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Abstract  In light of the recently published Western Han period bamboo-slip 
Laozi, now in the collection of Peking University, this paper explores several 
paradoxes in the textual development of the Laozi. Specifically, it presents two 
examples suggesting that since the wording in the Laozi was originally intended 
to be ambiguous and paradoxical, during the transmission of the text, the 
compilers or commentators modified some of the paradoxes to make better sense. 
Eventually those modifications came to replace the original text. In the first part 
of this article examines certain contrasting differences in Chapter Eight from the 
Beida Laozi, the Mawangdui Laozi, and the received Laozi. The second part, I 
examine certain other contrasting differences from these same versions from 
Chapter Twenty-Four are discussed. This paper argues that these differences 
among the various versions are not the product of transcribal error; rather, they 
are the result of compilers or commentators who revised these passages against 
their earliest versions in order to make the meaning clearer and more explicit. 
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In early 2009, Peking University acquired a collection of 3346 bamboo slips. 
Comparing the script with those of the Zhangjiashan 張家山 Tomb Number 247 
of the early Western Han Dynasty, the Yinqueshan 銀雀山 Tomb of the early 
period of Emperor Wu (156−87 BC), the Dingzhou Bajiaolang 定州八角廊 
Tomb of the period of Emperor Xuan (91−49 BC), and silk manuscripts A 
(206−195 BC) and B (179−169 BC) from Changsha Mawangdui 長沙馬王堆, the 
editorial team conjectured that the bamboo slips may be dated between the late 
period of Emperor Wu and Emperor Xuan of the Western Han (Han 2012, 209). 

Altogether the Peking University bamboo-slip manuscripts encompass 
approximately twenty different texts, including the Laozi 老子. Comparing the 
calligraphy of the Laozi with that of other manuscripts in the Peking University 
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collection, the editorial team estimates that the bamboo-slip Laozi text was 
written in the early period of the reign of Emperor Wu (r. 141–87 BC), slightly 
earlier than other texts (Han 2012, 209). In contrast to the Guodian Laozi 郭店老

子 and the Mawangdui Laozi 马王堆老子, the Beida Laozi 北大老子 is more 
intact, with neat and legible writing. This greatly eases our study of the redaction 
and development of the Laozi text.  

Briefly, the Beida Laozi is comprised of the Upper Classic (Shangjing 上經) 
and the Lower Classic (Xiajing 下經)1 and has a total of seventy-seven chapters. 
The Upper Classic is the counterpart of the Dejing 德經, while the Lower Classic 
corresponds to the Daojing 道經. With minor differences in characters and 
divisions of chapters, the majority of the content of the Beida Laozi is identical to 
those of the Mawangdui Laozi and the received Laozi. 2 

Nevertheless, the proper analysis of the variant characters is closely related to 
how we understand and interpret the text. The different nuances in characters 
may lead to significant differences, or even opposing interpretations of 
meaning—this is particularly noticeable in the Laozi, since the wording is widely 
noted for being abstruse and paradoxical. The Laozi text is saturated with 
sentences such as “being and non-being generate each other, the difficult and the 
easy complement each other, the long and the short offset each other, the high 
and the low incline towards each other…before and after follow each other” (有
無相生 , 難易相成 , 長短相形 , 高下相傾…前後相隨), “the bright way looks 
obscure; the forward way looks reversed; the smooth way looks rough…the great 
square has no corners; the great completion is not completed; the great note has 
no voice; the great symbol has no shape” (明道若昧, 進道若退, 夷道若類…大方

無隅, 大器晚成, 大音希聲, 大象無形), “act without acting; serve without concern 
for affairs; find flavor in what has no flavor” (為無為, 事無事, 味無味), “the sage 
desires not to desire…learns to be without learning…” (是以聖人欲不欲…學不

學…). From these sentences, we can see that the Laozi tends to think about 
things from the reverse as well as the obverse side. Moreover, rather than having 
a clear distinction, the two sides are interchangeable. To express such ideas, the 
language in the Laozi text tends to be paradoxical, which allows us to interpret 
the text from many different perspectives. However, the paradoxes can also lead 
to misunderstanding, since some of these instances are too obscure to be easily 
understood, and sometimes even appear to contradict other ideas of the Laozi.  

                                                               
1 The words “Laozi’s Upper Classic” (Laozi Shangjing 老子上經) were written on the back of 
Slip 1829, which is the second slip of the Upper Classic. Similarly, the back of the first slip 
(slip 2592) of the Lower Classic has the words “Laozi’s Lower Classic” (Laozi Xiajing 老子下

經). 
2 In this paper, the received Laozi refers to the Wang Bi Laozi, which is also called “the 
transmitted Laozi.”  
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In the following, I closely attend to some sample paradoxes in Chapters Eight 
and Twenty-Four. By comparing different versions of the two chapters, I attempt 
to demonstrate that since the wording in the Laozi was originally ambiguous, it 
easily led to misinterpretations. In the course of transmission, either to reflect 
their particular preferences of interpreting the text or to render particular 
sentences easier to understand, the compilers or commentators modified some 
controversial characters and sentences. In the end, those modifications replaced 
the original characters and sentences and became established in the most widely 
accepted versions of the Laozi. 

