efficacy. 

" In this section, the ~miter is summing up al1 o f  his previous arguments, hence the pairs mentioned here 
match up with pairs that have appeared in previous sections. 
l8 This same line appears below in Commentary on Laozi 67. 



When a person has fortune, wealth and nobility arrive. With wealth and no bility 

corne the best of clothes and food. With the best of ciothes and food, the arrogant mind 

arises. When the arrogant mind arises conduct becomes wicked and behaviour 

unprincipled- When conduct is wicked it will lead to premature death. When behaviour 

is unprincipled you cannot fùlfill efficacy, When inside you have the misfortune of 

premature death, and outside you have the reputation of not firlfilling efficacy - now 

that's a g e a t  disaster! And the disaster had its source in having had good fortune. Hence 

the text says: "Fortune - that is what disaster lurks in!" 

Zndeed, those who handle affairs by follosving the principles of the Way, there is 

nothing at which they cannot succeed. Those for whom there is nothing at which they 

cannot succeed, the greater arnong them are able to gain the power and dignity of the Son 

of Heaven, while the lesser can easily gamer ranks and rewards belonging to hi& 

ministers and generals. 

As for those who abandon the pnnciples of the Way and are rash in their 

behaviour, though above they may have the power and dignity of the Son of Heaven or of 

a feudal lord, or  below have the wealth that one would divine and pray for, the riches of 

Yi Dun and Tao zhu. they still wouid Iose their subjects and fntter away resources. 

As for the masses inconsiderately abandoning the Way and principles and easily 

behaving in a rash way, that's due to not knowing the profùndity and scope of [this 

mutually transfomative cycle ofl disaster and good fortune, and not knowing that the 

breadth of the way is far-reaching like that. Therefore the text declares: "Whoever knows 

the ultimate extent of it?" 



No one ever does not desire wealth, nobiliv, health, and longevity. and yet Siere 

has never been any capable of avoiding the disasters of poverty, Iowliness, death and 

untimely end. When the mind desires wealth, nobility, health, and longevity. and instead 

has poverty, lowliness, death and untimely end, this is the inability to reach where it 

wants to reach. 

Generally those who abandon their desired paths and instead carry on in a rash 

way are cdled 'lost'. If lost, they are unable to reach where they want to reach. 

Nowadays the masses have an inability to reach where they want to reach, hence it is said 

they are Yost." That the masses are unable to reach where they want to reach has been so 

since the cleaving apart of Heaven and Earth untiI now. Hence it is said: "As for the 

people's being lost, its days for this reason have been long ~ a s t i n ~ . ' ? ' ~  

The 'square' mentioned here refers to the correspondence between the inner and 

the outer, the matching of words and actions. 'Pointed' refers to being certain of fate in 

Iife and death, how one takes money and property lightly. 'Straight' refers to the 

certainty to be fair and upright in moral relations, as a fair mind does not act counter to 

l 9  Again, the received Laozi text is different here, and reads: At%, aB - '+The people's confusion. 
its days have certainly lasted a long time." 



the group. 'Radiant' refers to the honour and esteem of officiais and lords and the 

magnificence of fine clothing- 

Nowadays, the gentleman wlio practices the WayI though himself faittifùl at core 

and extemaily compliant, neither slanders the destitute nor debases the fallen; though 

himself wiHing to die for integrity and taking money and p r o p e q  lightly, will not 

humiliate the weak nor shame the greedy; though himself righteous and upright and not 

partial, he will not discard the wicked nor find h l t  with the selfish; though himself 

wielding power and respect and dressed in the finest clothing, wilI not flaunt it in front of  

the lowly nor use it to embarrass the poor. 

What is the reason for this? It is to make those who have lost the path but are still 

willing to listen to the practiced and inquire of the knowledgeable not become completely 

lost. Nowadays, the reason why the masses who wish to achieve success but on the 

contrary suffer failure is because they do not understand the principles of the Way and 

yet are mwilling to inquire of the knowledgeable and listen to the able. And when the 

masses are unwilling to inquire of the knowledgeable and listen to the able, and the sage 

yet forcibly uses their misfortunes and failures to make thern behave properly, the masses 

become resentful. The masses are numerous while the sages are few; and as for the few 

not overcorning the numerous - well. that is a matter of numbers. Nowadays, if you 

incite them to act in such a way that you become an enemy of al1 under Heaven, this is 

not the way to presenre one's person and prolong one's life, and for this reason the sage 

incites them to act by keeping to established ways and restraints. Hence the text says: 

"[The sage is] square but does not cut. He is pointed but does not stab. He is straight but 

does not align. He is bright but does not shine." 

Comrnentary 03 on Laozi 59 



Acuity, clarity, intelligence and wisdorn - these are endowed by Heaven. Action, 

rest, pondering and calculating - these are developed by human effort. People ride on 

Heaven's clarity for vision, depend on Heaven's acuity for hearing, and rely on Heaven' s 

wisdom for contemplation. Therefore if people exert too much in sight their eyes wiIl 

lose clarity; when they focus too much in hearing their ears will lose acuity: when they go 

too far in contemplation their wisdom and knowledge will become disordered. 

If the eyes Iack clarity they are unable to determine the black from the white: if 

the ears lack acuity they are unable to differentiate clear and rnuddled notes; if wisdom 

and knowledge are in disorder they are unable to exarnine the grounding of gain and loss. 

If  the eyes are unable to determine the black fiom the white they are calIed bIind; 

if the ears cannot differentiate between clear and muddled notes they are called deaf; if 

the mind is unable to examine the grounding of gain and Ioss then it is called mad. 

