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1 Introduction
The book of Zhuangzi is named after the Warring States period 戰國 (c. 475-222 BC) philosopher Zhuangzi 莊子, whose real name is Zhuang Zhou 莊周. Unlike some of the other philosophers bearing the title “zi 子” (venerable master) at that time, not much is known about the biographical details of Zhuangzi. According to the Shiji 史記 (Records of the Grand Historian) by Sima Qian 司馬遷 (c. 145-86 BC), the only thing we know about Zhuangzi’s life is that he was a man of a small town called Meng 蒙, located in the state of Song 宋, and once served as a low-ranking official at Qiyuan 漆園 in his hometown. No exact dates of birth and death for Zhuangzi are recorded, but Sima Qian believes that he was “a contemporary of King Hui of Liang 梁惠王 [370-319 BC] and King Xuan of Qi 齊宣王 [319-301 BC]” (Sima 1982: 2143).1
Regarding Zhuangzi the text and the nature of Zhuangzi’s thought, Sima Qian writes,
[Zhuangzi’s] writing, over 100,000 characters, consisted mostly of “imputed words” (yuyan 寓言). He wrote Yu Fu 漁父 (The Old Fisherman), Dao Zhi 盜跖 (Robber Zhi), and Qu Qie 胠篋 (Rifling Trunks), in which he defamed the followers of Confucius and brought to light the teachings of Laozi. The likes of Wei Lei Xu 畏累虛, Geng Sang Zi 亢桑子 and others were all empty words without reality. Yet he was skilled in writing and turns of phrases, veiled references and analogies, and with these he attacked the Confucians and Mohists. Even the learned men of that time were not free (from this). His words overflowed without restraint to suit himself (Sima 1982: 2143–2144).2

The existing version of the Zhuangzi that we can access today is the one edited by Guo Xiang 郭象 (c. 252–312), in which we can still find the titles of the first three, but not the last two, chapters mentioned by Sima Qian.3 The version contains thirty-three chapters in total that are divided into three sections: seven Inner Chapters (nei pian 內篇), fifteen Outer Chapters (wai pian 外篇), and eleven Miscellaneous or Mixed Chapters (za pian 雜篇). Scholars often tend to rely primarily on the Inner Chapters in discussing Zhuangzi’s philosophy, assuming that they are written by Zhuangzi himself and thus best reflect Zhuangzi’s authentic and coherent thought, while a considerable amount of the Outer and the Miscellaneous Chapters being the works of Zhuangzi’s followers who hold different understandings of Zhuangzi’s own thought. However, this conventional assumption is not free from challenge. For example, Fu Sinian 傅斯年 (1896–1950) has doubted the authorship of the second chapter of the Inner Chapters, Qi Wu Lun 齊物論 (Discussion on Making All Things Equal), and attributed it to Zhuangzi’s contemporary Legalist philosopher Shen Dao 慎到 (Fu 2018: 210–221). Ren Jiyu 任繼愈 (1916–2009) takes a much more radical stance by denying Zhuangzi’s authorship of all the seven Inner Chapters, claiming that the Inner Chapters are low-grade, strangely titled post-Zhuangzian writings that should be ignored and abandoned completely (Ren 1961: 1–6). Although disagreeing with Ren’s evaluation of the quality of the Inner Chapters, a more recent and comprehensive study on the authorship of the Zhuangzi carried out by Esther Klein also doubts the Inner Chapters’ eligibility of representing the “core Zhuangzi” and suggests that some Outer and Miscellaneous Chapters, including those mentioned by Sima Qian, actually constitute the earliest stratum of the text (Klein 2011: 301).
This indeterminacy and complexity regarding the authorship of the text may not prohibit writers from using “Zhuangzi” as a referent for “the Zhuangzi.” Nevertheless, it should serve as a reminder that this kind of usage should not carry the implication of Zhuangzi being the sole author of the Zhuangzi but should only be understood as indicating the representative status of Zhuangzi’s works, whichever they might be, in relation to the entire text.4 Leaving this issue aside, what is perhaps more relevant to the present discussion is Sima Qian’s last remark about the nature of Zhuangzi’s thought—“[Zhuangzi’s] words overflowed without restraint to suit himself.” It conveys the eloquence, free-style, and openness of Zhuangzi’s writing, which turns it, as some scholars suggest, into a Rorschach inkblot test that can take on very different forms in the eyes of different interpreters (Van Norden 1996: 247; Yang 2016: 130). This implies that when it comes to the question of what sort of ethical message, if there is any, Zhuangzi intends to deliver, scholarly consensus is unlikely to be reached. In what follows, I shall provide an overview of this lack of consensus, through which the richness of the field of Zhuangzi’s ethics and the meaningfulness of this volume will be demonstrated (Sect. 2). Then, I shall clarify the scope, purpose, and intended audience of this volume and offer a detailed summary of the twelve essays it contains (Sect. 3). This introduction will end with a short conclusion (Sect. 4).