1  The Qualities of Water in Laozi Chapter Eight  

The following show variant readings of Laozi Chapter Eight in different versions: 
Mawangdui Text A:  

The highest good is like water. Water benefits the myriad living things and has 
the quality of tranquility/contention. It dwells in places the masses of people 
detest. Therefore, it is close to the way…it is because it is not tranquil/does 
not contend that it is without misfortune. 上善治水。水善利萬物而有靜 (爭)。
居眾人之所惡，故幾於道矣……夫惟不靜 (爭)，故無尤

3。 

Mawangdui Text B:  

The highest good is like water. Water benefits the myriad living things and has 
the quality of contention. It dwells in places the masses of people detest. 
Therefore, it is close to the way…it is because it does not contend that it is 
without misfortune. 上善如水。水善利萬物而有爭。居眾人之所亞，故幾於道

矣……夫唯不爭，故無尤。 

The Beida Laozi:  

The highest good is like water. Water benefits the myriad living things and has 
the quality of contention. It dwells in places the masses of people detest. 
Therefore, it is close to the way…it is because it does not contend (in the usual 
manner) that it is without misfortune. 上善若水。水善利萬物而有爭。眾人之所

惡，故幾於道矣……夫唯不爭，故無尤。 

                                                               
3 In this paper, all translations are by the author unless otherwise noted.  
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The received Laozi:  

The highest good is like water. Water benefits the myriad living things and yet 
it does not contend with them. It dwells in places the masses of people detest. 
Therefore, it is close to the way…It is because it does not contend that it is 
without misfortune. 上善若水。水善利萬物而不爭。居眾人之所惡，故幾於道……

夫唯不爭，故無尤。 

In the Beida Laozi and Mawangdui Text B, the first sentences are exactly the 
same: “The highest good is like water. Water benefits the myriad living things 
and has the quality of contention.” On the other hand, Mawangdui Text A has: 
“The highest good is like water. Water benefits the myriad living things and has 
the quality of tranquility,” while the received Laozi has and “The highest good is 
like water. Water benefits the myriad living things and yet it does not contend 
with them.”  

Regarding the differences between these versions, some scholars, like Xu 
Kangshen 許 抗 生 , maintain that “having the quality of tranquility” in 
Mawangdui Text A and “having the quality of contention” in Mawangdui Text B 
are both transcribal errors, because otherwise the meaning of the sentence, 
together with its following line (“it is because it does not contend that it is 
without misfortune”), is unsuitable. The original form of the sentence suits the 
received Laozi that says, “Water benefits the myriad living things and yet it does 
not contend with them” (Xu 1985, 84; see also Allan and Williams 2010, 59). 
There are also others, for example Gao Ming 高明, who oppose this reading and 
maintain that the phrase “Water benefits the myriad living things and has the 
quality of tranquility” in Mawangdui Text A is in fact the original wording, and 
the character for “contention” zheng 爭 in Mawangdui Text B is a phonetic loan 
for “tranquility” jing 靜, hence Mawangdui Text B should read, “Water benefits 
the myriad living things and has (the quality of) tranquility.” He also argues that 
the received Laozi’s “Water benefits the myriad living things and yet it does not 
contend with them” was thus altered by later compliers or commentators (Gao 
1996, 253−254; see also Yin 2007, 252). Xu Fancheng 徐梵澄 is of the opinion 
that “to have” (you 有) is the same as “also” (you 又), thus this sentence should be 
“water benefits the myriad living things and is also tranquil” (Xu 1988, 10).  

 
1.1  Was “Having the Quality of Contention” (You Zheng 有爭) Miswritten? 
 
The editorial team of the Mawangdui Laozi thinks that the phrases “having the 
quality of contention” (you zheng 有爭) and “having the quality of tranquility” 
(you jing 有靜) were mistakenly transcribed, otherwise the meaning of “water 
benefits the myriad living things and has the quality of contention/tranquility” 
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would contradict the last sentence in the paragraph: “It is because it does not 
contend that it is without misfortune” (fu wei bu zheng, gu wu you 夫唯不爭，故無

尤). Moreover, the editorial team argues that the received text makes better sense 
than the Mawangdui Text A and B, and they find it very likely that what 
originally appeared in the Laozi was: “Water benefits the myriad living things 
and yet it does not contend with them.” However, opinions differ. In Boshu Laozi 
Jiaozhu 帛書老子校注, Gao Ming offers a counter position. He maintains that we 
should follow Mawangdui Text A, since the character “contention” (zheng 爭) in 
Mawangdui Text B is a phonetic loan for “tranquility” (jing 靜), thus the original 
form of the sentence should be: “Water benefits the myriad living things and has 
the quality of tranquility” (Gao 1996, 253−254). 