If blind, one cannot evade dangers in broad daylight: if de* one cannot tell the 

h m  that accompanies the sounding of thunder; if mad, one cannot avoid the disaster of 

[violating] the laws and regulations between men. 

That which the text" calls 'governing the people' refers to making appropriate the 

regulations of their activities and repose and curtailing the waste of [tirne and effort] in 

thinking [for themselves]. That which is called 'serving Heaven' means not straininç 

clarity and acuity and not exhausting one's wisdom and knowledge to its capaciw. To 

carelessly strain and exhaust oneself is to expend too much of one's spirit. And if one 

expends too much of one's spirit, then the disasters of blindness, deafness, and madness 

arrive. This, then, is the need to spare it. One who spares it will chensh his vital spirit, 

and spare his wisdom and knowledge. Hence the text says: "To regulate people and serve 

Heaven there is nothing like being sparing." 

'O The fact that a 'texf or 'document7 is mentioned indicates the author was commenting on what he 
believed to be a coherent piece of work, as does the fact that he deals mostly with entire chapters rather 
than passages atone, In Yzt Lao, the text is never referred to by s, and passages are handled in piecemeal 
tàshion. 



The masses are hasty in using their energy, and being hasty they are prone to 

expend more ofit. To expend much energy is said to be extrava- The sage is serene 

when using his energy. and being serene he expends little of it. To expend little energy is 

said to be sparing. Sparing is said to be a method that arises out of the principles of the 

Way. 

Now, to be capable of being sparing rneans to be one who accords with the Way 

and submits to the patterns of things. The masses, when encountering a calamity or 

sinking into disaster, never know about beating a retreat, and as such do not follow the 

Way or submit to principles of things. The sage, though yet to see the shaping of disaster 

and calamity. being completely empty, willingly submits to the pnnciples of the Way. 

and is thus designated as 'subrnirting fiom the start.' Hence the text says: "Because he is 

sparing, he is able to submit fiom the start.'" 

The thought of one who knows how to govem people is serene; the apertures of 

one who knows how to serve Heaven are empty." When thought is serene then virtue 

will not dissipate. When apertures are empty, harmonizing vital energy will enter the 

person every day. Hence the text says: "repetitive accumulation of virtue." 

Now. to be able to bring it about that old virtue does not dissipate and fresh 

harmonizing vital energy arrives every day is what the text calls 'the quick way to 

submission.' Hence the text says: "The quick way to submission means repetitive 

'' Probably referring to the seven apertures of the head, Le. the eyes, ears, noshits, and rnouth. 

8 1 



accumuIation of virtue." One accumulates virtue and the spirit becomes still; once the 

spirit is still then hannony increases; once harrnony increases then one can realize his 

plans; realizing his plans he is able to command the myriad things, and if able to 

command the myriad things he d l  easily triumph over the enemy in war, and when he 

can easily ûiumph over the enemy in war then his strategy will sweep the world. Once 

his strategy sweeps the world, the text says: "there is nothing that he cannot conquer." 

This stage of 'there is nothing that he cannot conquer' had its source in the repetitive 

accumulation of virtue, hence the text says: "If one repetitively accumulates virtue, there 

is nothing the he cannot conquer." 

If one can easily triumph over the enemy in war then one can unite the whole 

world, and if one's strategy is sure to sweep the world then one3 subjects will be 

cornpliant. Thus, going forth he will annex the world, and when withdrawing his subjects 

will follow him, If  his methods are far-reaching, then the masses in no case can see its 

beginning and end. If no one can see its beginning and end, thereby the people in no case 

can know his limits. Hence the text says: "As there is nothing that he cannot conquer. no 

one knows the limits he can reach." 

In general, if you possess a state and then lose it, or possess your healthy person 

then let disaster befall it, then you cannot be called capable of possessing a state or 

protecting your person. Now, to be capable of possessing a state you rnust certainly be 

capable or protecting its sacrificial altars, and to capable of protecting your person you 



must certainly be capable of fidfilling your natural allotment of years - only after meeting 

these requirements can you be called capable of possessing a state or protecting your 

person! 

Now: to be capable of possessing a state or protecting your person rneans you 

must also embody the way. If you embody the way then your wisdom will be deep, if 

your wisdom is deep then your abilities will be far-reaching, and if your abilities are far- 

reaching then the masses in no case will be able to see its lirnits. Only such a person c m  

rnake others not see the limits of one's affairs, and the people's not being able to see the 

limits of one's affairs is deemed protecting your person and possessing your state. hence 

the text says: '-None know his limits." "None know his limits, thereby he is capable of 

possessing a state." 

As for that which the text calls "maintaining the mother of the state," this 

'rnother' is the way.= The Way as such spnngs from the art of maintaining a state. 

Since it is the art of maintaining a state, it is referred to as "maintaining the mother of the 

state." One who uses the Way to be perfectly in step with the worId, his time in Iife wili 

last long and his term in office will last long, hence the text says: "If one maintains the 

mother of the state. he cm, accordingly, Iong endure." 

