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How Should We Interpret the Passage in Di Zi Gui about 
ÒWarm in Winter, Cool in Summer;  

Xing in the Morning, Settled in the EveningÓ?��
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How should the passage in Di Zi Gui1 regarding Òwinter then warm, summer then 
cool; morning then xing, evening then settleÓ be understood?  In my English 
translation of Di Zi Gui posted on this website, I interpret the passage to be an 
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    ÒValuing and Loving OneselfÓ is a traditional Chinese concept; one must Value     
    and Love Oneself in order to be able to place high demands on oneself, in order to  
    have noble character, conduct and aspirations.  In contrast, if one does not Value   
    and Love Oneself, then one will come to ÒAbuse and Abandon OneselfÓ, will look      
    down upon oneself, will not place high demands on oneself, and will degenerate. 
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encouragement for young people to Value and Love Themselves2: ÒIn winter one 
keeps warm; in summer one keeps cool.  In the morning one thinks over oneÕs 
conduct; in the evening one settles down.Ó  This interpretation is different from those 
of some scholars; is it valid? 
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This passage in Di Zi Gui comes from The Book of Propriety, of the Spring and 
Autumn and the Warring States Periods (approx. 720 to 220 B.C.E.—D.F.), the 
Volume ÒRules of Propriety, FirstÓ, Roll 1: 3  ÒFor all who are sons, Propriety 
requires warmth in the winter and coolness in the summer, settling in the evening 
and xing in the morning, and not quarreling when with peers.Ó 
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During the reign era of Zhen-guan (599 Ð 649 C.E.), the Emperor Tang Tai-zhong 
commissions Lu De-ming to write new annotations and explanatory notes for The 
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Book of Propriety (Li Ji).  In his new explanatory notes, Lu De-ming says that, in 
the phrase Òwarmth in the winter and coolness (qing) in the summerÓ, the word used 
in the old texts, qing with the water radical 清, is wrong, and that the correct word is 
qing with the ice radical 凊４

.  Now this new qing means Òto cool downÓ and is a 
specialized word usually reserved for the famous story of Huang Xiang, who fans 
and cools down the bed for his widower father every night in summer.  So the 
meaning of the phrase now becomes Òto cool down the parentsÕ bedÓ.  Upon the 
completion of the new annotations, the emperor has the words carved onto stone 
steles to serve as standards to which scholars from the whole country can refer and 
according to which they can ÒcorrectÓ their texts.  This is the famous ÒStone 
ClassicsÓ text.  From the Tang Dynasty to today, most scholars follow Lu De-mingÕs 
interpretation, saying that this passage from The Book of Propriety is about how sons 
and daughters must, like Huang Xiang the child who is famous for xiao, i.e. for 
being good to his parents, warm up the bed for the parents during winter and cool 
the bed during summer. 
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Also, Lu De-ming says that Òsettling in the evening and xing in the morningÓ means 
to Òsettle down the bedÉ  Xing means to ask after how they (oneÕs parents) are 
feeling.Ó4 That is to say, in the evening one must settle down oneÕs parentsÕ bed, and 
in the morning one must ask after how oneÕs parents are feeling.Ó 5  
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Therefore, according to Lu De-mingÕs annotations, the passage in The Book of 
Propriety means the following:  ÒPropriety demands that all those who are sons must 
warm up their parentsÕ beds during winter and cool them down during summer, 
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    water radical, but that is not so.Ó  (Punctuation added by author of this paper.) 
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 4 
settle down the parentsÕ beds in the evening and ask after how the parents feel in 
the morning, and not quarrel when with peers.Ó 
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Then the passage in Di Zi Gui about Òwarm in winter, cool in summer; xing in the 
morning, settled in the eveningÓ should also be taken to mean the same. 
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I, however, cannot agree with this interpretation, even though it has a 1,400 year 
history and is still quite popular. 
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Why?  It is because The Book of Propriety is written and compiled during the 
ÒSpring and AutumnÓ period, i.e. from 700 to 400 B.C.E., whereas the Òchild of 
xiaoÓ, Huang Xiang, who warms the bed for his father during winter and cools it 
during summer, lives during the time of the Eastern Han emperor An Di, i.e. from 
106 to 125 C.E.  That is to say that The Book of Propriety has been written and 
compiled five to eight hundred years before Huang Xiang.  By the time of the 
Eastern Han, The Book of Propriety has long been a must-read for all students of 
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Confucianism.  If that book really has been advocating, as Lu De-ming says, that 
sons must warm and cool the bed for their parents, then by the Eastern Han that has 
been advocated for several hundred years already, and should be well known to 
everyone.  Then why are the people at the time so surprised when they hear about 
Huang Xiang warming and cooling the bed?  Why is warming and cooling the bed 
considered such an utmost act of xiao (being good to parents)?  So much so that he 
is brought by the Imperial Court to the capital to be an official, and summoned by 
the Emperor for a personal audience?  None of this should have happened; warming 
and cooling the parentsÕ bed should have been considered normal, ordinary, and 
expected.  Instead, Huang XiangÕs act reverberates throughout Eastern Han China.  
Therefore, the original meaning of the passage from The Book of Propriety cannot 
be about warming and cooling the bed; the Tang DynastyÕs Lu De-ming has 
misinterpreted the Book of Propriety. 
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I think the meaning of the passage from The Book of Propriety is similar to what 
IÕve said in my English translation of Di Zi Gui posted on this website: 

