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% Summary

One of the most obvious and well-known examples of the many textual variations in
the Daodejing #E{E%% is perhaps in passage 25: as recently as 100 years ago, wang
yida TJNAK (“the king is also great”) was considered standard in both China and
abroad, but revised editions of the text in contemporary China featuring the variant
ren yi da AJNK (“human beings are also great”) have now eclipsed those that say
wang yi da FJIK as the standard version of the text. This paper engages in critical
analysis of the textual variations among different versions of Daodejing passage 25,
explores the origin of the variant reading ren yi da AJRK, and shows that the small
minority of textual witnesses which read ren yi da AJNK instead of wang yi da T
JIAK do not appear to be reliable in this regard, especially in light of the fact that all
excavated bamboo slip and silk manuscripts dating to the Western Han or pre-Qin

eras read wang yi da FJRK without exception.

However, this does not imply that the traditional reading of the received text of the
Daodejing represents the original form and meaning of the passage in question. A
number of other significant textual variations are worthy of note: in particular, the
order of the text is different in the excavated bamboo slip manuscripts. According to
the order of the text preserved in both the Guodian F[JJE slips and the bamboo slips
housed in the collection of Beijing University (the “Beida” slips, or Peking University
Laozi, L KFETRHA), the phrase Dao da # K (“Dao is great”) should appear after
Dida #tK (“Earth is great”) instead of before Tian da KK (“Heaven is great”).
This order is also supported by a quotation from an ancient version of the text

preserved in the Daoyingxun B[zl section of the Huainanzi JEFE -

This paper proceeds to demonstrate that, in the context of passage 25, the character da
K (“big”, “great”) was originally a loan for da #'. Although much less common
than the use of da X , the use of da K as a loan for da % is not entirely unattested
in ancient Chinese. Like the character Dao # (“the Way”), the character da % has

n contemporary Mandarin Chinese, the first character (da X ) is pronounced in the fourth tone,
while the latter of the two characters (da % ) is pronounced in the second, or rising tone.
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a wide range of meanings related to journeys, roads, and verbal expression. Passage
25 presents Da K. ( 3K/ #£ ) as a name (ming 4 ) which corresponds to Dao #H,
here referred to as a courtesy style (zi 5= ). In the context of traditional Chinese
naming tradition, a “courtesy style” (also called “courtesy name” or “style name”, zi
| biaozi FFF ) was used to in order avoid addressing someone directly by his or
her personal name (ming 54 |/ benming K% ), which was taboo in many
circumstances. There was usually a close relationship between a person’s courtesy
style and personal name; in many cases, style names are synonyms or near synonyms
of the corresponding personal name. Since Da K and Dao 74 are here paired
together as name and courtesy style, the context would seem to imply that da K

should be read as a loan for da %%, which is a close synonym of Dao #& —and this

reading is immediately confirmed by the following lines of the text.

One of the primary meanings of da %£ refers to the condition of a journey being
unobstructed, and the classical dictionary Guangya EETE defines the closely related
(almost interchangeably used) word da A as tao %k, meaning “to flee” / “to run

29

away”. Thus the phrase da yue shi KH#AT (“ ‘great’ means ‘going away’ ) becomes
much more intelligible if it is instead read as da yue shi iKH# . The meaning of the
character shi #fi is then explained with the words yuan # (“distant”, “remote”) and
fan 7 (=X, “return”), which further build on the motif of a journey suggested by

the words Dao 78 and Da #E.

Naturally, since the character da & appears a total of seven times in passage 25,
reading it as a loan for da %% results in a radically different reading of the passage as
a whole. Therefore, this paper proceeds to explore and discuss the manner in which

the meaning of the text changes when da K is read as a loan for da #% .

2 Although there they are not entirely unrelated phenomenon, it is important to distinguish the
concept of “loan words” (tongjiazi FE{ERZE) from mere scribal errors due to carelessness. It seems
unlikely that a scribe would carelessly miswrite the exact same character six or seven times in the
same passage; therefore, if the use of da X in place of da % is understood merely as a careless
scribal error, it would seem highly unlikely. However, the use of da k. does not appear to be a simple
scribal mistake, but rather an intentionally abbreviated form of da X, which is commonly used as a
variant of da ## in both ancient and modern Chinese. Clearly, it would be more likely for a scribe to
use an abbreviated variant in a passage in which an otherwise complex character appeared with
greater frequency.

iii

© 2018 % Harrison John Adams (B8 8. 2%), Tapestry Institute



When used as a verb, the word da % is often defined by the character rong i ,

b1

meaning “to penetrate”, “to connect”, or “to understand thoroughly”. Therefore the
section KA (%), K (), BA (2), TJNK (%) does not simply mean that
the Heavens, Earth, Dao, and King are all “great”, but rather that it is by connecting to
the Heavens, Earth, and transcendent Dao that one can then penetrate the nature of
sovereignty. This is similar to the explanation of the character wang + (“king” /
“monarch”) provided by ancient dictionaries such as Shuowen Jiezi £ X it ,
which defines the king as the person who connects (fong ## ) the realm of human
beings with the Heavens above and the Earth below. This is reflected in the logogram
wang . itself, which is composed of three horizontal lines connected by a single
vertical line. According to the interpretation of Dong Zhongshu ZEffiET, as cited in
Shuowen Jiezi 75 , the three horizontal lines represent human beings, the
Earth below, and the Sky above; the vertical line represents the power of the king to
connect them all. This in turn correlates with the statement attributed to Kongzi
(Confucius), which says “The One that threads together the Three is the King” (yi
guan san wei wang — & — /%7 ). However, in passage 25 of the Daodejing, Laozi
appears to take Heaven, Earth, and the Dao as “the Three” which are threaded
together by “the One” or the “Unity”.

