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Ancient China's Primary Philosophical Concern: As Revealed
in an Etymological Study of the Introductory
Section of “Tian-xia” in Zhuangzi
Ping-ti Ho

Member, Academia Sinica

It is generally agreed that the last essay, “Tian-xia,” in Zhuangzi is the earliest
and probably also the best outline history of Chinese philosophical thought prior to the
Qin unification of China in 221 BC. The introductory section of this famous essay
focuses its discussion on the key term dao-shu (3fi7%) which James Legge in 1891
translated as the way of the Tao (Dao) and which most Chinese and Western experts of
Daoism believe to represent the highest level of philosophical speculation into the
origins of the cosmos and of the meanings of human existence. During the past 1700
years since Guo Xiang’'s (d. 312) Commentaries on Zhuangzi, the term dao-shu has
always been regarded as one of Daoist origin and therefore interpreted exclusively in
terms of Daoist metaphysics.

This author submits that a proper understanding of the nature of dao-shu should
begin with an etymological study of certain key terms in the Zhuangzi text. This
contextual search leads to my discovery that dao-shu as a philosophical term was first
coined by Mozi (circa 480-400 BC) as an art of rulership whose main concern was
strictly utilitarian: to ensure that amongst the people the hungry be fed, the cold be
clothed, and the overworked be duly rested. Hence the fulfillment of these “three tasks”
would procure for the state greater wealth (fu 1), sustained population growth (zhong
5¢) and better governability of the people (zhi ?F"[). Comparing Mozi's discourse on
dao-shu with that in the introductory section of “Tian-xia,” | find that they concur
remarkably well connotatively, with only mild differences in phrasing. Of still greater
significance is the discovery of three additional ancient philosophical works featuring
discourses essentially similar to those on dao-shu in the Mozi and Zhuangzi texts. All in
all, therefore, this fivefold textual overlay establishes beyond reasonable doubt that
dao-shu originally was an art of pragmatic rulership which had nothing to do with

metaphysical speculation.
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Should the outcome of this contextual study catch students of Daoism by surprise,
let me pose this question: In an ancient and uniquely man-centered civilization what
concern could have greater primacy than the means to ensure man’'s biological
perpetuation and increment?

Parenthetically, in the entire “Tian-xia” essay, | have observed that the schools of
thought purposely unmentioned out of sheer abhorrence may be of greater historical
significance than those covered therein. As will be shown in an impending paper of
mine, it was precisely under the potent influence of Sunzi’s brilliant if amoral and
“behaviorist” treatise on war—a subject so repugnant to the author of “Tian-xia’—
that the Qin school of statesmen and generals finally ushered the contending states into

an era of unified and centralized empires.

Keywords: fang-shu, dao-shu, nei-sheng-wai-wang, dao-de
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