2 Ethics in the Zhuangzi: The State of the Field
The title of this volume may appear prima facie implausible to some readers, potentially discouraging them from reading further. This is primarily due to a not uncommon view that the Zhuangzi lacks an informative theory that can make any valuable contribution to the field of ethics.5
This view is typically based on three assumptions. The first is that the text is anti-moral, not in the sense that it encourages behavior that is generally regarded as immoral, but in the sense that it believes thinking in moral terms is misleading and harmful, and so would like to remove all moral vocabulary from people’s mindsets completely.6 Herrlee Creel (1905–1994), for example, claims that an “enlightened [Daoist]” like Zhuangzi is “beyond good and evil; for him these are merely words used by the ignorant and foolish” (Creel 1953: 112). More recently, Hans-Georg Moeller identifies “the Daoist sage in the Zhuangzi” with what he calls “the moral fool,” who intends to raise “a criticism of morality, not as a criticism of specific values or forms of behavior, but as a criticism of the moralist mindset” and endorse “the renunciation of the ethical perspective as unwarranted, unnecessary, and often unhelpful” (Moeller 2009: 27, 30, 34). Paul D’Ambrosio agrees with Moeller and suggests that Zhuangzi has “no attempt to find what is really right, to judge others, or even discuss ‘knowledge’” (D’Ambrosio 2020: 222). In D’Ambrosio’s view, when Zhuangzi points out in the Qi Wu Lun 齊物論 (Discussion on Making All Things Equal) that different creatures have their own standards of shifei 是非 (right and wrong), he is not striving to “enter into a debate or theorize about which one really is right, or if there even is a possibility of being right” but is trying to show merely that “none of them knows what is right for any other, and none of them tries to either” (D’Ambrosio 2020: 222–223). According to David Soles and Deborah Soles, Zhuangzi should best be described as an “ethical nihilist,” who “rejects all attempts to make moral discriminations” on the grounds that terms such as “right” and “wrong” mispresent the essentially “undifferentiated” reality and are thereby meaningless and misleading (Soles and Soles 2023: 8–9).
The second assumption is that although Zhuangzi may not oppose the discussion of ethics as the above scholars suggest, he is nonetheless disinterested in it and takes it as something rather secondary. Benjamin Schwartz (1916–1999) comes close to this view when claiming that what is “present in and even central to the visions of the [Laozi] and the sections of the [Zhuangzi] book which belong to the ‘historic’ [Zhuangzi]” is “some kind of mystic union with the ultimate ground of reality” defined by an “aesthetic” and “value-free” attitude toward the natural world (Schwartz 1985: 193–194, 219). Robert Eno sees Zhuangzi’s “dao-learning” or “dao-practices,” which represent the process of acquiring real knowledge, as wholly amoral in the sense of being unrestricted by any moral requirement. Accordingly, Eno claims that “the dao of butchering people might provide much the same spiritual spontaneity as the dao of butchering oxen—as many a samurai might testify” (Eno 1996: 142). Joel Kupperman more explicitly states that “the transformation [hua 化] at the heart of the Zhuangzi cannot be understood in terms of moral improvement,” and that “the Zhuangzi is…not about morality. There is no clear suggestion that the sage either would violate, or would be sure not to violate, those socially sanctioned rules of conduct” (Kupperman 1996: 186, 188). For Kupperman, Zhuangzi’s transformation is “primarily a transformation in how one thinks and feels about the world, and in the behavior that expresses this”; it may not preclude the elimination of what people would condemn as immoral, but it by no means takes becoming virtuous in terms of meeting any moral standard as its primary end (Kupperman 1996: 188).
The third assumption is that even if Zhuangzi does discuss anything in relation to ethics, the discussion either entails a skeptical attitude toward the possibility of attaining any infallible moral knowledge or is relativistic in acknowledging the validity of all kinds of moralities on a par. In either case, Zhuangzi’s perspectives on ethics are not informative in making moral evaluations and judgments. To take a few examples, Lars Jul Hansen argues that the “supreme knowledge” of Zhuangzi’s wise man “consists in the recognition of the impossibility of distinguishing right (shi) and wrong (fei)”; for Zhuangzi, “there exists no standard accessible to our minds, at least of great and small, of what is valuable and what valueless” (Hansen 1972: 132). Similarly, Lee Yearley suggests that Zhuangzi’s spirituality points to a “‘discontinuous’ or ‘nonameliorative’ type of religion” that encourages people to “make a substantial break with normal life” (Yearley 1996: 159). When this spirit is applied to the ethical realm, it fuels moral skepticism by leading Zhuangzi to insist that “one cannot possibly know with real certainty whether or not the normal knowledge that guides one’s life is true”—Zhuangzi’s position on ethics “is not the simple and finally untenable ‘we know nothing.’ Rather it is the more complex and subtle, ‘we do not know if we do know or if we do not know.’” (Yearley 1983: 127, 1996: 158).7 In addition, Chad Hansen expresses the view on several occasions that the core Inner Chapters of the Zhuangzi “can be more coherently understood as a whole if we regard [Zhuangzi] as a relativist and a skeptic,” according to whom absolute moral knowledge can never be attained, since every moral judgment is made from within a particular and limited perspective (Hansen 1983: 35, 1992: 290, 2003: 73–77).8
Despite this, a significant amount of work has recently been done on deriving some morally informative and constructive theories from the Zhuangzi, including those of six of our contributors, namely, David Wong, Huang Yong 黃勇, Jung H. Lee, Eske Møllgaard, Chris Fraser, and Steve Coutinho. A detailed account of their works will be provided by both these authors themselves and their critics in the subsequent chapters, but a brief summary here should be helpful in revealing the existence and richness of “ethics in the Zhuangzi” as an academic field.
Wong does not deny that Zhuangzi is skeptical about whether there exists a single true morality and whether any individual’s moral knowledge can be safely regarded as correct. However, Wong maintains that this kind of skepticism, which is implied by the “commitment objection” against moral relativism that questions how one can have confidence in one’s own moral commitments while recognizing the validity of other different commitments, is morally and epistemically “constructive” in the sense that it can make one ready to incorporate others’ moral commitments into one’s own as different but equally partial selections of a universe of genuine values and thereby stay firm with one’s own moral commitments that are now ever-evolving and ever-broadening (Wong 2017, 2022: 639–660; 2023).
Huang draws upon resources from the Zhuangzi to formulate a Copper Rule in contrast to the Golden Rule, an ethics of difference in contrast to the ethics of commonality, and a patient moral relativism in contrast to both the agent and the appraiser moral relativism (Huang 2005, 2010, 2018). In a nutshell, Huang considers the content of the three theories the same, which emphasizes the importance of recognizing and respecting individual differences in such a way that during interpersonal interactions, the agent should always strive to identify and act according to the ethical standard of the patient of the action instead of imposing her own or a monolithic ethical standard onto the patient.
Lee argues that “morality” in the contemporary western sense is too narrow to capture the normative elements of Zhuangzi’s thought. However, the situation will be different once morality is redefined and expanded, in light of the ancient conception of ethics, to cover the concern of how one should live and one’s relation to the ultimate reality. With this new definition of morality at hand, Lee suggests that Zhuangzi’s demonstration of his concern for “how one should live in the social order given one’s relation to the Dao [as the ultimate reality]” no doubt points to a moral theory. According to Lee, this theory can be termed as an “ethics of attunement to the Dao/Way,” since in the Zhuangzi, the Dao/Way is supposed to be the source of normativity, while what people need to do is to acquire an ideal practical identity by embodying the Dao/Way-based norms and reasons to act as a result of their understanding of their ability to do so (Lee 2014: 13–98).
Møllgaard believes that Zhuangzi’s thought on ethics is structured by a conflict between sheng 生 (life), which refers to the world as it originally is, and cheng 成 (completion), which consists of the artificially constructed social relations and norms that impede people from experiencing sheng (Møllgaard 2007: 15–17). According to Møllgaard, the aim of Zhuangzi’s ethics is to resolve this conflict by unbinding people from cheng, that is, by finding a universal moral law that can guide people to transcend the inherently unequal social roles, abandon the will to power, and receive each other equal moral agents. This ethics, Møllgaard suggests, resembles that of Kant (1724–1804) in many aspects and is “religious” rather than “positive” in nature insofar as it is not concerned about “the exercise of prudence, ends such as utility, propriety, and social harmony”—things that fall under the realm of cheng as the human manipulation of sheng (Møllgaard 2007: 106).
Fraser holds that Zhuangzi’s ethics revolves around the paired concepts of dao 道 and de 德, with the former referring to the possible ways of conduct in a given situation, while the latter being an agent’s capacity to follow a particular dao. Under this framework, if an agent can successfully exercise her capacity of de, i.e., if an agent can successfully employ her capacity to find and follow a dao or a way of conduct that fits the given situation, then the agent’s action will exhibit the characteristics of “wandering” (you 遊)—the ideal mode of action in the Zhuangzi that reflects the state of flourishing. It follows that for Fraser, when it comes to evaluate the morality of one’s action and the quality of one’s life, Zhuangzi would not get himself involved in determining whether the action is morally right or wrong and whether the agent has acquired the virtues typically associated with human flourishing but would rather appeal to whether the agent can demonstrate “wandering” by adapting to circumstantial changes, finding the apt way to interact with her surroundings harmoniously (Fraser 2014, 2021: 241–260, 2022: 561–589).
Last but not least, Coutinho rejects attributing radical relativism to Zhuangzi not only because the theory itself is “inherently self-contradictory” and incapable of condemning atrocities but also because it does not fit the context of Zhuangzi’s criticism against making dichotomous shifei 是非 (right and wrong) judgements. For Coutinho, Zhuangzi’s criticism should be understood as advocating a form of fallibilism, which aims to remind people that the clear-cut moral judgements they make are often oversimplified and thus inapplicable to the vast amount of “penumbral” or “borderline” cases—cases lying in the region between a simple yes/right and no/wrong—in the world. It follows that Zhuangzi does not deny the possibility of making moral judgements but only opposes being overconfident in making sharp and simple moral judgements without recognizing the complexities of the cases at hand (Coutinho 2004: 132–152, 2014: 78–125).
Apart from these scholars partaking in the present volume, A. C. Graham (1919–1991) also concurs that like many of his contemporary thinkers, Zhuangzi is “primarily concerned with issues of conduct” (Graham 1983: 6). However, unlike his contemporaries, the ideal way of conduct proposed by Zhuangzi is not a rationalized one; it is composed of “a spontaneity disciplined by awareness of the objective,” which implies “a respect for things as they objectively are” that would be undermined by doing analysis and posing alternatives (Graham 1983: 8, 11, 13). Additionally, Chong Kim-chong 莊錦章 holds that “individual freedom, expression and development; a sense of common humanity and fundamental equality of persons; and recognition of the plurality of values, commitments, and conceptions of the good life” are all “implied values” of the Zhuangzi, and “if we want to look for the values of respect for freedom, equality, and diversity within the Chinese tradition, there is good reason to mention Zhuangzi” (Chong 2016: 133, 136). Alan Fox identifies Zhuangzi’s “concrete ethics” as “a kind of ‘virtue ethics’…which demands, not adherence to an ethical formula, but rather development of one’s character” (Fox 2002: 80). Philip Ivanhoe rejects Chad Hansen’s skeptic-relativistic reading of the Zhuangzi, arguing that the object of Zhuangzi’s skepticism is language rather than ethics, and relativism in the Zhuangzi is a “spiritual therapy” aiming at uncovering the pattern underlying traditional social norms rather than a “philosophical theory” (Ivanhoe 1993: 641–645, 1996: 196–202). According to Ivanhoe, Zhuangzi advocates an “ethical promiscuity,” which insists that “it is better to live with a more accurate understanding of ethical value and that we must avoid imposing views upon others when we have no clear warrant to do so” (Ivanhoe 2009: 313). Likewise, Paul Kjellberg believes that Zhuangzi’s skepticism is similar in function to that of the second century Hellenistic philosopher Sextus Empiricus. For both Zhuangzi and Empiricus, “skepticism is not theoretical but therapeutic” in the sense that the uncertainty associated with skepticism can leave people “open-minded and attentive and thus enable them to live skillfully and well” by harmonizing themselves with the world (Kjellberg 1996: 7–16).
It is beyond the scope of this introduction to provide a comprehensive list of those who have approached the Zhuangzi in moral terms or to settle the conflict between the moral and amoral ways of interpreting the Zhuangzi outlined above.9 Nevertheless, it should suffice to restore and highlight the meaningfulness of this volume by noting that numerous morally constructive interpretations of the Zhuangzi already exist, which are substantial enough to establish a field of study known as “ethics in the Zhuangzi.” Moreover, as readers will see, the amoral interpretations that tend to diminish the ethical aspect of the Zhuangzi are not excluded from this volume. Rather, some theories of the aforementioned contributors, as implicit criticisms of reading the Zhuangzi amorally, will receive further clarification and development in this volume, considering the opinions of their critics who are sympathetic to not ascribing any definitive ethical message to the text. This means that the title, “Ethics in the Zhuangzi,” is not restricted to cover solely the discussions on what sorts of ethics can be found in the Zhuangzi, but the more fundamental question of whether the Zhuangzi contains an ethics at all will also be addressed. Hence, it is our conviction that in addition to those who will be naturally attracted by its title, this volume will also interest people who would like to read the Zhuangzi amorally, as it may provide them with a basis for further reflection as well.