Furthermore, the older sequence of the text preserved in the ancient bamboo slip
manuscripts and the Huainanzi makes more sense when da K is instead interpreted
as the verb da %% . According to this arrangement of the text, the section first speaks
of connecting with the Heavens and the Earth, then penetrating the transcendent Dao,
and finally returning back to one’s own person and realizing the nature of the King
—which appears to correspond with the sequence of the words shi #i >, yuan &

(“remote”) and fan [z (=X, “return”) in the previous line.

Of particular note, reading da K as a loan for da 7 means that the expression sida
VUK (“Four Greats”) should instead be read as a variant of sida VU%% (“Fourfold
Way”), a term closely related to government and the power of the king in ancient

texts.

® The character shi # means “departure”, but in ancient times it was also written as di i, which
has the additional meaning of “to connect”.
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In the radically different context that arises when da K is read as da %%, the phrase
wang ju yi yan FJ&—5 (hyper-direct character-by-character translation: “king
abide one therein”) does not mean simply that the king occupies “one” position
among the “four greats” (sida U7X ) but rather that the king abides in the “unity” (yi
— ) that connects the “Fourfold Way” (sida PU%E ). This fits with statements made
elsewhere in the Daodedjing, such as the statement in passage 22 which says that

“holy people grasp the One (or “the Unity”) and act as pastors of the world”.

Finally, many commentators throughout history have supposed that there is a one-to-
one reverse order correspondence between the words in the section #E K, KA, i
K, FJRK (Dao, Heavens, Earth, King) and the words in the closing lines A ZHE ,
HAK, KA (human beings, Earth, Heavens, Dao), which in turn leads to the
assumption that the word “king” corresponds to “human being(s)”. This is even cited
as a basis for changing the character wang = toren A ; The Song dynasty Daoist
scholar Fan Wuyin @& (a.k.a. Fan Yingyuan S{Jf&JT ) and the contemporary
scholar Chen Guying [# &5 both explicitly cite the phrase ren fa di A ;A3 in the
closing lines as evidence to support adopting the reading ren yi da \JRK .
Conversely, in the edition of the text associated with Kou Caizhi 7% & , the phrase
“the king is also great” (wang yi da FJK ) has not been changed, but the line
“humans take their laws from the Earth” (ren fa di A\;E3 ) in the closing section has
been changed to read “the king takes his laws from the Earth” (wang fa di = EH).
Both of these alterations to the text—changing wang yi da FJNK to renyida AJR
K or changing ren fa di N\JE3 to read wang fa di F73—appear to be
predicated on the assumption that there is or should be a one-to-one reverse order
correspondence between #E K, KA, HiK, FIRA and \JEHE, HTEKR, KiE
=i

However, according to the order of the text preserved in the ancient bamboo slip
manuscripts and the Huainanzi, the phrase Dao da 3K originally came after Di da
K, thus there was clearly not a reverse order correspondence between the terms in
that section of the text and the closing section, regardless of whether or not one
supposes a correspondence between the words ren A and wang - . Therefore any

assumption of a correspondence between ren A and wang T that is in turn
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predicated on the assumption of a reverse order correspondence between the two
sections of text (as opposed to being based on the meaning of the words themselves)

is entirely untenable.

Supposing a correspondence between the words ren A and wang T based on the
meaning of the words themselves is not much more tenable than basing it on a
supposed reverse order correspondence between the two sections of text. Despite the
fact that the king is certainly a human being, many ancient authorities tell us that one
is king by virtue of connecting human beings with the Heavens and the Earth; the
original form of Daodejing passage 25 appears to have said that one is king by virtue
of connecting with the Heavens and the Earth, penetrating the transcendent Dao, and
then returning back to his own person to penetrate the nature of sovereignty within.
The king is therefore the one who “abides in the unity” that threads together human
beings, Heaven and Earth, and the transcendent Dao. When viewed in light of this
particular understanding of what a “king” is, the word would not necessarily
correspond exclusively to the word “human being(s)” in the closing lines—which also

speak of the Earth, the Heavens, and the Dao.

The final sentence of passage 25, Dao fa ziran 36,7 H 74 , has become one of the
central maxims of contemporary Daoism. The term ziran H#A is often used as the
Chinese translation of the English word “natural”, or understood as equivalent to the
Western concept of “Nature”. However, the term literally means “self-nature” or
“own nature”. The exact implication of the phrase Dao fa ziran #6;£HZX is open to

a number of interpretations, and has given rise to a number of questions.

Should ziran here be understood as an absolute that ranks above the Dao, from which
the Dao itself derives its laws and being? Or does the phrase Dao fa ziran #6;£H A
mean, as some have suggested, that the laws of the Dao are “natural laws”, operating
automatically in a materialist universe free from any divine or teleological intention?
Or does the reflexive pronoun zi [ here refer back to Dao, and mean simply that the
laws of the Dao are intrinsic to its own nature, or that its own nature is causa sui, and

that there is in fact no higher absolute above it?

vi
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Indeed, the reflexive pronoun zi [ does refer back to an antecedent, but in the
completely different context that arises when the older order of the text is adopted and
da K isread as a loan for da #E , it becomes clear that the specific antecedent may

not necessarily be the word Dao.

The paper concludes by suggesting that “king” is the antecedent to which the term
ziran EZX (“own nature”) refers; in other words, it is not the word “human beings”
in the final section, but rather the word ziran which corresponds to “king” . Therefore
the closing lines AJEHN, #yAEK, KA, #EEEHZA once again parallel the
sequence of key words da % , shi #fi , yuan 32 (“remote”), and fan IX (“return”) :
human beings take their laws from the Earth, the Earth takes its laws from the
Heavens, the Heavens take their laws from the Dao, and the laws of the Dao are [no

different from] his own nature.
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