Trees have roots that spread out and roots that grow straight down. Roots (@) are 

what the text cdls base roots (a). The base roots are those through which the tree is able 

to establish itself. while the roots that spread out are those through which the tree is able 

to support itself- 

[As for people], virtue is that by which people are able to establish themsehes; 

rank is that by which people are able to support themselves. Now, he who establishes 

himself with pnnciples will be able to support himself through rank for a Iong time. and 

hence the text says: "Deepen your roots." He who ernbodies the Way will live through 

many days, hence the text says: "Make firm your base." With a firrn base his Iife is long, 

and with deep roots he wili see many years, hence the text says: "Deepen your roots, 

7 1  - The way for this author is the way of the ruler, or the art of ruling, and there is harldy a trace of the 
metaphysicai, transcendent Dao in this chapter. The one passage where the Dao is explicitly spoken of in 
these terms appears below, 'Commentary on Dao'. 



make finn your base - this is the way of living long and enduring in overseeing the 

Commentary 04 on Laozi 60 

If an artisan repeatedly switches occupations then he will lose his achievements. 

If a worker repeatedly moves about then he will lose any chance for achievement. If a 

person working a whole day loses half a day's work, after ten days he will have lost the 

work of five persons. If ten thousand people working a whole day [ose half a day's work, 

then afier ten days they will have Iost the work of fie thousand men. So, then, the more 

there are of those who repeatedly change their occupations, the greater the losses! 

In general, if laws and decrees change then benefit and h m  will be different; if 

benefit and harm are different then the people's duties will change. When duties change. 

this means 'changing occupations.' Therefore, if we look at things in terms of principles. 

then when employing a great multitude you keep shifting them about then their 

accomplishments will be few, when you harbour great talent and you continudly move it 

about, it wïll be worn out and harrned, when cooking small fish you repeatedly stir them 

about then they will lose their moisture, and when govenùng a great state if you 

repeatedly alter laws then the people d l  suffer fiom it. Therefore the ruler who has 

mastered the way of ruling values tranquility and does not value changing laws. Hence it 

is said: "Governing a great state is like cooking small fish." 

The text quoted here is different than the received Laozi text, which reads: %@$/i!J&, HxRzg - 
"Having deep roots firmly established is the Way of long life and enduring oversight," 
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fniits of their labours, then the people will  prosper and multiply. When people prosper 

and multiply, then the reserves of the state will increase. When people prosper and 

multiply, and the reserves of the state increase, this is 'having potency.' 

Generally. when someone is said t a  be 'cursed'? it refers to those for whom the 

ethereal spirit and earth-bound soul have departed and whose vital essence is in a wild 

state, Being in such a wild state means arè. absence of potency, If rnalign spirits are not 

mischievous with people, then people's et4iereaI spirit and earth-bound soul wiIl not 

depart. If people's ethereal spirit and earth-bound soul will not depart their vital essence 

will not be in a wild state. If their vital essence is not in a wild state, this is 'having 

potency.' 

Therefore, when the reserves of the state increase and malign spirits do not cause 

people's vital essence to be in a wild state, then potency will be replete amont, the people. 

Hence it is said: "When neither of the two cause h m ,  then potency unites and reverts 

[back to the people]." In other words, their potency will mite and flourish and will al1 

revert back to the people. 

Commentary 05 on Laozi 46 

The d e r  who practices the Way abroad bears no enmity towards his bordering 

rival states and domestically treats the people in his own state with benevolent rule. Now, 

the ruler who bears no enmity towards his bordering rival states receives feudal lords and 

foreign dignitaries with the proper protocols. The d e r  who treats the people of his own 

state with benevolent rule in governing his people works at what is fundamental. I f  he 

receives feudal lords with the proper protocols, then troops will rarely be raised; if in 

governing his people he works at what is fundamental then extravagant behaviour will 

cease. 



Generdy speaking, the greatest use of horses is to equip the troops abroad? while 

domestically they contribute to extravagance. Now, a d e r  who practices the Way 

seldom deploys bis troops abroad and forbids redundant extravagance domesticdly. If 

the mler does not use horses to wage war and prirsue the defeated, and the people do not 

use horses to transport goods in order to satis@ the craving for distant things, then what 

they will concentrate their efforts on will only be their own fields. Concentrating efforts 

on their own fields necessady means [using horses for] fertilization, and so the text says: 

"When the Way prevails arnong al1 under Heaven, one relegates coursers to producing 

manure." 

If the d e r  of men does not practice the Way, then inside his borders he cvill be 

cruel to and mistreat his people, and outside his borders he will encroach upon and harass 

his neighbouring states. If the d e r  is cruel and mistreating inside his borders then the 

people's productivity will stop, and if encroaching and harassing his neighbouring states 

then troops will often be raised. If the people's productivity stops, then the production of 

domestic animals will lessen. If troops will often be raised, then the ranks of troops will 

be used up. If the production of domestic animals Iessens, then there will be a lack of 

war-horses; if troops are used up, the army wilI be in a precarious state. If war-horses are 

lacking, then even the generals' horsesZ4 will have to go on the battlefield. If the m y  is 

'' Most cornrnentaton read s.4 ('mares') instead of Gu Guangqi mffi suggested thar the 
character 'R' was mistakenly used for ' r fF '  given the similarities in the appearance of the characters 
(%, %f'F@, BZZS,  ) This seerns plausible given the context - 'if war-horses are few. then even 
mares will have to go on the banlefield.' Also, the 'Debates on salt and iron' of the first century 
B.C. includes a Iine that reads z,%Fj$, WttAE, ï!&!@WBlf& "war horses becarne insuficient, 
so even mares in foal were enlisted in the ranks, which resuhed in COIS being born out on the battlefields." 
However, both Tsuda Hokei @EEIRm and Zhang Jue Eg believe tnat %.% should be read as R2.S - 
the generals' horses. Zhang believes that the term 5;.rS in the statement a%, agz& refers to the 
oficials next to the mler at court (perhaps 'surrounding' the rulers at court). The term z, in one o f  its 
standard meanings, can denote the ministers close to the mler, and later in this passase we indeed find the 
compound BE, which is suggestive. Also, the pairing of 'generals horses and high ministers' seerns 
better than 'mares and high rninisters'. What further bolsters Hokei7s and Zhang's position is that they do 



in a precarïous state, then even officials close to the mler will be pressed into service. 