3 Overview of the Volume
This volume contains twelve articles are arranged in a dialogic format. Six of them, written by emerging junior scholars, critically review the recent major studies on Zhuangzi’s ethics conducted by the six established senior scholars mentioned in the last section, while the latter respond in turn. This means that if by “original research,” one has in mind works that directly reflect on the Zhuangzi itself, we must admit that these articles are not original in this sense. Rather, their originality lies in promoting dialogues between scholars of different generations and the fruits arising from exchanges. On the one hand, the young scholars, through reading and reviewing the works of their predecessors, offer some insightful new thoughts on the relevant topics. On the other hand, in responding to these critical reviews, the senior scholars reexamine, reinforce, and revise their original theories.
Occasionally, the senior scholars accept the criticisms, but more often, they complain that the young scholars misunderstand them. However, by comparing what the senior scholars argue in response to the criticisms in this volume with their original theories, readers will see that the “misunderstanding” in this context refers more to a possible way of interpreting the theories that does not align with author’s intention than an illogical interpretation that does not make any sense at all. In other words, the language the senior scholars use to elaborate on their theories is open to being interpreted as suggesting something that the senior scholars do not intend to suggest, which makes what is regarded as a misunderstanding from their perspective not just a reasonable and sometimes illuminating view on its own but also a basis for them to revise their arguments. Whether the revised arguments still carry the same meaning as the original ones is left for the readers to determine.10 However, it is necessary to forecast that none of the six pairs of dialogues in this volume goes in vain because of “misunderstanding.”
Another thing needs to be noted is that the works reviewed in this volume are selected based on their academic significance, comprehensiveness, and accessibility to scholars worldwide. These selection criteria inevitably exclude some works from this volume, such as those by not yet established scholars, non-serial essays, and books or papers written in languages other than English.11 However, this by no means implies that these works are not important and do not deserve to be read and reviewed. Additionally, even for works that do meet the selection criteria, it is also impractical to include and review all of them in a single volume. Therefore, this volume is not intended to be exhaustive or definitive but is meant to serve as a model for future similar works. In the immediate context, we hope the volume can be used as a research companion or supplementary reading for those who are familiar with the Zhuangzi and the relevant works of our senior contributors.
Below is a summary of the twelve articles included in this volume.
In “How is Zhuangzi not a Relativist?​ A Critique of David Wong’s Interpretation of Zhuangzi as a Pluralistic Relativist”, Bai Ziqiang 白自強 engages with David Wong’s interpretation of Zhuangzi’s appreciation for diversity and skepticism of one’s knowledge about moral truth in the context of what Wong calls “pluralistic relativism.” As Bai construes it, Wong believes that Zhuangzi’s ethics should best be understood within the framework of “methodological naturalism,” which argues for “no a priori justifications for morality” but “a constructionist and functional way of morality” that takes moral values as humanly invented and socially constructed to promote interpersonal and intrapersonal wellbeing. It follows that since there can be “different ways of systematizing the invented [moral] values according to different value prioritizations,” Zhuangzi’s adherence to methodological naturalism will naturally lead his ethics to be relativistic, though not of a “straw” kind but of a “pluralistic” kind that only accepts the moralities that meet certain universal and local constraints as equally valid. On this basis, according to Bai’s presentation, Wong proceeds to interpret the allegory of the big bird Peng 鵬, the story of the big gourds, and Zhuangzi’s criticism of the debate between Confucians and Mohists as exemplifications of Zhuangzi’s appreciation for diversity that entail pluralistic relativism. Furthermore, by attributing pluralistic relativism to Zhuangzi, it also becomes advisable for Wong to appeal to Zhuangzi to address the commitment objection faced by the theory by showing how the skepticism involved in the objection is constructive in the sense mentioned in the last section.
In Bai’s opinion, however, although Wong’s interpretation of Zhuangzi is “with a good intention,” it fails to do justice to the ancient philosopher and the text named after him. First, Bai argues that none of the three passages (i.e., the allegory of the giant bird Peng, the story of the big gourds, and Zhuangzi’s criticism of the Confucian-Mohist debate) that Wong appeals to can be used to denote Zhuangzi’s appreciation for diverse moral standards. On the contrary, these passages all suggest that “though Zhuangzi may admit a plurality of moral values, he would see them as all reducible to the all-embracing harmony of Dao”—as the different expressions of the same Dao that stands for something morally universal and ultimate under which all relativistic views can be reconciled. Second, Bai contends that with the existence of such a Dao, Zhuangzi cannot be regarded as any type of relativist, so Wong’s employment of Zhuangzi in responding to an objection against pluralistic relativism “would immediately turn out to be problematic too.” For Bai, “Zhuangzi’s skepticism has neither need nor concern to address the commitment problem that is quite real for Wong’s pluralistic relativism.” Rather, it is aimed at “inviting everyone to move with [Zhuangzi] ever away from moralities of partial achievements and ever closer to the transcendent Dao.”
Wong, in responding to Bai in “The Open Text of the Zhuangzi”, expresses at the outset his regret for not only Bai’s neglect of some of his important works on Zhuangzi but also Bai’s misunderstanding of even his brief discussion of Zhuangzi in the Natural Moralities, the book that Bai heavily relies on for developing his criticism. After reiterating that his pluralistic relativism poses “constraints on what could be a true morality” and thereby does not amount to “an acceptance of any and all moralities,” Wong makes it clear that he does not attribute the same view to Zhuangzi as Bai claims, because he finds from Zhuangzi’s pessimism about the prospects for realizing the moralities one can legitimately endorse no basis for holding that Zhuangzi would agree with pluralistic relativism on the interpersonal and intrapersonal functions that moralities can have and the possibility of deriving constraints on moralities from these functions. Nevertheless, Wong stresses, this will not and indeed does not prevent him from attributing to Zhuangzi nothing but a constructive skepticism and appealing to this aspect of Zhuangzi’s thought to address the commitment objection. In other words, although Bai rightly notes and recaps Wong’s discussion of Zhuangzi’s constructive skepticism and how it can help pluralistic relativism respond to the commitment objection, he erroneously draws a necessary connection between constructive skepticism and pluralistic relativism, assuming that the two mutually entail one another.
For Wong, “constructive skepticism is not specifically a view about moral value or about moralities”; by itself, it “does not entail that there is more than one true morality.” Wong clarifies that constructive skepticism is essentially “a claim about knowledge in general, about how partial a view of the world we are quite likely to have,” and about the possibility of questioning our claims to knowledge while “apprehending previously unrecognized aspects of the world” by realizing that our grasp of the world can be real but is always tenuous. Accordingly, when it is applied to the realm of ethics, constructive skepticism will remind pluralistic relativists like Wong himself to remain skeptical of their own theory, to present pluralistic relativism “as part of a complex and fallible attempt to make sense of our moral lives.” Likewise, constructive skepticism will also not dismiss any argument for the existence of absolute moral truths, such as the one that Bai derives from his reading of the Zhuangzi, but will regard it as limited and vulnerable to doubt and revision as pluralistic relativism. Since constructive skepticism can recognize all the different interpretations of the Zhuangzi as the “possible views about the world and the human place in it that might be true but which we also have reason to doubt,” and since various passages of the Zhuangzi can be reasonably interpreted as demonstrating constructive skepticism, Wong concludes that constructive skepticism can function as an “umbrella interpretation” of the Zhuangzi under which the richness and openness of the text can be reflected and respected.
In “Zhuangzi’s “Difference Stories” and Patient Moral Relativism” and “Difference Stories and Patient Moral Relativism in the Zhuangzi:​ A Response to Waldemar Brys”, Waldemar Brys and Huang Yong focus their discussion on whether there is textual evidence for accepting Huang’s interpretation of Zhuangzian ethics as “patient moral relativism” (PMR). According to Brys’ characterization, PMR suggests that “what makes an action done unto a patient morally right action is that it accords with the patient’s X…, and we should decide what to do unto a patient by considering what actions accord with the patient’s X,” where the possible candidate of the X including the “rational desires” based on “all-things-considered judgements,” moral standards, and nature. Brys notes that Huang relies on three so-called “difference stories” in the Zhuangzi to attribute PMR to the text, namely, the story of the Marquis of Lu 魯侯 nourishing the seabird, the story of Hundun’s 渾沌 demise, and the story of Bo Le’s 伯樂 domestication of horses. However, from Brys’ perspective, none of these stories can provide Huang with sufficient support for interpreting the Zhuangzi along the line of PMR.
To demonstrate how this is the case, Brys starts by deriving from the story of Lady Li 麗姬, the story that Huang himself agrees that “neither supports nor contradicts” his interpretation of the Zhuangzi, the fact that if a story in the Zhuangzi “(L1) [contains] someone come to harm” plus “(L2) does not have Zhuangzi morally evaluating actions or agents featured in the story” and/or “(L3) expresses a deeper, non-moral point, when read in context,” it cannot serve as a textual support for taking Zhuangzi as holding PMR. After this, Brys proceeds to show that the three aforementioned difference stories all exhibit (L1). In addition, the story of the Marquis of Lu nourishing the seabird exhibits both (L2) and (L3); the story of Hundun exhibits (L2); while the story of Bo Le, despite not exhibiting (L2) and (L3), indicates that Zhuangzi’s moral evaluation (condemnation) of what Bo Le did to the horses is not, in a clear and uncontroversial manner, made based on the standard of rightness prescribed by PMR. Therefore, Brys concludes, taking these difference stories as textual evidence of Zhuangzi’s acceptance of PMR “is not as strong as it might initially appear.”
Huang, on the other hand, questions whether a parallel between the story of Lady Li and the three difference stories can be drawn in the way Brys describes and thus whether the conclusion that the difference stories cannot be used to support PMR simply because the story of Lady Li is neither an example nor a counterexample to PMR can be established. As Huang sees it, (1) Brys’ (L1) can be applied to the difference stories but not the story of Lady Li, because Lady Li actually benefits from rather than being harmed by those who drag her to the royal court of the state of Jin 晋; (2) in the Lady Li story, Zhuangzi evaluates (even if not morally) Lady Li as the patient of an action by ridiculing her resistance to being dragged to the royal court of Jin, whereas in the difference stories, the targets of Zhuangzi’s evaluations (moral this time) become the agents of the relevant actions; (3) the agents in the Lady Li story represent “fate and natural force” that do not really have agency, but the agents in the difference stories “are all intended to represent Confucians and even Confucian sages, who do have agency.”
Having dismantled the parallel between the Lady Li and the difference stories, Huang believes that there is really no need to say anything more to dismiss Brys’ criticism that hinges on the parallel. Nonetheless, for the purpose of seeing “precisely how [Brys] is misled,” Huang further reexamines the difference stories in detail and elaborates on the problems of Brys’ interpretation of them. Generally speaking, Huang argues that first, for the seabird story, if we read it in a purely descriptive manner as Brys suggests without assuming that Zhuangzi makes any moral evaluation on whether and how the Marquis of Lu should nourish the seabird, the whole story will “hardly make any point,” not to mention whether such a reading can be regarded as natural if we also take into account that the story is supposed to serve as an analogy of how one should approach and rectify a corrupted ruler. Second, for the Hundun story, the fact that the emperors Shu 儵 and Hu 忽 caused the death of Hundun makes any “explicit normative claim about the wrongness of Shu and Hu (or their action)” superfluous. Moreover, the title of the chapter in which the story is told, i.e., “Courses Emperors and Kings Ought to Take (Ying Di Wang 應帝王; Huang’s translation),” and the immediate context of the story that illustrates the idea of “using the mind as a mirror” (yong xin ruo jing 用心若鏡) as what one ought to do all indicate that the story should be understood as telling “what one ought [emphasis added] not to do.” Third, for the Bo Le story, the story is set up in such a way that shows that in contrast to what Brys says, the standard of rightness in the story lies in nowhere but the distortion of the patients’ nature. Overall, Huang remarks, “the agent in each of these stories is blamed for ignoring what is unique to their respective patients by imposing an alien standard upon them,” which makes these stories “clearly convey the idea of patient moral relativism.”
