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“Desire” as Discussed by Confucius and Lao-tzu
Wang, Chung-lin
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Abstract

Desire has long been recognized as a basic element of human nature and
something that everyone is all born with to differing degrees. Though some
desires are deemed beneficial to existence, others are considered detrimental;
some are recognized as strong, while others relatively weak. How to guide these
desires into socially redeemable channels and steer them away from improper
forms of expression has been one of the deepest concerns of philosophers and
rulers through the ages. In modern times, some people see society as allowing
free reign to expression of desire, thusleading to a perceived breakdown in social
behavior and order. This breakdown has forced many a scholar to face and
resolve this problem. Looking back to the discussions of Confucius and Lao-tzu,
if they are organized and analyzed taking into consideration the annotations of
later scholars, the present investigation has revealed several issues. Both
Confucius and Lao-tzu addressed the problem of human desire from several
points of view, including desire as a part of human nature, an expression of per-
sonal lifestyle, and a publicly-oriented attitudes on the part of rulers. Explaining
their views, Confucius and Lao-tzu discussed how to direct these desires into
appropriate channels and forms of expression. They provide modern readers with
a keen insight into how to interpret and resolve the problem of desire in contem-

porary society.
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* The author’s abstract was translated by Donald E. Brix.

* The Chinese text of this article appears on pages — through —7<.
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