The horse is something of great use for the military; 'surroundings' are the officials close 

to the d e r .  Since these days the troops' equipage must have recourse to the generals' 

horses and intimate officials, the text says: "When the way is not practiced in the world, 

then war-horses must be brought forth fiom the stalls of the high ministers.'"' 

If people have desires their calculations will soon be in disorder, if their 

calculations are in disorder their desires will only intensi*. When desires intensiQ then 

the wicked mind will hiurnph, and if the wicked mind triumphs then one's handling of 

affairs will come to an end. When one's handling of affairs come to an end then disasters 

and dificulties will arise. 

Looking at it from this viewpoint, disasters and difficukies arise out of the wicked 

minci, and the wicked mind is drawn out by desirable objects. This category of desirabIe 

objects, if the mler promotes it he will cause innocent comrnon folk to be villainous, 

while if he restricts it he will cause good men to meet with disaster? When treachery 

comes about then at court it will encroach upon and weaken the d e r ,  and when disasters 

arrive then the people will incur more injuries. So then, this category of desirable objects 

will encroach upon and weaken the d e r  above and will injure the people beIow. To 

not emend the text to understand R. Final ly, there is also a question of military tactics: Zhang notes that 
generals, under normal circumstances, did not go out to do battle, while Chen believes that the generals' 
horses would be dispatched into battle with al1 the rest (Le. why wait until the nurnber of horses had 
depleted until joining the Fray?), and thus opposes this reading. The keys to reading this passage are the 
terms ,%, and m. If these are taken to mean "mares PT, "the closeness [of the battle]" and "outskirts". 
then the Gu's reading seerns more justifiable. If these are taken to rnean "~enerals", 'rhose surrounding the 
nile?' and "the ministers close to the mler - ZE" then Hokei's and Zhang7s seems more justifiable. 1 go 
with the Iarter. For Hokei, Gu, and Chen, see Chen, p.36 1. For Zhang, see Shang, p.347. For a complete 
translation of the passage, see Lynn, p. 14 1. 
~5 This sarne passage in Yrr Lao is best translated as "[When the way is absent from the world], war horses 
are bred in the suburbs." 



encroach upon and weaken the ruler above and to injure the people below is a great crime! 

Hence the text says: "There is no greater disaster than [being seduced by] desirable 

~bjects."'~ Therefore the sage is not enticed by the five colours and does not indulge in 

music, and the enlightened d e r  holds lightly amusement and attractions and discards 

indulgence and bea* 

Man has neither fur nor feathers, so if he doesn't Wear clothes he c a ~ o t  combat 

the cold. Above he is not comected to Heaven, below he is not attached to the Earth: he 

takes his intestines and stomach as the fundamental source - if he doesn't eat then he 

cannot Iive. This is the reason why he cannot avoid having a covetous mind, and if he 

cannot eliminate this benefit-seeking mind, then he will be full of worry. Therefore as 

long as the sage has sufficient clothing to combat the cold and sufficient food to fil1 his 

empty belly he has no W O ~ ~ S  at dl. The masses are not so, and though the greater 

among them can become feudal lords, and though the Iesser rnight have a surplus wealth 

of a thousand pieces of gold,28 the worry caused by coveting will not be eliminated. 

Prisoners have a chance to be set f?ee, those sentenced to death are sometirnes able to live, 

and yet nowadays the womes of' those who don? know sufficiency will last till the end of 

their lives. Hence it is said: "There is no greater disaster than not knowing ~uficienc~.' ' '~ 

'' I believe this is the most plausible reading of the passage, and 1 follow Zhang. The -good people' who 
own or possess or otherwise can't avoid these pleasurable objects will meet the 'disaster' of punishment if 
the ruler restricts them. See Zhang, p.349. 
" Compare to the received editions of the Laozi, which either read ~ ~ ~ f i ~ f ~ .  

A similar passage dividing the rank of officialdom and the riches of private iife appears above in 
Commentary on Laozi 58. 
' 9  This line is ais0 commented on in Yu Loo, however, there is a sigificant difference in the use of x. 
Here, it is best rendered as 'sufficiency', as the sage seeks to acquire the bare minimum necessary for 
survival; by not wanting more, the sage is ftee of worry. However, the stress in Yu Lao is on knowing 
'contentment', for in that passage, an Earl is lead to min because of his greed. In Yzi Lao, the Earl coutd 
have avoided his min by being content with what he already had; here, it is clear that having rank or wealth 
is the very source of anxiety, 



Therefore. if you covet intensely then3* you will worry; if you worry then you'll 

be ill; if il1 your wisdom will wane; if wisdom wanes you'll lose the ability to grade and 

measure; having lost the ability to grade and measure, actions become rash; with rash 

actions arrive disaster and harm; with the arriva1 of disaster and harm the illness will bind 

your i n n e m s t  regions; if the illness binds your innermost regions then this painhl 

disaster will reach the external appearance; if this painful disaster reaches the extemal 

appearance then the rnisery and pain wilI become mixed together in the area of the 

intestines and stomach; if the misery and pain mix together in the area of the intestines 

and stornach then the injury to the person will be agonizing3' if it is agonizing then the 

person will retreat and find fault with himself. This retreating and fmding fault with the 

self arose out of being covetous, hence the saying: "There is no more agonizing fault than 

being covet~us. '~ '  