“Does the Zhuangzi contain a moral or ethical theory?” This is not only the question that may interest those mentioned above who tend to read the Zhuangzi amorally but also the question that Cheung Hung Sang 張鴻辰, in “Ethics and Normativity in Zhuangzi:​ A Commentary on Jung Lee’s Ethics of Attunement”, invites Jung H. Lee to reconsider in the light of his critique of Lee’s revision of the concept of morality and interpretation of Zhuangzi as holding the ethics of “attunement to the Way/Dao.” From Cheung’s perspective the morality reconceptualized by Lee is both “ambiguous and vague” in itself and incompatible with Zhuangzi’s position in ethics. Cheung contends that the question “how one should live” that Lee’s conception of morality intends to address can be understood as either (1) an inquiry of how to live a good but not necessarily moral life, i.e., a worth-pursuing state of life that can be achieved through, for example, religion, art, or contemplation as means that do not have to have moral content, or (2) an inquiry of how to live a moral life under which one’s well-being is always defined in terms of moral perfection. The vagueness of Lee’s conception of morality, according to Cheung, lies in its failure of making this distinction. So far as Cheung could tell, it seems that the question that Lee has in mind in developing the conception echoes (2). But in this case, not only will the morality in Lee’s sense fail to distinguish itself from the one referred to by eudaimonism, but it will also contradict the fact that Zhuangzi is actually more concerned about (1) rather than (2), which, argues Cheung, is conveyed by Zhuangzi’s core idea of “free and easy” (xiaoyao 逍遙) that represents a kind of “spiritual exercise” and amoral pattern of behavior denoted by “wandering” (you 遊).
As for the ethics of attunement in particular, Cheung doubts “whether Zhuangzi’s insight can be adequately presented by [such] an ethical system with substantial metaphysical presuppositions.” Starting with the famous story of Zhuangzi’s butterfly dream, Cheung argues that in contrast to Lee’s interpretation, although the story is about self-transformation, it does not use the butterfly as a symbol of the Way and thus should not be read as illustrating the idea of transforming oneself to embody the Way or taking an ideal Daoist character that attunes to the Way. Rather, the self-transformation in the story has nothing to do with morality; it just shows that the myriad things holding distinctive perspectives are mutually transformable through a change in perspective. Therefore, Cheung continues, attributing the ethics of attunement to Zhuangzi is problematic not only because its textual basis is weak but also because its presupposition of “substantive realism,” i.e., the Way being a substantial ultimate reality serving as the sole source of normativity and the final appeal for the constitution of a Daoist practical identity that governs and regulates one’s other identifies, is in conflict with Zhuangzi’s acknowledgement and appreciation of the existence of various perspectives and ways of life orientation.
Lee refines his original position in “The Art of the Way:​ Toward a Dao-Centered Ethics in the Zhuangzi” to respond to Cheung’s challenge. Lee identifies Cheung’s interpretation of Zhuangzi with that of Moeller and argues that such an amoral reading of Zhuangzi would appear “myopic” if we consider “how much of our lives occur in the space of normative reasons.” Indeed, Lee reiterates, “Zhuangzi does not speak in the language of obligations or duties,” yet various passages of the Zhuangzi “undeniably invite the reader to consider which kind of life is more worthy of living, that we are overhearing not just idle banter but genuine disagreement about values, about what matters in life.” On several occasions, Lee indicates that Cheung misconceives the broader and more inclusive conception of morality that he proposes under the name of ethics and conflates what he means by the ethical life (morality in the inclusive and broad sense) that one should adopt according to Zhuangzi with the moral life restricted to the domain of rights and wrongs (morality in the narrow sense). Lee clarifies that he believes that ancient Chinese thinkers tend to “view life as a coherent thread” and never segregate life into clear-cut moral and non-moral spheres—“ethical, aesthetic, and spiritual qualities [of life]” are not mutually exclusive and distinguishable for ancient Chinese thinkers. Hence, it is natural for the life recommended by Zhuangzi to sustain a moral as well as a non-moral dimension, rendering any notion that covers only one of the dimensions unsuitable for describing it. The ethical life Lee refers to is this comprehensive Zhuangzian ideal life, which leaves out neither morality in the narrow sense nor the spiritual exercise and experience valued by Cheung.12
Subsequently, Lee points out another conflation underlying Cheung’s association of Zhuangzi’s project with non-moral spiritual exercise, namely, the conflation between “normativity” and “specific moral values.” Lee contends that Cheung “ignores how non-discursive sources of normativity like the Dao can have the same kind of practical effect on moral agents in their everyday behavior as discursive principles and norms.” That is, although the Dao or the Way does not issue moral values in terms of prescribing specific duties, it nonetheless “does have normative force which compels agents to be responsive to its reality.” According to Lee, the normative force of the Dao will express itself in much the same way as how certain aspects of the world, though not necessarily “moral” in the narrow sense, can still function as the ground for developing and assessing the appropriateness of our evaluative attitudes and reasons to act. Meanwhile, most of the major ancient Chinese thinkers, including Confucius 孔子 (551–479 BC), Mozi 墨子 (c. 470-c. 391 BC), Mengzi (Mencius) 孟子 (372–289 BC), and Zhuangzi, have firmly recognized this function of the Dao and taken the Dao as the “ethical warrant” whose normative reality can be “veridically accessed” through “inner cultivation.”13 In the case of Zhuangzi and early Daoism, Lee suggests, the inner cultivation that will disclose the Dao to the agents takes place in the form of “sitting and forgetting” (zuowang 坐忘), “fasting the mind” (xinzhai 心齋), and “embracing the One” (baoyi 抱一). As a result of these practices, the consummate Daoist agents will be able to gain a “gnostic vision of the Dao” and determine “what the most fitting or appropriate response might be in regard to that reality.” Lee shows confidence in not only finding textual support for attributing this view to Zhuangzi but also characterizing all ancient Chinese philosophical schools according to the different practices or techniques (shu 術) that they each develop to enable the agents to access the Dao as the source of normativity or ethical warrant.
Granted that Zhuangzi does offer an ethical theory, how to best define this theory? Is it religious in the sense that it offers a vision of freedom beyond all social bonds, or is it not different from Confucian ethics insofar as both are primarily concerned with how to establish a harmonious social order? These are the questions that I engage with in “A Zhuangzi Who Is Attentive to the World of Man:​ Rethinking Zhuangzi’s Ethics in the Light of Eske Møllgaard’s Interpretation”. In general, my argument is arranged in three parts, corresponding to the three theses of Møllgaard that I find problematic. First, as mentioned in Sect. 1, Møllgaard argues that Zhuangzi offers a religious rather than positive ethics concerning how to release people from the troublesome social life instead of promoting social harmony. In my opinion, however, the opposite is the case. Starting with the story of Shushan the Toeless 叔山無趾 that Møllgaard employs to support his position, I demonstrate that Zhuangzi does not portray a social outcast like Shushan the Toeless as, in Møllgaard’s words, a “perfected person” and never intends to suggest that being socially clumsy to the extent of inviting corporal punishment and getting expelled from the society will enable one to experience what is truly ethical in a realm beyond human construction. Rather, Zhuangzi identifies Shushan the Toeless’s social clumsiness as a mistake and indicates in various passages across the Inner, Outer, and Miscellaneous Chapters that a perfected person ought to be “good” (liang 俍) at worldly affairs, which, I submit, refers to “a highly social lifestyle that can avoid the danger associated with being a social outcast on the one hand while promoting social harmony by influencing others gently and subtly on the other hand,” i.e., by promoting social harmony from within the existing social order.
Second, Møllgaard formulates Zhuangzi’s moral law as “do for others in not doing for others” (xiang wei yu wu xiang wei 相為於無相為) and suggests that this law is Kantian in nature, for it is also a universal law of equality that requires people to treat each other as moral agents possessing exactly the same intrinsic value and determines the will immediately without presupposing any concept of good and prior stage of moral cultivation. In contrast, by consulting Huang’s theory of PMR, I reformulate Zhuangzi’s moral law as “do for others in not doing for others the things that the others would not like us to do unto them” and argue that the equality upheld by Zhuangzi does not lie in people’s equal but socially uninformative identity of moral agent but rather refers to the equal worth of the different lifestyles that people choose to adopt. The Zhuangzian moral law that recognizes and respects this equality of lifestyles, in my view, is incompatible with the Kantian moral picture insofar as it does presuppose a good defined by the lifestyle of the person to whom one is dealing with, not to mention that Zhuangzi’s idea of “there must first be a True Man before there can be true knowledge” (you zhenren er hou you zhenzhi 有真人而後有真知) and emphasis of moral cultivation all entail that the moral law is subsequent to the formation of an ideal character.
Finally, Møllgaard remarks that the Zhuangzian ideal agents or perfected persons who can unbind themselves from the social bonds will not be assimilated into the realm of Heaven that is devoid of any element of man but will form a dialectic relationship with the realm of Heaven and of man by situating themselves in-between the two realms. The idea of “in-between” claims Møllgaard, is pervasive in the Zhuangzi as something positive, which is reflected by the term “liangxing 兩行.” In regard to this point, I submit that liangxing should be understood as “a form of reciprocal consideration of others, manifested by finding ways to interact with them harmoniously.” Although it is regarded by Zhuangzi as a Heavenly pattern of action, it does not point to a unique existential realm—the “Heavenly” here should be understood as “an adjective describing the attribute of the agent whose behavior exhibits liangxing rather than a noun designating the realm alongside that of man.” As far as I am aware, the idea of “in-between (Heaven and man)” is never appreciated by Zhuangzi. On the contrary, Zhuangzi not only believes that it is detrimental to stay half-way between two modes of existence but is also skeptical about whether a clear distinction can be made between Heaven and man when he asks rhetorically in the Da Zong Shi 大宗師 (The Great and Venerable Teacher) that “how, then, can I know that what I call Heaven is not really man and what I call man is not really Heaven?”
In response to my criticisms in “Zhuangzi, the Criminals, and Kant”, Møllgaard clarifies that “in calling Zhuangzi’s ethics religious,” he has no intention to “bring a particular definition of the religious into play in interpreting Zhuangzi,” nor does he “want to oppose a religious ethics to a secular ethics.” Rather, echoing Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi’s (1743–1819) spirit of “un-philosophy” and opposition to restrict philosophy to university curriculums and the search for “systematic conceptual knowledge,” the purpose of calling Zhuangzi’s ethics religious is “to bring the limit of university philosophy to view.” From Møllgaard’s perspective, my interpretation of Zhuangzi’s ethics, which renders it highly virtue-ethical in nature, commits the very problem of sinking the Zhuangzi into the narrow scope of university philosophy that can hardly fit the text given its complexity and the circumstance of the era under which it is composed. More precisely, Møllgaard argues, my interpretation has missed the point of the story of Shushan the Toeless by misidentifying the question of moral responsibility, i.e., whether the Toeless has made a mistake and should be held responsible for his mutilation, as what the story is about. According to Møllgaard, the real concern of the story is on the limitedness rather than the justifiability of social laws; it illustrates the need and the possibility to “transcend,” in terms of being clumsy at observing, the social laws in order to see a higher, universal moral law beyond them, namely, “do for others in not doing for others.”
Møllgaard does not deny that the Zhuangzian moral law I propose, together with some virtues that can be derived from it, may be valid. Nevertheless, Møllgaard holds that “do for others in not doing for others” should still be regarded as the most fundamental moral law for Zhuangzi as it reflects “non-action” (wuwei 無為) as the governing mode of action with all virtues being simply the different expressions of it. This moral law of Zhuangzi, Møllgaard stresses again, is comparable to that of Kant insofar as both are originated from “the non-empirical, empty point beyond cause and effect.” That is, just like for Kant, the moral law cannot be derived from human experience as “there is no empirical evidence for a good will,” for Zhuangzi, the non-action embodied by the moral law will also leave no empirical trace. To support this point, Møllgaard appeals to the story of Cook Ding 庖丁, arguing that Cook Ding demonstrates non-action through his way of butchering, but his way of butchering is clearly something empirically unimaginable—it is impossible to find in the empirical world someone who can butcher in such a way that the knife he uses can remain new and sharp after cutting up thousands of oxen in nineteen years. In the end, Møllgaard adds that despite transcending existing social bonds, the Zhuangzian moral law of non-action is not “socially empty” as I suggest. Instead, it will institute “a new kind of bond between members of modern societies” defined by a collective promotion of individual rights and freedom out of mutual respect.
