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Venerable Shengmiao, Miss Deng, good afternoon and good evening. My name is Pang Hoi
Na and I would like to share with you the topic on ‘The Analysis of Character Sheng 2 (virtuous)
in Chapter 19 of the Daodejing #E{%%%’. The presentation will be divided into three parts,

introduction, definition analysis, and last part is the conclusion.

1. Introduction

The words of the Daodejing are few, but they contain profound truth. For a long time past,
whether those antonyms which Laozi uses quite often in his text are explained correctly
worth discussing. The words account of the Daodejing is about 5000, he praises Sages about
32 times. Gaoheng says, ‘E5 1 5 2 52 A MK LE: 7 32 He treats Sages as the loftiest
exists without any dissatisfied. ** From his words, we know he adored Sages. But in chapter

19, there is a sentence that ‘4BEEEE4] - K E % Do not seek for virtuous and give up

resourcefulness, people can get hundredfold benefits.’2 It seems like Laozi is criticizing
those virtuous and resourceful people. Does it mean Laozi is self-contradictory or does he say
for other reasons? The past annotations have very different explanations of this sentence.
Some of the journals mentioned this question but just briefly. In this discussion, the character
sheng will be the focus to judge those various explanations, by knowing the original meaning,
extensional meaning, and contextual meaning of the character sheng we can know more

about Fanxun £zl and Laozi’s unique insight.

! Gaoheng 572, Laozi zhenggu - T-1F&h (The annotations of Laozi) (Shanghai: Kaiming Book Company,
1943),Vol. 1, 43. Translated by myself.
2 D.C. Lau, Chen Fong Ching, Philosophical works-A concordance to the Laozi (Hong Kong: The Commercial
Press,1996), No.24, 57. Translated by myself.
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2. Definition Analysis
2.1The original meaning and extensional meaning of the

character sheng

First, let us talk about the original meaning of sheng. Shuowen says, ‘B2 - #ftlr - MH. > £
%2 The character sheng means understand thoroughly. It follows the semantic component er
(ear) and the ancient sound of phonetic cheng.’ Li xiaoding’s Collected Annotations of

Jiaguwen points out that,

CHESDBRAFERE > MO E - B YRS ERE ZBER  BE
Tl o HEZER > NH5[HRM-FEMPESR S 0 JEE o B B EETER

HAxE A—5 The original graphic shape of sheng in the script on tortoise shells or bones

highlights the big ear on one’s head. It is a sys se man to graph that follows the component

kou (mouth). The primitive meaning of sheng emphasizes the incisive sense of hearing so its
extended meaning is tong i@ (penetrating). The meaning of sainted is the stretching out of its
first extended meaning. The explanation of phonogram by Xu is incorrect. Because these
three characters ting ¥ (listen), sheng ##(sound), sheng (understand thoroughly) are cognate
which means they are the same word at the beginning. *3
2]
The handwriting of sheng in the script on tortoise shells or bones is % which is similar

to the one who has big ears. Shangshu zhushu &2y i (The annotation of shangshu) says,
GAERECRNIEES 2 B Sage is the one who cannot be obstructed in the way of the world. >
People seldom use the original meaning of the character sheng but its extended meanings
are used frequently. The explanations of sheng mostly go in three directions nowadays.
Firstly, it means those virtuous, experienced, and reasonable people, such as sheng ren A
(sages). Secondly, it refers to experts of study or artistry, for example, shi sheng &2 (sage
of poetry). Lastly, it means the respectful name of ancient kings, like shengzhi 2  (the
imperial decree). These three meanings of virtuous, expert and respectful names of ancient

kings are all the extended meanings of tong i (penetrating).

3 Lixiaoding, ZZZ25¢, jiaguwen jishi FE T FERE (The Collected Annotations of Jiaguwen,1965), The
National research institute of history language monograph 50, Vol.12, 3519. Translated by myself.
4 (Tang) Lu deming, Kong yingda, (52, FLEEEL, Shangshu zhushu 52T 5 (The annotation of
shangshu), (Qing)Jiyun, Yongyong, (&) 4CHy, AIFFEHRE, REISCHIEIIUESFE (Complete Library in
Four Branches of Literature - Wen Yuan Ge) (Taipei : Taiwan Commercial Press, 2008), Complete Library in
Four Branches of Literature, The Complete Library in Four Branches of Literature -Wen Yuan Ge, book 54, Vol.
11, 242. Translated by myself.
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2.2 The contextual meaning of the character sheng in

annotations

Someone says the sheng should be terminated because it refers to one being sainted only in
appearance without practice. Another point of view says the sheng itself has no problem, but
its effect is not suitable for the public at the time, so sages have to give it up. The last
opinion worth referring to is that to give a different explanation of jue 42 (not hunting for)
then the meaning of sheng will be in line with the context. | will list different annotations of
the character sheng in chapter 19 and find out its real meaning by comparing the pros and

cons.