The publication of the Beida Laozi provides new clues to this enigma. Similar 
to Mawangdui Text B, the second sentence of this chapter is: “Water benefits the 
myriad living things and has the quality of contention” (shui shan li wan wu er 
you zheng 水善利萬物而有爭). If we agree with the editorial team of the 
Mangwangdui Laozi that both “having the quality of contention” and “having the 
quality of tranquility” were mistakenly transcribed, it would be highly unlikely 
that this would be the case in all of the three early versions. Moreover, observing 
the quality of the transcription in the Beida Laozi, we find that it has substantially 
fewer omissions and incorrect words than in the Mawangdui Laozi. Therefore, 
considering “having the quality of contention” and “having the quality of 
tranquility” to be mistaken renderings of “does not contend” (bu zheng 不爭) 
seems to oversimplify the issue.  

Additionally, it is quite possible for characters to be mistakenly copied in the 
process of transcription; nevertheless, regardless of the skill level of the 
transcribers, it seems quite improbable to write a sentence incorrectly as its exact 
opposite, not to mention that the mistake simultaneously occurred in three 
different versions. Since the literal meanings of “having the quality of 
contention” and “does not contend” are flatly opposed to each other, this is very 
unlikely to be due to a transcription error.  

From the above considerations, it is difficult to assert that “having the quality 
of contention” was simply a copying mistake. 

 
1.2  Is “Contention” (Zheng 爭) a Phonetic Loan for “Tranquility” (Jing 靜)? 
 
As stated above, Gao Ming thinks that “contention” in Mawangdui Text B is a 
phonetic loan for “tranquility” in Mawangdui Text A, meaning that water attains 
peace. However, if we make a careful analysis of the Beida Laozi, we may reach 
a different conclusion.  

In Gao’s point of view, the character “contention” in the Beida Laozi should 
also be a loan for “tranquility.” However, except for the first sentence in Chapter 
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Sixteen, all instances of the character “tranquility” in the Beida Laozi are written 
in the original form without using loans. The first sentence in Chapter Sixteen is 
“Take emptiness to the limit. Maintain a consistently neutral stance” (zhi xu ji, ji 
zheng du 至虛極,積正督), while its counterpart in the received Laozi is “Take 
emptiness to the limit. Maintain tranquility in the center” (zhi xu ji, shou jing du 
至虛極,守靜篤), and in the Guodian Laozi is “Take emptiness to the limit. 
Maintain a consistently neutral stance” (zhi xu heng ye, shou zhong du ye 至虛亙

也,獸中 也). Both characters “zheng 正” and “zhong 中” refer to neutrality, not 
tranquility.  

“Maintaining a consistently neutral stance” is written in two different ways, 
“積正督” and “獸中 也,” both pointing to observing the centered Dao. In Laozi 
Zhigui 老子指歸, Yan Zun 嚴遵 gave the following explanation for this sentence: 
“The spirits abide by it and are not disturbed, engender qi and are not toiled. The 
spirits move back and forth, they ebb and flow, yet they remain in the center and 
stay impartial” (Yan 1994, 137). In Guodian Chuzhushu Laozi Jiaozhu 郭店楚竹

書老子校注, Ding Sixin 丁四新 notes that zheng (正) is center (zhong 中) and 
impartial (Ding 2010, 231−234). In short，“proper” (zheng 正) is not a loan word 
for “tranquil” in the Beida Laozi. In this version “zheng” (proper) and “jing” 
(tranquil) are two different words; they both represent different meanings in 
different versions.   

Apparently, according to the distinctive meanings, zheng 正 (neutral) is not a 
loan for jing 静 (tranquility). In this case, the characters zheng and jing simply 
are different. That is to say, in the Beida Laozi, we cannot find a case where jing 
was been represented by a variant form.  

Thus, if we consider zheng as a loan for jing, the question arises: in all 
instances where jing is consistently used in its original form, why is a loan word 
used only in the case of zheng? Therefore, we conclude that zheng is not a loan 
for jing and that the original text should be “Water benefits the myriad living 
things and has the quality of contention.” 

 
1.3  What Is the Meaning of “Water Benefits the Myriad Living Things and Has 
the Quality of Contention?” 
 
On the surface, the literal meanings of “Water benefits the myriad living things 
and has the quality of contention” and “Water benefits the myriad living things 
and yet it does not contend with them” are polar opposites. Moreover, the former 
seems to contradict the main ideas of the Laozi. As is well known, in the Laozi 
there are many places where the phrase “do not contend” (bu zheng) is used; for 
example, Chapter Three says, “Promote not the worthy, then the people will not 
contend,” Chapter Sixty-Eight speaks of “the virtue of not contending,” and 
Chapter Eighty-One holds that “the way of heaven benefits and does not harm; 
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the way of sages is bountiful and does not contend.”  
Thus, we have every reason to believe that the transcriber mistakenly wrote, 

“having the quality of contention” for “having the quality of tranquility” or “does 
not contend.”  