30 Taking to mean F!U. 
3 1 See the passage above, where the author describes the intestines and stomach as the 'fundamentaI source' 
of life. 
'' Again, compare this quote with the received edition, which reads %=kfi%f'+ (There  is no greater 
calarnity than being covetous.") 
'j The only section in Jie Lao where the author comrnents on the Dao as the ultimate source and progenitor 
ofthings, hence bringing out the metaphysical aspects of  the Dao fiom the Laozi. Throughout the rest of 
the commentary, the Dao is translated as the rvay  since it is clearly the way to achieve success and protect 
your person whiie in public office, hence it can be called the way of the mler or official. Moreover, this is 
the only passage with no quotations fiom the Laozi. [t is also distinguished by its frequent use of end 
rhymes. Zhang speculates that it might be material that has gotten in by mistake, maybe frorn =. 
However, the similanties with that chapter are supefixcial. There are much more striking similarities 
between this passage and Dao Yuan m, the fourth 'book' of the Hzmng-Lao Silk Manzrscnpts jZjEr%E;r, 
uneîrthed at Mawangdui in 1973, including the repeated use of the '. ..f$$2Jl.. .' pattern. Most Iikely, this 
is some other Huang-Lao document that has gotten into this chapter by rnistake. 



Dao is that by which the myriad things are so. the sum of the myriad principles. 

Principles are the patterns out of which things are composed; the Dao is that by which the 

myriad things are composed. Hence it is said, "The Dao is that which principles thern.?"' 

Since things have their own patterns they cannot encroach upon one another; since they 

cannot encroach upon one another. patterns are deemed the definers of things. The 

myriad things each has its own pattern, and the Dao is the sum of al1 the principles. 

Hence it cannot but transforrn. As it cannot but transform, it has no constant mode. As it 

has no constant mode: 

Death and life are endowed with qi fiom it, 
The myriad wisdoms are 1adIed out fiom it, 
The myriad affairs wax and wane because of it. 

Heaven obtains it and thus becomes hi&. 
Earth receives it and thus stores everything. 

The polar star receives it and thus achieves its imposing influence. (B jiver) 
The sun and the moon receive it and are persistently radiant. (j'& kwang) 
The five constants3' receive it and thus establish their positions. (fc yliwer) 
The arrangement of stars receive it and thus aright their rnovements. (77 grung) 
The four seasons receive it and thus regulate their changing climates. (g  xjer) 
The Yellow ~ r n ~ e r o t ?  received it and thus appropriated the world. (3 pjwang) 

'' Some have altered the text to read s, $ZZ%th  ('the Dao is what threads rhem fogerher'), which better 
conforms to the last line of Laozi 14. The change, however, seems unnecessary and arbitrary given the 
context, The distinct style and philosophy of this section, coupled with the conspicuous absence of a quote 
from the Laozi, convince me it is an interpolation. 
'* Most probably the Vive phases' or 'five processes' (EB) of metal, wood, water, fire, and earth 

(&*kjk*). 



Chi Son) 37 received it and attained the longevity of Heaven and Earth. 
Sage obtamed it and thus perfected the ernblems of culture. (g gang) 

The Dao joined with Yao and shun3' in perfect wisdorn. and it joined with Sie yusg in 

perfect madness. it joined with Jie and Zhou in perfect destruction, and it joined with 

Tang and Wu in perfect prosperity. 

When you thllzk it close at hand, (z g7nn) 
it has roamed the four corners of the world; (@ giek) 
When you think it far off, (g yjwan) 
it's right by your side. (Ia[I tsiek) 

When you think it obscure and dim, 
it radiates the bnghtness of a suni (BA miweng) 
When you think it cIear and luminous, 
its stuff is hidden and obscure, 

ItTs accomplishment is the completion of heaven and Earth. 
Its h ~ o n i o u s  activity gave rise to thunder. (73 deng) 
Al1 things under the Heavens (m mjwet) 
Wwe their formation to it. (6 djieng) 

Generally, these are the properties of the Dao: (kj ieng)  
It neither has structure nor takes shape; (B geng) 
It is pliant and yielding according to the time, (g- diey) 
And responds and adapts according to principles. 

The myriad things: 
Receive it and live, (& sreng) 
Receive it and die, (z sjier) 

The myriad things: 
receive it and fail, (,& bnvar) 
receive it and succeed. (E djeng) 

- -  

36 A fictitious historical sage, said to have invented administration and war. Often listed as the Iast sage 
before Yao and Shun. He was one of the figureheads of the Huang-lao g z  schooI of thought (the other 
being Laozi), but is mostly fiowned upon in the outer chapters of the Zhuangzi. 
37 Or the 'Crimson Pine Master'. Also said to be the 'master of min' during the time of the Yellow 
Emperor. Fictitious. 
38 Historical sages, perhaps fictitious. They are the heroes of the Confician school. 
39 Seems to crop up everywhere in the ancient literature when a madman is needed. He also appears in the 
Analecfs and the Zhziang5, among other texts. 