(1) To oppose the name of virtuous

Most of the annotations explain the sheng in their own way, but they act in unison to agree it
was different from its general meaning. The first type explains the shengzhi as someone kind
and wise in the lay world. Their virtue is good but does not achieve the stage of real sage.
For example, Wangbi explains it as ‘&1 =4 the good of intelligence and skill’> which
is similar to benevolence and smart. These three words also represent three aspects of

kindness, including talent, practice, and effect. Gaoheng says the sheng just means “{% /2 {###
&2 good at thinking and observation’.® It only means someone who has ‘A %5 E2 the

same intelligence with sage’, but there is still a big gap between one and the real sage.’
Zhangzi explains the level of sage in his chapter tianxia, mentions that,

PR Byoe o DR > DLiE BT JRFAEE(E The sage is someone who follows the
principle of nature, behave based on moral, treats Dao as everything’s entrance, understand
the trace of changing before happen’.®

When explaining the next sentence ‘4&{— 7% Do not seek for benevolence and give up

rightfulness,’ they attach the note about why using the fake virtuous and benevolence is not

5> Zong fubang, Guxun huizuan #{3/l[[fEZE (Traditional Semantic Annotations) (Wuhan: Institute of ancient texts
research of Wuhan University), Chapter er, 1835. Translated by myself.
® Gaoheng =2, The annotations of Laozi, Vol.1, 43. Translated by myself.
" Gaoheng quoted the poem Kaifeng SlJE| to explain sheng E2 as shan = (kindness), quoted the poem Xiaopan
JINFF- to explain sheng BB as gi Z5(regular), quoted the chapter Dasi of Zhou etiquette to explain sheng B2 as zhi
Hl1(knoeledge), ren {—(benevolence), yi F(rightfulness), zhonghe H1F1(hamony); quoted the chapter yifa of Yi
zhou shu to explain sheng B2 as wenrou ;B Zz(gentle), shan Z(kind). Gaoheng 5%, The annotations of Laozi,
Vol. 1, 43. Translated by myself.
8 (Jin) Guoxiang, (%5)F84, Zhuangzi zhu F£1-F(The annotation of Zhuangzi), the Complete Library in Four
Branches of Literature - Wen Yuan Ge, book 1056, Vol.10, 161. Translated by myself.
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enough for governing the country. The annotation of Dadai etiquette says, ‘E.FTEHEEH1 > H

BIAER » AR T2 BRANZHEHAMEEHEZE This kind of virtuous is one assumes he

is right, making the policy not follow the nature principle so people cannot get any benefit
but harm.” All these annotations point out that the sheng is not in line with its original
meaning which means it is the virtue with a mask. Therefore, give up the disguised virtue and

wisdom, people can easily be attaining their nature.

(2) To oppose the Confucian sage
Some scholars think Laozi wants to show his opposition to the Confucian sage. But the six
moral principles appeared in the Zhou etiquette, ‘%1, 1=, . FE. &, F1 wise,
benevolence, virtuous, rightfulness, lofty, harmony’ stand side by side in this book.

Zhengxuan annotated as

Gn, BPRE. 12, AU B, dimdea. 2, RERE. B, SPdo. M,
AHIAZ . (Wise is completely understood. Benevolence is love for people and everything.
Virtuous is to know the changes before happening. Lofty is judged correctly by time.
Harmony is the balance of tough and soft.)*®

Therefore, virtue is not Confucius’ creation which Laozi needs to oppose. Laozi was
the elder generation than Confucius which means he did not need to be strongly
opposed to Confucius. Even this situation exists, Laozi does oppose Confucian sage
persistently. How about the benevolence, filiality, and faithfulness that Laozi fully

recommends in other chapters? It seems self-contradiction. Therefore, the word ‘42
=41 Do not seek for virtuous and give up resourcefulness’ possibly not guide us to

give in the Confucian sage.

The first importance of communication is to express clearly. They say the sheng is not
directly refers to sages but a kind of virtue which is the same with wise, benevolence, and
faithful. Furthermore, they think the sage in the Daodejing and Confucianism is different.
The sheng tells the national leader but not the public, to give up his political talent. T is
further confusion if we treat this sheng as the lower level or pretend sacred. Because this kind
of clarification is similar to Fanxun. Fanxun means we use the antonym to explain the word
which is unclear and difficult to understand. If this sheng is not sheng, how can we make sure

the other 32 characters of sheng represent its original meaning? Hence, if explaining the

® (Han)Zhengxuan, (Tang)Lu deming, Jia gongyan, (E)EF[ )T, (FREFERIE 22, BHAEH, Yili zhushu G§1%
J¥R, the Complete Library in Four Branches of Literature - Wen Yuan Ge, book 102, Vol.4, 92. Translated by

myself.
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sheng as its antonym or low version, both ways have a logical contradiction and copy
mechanically in disregard of specific conditions. People agree with Fanxun is because they
do not know the usage of language has so many different situations such as borrowed graph
through sound, the transfer of semantics, the change of graphic form, the convergence of
dialect sound, etc.® It needs to be clarified by a lot of research and reasoning.