In “The Limit of the Skill Paradigm:​ A Critique on Chris Fraser’s Ethics of Dao and De” and “How Dao and De Can Shape a Plausible Zhuangist Ethics”, Lam Hong Ki 林康琪 and Chris Fraser exchange views on whether it is adequate for the latter to attribute “an ethical outlook revolving around the paired concepts of dao 道 and de 德” to Zhuangzi. Recall that on Fraser’s reading, the core of Zhuangzi’s ethics is to achieve eudaimonia by exercising one’s potency of de, as the ability to choose a particular way of conduct denoted by dao, to locate the most fitting dao in a particular circumstance that would allow one to interact with others harmoniously. Fraser compares this Zhuangzian good life defined by the proper application of de to the “skill stories” in the Zhuangzi such as Cook Ding’s butchering of oxen. And as Lam sees it, this comparison reveals that Fraser regards “skillful performance” as the most essential component of the good life that Zhuangzi thinks one should engage regularly.
In Lam’s view, the good life depicted by Fraser is too narrow to serve as an accurate reflection of Zhuangzi’s position. For one thing, Lam points out that Zhuangzi does not approve all kinds of skills. For instance, Bo Le’s skill of horse training that violates the nature of horses and causes great suffering to the horses being trained is apparently disapproved by Zhuangzi. Therefore, since Zhuangzi disapproves certain skills on the basis of whether they involve causing harm to others and coercing others to live in states against their nature, it would be more advisable to add staying away from such malevolent skills—neither being harmed by them nor practicing them—as another condition of Zhuangzian good life. Lam notes that Fraser does emphasize the need to interact with others in a harmonious manner but nonetheless believes that the normative force of this requirement of harmony (he 和) is too weak to keep people away from malevolent skills. So far as Lam is concerned, not only could a regime as evil as the Nazi claim that “the present disharmony is paving the way for a greater harmony in the future” and thus “use harmony as a pretext to oppress others,” but the ultimate reason for interacting harmoniously with others in Fraser’s case also lies not in one’s respect for others that will lead one to prioritize other people’s needs and wishes as Huang’s PMR entails but in achieving “wandering” and promoting one’s own good life. On this account, we may be able to suggest that the Nazis are bad because they are not skillful or smart enough on the battleground but can by no means condemn the Nazis in moral terms.
Instead of directly refuting it, Fraser takes Lam’s critical appraisal of his interpretation of Zhuangzi’s ethics as helpful in terms of revealing “several respects in which [his] previous treatments were insufficiently clear or precise,” providing him with a good chance to clarify them and show how the issues Law is concerned about, which are “pivotal” indeed, can be most adequately addressed by his interpretation. In general, Fraser “argue[s] for two main contentions.” First, Fraser does not deny that the account of Zhuangzian good life he offers is narrow but highlights that it is narrow “for good reasons.” Fraser explains that although an absence of harm and coercion can of course make a life better, insofar as it is an external good whose attainment is not completely within one’s control, it is unsuitable to constitute the “core” of the good life of a Zhuangzian “ultimate person” (zhiren 至人) that is said to be “immune to chance events.” De, in contrast, is portrayed in the Zhuangzi as something that is “insulated from contingency,” something that can be realized “in the face of uncontrollable, ‘inevitable’ (bu de yi 不得已) circumstances, including circumstances that limit our negative liberty,” and thereby is suitable to occupy the core of a Zhuangzian good life. In other words, for Zhuangzi, as Fraser conceives it, although “our lives may be considered richer if we also enjoy certain other goods, perhaps including an absence of coercion, as Lam proposes,” “possessing robust de, such that one smoothly adapts to change” should still be the core of a good life. From the perspective of this core, the other goods are merely add-ons.
Fraser’s second contention has to do with the question of how one can distinguish an appropriate dao, qua the way of conduct that resembles skills in many aspects, from an inappropriate or malevolent one and refrain from adopting the latter. Broadly speaking, Fraser again appeals to the need to “attain ‘harmony’ or eliminate conflict” but provides additional clarifications to enhance the normative force of this requirement. Fraser argues that Lam’s alternative proposal that suggests using whether the agent has respected and prioritized the patient’s needs as the basis for distinguishing appropriate and malevolent dao can hardly fit the context of the Zhuangzi. According to Fraser, this is not only because the agents who commit the moral mistakes in stories like Hundun’s demise and Marquis of Lu’s nourishment of the seabird “already respect and intend to benefit those they injure,” showing that “the fundamental problem is not a lack of respect or a willingness to harm,” but also because concepts such as yinshi 因是, which Fraser translates as “responsive shi [what something is inherently so]” and liangxing, which Fraser translates as “proceed along both sides,” that point to the ideal mode of interpersonal interaction all entail no predetermined ways of conduct. Rather, what these concepts suggest the agent to do is to always remain responsive to changes and ready to negotiate with others, in the light of the given circumstance, to find a way of interaction that is acceptable to both sides—the circumstance, rather than the agent or the patient, is the determining ground of what is appropriate and the explanatory ground of why harm, coercion, and conflict are unacceptable. Accordingly, Fraser remarks that the problem of breaking harmony does not lie in its unfavorable outcome y (i.e., failing to attain flourishing or “wandering”) but rather lies in the very fact that it “clashes with relevant factual patterns presented by the context.”
The last round of discussion in this volume takes place between Robert Tsaturyan and Steve Coutinho. In “To Argue as Zhuangzi Argues:​ On Steve Coutinho’s Interpretation of Ethics in the Zhuangzi”, Tsaturyan evaluates Coutinho’s interpretation of two concepts in the Zhuangzi, “shifei 是非” and “da 大,” that have crucial bearings on ethics, with the aim to show how the interpretation may lead to some terrifying ethical consequences in ways that Coutinho himself would not have expected. Starting with shifei, which literally means right and wrong, Tsaturyan notes that Coutinho “criticizes the common interpretation of shifei as Zhuangzi’s criticism of fruitlessly arguing over right and wrong” or affirming what the other denies and denying what the other affirms. Rather, according to Coutinho, shifei should be translated as “affirming what we deny and denying what we affirm,” which echoes the fallibilism, i.e., the recognition that we should always remain open to being proved wrong, that Coutinho believes Zhuangzi advocates. However, in Tsaturyan’s opinion, Coutinho’s interpretation of shifei is, first of all, incongruent with the context in which the term is introduced. That is, shifei is spoken in the context of Zhuangzi’s criticism of the quarrels between Confucians and Mohists. Therefore, it should refer to the tension between different viewpoints as something that Zhuangzi would want to get rid of instead of advocating. In addition, Tsaturyan argues, although the fallibilism underlying Coutinho’s interpretation of shifei is different in theory from the radical form of relativism that Coutinho intends to avoid attributing to Zhuangzi, when it is applied to ethics, it is very likely to bring about the same “ethically horrifying consequences,” such as the inability to condemn atrocities, as radical relativism, because the fallibilist self-denial that involves making self-contradictory claims will shatter the basis for firmly holding one’s view.
Turning to the concept of da, Tsaturyan takes Coutinho as suggesting that da is a “spatial concept” with an ethical dimension, which consists of “accepting and recognizing the vastness of our surroundings” and expanding “our horizons to see beyond our immediate senses” in the course of our lives. It represents “a model of moral progress that encourages humans to climb up the ladder of ethical mindset,” with the higher one climbs, the more pluralistic and flexible one’s perspective will be. Tsaturyan identifies the moral progress embodied by Coutinho’s definition of da with that proposed by Richard Rorty (1931–2007), which suggests that during the moral progress, “our sense of identify [will] gradually merge with the identity of the others,” that is, “our sense of uniqueness [will] become less important” so that we will “increasingly see the differences between other people and us as insignificant, and our similarities as significant.” Tsaturyan, however, is inclined to agree with Huang’s PMR, arguing that what is most primary in making practical decisions should be the opinions and needs of those who will be affected by our actions, which are informed by the differences, rather than the similarities, between them and us. Furthermore, similar to shifei, Tsaturyan believes that Coutinho’s interpretation of da will also invite an ethically unpleasant, if not horrific, consequence, which is to give those who are at higher positions on the ladder of perspectives a sense of superiority or privilege, leading them to discredit and exploit those below them on the ladder while overlooking the latter’s intrinsic worth.
In “Vastness, Penumbrae, and Ethics in the Zhuangzi:​ A Response to Robert Tsaturyan”, Coutinho clarifies his position by pointing out how Tsaturyan has misread his interpretations of shifei and da, while also reconsidering the true ethical implications of his interpretations. Coutinho starts by arguing that his translation of shifei as “affirming what we deny and denying what we affirm” is both grammatically preferable and contextually congruent. It is grammatically preferable because it does not change the referent of the pronoun, qi 其, that designates the subject of making the shifei judgments (shi qi suo fei er fei qi suo shi 是其所非而非其所是). It is contextually congruent because, in contrast to what Tsaturyan suggests, “rather than criticizing arguments between the Ruists [i.e., Confucians] and the Mohists, the text might be criticizing both of these humanistic daos but for different reasons”—the Confucians are criticized for promoting the small-minded ideas of ren 仁 (benevolence) and yi 義 (righteousness), while the Mohists are criticized for always making sharp distinctions between right (shi) and wrong (fei). It follows that the proposition “affirming what we deny and denying what we affirm” could be and, according to Coutinho, should be understood as the part of the text that directs at the Mohists. It points out that there are no “radical leaps over sharp boundaries, but gradual and continuous processes in which contrasting sides blend in the shadows between them,” admitting that in addition to cases where we clearly know what is and what is not, there are also “borderline” cases, generated by the vagueness and indeterminacy of those “intermediate or penumbral stages between nothing and something,” where “we may be inclined to say both ‘yes’ and ‘no.’” It would be, in a sense, naïve to believe that we can always or even for most time identify clear boundaries between the opposites and make clear shifei judgements, given how extensive the penumbra—the region in between the opposites—might be.
Will this acknowledgement of indeterminacy lead to terrific ethical consequences? Unlike Tsaturyan, Coutinho is quite optimistic about this for three reasons. First, Coutinho stresses that “to say that a particular ethical concept has a penumbra of unclear cases does not, and cannot, mean that there are no clear cases,” and an atrocity like the Holocaust is clearly one of such clear cases, which “does not fall in the penumbra” and can be unequivocally regarded as inhumane. Second, Coutinho believes that acknowledging the possibility of borderline cases will foster a sense of humaneness by “[obliging] us to pay close attention, when making ethical judgements, to see if we are forcing a dichotomous decision where a more hesitant or indeterminate one would be more appropriate to the circumstances.” Third, in cases where “we are unable to decide on a bivalent (i.e., exclusive) answer, and therefore cannot make a dichotomous judgement,” Coutinho remarks that the existence of intermediate or penumbral stages in between all the different pairs of opposite concepts will still open a scale against which the moral quality of something or someone can be assessed. Hence, in contrast to radical relativism, although a penumbral ethical judgement may not be sharp enough, “it is not a refusal to make an ethical judgement” after all.
Finally, regarding Tsaturyan’s criticism of his interpretation of da, Coutinho points out that Tsaturyan conflates his discussion of moral progress with that of da—the former is confined to describe the “humanist cultivation of the Ruists and the Mohists,” whereas the latter has been understood as conveying the Daoist critique of this way of cultivation and “attempt to return to our Cosmic naturalness” by “[displacing] and [diminishing] the significance of the human.” As a result, Coutinho says, it would be misleading for Tsaturyan to assume that there is a single “‘ladder’ on which all philosophies are climbing” and attribute this assumption to him. For Coutinho, those who are interested in the moral cultivation that centers around humans while leaving the rest of the cosmos to the periphery and Daoists like Zhuangzi who appreciate the vastness (da) of the entire cosmos are proceeding along different paths, with the former never being able to fully understand the latter’s project due to their narrow-mindedness. Nevertheless, Coutinho concedes that “the text [of Zhuangzi] itself does not give us an understanding of why the Cosmic attitude must lead to a compassionate position rather than an indifferent one that is buren [inhumane or unkind].” At most, it may be suggested that “the authors of the text never intended that their dao should make room for inhumane behavior,” but more needs to be said about why and how this can be so.

