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Authority and Standards: A Study on Teaching and Learning in the Laozi
Hsu Chiayu
(Department of Philosophy. Peking University)

Abstract: The theory of teaching and learning in the Laozi is not about schooling, nor general
education, but a proclamation of a new political system and social value different from the classic
pattern of the Zhou dynasty. The concepts of “teaching” and “learning” are related to authority and
standards. “Teaching” is a superior holding authority with yardstick to make the inferior imitate,
while “learning” means the acceptance of standards as values for subordinates. The focal point of
Laozi's theory of teaching and learning in politics lies in the separation between authority and
standards: the political power is held by the ruler, while the value-standards are returned back to the
people. For the Laozi, “teaching” is the ruler teaching without teaching, to instruct people without
issuing commands or assigning the meaning of social hierarchy through names and courteous
propriety, which is, to practice wuwei. “lLearning” is learning not learning, people discard
standardized way of living and learn inwardly to know their selves thus actualize the individual’s inner
nature, which is to be sel/f~so. This is the course whereby the Dao follows, meanwhile it shows the
concerns of reflections on relativity, the dialectics of value-standards, and the negative results of
standardization. The theory also connects to two dimensions of the concept “de”: the anonymous de
of Dao (the ruler), and all things relatively attaining their own de for themselves. Therefore, a
profound attempt was made to liberate the particular values of each individual from a rigid political
regime,

Keywords: teaching, learning, authority, standards, Dao, de
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