However, as I have argued above, it may be that “having (the quality of) 
contention” is neither a mistake for “does not contend” nor a loan for “having the 
quality of tranquility.” It is worthwhile to adopt a new perspective in re-assessing 
the situation and inspecting whether the meaning of the text is consistent with the 
central philosophy of the Laozi. 

The wording in the Laozi is often ambiguous and paradoxical, as Chapter 
Seventy-Eight says: “straightforward words seem paradoxical” (zheng yan ruo 
fan 正言若反). Irony as well as the consideration of the reverse side of things is 
often employed in the Laozi. For example, Chapter Two says: “All under heaven 
know beauty as beauty, therefore there is ugliness; all under heaven know good 
as good, therefore there is bad.” Chapter Thirty-Six advises: “If you want to 
shrink something, you must first stretch it; if you want to weaken something, you 
must first strengthen it. If you want to abolish something, you must first elevate it; 
if you want to snatch something, you must first donate it.”  

In short, in the Laozi, any thing or object is not absolutely fixed or isolated.  
On the contrary, we can always find among them another opposite object. 
Objects and their opposites are also not entirely different; there is ugliness as 
well as beauty, and bad as well as good. Therefore, regarding “having the quality 
of contention” and “having the quality of tranquility,” we can also understand 
this from a similar angle. 

Regarding this issue, Chapter Twenty-Two of the Laozi gives us an 
illuminating hint. Describing the sage, it says: “He does not reveal himself, 
therefore he shines brightly; he does not affirm himself, therefore he radiates out; 
he does not appropriate to himself, therefore he achieves. He does not magnify 
himself therefore he increases. It is only because he does not contend that, 
therefore, under heaven there is none who can contend with him.” The phrases 
“does not reveal himself” (bu zi jian 不自見), “does not affirm himself” (bu zi 
shi 不自是), “does not appropriate himself” (bu zi fa 不自伐), and “does not 
magnify himself” (bu zi jin 不自矜) all can be seen as a kind of strategy or way 
by which he “shines” (ming 明), “radiates” (zhang 彰), “increases” (you gong 
有功) and “achieves” (chang 長).  

Taking this line of thought a step further, the meaning that this passage 
expresses here is that what the sage achieves by limiting and negating his self is 
the affirmation of his self. In respect of this point, Wang Bo gives an interesting 
interpretation from the perspective of political philosophy. He maintains that 
precisely through “not revealing himself” (bu zi jian 不自見), the ruler can 
realize his objective: he writes, “To let authority be able to sufficiently unfold is 
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not blindly trying to be brave; on the contrary, it is to show the softer side. In the 
self-victory of authority, the ruler achieves control and possess the desires of this 
world” (Wang 2010). Similarly, in regard to “not contending” (bu zheng 不爭), 
we can understand this in the same fashion, because it is not the ultimate goal 
that the Laozi wishes to achieve; we should rather say, “not contending” is 
simply a way of accomplishing these highest goals for the ruler. Through “not 
contending,” what the Laozi wishes to make clear is that “under heaven there is 
none who can contend with him.”   

Chapter Twenty-Two has the sentence, “It is only because he does not contend 
that, therefore, under heaven there is no one can contend with him” (fu wei bu 
zheng, gu tian xia mo neng yu zhi zheng 夫唯不爭，故天下莫能與之爭). “Does not 
contend” could be regarded as an effective means of attaining the ultimate aim of 
there being no contention. In this sense, “does not contend” can be deemed as the 
foremost way of contention at the highest level. “Water benefits the myriad living 
things and has the quality of contention” can be interpreted in the same way. 
“Water benefits the myriad living things” is comparable with “does not contend,” 
and “contention” is comparable with the phrase “no one can contend with him.”  

Moreover, Chapter Sixty-Eight gives a clear explanation of “the virtue of not 
contending” (bu zheng zhi de 不爭之德 ). It says, “A good officer is no 
warmonger; a good warrior is not wrathful. Those good at overcoming enemies 
do not fight them; those good at deploying men put themselves beneath them. 
This is called ‘the virtue of not contending.’” Apparently, the purposes of “not 
contending,” “fighting them,” and “putting oneself beneath them” are 
“overcoming enemies” and “deploying men,” which is in practice the foremost 
way of competing.  

In his annotation to this chapter, Liu Xiaogan 劉笑敢  writes that “not 
contending” employs the method of “non-action” (wu wei 無為), which in turn 
reaches the mode of action that exceeds the result of ordinary action. Equally, the 
“non-contention” of water subsequently achieves “contention,” a contention that 
exceeds the results of ordinary contention. Precisely in this respect, the Laozi 
says: “Water benefits the myriad beings and has the quality of contention.” 