4 Conclusion
As readers will see when reading these twelve chapters in more detail, the debates involved in them can on occasions get quite intense, which is not unusual when scholars have different and contrasting opinions on how to interpret a particular text or issue. However, as both Coutinho and Wong have suggested, the wish remains that readers can bear in mind that discussing problems with other theories and interpretations do not necessarily entail the intention to search for only “one authoritative voice” through refutations. Rather, given the richness and openness of Zhuangzi’s text, it might be more advisable to regard all interpretations of it as having strengths as well as weaknesses and weigh them not in terms of which one is correct and which one is incorrect simpliciter but in terms of how much light they can “throw philosophically on the issues discussed.” In this spirit, we hope that as readers delve into these debates, they will come to realize and appreciate the rich complexity and openness of Zhuangzi’s text and be inspired to seek their own understanding of its profound teachings. Far from being a prescriptive guide, this volume, as a whole, is intended to illustrate the endless possibilities for interpretating the Zhuangzi and invite readers to engage in the journey of finding their own path in engaging with Zhuangzi’s thought-provoking ethics.
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Footnotes
1The two rulers had several conversations with Mengzi (Mencius) 孟子 (372-289 BC), so we may infer that Zhuangzi was also a contemporary of Mengzi. However, neither of them has ever mentioned the other in the text named after them.