Propriety demands that those who are sons must keep warm during winter, 
keep cool during summer; think over their conduct in the morning, settle and 
calm down in the evening, and not quarrel when with peers. 

The xing in the morning does not mean Òto see and ask afterÓ but to reflect upon and 
think over oneÕs own conduct, as in Òevery day I xing (reflect upon and think over) 
my conduct three timesÓ.  The ÒsettlingÓ in the evening is not some fixing of the bed, 
but is to settle and calm down oneself, so as to rest oneÕs body and mind.   
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This way, the meaning of the passage from The Book of Propriety is very clear:  the 
Book says that, propriety demands that those who are sons must Value and Love 
Themselves: first, they must look after their bodies, that is, to keep warm in winter, 
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cool in summer, and to calm down in the evening; and second, sons must look after 
their character and conduct, that is, to think over their conduct in the morning and to 
not quarrel with peers.  
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Otherwise, if one follows the formulation by Lu De-ming, then why is it that of the 
five things The Book of Propriety has listed that sons must perform: warming the 
bed in winter, cooling it in summer, settling the bed in the evening, asking after 
parents in the morning, and not quarreling when with peers, a whopping three are 
about fixing the parentsÕ bed?  Let us think about this: to parents who are not yet 
seriously ill, how important is it that their offspring fix the bed every night?  Over 
the past two thousand plus years, may we ask, how many good sons have actually 
prepared their parentsÕ beds this way every night?  Of course, the fact that, 
recognizing and repaying their debt of kindness, good sons and daughters take the 
utmost care in serving their parents is a very good thing indeed and deserves 
encouragement, but can these details of service to parents be more important than 
the imperative that sons and daughters look after their own health, character and 
conduct?  HasnÕt The Classic of Xiao6, written by Confucius and Zeng Zi, pointed 
out in Chapter One that the beginning of xiao is to look after oneÕs body?  Also, has 
the same book not pointed out in Chapter Ten that if oneÕs conduct is not good, if 
one is arrogant as a superior, rebellious as a subordinate, or quarrels when with peers, 
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   See the above link for the original Chinese text and English translation of Xiao Jing  
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then even if one serves oneÕs parents with great sumptuousness, even to the extent 
of Òproviding three animal species daily,Ó one is still un-xiao? 
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Also, from the point of view of logic, if we consider all five matters listed by this 
passage from The Book of Propriety to be, the way I have interpreted it in my 
translation of Di Zi Gui on this website, about conduct by offspring that displays a 
spirit of Valuing and Loving Self, then all five belong in the same category, and it is 
very appropriate to talk about them all in the same breath, as is done in the passage.  
If we, however, follow Lu De-mingÕs interpretation, then this passage from The 
Book of Propriety is talking about two categories: a category of matters concerning 
serving oneÕs parents, and a category of matters concerning offspring Valuing and 
Loving Themselves. With the first three matters being to look after the parentsÕ bed 
and the fourth matter being to ask after parents, all four belong in the same category, 
that of serving the parents. With the fifth matter being not to quarrel with peers, that 
belongs all by itself in the different category of offspring Valuing and Loving Self.  
To talk about four matters of the same category all in one breath, and then to 
suddenly switch to a single isolated matter of a completely different category, seems 
a bit forced, a bit unnatural, a bit illogical. 
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Therefore, I think that my formulation in the English translation of Di Zi Gui 
posted on this website is valid.  Di Zi Gui and The Book of Propriety (Li Ji) both 
emphasize, like The Classic of Xiao, that what xiao and propriety demand of sons 
and daughters is that they must Value and Love Themselves, must look after their 
bodies, and must look after their character and conduct. 
 