Besides Chapters Twenty-Two and Sixty-Eight, instances of this sort can also 
be found in many other chapters of the Laozi. They provide substantial support 
for our conjecture that “contention” was not mistakenly transcribed in the Beida 
Laozi and Mawangdui Text B. Rather, the sentence “Water benefits the myriad 
living things and has the quality of contention” makes sense and its meaning is 
consistent with the main ideas of the Laozi.  

However, is there not a contradiction between “Water benefits the myriad 
beings and has the quality of contention,” and the central value of 
“non-contention” that the Laozi advocates, at least from the aspect of the 
meaning of characters? Here, “having the quality of contention” points to 
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something that is not the opposite of the way of action of “non-contention.” On 
the contrary, it also contains “non-contention,” because what. it represents is the 
arrival at the final state through “non-contention.” Laozi expresses this state in 
other chapters as well. For example, Chapter Three says: “If you can make it so 
that the astute dare not act, then you will discover there is nothing you cannot 
govern.” Chapter Seven says: “For this reason, the sage holds himself back and 
he is ahead; puts aside his self and he exists. Were this not to be by not valuing 
his own affairs, how else could it be? Therefore, he can accomplish his own 
affairs.” Chapter Thirty-Four says, “He never himself acts as great, therefore he 
can be great.” Here, the phrases “nothing you cannot govern” (wu bu zhi 無不治), 
“not valuing his own affairs” (wai qi shen 外其身) can be viewed as depicting 
the accomplishment of “contention” through “non-contention.” 

Gao Ming writes that the characters for jing (tranquility) and zheng 
(contention) are interchangeable with each other because they have the same 
phonetic element zheng 爭.4 However, in Mawangdui Text A, jing (tranquility) 
could also be a phonetic loan for zheng (contention). If we assume that jing is the 
original character, then the last sentence of this chapter would be: “It is because it 
is not tranquil that it is without misfortune” (fu wei bu jing, gu wu you 夫惟不靜，

故無尤), which significantly contradicts the meaning of the previous sentence 
that water has the quality of tranquility. However, regarding jing (tranquility) as a 
phonetic loan for zheng (contention) will reconcile the contradiction and make 
better sense of this chapter. In this way, the last sentence of this chapter in 
Mawangdui Text A, would be: “It is because it does not contend that it is without 
misfortune,” meaning that water does not contend with the myriad living things 
in the usual way, instead applying the superlative way of contention. As 
mentioned above, water does not fight them, but puts itself beneath them, so it 
appears as “non-contention” but is in reality the foremost way of contention. 
From this point of view, the meaning of the last sentence coheres with the central 
message of this chapter about water. Thus, we can say that similar to the Beida 
Laozi and Mawangdui Text B, the original sentences of Mawangdui Text A should 
be: “Water benefits the myriad living things and has the quality of contention…It 
is because it does not contend [in the usual way] that it is without misfortune.”  

Nevertheless, that “water has the quality of contention” still seems to 
contradict the Laozi. It is quite possible that during the transmission of the text, it 
was modified to “Water benefits the myriad living things and yet it does not 
contend with them.” The literal meaning of this rendering is comparatively easier 
to understand and more consistent with the general perception of the philosophy 
of the Laozi. 
                                                               
4 The Shuowen Jiezi 說文解字 explains that jing derives from qing 青, with the phonetic 
zheng 爭. 
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2  “Desire” or “Dao” in Laozi Chapter Twenty-Four  

In the second part of this article, I apply the same sorts of textual analysis that I 
have followed above to Chapter Twenty-four of the Laozi, specifically in relation 
to the differences in the final section from the various versions, as seen in the 
following.  
 
Mawangdui Text A:  

The puffed up do not stand upright; the self-revealing do not shine brightly; 
the self-affirming do not radiate out; the self-appropriating do not achieve; and 
the self-magnifying do not increase. With respect to the Dao these are called 
“overeating and overdoing it.” Among things there are those that hate them; 
therefore, those who have desires do not indulge in them. 炊者不立，自視不

彰，自見者不明，自伐者無功，自矜者不長。其在道，曰 食贅行。物或惡之，

故有欲者弗居。 

Mawangdui Text B:  

The puffed up do not stand upright; the self-revealing do not shine brightly; 
the self-affirming do not radiate out; the self-appropriating do not achieve; the 
self-magnifying do not increase. With respect to the Dao these are called 
“overeating and overdoing it.” Among things there are those that hate them; 
therefore, those who have desires do not indulge in them. 炊者不立，自視者不

彰，自見者不明，自伐者無功，自矜者不長。亓在道也，曰 食贅行。物或亞之，

故有欲者弗居。 

The Beida Laozi:  

The puffed up do not stand upright; the self-revealing do not shine brightly; 
the self-affirming do not radiate out; the self-appropriating do not achieve; the 
self-magnifying do not increase. With respect to the Dao these are called 
“overeating and overdoing it.” Among things there are those that hate them; 
therefore, those who have desires do not indulge in them. 炊者不立，自見者不