 

2Chong Kim-chong’s 莊錦章 translation, with slight modifications (Chong 2016: 1–2).

 

3However, it remains unknown whether the contents of these three chapters seen by Sima Qian are exactly the same as those seen by us today.

 

4This is also the sense in which Zhuangzi and the Zhuangzi will be used interchangeably in this introduction for the interest of word economy.

 

5Given that the volume is presented in English, the literature review in this section will focus just on the relevant works within the scope of English literature. A brief overview of some related works from Chinese literature can be found in footnote 9.

 

6Nevertheless, Arthur Danto (1924–2013) once indicated that the second sense of anti-moral may lead to the first sense, so Zhuangzi merits blame for collapsing “the condition that made morality possible” (Danto 1988: 119–120).

 

7Yearley identifies this as the “radical view” in the Zhuangzi and distinguishes it from the “conventional view” that is also present in the text, according to which “a person can operate in the world and pursue various goals in an almost normal fashion” (Yearley 1983: 128–129). However, since Yearley apparently believes that the radical view is more pervasive throughout the text, we may still say that for Yearley, the “more authentic” Zhuangzi is a moral skeptic Zhuangzi (Yearley 1983: 127).

 

8Notably, not every scholar agree that skepticism and relativism are mutually entailing. For example, Lisa Raphals once stated that “skeptical theses and relativist doctrines are both self-referential” and thus should not be conflated when one chooses to perceive the Zhuangzi from the perspective of any of them (Raphals 1996: 29). Likewise, Bryan Van Norden suggests that “despite the fact that they are frequently conflated, skepticism, relativism, and particularism are logically independent. None of them entails, or is logically entailed by, any of the others” (Van Norden 1996: 248). The logic behind Hansen’s association between skepticism and relativism seems to be that for some strong relativists at least, acknowledging the validity of others’ beliefs may lead them to doubt the validity of their own beliefs, and eventually, the validity of all beliefs.

