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Comments on Two Different Explanations of the
Character “Jin” in Chapter 40 of the Silk Manuscript of
the Laozi
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Abstract: There are two opposite views of the meaning of the character
“jin ¥ in the first sentence of chapter 40 of the silk manuscript of the
Laozi, “When the best student hears about the Tao, (1)it is barely within
his power to practise it/ (or2)he practises it frequently”. The former
interpretation reads jin as “jin & (barely)”, while the latter reads jin as
“gin # (frequently)”. First, from the perspective of text linguistics, the
sentence in question forms a semantically descending hierarchy with two
subsequent sentences: “When the average student hears about the Tao...,”
“When the worst student hears about the Tao...” Second, as far as
philosophy is concerned, the Tao in the Laozi equals both “Non-being”
and “Being” in its ontological and cosmogonical senses; it is “mystery
upon mystery”. Both analyses show that the Tao in the Laozi is
characterized by being abstruse and hard to practise. This paper argues
that understanding jin as “barely” manifests these characteristics of the
Tao in the Laozi and therefore makes sense and is correct, whereas
understanding jin as “frequently” does not agree with these characteristics
nor with the main idea of chapter 40 and is untenable.

Key Terms: Silk Manuscript of the Laozi, Laozi, Chapter 40, Jin (¥£),
Text Linguistics, Tao
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