明，自視者不章，自發者無功，矜者不長。其在道也，斜食叕行。物或惡之，故

有欲者弗居。 

The received Laozi:  

The puffed up do not stand upright; the overlapping do not walk ahead; the 
self-revealing do not shine brightly; the self-affirming do not radiate out; the 
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self-appropriating do not achieve; the self-magnifying do not increase. With 
respect to the Dao, these are called “overeating and overdoing it.” Among 
things there are those that hate them; therefore, those who have the Dao do not 
indulge in them. 企者不立，跨者不行。自見者不明，自是者不彰，自伐者無功，

自矜者不長。其在道也，曰餘食贅行。物或惡之，故有道者不處。 

As shown above, the most substantial difference between the Mawangdui Laozi 
A and B, the Beida Laozi and the received Laozi is that the first three versions say 
that “those who have desires do not indulge in them,” while the last says that 
“those who have the Dao do not indulge in them.”  

Additionally, both Chapter Thirty-One in the Mawangdui Laozi and the Beida 
Laozi has the same sentence, “Those who have desires do not indulge in them,” 
while its parallel in the received Laozi is, “Those who have the Dao do not 
indulge in them.” 
 
2.1  “Those Who Have Desires” (You Yu Zhe 有欲者) or “Those Who Have the 
Dao” (You Dao Zhe 有道者): Which One Is the Original? 
 
Proponents of the theory that “those who have the Dao” was the original form of 
this sentence, such as Xu Kangsheng, Robert Henricks, Wang Zhongjiang 王中

江 , and Gao Ming argue that the phrase “those who have desires” is in 
contradiction to the principles of the Laozi. Xu and Henricks believe that the 
phrase “those who have desires” (you yu zhe 有欲者) was copied wrongly (Xu 
1985, 109−110; Henricks 1989, 74; Wang 2014). Gao argues that due to the same 
pronunciation, “desire” (yu 欲) is interchangeable with “aloundant” (yu 裕). In 
Gao’s opinion, the latter “yu” and “dao” 道 might be homophones in ancient 
Chinese, therefore, “yu” is a loan for “dao” and refers here to “the Dao” instead 
of “desire.” The real meaning of “you yu zhe” is “those who have the Dao” rather 
than “those who have desires” (Gao 1996, 389−390). 

However, Gao’s conjecture is weak. Neither in the Mawangdui Laozi nor in 
any other early texts can we find any instances where yu (abundance) and dao are 
used interchangeably. Moreover, if we agree with Gao, it would be hard to 
explain why in the same sentence the first dao is used in its original form while 
the second dao is substituted by a loan word.  

Without sufficient evidence to demonstrate either that yu in the Mawangdui 
and the Beida Laozi was a copying error or a loan word for dao, it is more 
reasonable to argue that the original form of the phrase in Chapters Twenty-Four 
and Thirty-One is: “Therefore, those who have desires do not indulge in them.”  

 Wang Bo speculates that as people’s understanding of “desire” became more 
and more negative, the phrase “those who have desires” provides further 
difficulties in explanation. So, in Laozi Xiang’er Zhu the phrase, “Those who 
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have the Dao,” already replaces the phrase, “those who have desires.” In the 
following, I explain the meaning of “those who have desires” as well as its 
connection to the wider thought of the Laozi more generally.  

 
2.2  Does the Phrase “Those Who Have Desires” Contradict the Dao? 
 
In the received Laozi and other later versions, the phrase “those who have 
desires” was changed to “those who have the Dao.” The former seems to 
decisively contradict the ideas of “non-action” (wu wei 無為) and “no desire” 
(wu yu 無欲) that the Laozi is renowned for advocating, despite the fact that it is 
replete with paradoxes. Chapter Sixty-Three speaks of “acting without acting” 
(we wu we 為無為), and Chapter Sixty-Four describes how “the sage desires to 
not desire” (sheng ren yu bu yu 聖人欲不欲). The phrase, “those who have desires,” 
can also be regarded as a paradox imbued with different possible interpretations.  

This issue is not so simple, because the Laozi does not simply negate or affirm 
desires; instead, it demonstrates a dialectical reflection when it speaks of having 
or not having them (see Wang 2013). Having or not having desires are not off-set 
as binary opposites, because they are linked in that they give rise to one another.  

In Chapter Twenty-Four, “desire” and “the Dao” are closely related. 
“Overeating and overdoing it” (yu shi zhui xing 餘食贅行) can be regarded as 
desires that deviate from the Dao. Beyond this, there is another kind of desire 
that is more consistent with the Dao, namely “the desire not to desire” (yu bu yu 
欲不欲), and this desire belongs to this special category of desire. According to 
the context of Chapter Twenty-Four, those who have desires and the Dao should 
avoid being “self-revealed” (zi jian 自見 ), “self-affirmed” (zi shi 自是 ), 
“self-appropriated” (zi fa 自伐), “self-magnified” (zi jin 自矜), or “overeating 
and overdoing.” Only in this way can they forgo the desires that deviate from the 
Dao and ultimately come to “shine brightly” (ming 明), “radiate” (zhang 彰), 
“achieve” (you gong 有功) and “increase” (zhang 長). To this extent, “those who 
desire to have no desires” do not contradict the Dao, because they foreswear 
worldly desires; they follow the Dao; they act in accordance with the Dao; and 
they finally merge with the Dao. Their desire, needless to say, is the Dao itself.  