The Way can be cornpared with water: 
If a drowning man swallows too much of it he dies- (a fier) 
if a thirsty man drinks just enough of it he lives- (& sreng) 

Compare i; to a sword or a spear: 
A foo t uses it out of anger and misfortune arises, (9 sreng) 
a sage punishes crime with it and fortune results. (E djieng) 

There fore; 
You receive it and die, (E sjier) 
receive it and live: (9 sreng) 
You receive it and fail, (,% buwnr) 
you receive it and succeed. & , (c$ieng) 

Commentary 07 on Laozi 14 

People seldom see a living elephant, so they obtain the bones of a dead elephant. 

and, according to their design, imagine a living one. Therefore, that which people use to 

imagine a thing is called 'forrn'- Now, though the way can't be heard or seen, the sage 

gets a hold of its visible4' effects to settle on and see its shape, hence it is said, "The 

shapeless shape, the thing-less forni.'' 

Cammentary 08 on Laozi 14' 

Generally, principles account for the difference between short and round. short 

and long, coarse and refined, hard and brittle. Hence o d y  after principles are fixed can 

JO Here, E means @, i.e. the what ' c m  be seen' or what is 'visible'. 



we get at what the Dao is- Arnong these fixed prïnciples are survival and destruction, Iife 

and death, flourish and decay. Things that now survive and now perish, suddenly come 

to life and suddenly dieT which flourish at the start and later decay - they cannot be called 

constant, Only that which existed together with the cleaving apart of Heaven and Earth 

and which c m  last until their disintegration without dying or  decaying may be called 

constant- Yet what is constant is without change or fixed principle of its own. Since it 

has no fixed principle, it is not sornething that resides in a constant condition. This is 

why one cannot talk about it- The sage sees its mysterious emptiness uses the 

functionality of its great cyclicd movement. Forced to give it a name he calls it DUO.'" 

and only then can it be discussed. Hence it is said "The way that can be spoken of is not 

the constant way?3 

Commentary 09 on Laozi 50 

People begin in birth and end in death. Beginning is called 'emerging', and 

ending is called 'entering', hence the text says, "Emerging is life, entering is death." A 

person's body has three hundred and sixty sections, and the four extremities and nine 

openingsM are its greatest implements. The four extremities and nine openings total 

thirteen. The movements of these thirteen al1 belong to Me, and so can be called 

- - -  

4 1 This section foilows nicely from the previous one. There, we were told that the sage knows ofthe Dao 
because he can see its visible effects, a point that is echoed here below. 
4 1  Chapter 25 of the Laozi has a similar passage: E F Q z g ,  TZZlB- 
43 A.C. Graham. in Dispzrters of the Tao, offers the following interpretation of this section: "By relating the 
universal Way to the local patterns of things Han Fei is able to give a rationai account of the opening 
sentence of Lao-tzu 'the Way that cari be 'Way'-ed [fomulared in words as the Way] is not the constant 
Way.' Since the Way inchdes al1 the contrasting courses which things follow, the way which a thing may 
be descnbed as following can only be one of the localized regularities," 
bl Probably referring to the eyes, ears, nostrils, mouth. urethral meatus (peehole), and anus. Compare to the 
'seven openings' referred to in Commentary on Laozi 59. 



'dependencies', hence the text says, 'Zife7s dependencies number thirteen.'' Arriving at 

death, these thirteen great implements al1 belong to death, so death's dependencies also 

number thirteen, hence the text says, "Life's dependencies nurnber thirteen. and death's 

dependencies nurnber thirteen." 

In general what keeps people living is certainly movement. When movernent is 

exhausted hami results. But as long as movement never ceases harm never ceases as well. 

When harm does not cease. the life will be thoroughly depleted. A life thoroughiy 

depleted is dso  called 'death'. so these thirteen equipment al1 act and die already in this 

condition of 'death'. Hence the text says, "As for people's lives' as long as they live they 

rnove. yet every move leads to the land of death through thirteen  avenue^.'^' Therefore 

the sage cherishes his vital essence and esteems dwelling in quietude and stillne~s.'~ 

This is much greater than the harm of a rhinoceros or tiger. The rhinoceros and 

tiger have their own habitats and rest and act at certain times. By avoiding their habitats 

and keeping alert of such times, you may escape the harms of the rhinoceros and tiger. 

People but know that rhinos and tigers have homs and claws, but no one knows that each 

of the myriad things has its own homs and claws, and therefore they cannot escape the 

hanns of the myriad things. 

45 This Iine appears in both silk manuscripts at Mawangdui. 
46 This last sentence also appears in Commentary on Laozi 59. 



How c m  we discuss this? When the seasonal rains Ml and gather and the 

desolate wilderness is idle and tranquil, you nsk climbing mountains and crossing rivers 

with dusk and dawn, then the horns and cIaws of the bitter wind and exposure will harm 

you. When serving your superiors you are not loyal, when you vioIate pro hibitions and 

decrees Iightly, the horns and claws of punishments and the law will h m  you, When 

dwelling in the countryside you don't restrain yourself, and love and hate others 

indiscrirninately. the horns and claws of quarrel and dispute will harm you. When your 

lusts and desires are unrestricted, your movements unrestrained, the horns and claws of 

sickness and disease will harm you. When you prefer using your own biased knowledge 

and abandon the principles of the way. then the horns and claws of nets and traps will 

harm you. Rhinos and tigers have their limited habitats, and the myrîad harrns have their 

origins, so if you avoid their lirnited habitats and prevent their origins, then you can 

escape d l  harrn! 