The version of chujian Z£f&54< does not include this sentence may because it was deleted by
its owner. If the owner of the collection of books does not like the conflict context between
Laozi and Confucius, to a largely extend, he will delete it. Therefore, to agree the existing

version of Laozi was edited by others is entertaining doubt.

(3) To oppose the side effect of virtuous
This clarifies seems more appropriate. Although the good policy is established for seeking
welfare for the people, applying on the people whose condition is not suitable will cause
interference. It is the distinction between existence and non-existence which Laozi mentions
so many times. He opposes leaders to insist on their wisdom and intelligence when situations
change. Some scholars may compare the political talent between one another, but actually to

give up the untimely decision is important for all leaders. Heshang gong says, ‘4&E2HI(E »
ST T e F|=RIE > 74 fy To fulfill one’s expectations, do not look for the virtuous
policy. To go back to non-existence, give up resourcefulness.’!* Cheng bixu says, ‘B2 » 35
AR ~ THHBRERZ BEAD 48 2 5 > A HE A - (Virtue is a kind of appearance,
policy, function, and formality. Not seeking for it is the way to attain non-existence.) *?
Hanshan’s annotation says, ‘Il BL{ 2 5= It is the way which leaders using their
power to apply virtuous in the society.”® The intelligence of Sage is to benefit the public
with a well-functioning society. If the custom is bad, people have wrong thoughts about the
policy which helps to increase crime. < H{— A B R ZER28EE » SEEEE > DLUEEL It
means virtue can no longer be a homily on morals but the tool for criminal. *** It is time to

give in the virtuous policy, put an end to their thoughts which can make people attain to their

10 Zhou bixiang, Shiyong xungu xue B 552 (Taipei: hungyeh, 2015) , 149. Translated by myself.
11 D.C. Lau, Chen Fong Ching, Philosophical works-A concordance to the Laozi, 57. Translated by myself.
12 Chen bixu, Daode zhenjing znagshi cuanweipian &5 {2 B 4% 25 #{/ (The annotation of Daode
zhenjing)(Beijing: Cultural Rehcs Publishing House,1988), book13, 75. Translated by myself.
13 (Ming)Shi deqing,(HH) (%%, Huang shuhui S=EERE(EERY), Daode jing jie 12 4% f#(The annotation of
Daode jing)(Shanghai: East China Normal University Press, 2009), 60. Translated by myself.
14 (Ming)Shi deqing,(HH)F&/& %, Huang shuhui s=5HEHE(BEY), The annotation of Daode jing, 60. Translated by
myself.
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nature easier. Therefore, the contextual meaning of sheng is to perish the side effect of virtue
but not virtue itself.

Shen zengshan has a creative opinion that it is time-wasting to explain the character sheng to
other meaning. The better way is to identify the differences between the character of jue 4
and gi & (give up). The character qi refers to giving up what we own. The character jue
refers to giving up what we did not get. In these parallel sentences, all the previous one is
better than the latter. The character sheng (virtuous) is better than zhi(resourcefulness), the
ren 1-(benevolence) is better than yi F5(rightfulness).® In addition, jue contains the meaning
of jiequ 7 HY (not continue, cut off) which hints the matter need to cut off is something
everyone likes. The character jie 7% (abolish) is similar to the character wu f(do not). For
example, chapter Zihan in the Analect says, ‘48P : & ~ 506 ~ & > 3 - (You
should avoid four things: subjectively speculate, must be fulfilled, stubborn prejudices, self-
centered.)’*® These four requirements are good for a leader in a normal situation, but they get
together means the leader's opinions are too strong. Back to Laozi’s context, jue can be
explained as wu (do not). Do not consider oneself to be sage, do not use resourcefulness to
govern the country. Shen’s opinion may not be completely right, but it has reference value. It
is better to translate the characters sheng and zhi as negative meanings. Whatever it is the low

version or fake version of sheng zhi (virtuous and resourcefulness), it is something most

people do not want, Why does Laozi need to use a chapter to explain it?

3. Conclusion

In the Daodejing, Laozi praises the governing of sage at least nine times, the other twenty-
three times also praise sage’s teaching by both word and practice. Therefore, to judge that the
character sheng in chapter 19 is its general meaning, Laozi encourages leaders to cut off the
side effect, to give up their good policy if it is not suitable for the public at that time. It will

be a more appropriate explanation than others. If a good measure cannot bring a good result,

15 Shen zengshan, Laozi zoujin gingnian -3 #3754 (Laozi keeps accompany with youth)(Shanghai:
Shanghai People's Publishing House, 2007), 226-227. Translated by myself.
' (Wei)Heyan, (Tang)Lu mingde, (Song)Xingbing, (B1)fr] 245, (F)EMEIAE 7, CRMHER, Lunyu
Zhushu Z@EE £ Fi(The annotation of the Analects), book 196, Vol.9, 605.
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it is correct to change. This explanation will not be a conflict with other chapters, and it is

deep enough to conclude the profound thought of Laozi.

This is all my presentation today. Any feedback and suggestions would be appreciated.

Thank you.
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