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“Within the Realm There Are Four Portions of Greatness”

———An Analysis on the Evolution of the Text Laozi From the Different Arrangements

of the Four Portions of Greatness

Chen Jing

Abstract: It says in Laozi that “within the realm there are Four Portions of Greatness”,

but there are two kinds of arrangements for the Four: in all the handed-down documents, it

says “the Tao is great; Heaven is great; Earth is great; and the (sage) king is also

great”, with the Tao ahead; and in the unearthed ones, i. e. the first division of Guodian

Laozi & the Han bamboo slips Laozi, with the Heaven in the first place, it says “Heaven

is great; Earth is great; the Tao is great; and the (sage) king is also great” . The latter

sequence, in my opinion, means a distinct form Laozi once had rather than just a transcrip-

tion error. And the different sorts both can get their foothold from the thought of Laozi. But

in all the handed-down documents, the Tao takes the first place, which shows the former

sequence gained its advantage over the latter and supplanted it at last. In this paper, I will

investigate the commentaries of Laozi in Han Dynasty, and point out that cosmology had an

important effect on the evolution of the text.

Keywords: Laozi; the different arrangements of the Four Portions of Greatness; the Tao

Giving Birth to the Heaven and the Earth
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