Furthermore, Chapter One of the received Laozi says: “Be ever without desire 
so as to observe its obscurity, be ever full of desire so as to observe what it longs 
for. Both come forth alike and yet are named as opposites. Alike they are called 
abstruse. Abstruse on abstruse, the gate to all mystery.” In this, Laozi appears to 
not reject the value of “having desire” (you yu 有欲). Both having and not 
having desire come from Dao, yet both reveal different ways of embodying Dao, 
in which the desire to have no desire has as its object of desire the Dao itself. 
Perhaps we can say that “having desires” is similar to “having the quality of 
contention,” where the most important factor is the ultimate result. This is 
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tantamount to saying that what the phrase “having desires” points to is the 
method of “no desire” or the elimination of worldly desires, ultimately achieving 
a higher level desire—the desire to seek Dao.  

Chapter Thirty-Four of the received Laozi says: “It is ever without desires and 
can be named among the small things. The myriad things flow back to it, yet it 
does not lord over them, and it can be named among what is great. It is because it 
never attempts to be great that it succeeds in becoming great.” What is expressed 
here is something similar in meaning: through being “ever without desires” 
(chang wu yu 常無欲), “never attempting itself to be great” (zhong bu zi wei da 
終不自為大), Dao allows “the myriad things to flow back” (wan wu gui yan 万物

归焉) and “becomes great” (cheng qi da 成其大). Here, allowing that “the myriad 
things flow back to it” and “becomes great” can be understood as proceeding 
without desire in order to realize an even higher level of desire. In the Laozi’s 
thought, “desire” (yu 欲) is not a single or complete or definite desire that might 
point to worldly desires, such as those that appeal to the five senses—this is the 
desire that the Laozi encourages, and it does so by speaking of “no desires” (wu 
yu 無欲). “Desire” can simultaneously refer to the desire to seek after the Dao or 
to a way of “no desire,” each achieving some kind of state or result in relation to 
the Dao. Therefore, the phrases “having desires” (you yu 有欲) or “the one who 
has desires” (you yu zhe 有欲者) can be accepted without doubt, further suiting 
the Laozi’s thought more broadly.  

However, like “contention” (zheng 爭) in Chapter Eight, the phrase “those 
who have desires” is open to misunderstanding because of its ambiguity and 
paradox, and it is easy to associate it with the kind of desire that the Laozi does 
reject. Therefore, it is reasonable to imagine that the compilers or commentators 
modified the phrase “those who have desires” to “those who have the Dao,” since 
the modification is simpler and corresponds rather straightforwardly with the 
phrase “with respect to the Dao” (qi zai dao ye 其在道也) in the same sentence.  

There is a similar instance in Chapter Fifty-Seven. In the earlier Laozi versions 
(the Guodian, the Mawangdui, and the Beida), the last sentence is: “I desire not 
to desire, and the people of themselves become simple like the un-carved wood” 
(wo yu bu yu er min zi pu 我欲不欲而民自樸), whereas its parallel in the received 
Laozi is “I am without desire, and the people of themselves become simple like 
un-carved wood” (wo wu yu er min zi pu 我無欲而民自樸). Contrasted to “I desire 
not to desire,” “I am without desire” is more straightforward and compatible, and 
it poses no contradiction with the thinking behind the Laozi. Moreover, the 
structure of the passage and its wording becomes tidier if “desire not to desire” is 
changed to “without desire” (wu yu 無欲); furthermore, the phrase “without 
desire” is closely in accord with what the Laozi calls “non-action” (wu wei 無為) 
and “non-interference” (wu shi 無事) that also appear in this chapter. Therefore, 
like “those who have desires,” “desire not to desire” was modified to “without 
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desire.” 

3  Conclusion 

After the excavations of the Mawangdui and the Guodian Laozi, many scholars 
found solid evidence that during its transmission the compilers or the commentators 
modified the textual structure of the Laozi. For instance, the received Laozi takes out 
many modal particles (such as ye 也) that exist in the Mawangdui Laozi in order to 
make the text more succinct (Henricks 1989, xvi) and such modifications produced 
more neatly parallel pairs than the earlier versions (see also Allan 2000, 148). Also, 
several separate sequences of the Guodian Laozi were combined in the received 
Laozi,5 whereas only a handful of the longer sequences of the Guodian Laozi were 
separated into shorter ones in the received Laozi. 

