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On Lao Tzu' s Thought of Limited Government

ZHOU Sheng-chun' , DA Zhi-yong®
(1. School of Public Administration, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310027, China;
2. College of Economics, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310027, China)

Abdgract : The Western theory of limited government argues that the affecting range and
functioning procedure of the government’ s power should be limited by constitution, so that
legitimacy of power and its rational interaction with society can be guaranteed. In this paper Lao
Tzu' s thought of limited government will be discussed, and it is argued that there are
fundamental differences between Lao Tzu’ s thought and the Western one in terms of theoretical
starting points and f unctioning conditions.

People often interpreted Lao Tzu’ s political philosophy as the philosophy of "doing nothing
political " or" no action governance'. Actually, this is a misnterpretation. In Lao Tzu’ s
philosophy, the origin and nature of all thingsis not “non-being’ but the Tao; being and non-
being are two action modalities of Tao. According to Lao Tzu, everything originates from Tao,
carries with it the nature of Tao, and has to follow the rules of the Tao, and thereof , coexists
with Tao.

There are four fundamenta power relationshipsin nature in which the human is governed by
the earth, the earth by the heaven, the heaven by the Tap and Tao, the nature. In this sense,
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following the way of nature is the highest principle of the behavior of everything, including the
government’ s administrative behavior. Hence, the core of Lao Tzu' s political thought is
following the way of nature and the Tao. In Lao Tzu’ s opinion, the Tao existsin the nature of
man. Snce the people are the primary political personalities, the ideal ruler should be one that
"does not have hisown will but that hiswill stemsfrom the peopl€’. Kindnessisthe crown jewel
of the three political treasures (prudence, thrift, not to be the number one). The expression of
kindness is"Rule and order , admired and respected by all ; with all the admiration and respect , no
efforts are made to harm the masses; no harm done to the masses, tranquility and peace can be
achieved”. Inthistranquility , "people can take pleasure of the flavor of their own choices of food,
appreciate the beauty of their own choices of clothing, enjoy the comfort of their own choices of
resdence, and be happy with their own custom’. In Lao Tzu' s mind, tranquility and peace are
the political ideal of the people, and it is an expresson of the Tao.

Based on this political view , Lao Tzu advocates the establishment of a government that is
limited in size and scope, and follows the way of the nature. He categorized governments into
four types: the best government , for which people barely know of its existence; the next best,
people feel its closeness and say praisesof it ; the third type, feared by the people; and thefourth
type, it endaves the people. The best type of government can get things done while people all
feel that it isout of their volition. It should keep small , take no action (or only act spontaneoudy
when necessary) , be weak and know where and when to stop to allow for the natural course of all
things to happen. This kind of government is content with thrift, no desires, does not set up
moral standards, tranquil and have no chores. Itsinput into management and governing activities
can be zero. Nonetheless, it can allow the people to adjust themselves, the world be ordered,
people be righteous, prosperous and thrifty. In this sense, it is a highly &ficient and limited
government.
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