In general, troops' armour is their provision against h m .  One who values Iife, 

though he may enter the army, he won't have any hatefùl or confrontational intentions, 

and without hatefid or conf?ontational intention, there will be no need to make provision 

to rescue oneself from harm. And this is true not only for those troops in the wildemess; 

the sage, too, making his way through the world has no intention to harm people, and if 

there's no intention to harm people, you can be certain that no people will seek to h m  

him as well. If there are no people seeking to harm him then there is no need to prepare 

and guard against the people, hence the text says "When travelling by over land he 

doesn't encounter rhinos or tigers." When making his way through rnanned mountain 

ranges he has no need to rely on provisions against h m ,  hence the text says "When he 

enters the army he suffers no wound fiom weapons." Having distanced himself fiom al1 

these harms, hence the text says "The rhinoceros has no way to stnke at hirn with horn, 

the tiger has no way to strïke at hirn with claw, and weapons of war have no way to use 

point or edge against hirn." 

To have established no provision tu rescue oneself fiom harm and yet be certain 

not to corne to h m  - this follows the principles of the Way of Heaven and Earth. The 

sage ernbodies the way of the heavens and earth, hence the text says: "There is no realrn 



of death for hirn." Since he does not move in the realm of death, so he is called %ood at 

preserving life." 

Commentary 10 on Laozi 67 

One who loves children will be compassionate to his child. One who values life 

will be compassionate to his body. One who esteems results will be compassionate in his 

affairs. The compassionate mother, when it comes to her delicate newborns, wiIl work to 

extend their good fortune. and in working to extend their good fortune will stnve to rid 

them of calamities. Eshe would work at ridding them of calamities she has to ponder 

things deeply. If she ponders deeply, she will recomigize the principles of affairs, and if 

she recognizes the principles of affairs then she will be certain to fùlfil eficacy.'" If she 

is certain to fulfil efficacy she will by unhesitant in her actions. and this is called 

' bravery ' . 
The sage, when it cornes to the myriad affairs, thoroughly resembles the 

compassionate mother's reflections on the well-being of her children, and thereby sees 

the way that rnust be practiced. To see the way that must be practiced is illumination, 

and when following affairs he, too, will be unhesitant. and this is called 'bravery'. Being 

unhesitant arises out of being compassionate, hence the text says: Yt is thanks to 

compassion that one c m  be brave." 

47 An identical passage occurs in Commentary on Laozi 5'8. 
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The Duke of Chou said, '&If the enveloping ice of winter days is not rigid, then the 

growing vegetation of spnng and sumrner won't flourish," Heaven and earth cannot be 

constantly extravagant or constantly wastefiil, let alone man! Hence the myriad things 

are certain to flourish and decline, the myriad a a i r s  are certain to contract and expand, 

States are certain to have the civil and the rni~itary,?~ and oficials and administrators are 

certain to have reward and punishment, Therefore the wise nobleman uses his assets 

hgally, and so his family prospers; the sage treasures his spirit fondly, and so his 

quintessence abounds; the d e r  of men takes war seriously, and so his population 

multiplies. If  his population multiplies his state will expand. Therefore, ùlis is praised, 

and so it is said: Yt is thanks to hgali ty that one can expand." 

Generally speaking, anything that has a form can be easily cut. easily hacked out. 

How shall we discuss this? If it has form they have length or shortness. so largeness or 

smallness, so squareness or roundness, so hardness or softness, so lightness or heaviness, 

so whiteness or blackness. Long or short and square or round and hard or sofi and Iight 

or heavy and white or black - these are called 'properties'. As properties they are fixed 

and so things are easity hacked out.49 Therefore, when planning and discussing things in 

a large gathering, if you speak last then you can establish your position, and those in 

authority will be sure to know it. 

48 The pairing of 2s is also found in the Huang-Lao silk documents found at Mawangdui ( B % , ~ y ~ ) ,  but 
is otherwise rare in texts of the sarne period. 
43 My translation here follows Graham, Dispufer of the Tao. p. 286. He goes on to comment: "This is a 
striking esample of the Chinese tendency.. . to treat things as divisions of the universe rather than the 
universe as the aggregate of things. Distinctions are seen in binary terms, as in the first place between pairs 
of opposites (with even figure and colour reduced to square/round and whitehlack) ... Things are not 
conceived as isolated each with its own essential and accidenta1 properties; on the contrary, distinguishing 
characteristics are seen as mostly relative (of the six selected in this passage, al1 but figure and colour)." 



Therefore, just as those who wish to achieve a square or a circle must comply 

with compass and square, so  too the myriad &airs must achieve successfuI shapes. And 

the my-rïad things in no case do not have their own 'compass and square', so those who 

would put fonvard strategies must plan in accordance with such 'cornpasses and squares'. 

The sage thoroughly follows the 'compasses and squares' of the myrïad things, hence the 

text says, "He does not presume to be first among al1 under Heaven." If you do not 

presurne to be First arnong d l  under Heaven, then al1 of your affairs will be taken care of 

['affaired'], al1 your deeds will be completed ['deeded'], and your strategies ~611 be 

imprinted on your generation; then even if you desired to be without a seat in high office. 

would this desire be attainabk? To take your seat in hi& office is called 'becoming a 

rninister that is successfui in completing affairs.' Thereby it is said? "It is because he 

does not presume to be f rs t  arnong al1 under Heaven that he is able to become a minister 

that is successful in completing afEair~.' '~~ 

Those who are compassionate to their children dare not refiain fiom providing 

them clothing and food; those who are compassionate to their persons dare not deviate 

from rules and Iirnits; those who love figures dare not forego the compass and square. 

Therefore. when about to deploy your troops you are cornpassionate toward the 'rank and 

file' then you will defeat the enerny, and if you are compassionate towards the 

instruments and machinery of warfare then your city walls will be secure. Hence the text 

says: 7 t  is thanks to compassion that when one takes the field he is victorious, and when 

he takes a defensive position he holds firm." Now, he who is able to preserve himself 

and also thoroughly complies with the principles of the mqriad things, he is certain to 

have the life which Heaven endowed him. To live this 'Heavenly life' generates 'mind'. 