The publication of the Beida Laozi allows us to observe some of the textual 
developments of the Laozi from a new perspective. As the foregoing examples 
have shown, in contrast to narrative classics such as The Analects and the 
Mencius, the wording in the Laozi is ambiguous and paradoxical, and easily leads 
to misinterpretations. As is suggested by A.C Graham, the Laozi “presents itself 
as a full-scale philosophical poem…but there is no sense of collision between 
logic and poetry” (Graham 1989, 214). In other words, the choice of words in the 
Laozi is illuminating yet abstruse at the same time, and its logical inconsistencies 
and apparent contradictions in many cases can be resolved through repeated 
study. Consequently, during its long line of early transmission, some of the 
paradoxes were modified to make better sense. Being superficially clearer in 
meaning and easier to understand, the modifications were widely accepted and 
eventually replaced the original wording.  

In this study, I have argued that some modifications were made to the earliest 
versions of the Laozi in order to eliminate paradoxes and to give the text clearer 
meanings, noting that the later versions have tidier wording with neater parallel 
pairs, and tighter structures in chapter divisions. Examining some of these 
modifications, particularly those found in Chapters Eight and Twenty-Four, I 
have also argued that, at least in these two chapters, these modifications also had 
the effect of decisively weakening the incomparable quality of the philosophy in 
the Laozi, and that instead of transcribal errors, they represent ideas that are 
actually closer to the “original” Laozi. 

                                                               
5 Qiu Xigui 裘錫圭 suggests that the general trend of the development of the Laozi text is to 
combine short units into longer chapters, rather than to divide them (Qiu 2008, 204). 



Paradoxes in the Textual Development of the Laozi 407 

References 

Allan, Sarah. 2000. The Guodian Laozi. Proceedings of the International Conference, edited by 
Crispin Williams. Dartmouth College, May 1998.  

Allan, Sarah. 2010. The Way of Water and Sprouts of Virtue. Beijing: Shangwu Yinshuguan. 
Ding, Sixin. 2010. Guodian Chuzhushu Laozi Jiaozhu 郭店楚竹書老子校注 (Comentary on 

the Guodian Bamboo Laozi). Wuhan: Wuhan Daxue Chubanshe. 
Gao, Ming. 1996. Boshu Laozi Jiaozhu 帛書老子校注 (Comentary on the Mawangdui Laozi). 

Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju. 
Graham, A. C. 1989. Disputers of the Tao. La Salle: Open Court Publishing Company. 
Han, Wei. 2012. “Xihan Zhushu Laozi de Wenben Tezheng he Xueshu Jiazhi” 西漢竹書《老

子》的文本特征和學術價值 (On the Textual Characteristics and the Academic Value of the 
Western Han Bamboo Slips Laozi), in Beijing Daxue Cang Xihan Zhushu 北京大學藏西漢

竹書 (The Peking University Western Han Bamboo-slip Manuscripts), edited by the 
Manuscripts Study Center at Peking University. Shanghai: Shanghai Guji Chubanshe. 

Henricks, Robert. 1989. Lao-Tzu Te-Tao Ching. London: The Bodley Head. 
Qiu, Xigui. 2008. Zhongguo Chutu Guwenxianxue Shijiang 中國出土古文獻學十講 

(Lectures on the Chinese Classical Literature). Shanghai: Fudan Daxue Chubanshe. 
Wang, Bo. 2010. “Quanli de Ziwo Jiezhi” 權力的自我節制 (The Self-restraint of the Ruler: 

An Interpretation on the Laozi). Zhexue Yanjiu 6: 45−55. 
Wang, Bo. 2013. “Xihan Zhushu Laozi yu Yanzu Laozi Zhigui” 西漢竹書老子與嚴遵《老子

指歸》 (A Comparative Study on the Western Han Bamboo Slips Laozi and Yan Zun's 
Commentary). Zhongguo Zhexueshi 3: 5−12.  

Wang, Zhongjiang. 2014. “Hanjian Laozi Zhongde Yiwen yu Yizhi Shili ji Kaobian” 漢簡《老

子》中的「異文」和「義旨」示例及考辨 (An Examination on the “Yiwen” and “Yizhi” of 
the Western Han Bamboo Slips Laozi). Hubei Daxue Xuebao 41.1: 59−65. 

Xu, Fancheng. 1998. Laozi Yijie 老子臆解 (Commetary on the Laozi), Beijing: Zhonghua 
Shuju. 

Xu, Kangshen. 1985. Boshu Laozi Zhuyi Yu Yanjiu 帛書老子注譯與研究 (Comentary and 
Studies on the Mawangdui Laozi). Hangzhou: Zhejiang Renmin Chubanshe. 

Yan, Zun. 1994. Laozi Zhigui 老子指歸 (The Essential Meaning of the Laozi). Beijing: 
Zhonghua Shuju. 

Yin, Zhenhuan. 2007. Boshu Laozi Zaishuyi 帛書老子再疏義 (A New Commentary on the 
Mawangdui Laozi). Beijing: Shangwu Yinshuguan. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 600
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 600
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


