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Zhong Hui's Laozi Commentary and the Debate on 
Capacity and Nature in Third-Century China 

Zhong Hui (A.D. 225-264) was a major, albeit neglected figure in third-
century Chinese intellectual history. Author of a Laozi commentary and a 
treatise on the relationship between "capacity" (cat) and "nature" {xing), 
Zhong Hui played a significant role in the development of xuanxue 
(Learning of the Mysterious Dao), which came into prominence during 
the early Wei dynasty and dominated the Chinese intellectual scene 
well into the sixth century. This essay presents a reconstructed version 
of Zhong Hui's Laozi commentary and compares Zheng's approach with 
Wang Bi's. Zhong Hui's work on "capacity and nature" (caixing) captures 
a major debate in early xuanxue philosophy and will be scrutinized also 
in this discussion. 
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The Background of the Kong Family of Lu and the Origins of Ruism 

While it is generally believed that Confucius's devotion to the Zhou 
ritual system was, in part, a product of his background as a countryman of 
the traditionalist Zhou state of Lu, this study suggests that Confucius was 
raised in and influenced by the cultural sphere of a non-Zhou people, the 
region associated with the state of Zhulou, to which his mother's family 
belonged. Evidence from the Zuo zhuan lends support to the Shiji account 
of Confucius's family background, which has long been questioned. This 
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evidence suggests that Confucius's father was a privileged associate of a 
leading Lu grandee household, the Zang clan, charged with defending 
the southern border of Lu, an area of Zhulou culture occupied by Lu in 
the century before Confucius's birth. Accounts of the Zang clan indicate 
an unusual family stature, involving ritual expertise and hereditary pos­
session of the Lu office of minister of Crime. Shortly before his death, he 
himself having moved north with the Zangs, Confucius's father took a 
concubine from the Yan clan of Zhulou, who remained with her family 
to raise his orphan, Confucius. Evidence suggests that Confucius and his 
early followers, including members of the Yan clan, displaced, in some 
critical respects, the role formerly played in Lu by the Zang clan, after the 
leadership of that clan was exiled from Lu. Tensions between Zang and 
Yan clan elements appear to have left significant traces in the corpus of 
early Confucian texts, and to have played a role in the formation of the 
Ruist school. 
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The Diagram of the Mourning System from Mawangdui 
M 3 E * * M l i # 

This article is a preliminary study of the silk diagram of the mourn­
ing system excavated from Mawangdui tomb three (dated to 168 B.C.E.) 

in 1973. Although it is the earliest precisely dated document of one of 
the most enduring social institutions in Chinese history, this mourning 
diagram has received little scholarly attention. Through analyzing its 
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structure, inscriptions, kinship terms, and cosmological symbolism, and 
comparing it with relevant Warring States and contemporary Han sourc­
es, the author has reconstructed the diagram based strictly on evidence 
internal to the diagram itself. The author then explains the cosmological 
and numerological significance of the Mawangdui mourning system, and, 
through rereading passages in Lun yu 17/21, the "Sannian wen" chapter 
in the Li ji, the "Li lun" in the Xunzi, and the testamentary decree of 
Emperor Wen (d. 157 B.C.E.), he discusses the multiple ways of justifying 
mourning practices during the Warring States and early Han periods and 
the changing interpretations of the cosmological/numerological basis of 
the mourning system by later text-based scholars, such as Zheng Xuan 
and Wang Su. Finally, the author discusses the nature and function of the 
diagram as the source of ritual diagrams illustrating a text in the Chinese 
classical exegetical tradition. This Mawangdui diagram is a schematic 
representation of the mourning system with its basic numerological 
principles and cosmological significance. As a kinship chart, it illustrates 
the five degrees of mourning, which characterize the scope of close kin­
ship in early Han China. It depicts a mourning tradition similar to those 
recorded in the Yi li and the Li ji, but represents differently in degrees 
of mourning that people, especially married-out daughters and their 
children, were obligated to observe for the death of a relative. It is thus 
invaluable for us to understand the historical formation of the Chinese 
mourning tradition and subsequent ritual manuals and legal codes, and 
it provides new materials for the sociological study of issues concerning 
Han family structure, the nature of descent groups, women's position, 
and patrilinealism. 
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