And so the Way of al1 under Heaven fulfils such a life, as 

50 The text here is different from the received Laozi ( ~ ~ ~ ~ - F ~ ,  
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it. I f  one's f la irs  are certain to be completed, and if not a single of one's initiatives is 

inappropriate, that is a treasure. Hence the text says: "1 have three treasures, which 1 hold 

tight and treasure.'"' 

Commentary I l  on Laozi 53 

That which the text calls the "Great Way3 is the orthodox Way. That which it 

calls the "apparent course of things" is the heterodox Way. The so-called "shortcut to the 

Great" is disguised with beautification. Being disguised with beautification is one 

particular aspect of the heterodox way. 

"The governrnent offices are clean" means that litigations have multiplied. But if 

Iitigations multiply, then the fields will be desolate. If the fields are desolate, then the 

storehouses and granaries will be emptied. If the storehouses and granaries are empty. 

then the state becomes impoverished. The state becomes impoverished as peoples' 

customs rernain overly extravagant. If the peoples' customs remain overly extravagant, 

then the food and clothing industries will come to an end. If the food and clothing 

industries come to an end, then the people can't but use pretense and clevemess to 

swindle others. If the people can't but use pretense and cleverness to swindIe others, then 

they come to know decorations and embellishment. Knowing decorations and 

embellishment they are "garbed in patterned and decorative clothes". When litigations 

multiply, when fields are desolate, and when the peoples' customs remain overly 

5 1 Again, different than the received text: '%BE=, RmR2, " 
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extravagant, then the harm to the state cornes as if pierced by a sharp sword. Hence it is 

said: "Carrying swords at their sides!" 

NI those who make an ornament of their wisdom deliberately do so to the extent 

thât they bring harm to the state - their families are certain to be wealthy. It is because 

they are certain to be wealthy that it is said: Soverflowing with goods and wealth," If the 

country has such people, then the ignorant peasants can't help but try to mimic them, and 

by mimicking them petty thieves arise. 

Looking at it Like this, when great villains act petty thieves soon follow; and when 

great villains lead o e  petty thieves harmonize in with them. The is the foremost 

instrument for the Five Notes, so when the yu plays the bells and lutes follow, and when 

the pi sounds al1 the other instruments harmonize with it. Nowadays the great villains act 

and the common peasants jointly with sing after them, and when the cornmon peasants 

sing with them then petty thieves are certain to harmonize- Therefore those garbed in 

pattemed and decorative clothes, carrying swords at their side, satiating themselves wïth 

food and drink, and overflowing with goods and wealth - they are what are calIed the yzi 

of the thieves. 

Commentary 12 on Laozi 54 



If people would do without 'stupidity' and 'wisdom', none would fail to have the 

power to accept and reject, if people lived tranquilly, none would fail to know where 

disaster and fortune corne fiom. Yet when people are captivated by notions of fondness 

and aversion, when they are enticed by lascivious objects, then tumioil will occur. The 

reason for this is that they are lured by external objects, disordered by amusing pleasures, 

Whïle tranquil, they have the ability for proper selection; while at peace, they know how 

to plan for disaster and fortune. Now, amusing pleasures change them. external objects 

lure them, these l u e  them and the people go dong, hence the text says they are 

'iiprooted." 

As for the sage, he is not so; for once he estabIishes his rnethod of selection, 

though he may see pleasurable objects they can't l u e  him. Since he cannot be Iured, it is 

said he's "not uprooted," When he is one with his imate tendencies, even if there is that 

type of desirable object his spirit won't waver. Because his spirit doesn't waver he's 

called "not fallen off." If, as someone's descendant, you embody this Way to safeguard 

the ancestral temple and prevent its destruction - this is what is meant by "sacrifices will 

not cease." 

The individual by accurnulating his essence becomes virtuous; the family by 

accumulating riches and wealth becomes virtuous; the village, state. or world by means 

of common people becomes virtuous, Nowadays, if you regulate yourself, then external 

objects cannot disorder your vital essence, hence the text says: "If'you cultivate it in your 

person, your virtue will be authentic.?' Authentic refers to the security of prudent action. 

If you manage your family, then useless objects will never cause it to waver in its plans, 

and so its resources will surpass al1 need, hence the text says: "If you cultivate it in your 

fmily,  its virtue will s q a s s  al1 need." Now, if those who manage villages act on this 

principle, then households with a surplus of resources will increase and multipIy. hence 

the text says: "If you cultivate it in the village and its virtue will endure." And if those 

who manage States act on this principle then villages with virtue will increase and 

multiply, hence the text says: "If you cultivate it in the state, and its virtue will be 

abundant," And if those who oversee the empire act on this principle, then in no case 



will the lives of the people not receive its benefits, and so the text says: "If you cultivate 

it arnong al1 under Heaven. its virtue will reach everywhere.'? 

He who cultivates his person will, by means of this @rinciple], be abIe to 

differentiate the gentleman from the have; and those who manage villages7 manage 

States, and oversee empires. will, by means of this [prïnciple], be able to properly judge 

between accrual and squander. Under these circumstances. they can't go wrong, not even 

once in ten thousand times! Hence the text says "See the person fiom the perspective of  

the person. the family from the perspective of the fami!y, the village from the perspective 

of the village, the state fiom the perspective of the state. and the empire from the 

perspective of the empire. How do 1 h o w  the empire is so? Just so." 
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