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An Exegetical Study of the First Chapter of the "De Jing" from a Philological

Perspective

Zhu Shuxian'

! Institute of Philosophy, Renmin University of China, Beijing, China

Abstract:This study draws upon six principal versions of the text—the Wang Bi edition, the Heshang Gong edition, the
Fu Yi edition, the Fan Yingyuan edition, the Mawangdui silk manuscripts, and the Peking University bamboo
slips—supplemented by relevant citations from the "Jie Lao" chapter of Han Feizi, to undertake a textual investigation of
the first chapter of the "De Jing" in the Laozi. From a philological standpoint, the research seeks to elucidate the primary
textual variances in the opening chapter of the "De Jing," arguing for the plausibility of reading the final three characters
of the phrase “Shang de wu wei er wu yi wei” as “wu yi wei,” and exploring the possibility of omitting the line “Xia de
wel zhi er you yi wei.” Furthermore, in conjunction with scholarly commentaries, the study critically examines the
referential value of Han Feizi’s "Jie Lao," distinguishes between the concepts of "higher virtue" (shang de) and "lower
virtue" (xia de), and delineates the sequential and structural relationships among “virtue” (de), “humaneness” (ren),
“righteousness” (yi), and “rites” (li). The research also addresses interpretations that render “shang de” as “exalting
virtue.” By doing so, it contributes to a deeper understanding of Laozi’s philosophical conception of “virtue” and further

explores the profound subtleties of Daoist thought.

Keywords:The Opening Chapter of the "De Jing" in Laozi; Supreme Virtue; Inferior Virtue; Non-action (Wu Wei)
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