 

9The conflict is present in contemporary Chinese literature as well. On the one hand, scholars including Chen Shaoming 陳少明, Chen Yinchi 陳引馳, Liu Xiaogan 劉笑敢, Qian Mu 錢穆 (1895–1990), and Wang Bo 王博 contend that Zhuangzi is very pessimistic about the worldly life governed by the shifei distinction and would like to retreat from it and return to a living state that is in accordance with nature and bears the characteristics of mysticism and nihilism (Chen 2019: 60, 64, 2021: 5–8; Liu 2020: 219–225; Qian 2019: 90–93; Wang 2020: 2–5, 30–52, 176–189). On the other hand, others like Chen Guying 陳鼓應, Chen Yun 陳赟, Fang Dongmei 方東美 (1899–1977), Yang Lihua 楊立華, and Yang Rubin 楊儒賓hold that in terms of exhibiting a form of humanism that strives to find an adequate way of handling social affairs, Zhuangzi’s philosophy is not so different from that of Confucius. For these scholars, Zhuangzi’s philosophy is not indulged in gaining an amoral and mystical experience of forming a unity with the Dao as a transcendent entity, but rather possesses a socio-ethical dimension that takes the development of an ideal character enabling one to flourish in the human world and promote interpersonal harmony as the ultimate end of moral cultivation (Chen 2008: 236–241, 418–421, 2024: 307–310, 343–345; Fang 2012: 231–239; Yang 2020: 157–165, 185–190, 2016: 469–476). Due to my lack of knowledge of other languages, I am unable to offer the information about how scholars outside the English and Chinese academia discuss this issue. However, if there is any similar discussion, it mostly likely follows the same lines.

 

10My personal opinion is that they are not entirely the same. The difference reminds me how the A version of Kant’s first Critique differs from its B version, which was revised in response to criticisms against the A version (some of them must be considered as “misunderstandings” from Kant’s perspective, but they are not completely unreasonable per se).

 

11Due to these selection criteria, the volume contains no chapter dedicated to reviewing the works of female scholars, which somewhat reflects the gender imbalance in the field of Zhuangzian studies and Chinese philosophy in general. Nonetheless, a few important articles by female scholars have been consulted (Lai 2006; Raphals 1996: 26–49). Moreover, about half a year after the first draft of the volume was completed, Sonya Özbey published a book comparing Zhuangzi’s and Spinoza’s conceptions of human and animal identity, which may generate some dialogues in the future (Özbey 2024).

 

12Despite not stating explicitly, I think Lee is implying that his answer to the question “how one should live,” or the answer to this question embodied by his broader conception of morality (or ethics), refers to what Cheung identifies as a good rather than moral life. In other words, Cheung misunderstands Lee’s point when claiming that Lee regards the question as inquiring how to live a moral life under which one’s well-being is always defined in moral terms.

 

13According to Lee, in Confucian and Mohism, the Dao takes the form of Heaven (tian 天).
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David Wong’s engagement with Zhuangzi 莊子 is closely associated with his reflections concerning moral relativism.1 Wong means to defend the view that there is no rational and universal justification for any morality, which requires us to take a relativistic stance toward different moral views, treating a plurality of moral views (but not necessarily all) as worthy of appreciation or, at least, tolerance. His Moral Relativity (1984a) is “the first book-length study of moral relativism” (Huang and Xiao 2014: 1). After arguing extensively for the point that “a recognition of moral relativity is part of the best explanation of moral experience” (Wong 1984a: 7), Wong introduces Daoism to show how moral relativity may best account for our concern to treat every person truly with equal worth.2 Twenty-two years later, in his second book, Natural Moralities: A Defense of Pluralistic Relativism (2006), Wong develops and defends his pluralistic relativism, “an ambitious, sophisticated, and original version of moral relativism” (Huang and Xiao 2014: 1). In this book, Wong aligns Zhuangzi with his pluralistic relativism. He also employs Zhuangzi’s arguments to show that it is possible “to have confidence in one’s moral commitments while recognizing that different commitments are equally justified” (Wong 2006: 228).
In fact, Philip J. Ivanhoe has already criticized Wong’s relativistic interpretation of Zhuangzi in Moral Relativity (Ivanhoe 1996).3 This paper will focus on Wong’s interpretation of Zhuangzi in Natural Moralities.4 Specifically, this paper will first present how Wong interprets and uses Zhuangzi as a pluralistic relativist and then argue that Wong in his interpretations and uses of the Zhuangzi does do justice to Zhuangzi but projects his own relativistic moral theory into the text instead.
1 David Wong’s Interpretation and Use of Zhuangzi as a Pluralistic Relativist
In this section, I will first present David Wong’s interpretation of Zhuangzi as a pluralistic relativist, and then his employment of Zhuangzi’s skepticism to do what his pluralistic relativism intends to do, i.e., to account for “the nature of moral ambivalence” or to answer “how to have confidence in one’s moral commitments while recognizing that different commitments are equally justified” (Wong 2006: 5, 228).
1.1 Wong’s Interpretation of Zhuangzi as a Pluralistic Relativist
To interpret Zhuangzi as a pluralistic relativist, David Wong starts by contending that Zhuangzi’s vision of morality is “as naturalistic as Xunzi’s” and thus should also be interpreted within a naturalistic framework, i.e., what he calls “methodological naturalism” (Wong 2006: 235). By methodological naturalism, Wong means three things. First, the existence of “the supernatural” has to be rejected and everything subjected to the laws of nature. Second, the “various forms of ontological dualism” between the human and the nonhuman should be taken as non-real, and all things exist within “one single natural world” such that there is nothing like an immaterial soul which would distinguish humans from nonhumans (Wong 2006: 29). Third, there are still significant differences between the various kinds of things, including between humans and nonhumans. With this methodological naturalism, Wong recognizes the human species as only
one evolved species among many inhabiting a world we did not make and only very imperfectly understand, finding our way about through the use of highly fallible sensory and motor capacities orchestrated by equally fallible theories we construct and are constantly forced to reconstruct as our experience extends across ever wider environmental conditions. From this point of view nothing is certain; cognition is as problematic as the world. (Hooker 1995: 15; cited in Wong 2006: 31)

Wong’s methodological naturalism is supposed to justify two perspectives on limitations to philosophical speculation and human reasoning more generally. First, “philosophy should not employ a distinctive, a priori method for yielding substantive truths shielded from empirical testing.” Second, “there is no sharp boundary between epistemology and the science of psychology” (Wong 2006: 30). The cognitive limitations of human beings, whose faculties have evolved piecemeal over millennia and whose deliverances remain fallible, undermine the soundness of any speculative projects which would aim to draw overly generic conclusions about the structure of the universe as a whole. Philosophers should always be aware of the need to relate their theories closely to empirical science, especially with regard to their knowledge of their own psychology, so as to revise them as readily as we would any other scientific hypothesis.
Applied to morality, methodological naturalism would mean, first negatively, that there are no a priori justifications for morality. Thus, Wong contends that “a (plausible) account of morality need not reduce moral properties to natural properties such as the satisfaction of desire” (Wong 2006: 35). Since there is no a priori justification for morality, methodological naturalism would positively imply a constructionist and functional view of morality. Wong attributes such a view to Xunzi 荀子 (c. 310–c. 238 BC). Specifically, Wong attributes to Xunzi two claims. First, moral values were invented by human beings, i.e., the sages.5 Second, moral values were invented to fulfill two functions. One is interpersonal, i.e. “to promote beneficial social cooperation,” or “to regulate cooperation, conflicts of interest, and the division of labor and to specify the conditions under which some people have authority over others with respect to cooperative activities” (Wong 2006: 37, 39). The other is intrapersonal, i.e., to promote “a psychological order within the individual” or specifically to coordinate the diverse and often conflicting natural drives within every human individual to shape character and specify worthwhile lives (Wong 2006: 40, 44). With such a constructionist view of morality, Wong argues that morality should be nothing more than a prioritization of value in view of resolving conflicts, and that there should be various moralities corresponding “to different ways of regulating interpersonal conflict of interest and providing direction to the individual” (Wong 2006: 65). However, in Wong’s critique, Xunzi is narrow minded and could accept only one universal valid way of organizing values to fulfill those two functions (Universalism). Whereas, though equally a constructionist, Zhuangzi exhibits a certain appreciation of diversity such that he could recognize multiple equally valid ways of endorsing moral values, each of which would serve the function of resolving conflicts appropriately (Wong 2006: 235). In short, Zhuangzi holds a perspective friendly to Wong’s moral relativism.
In particular, Wong distinguishes two forms of relativism, one is “straw relativism,” and the other is his own “pluralistic relativism.” For Wong, straw relativism usually takes the form of “crude and uncritical conventionalism” and “simply regards the popularly accepted moral norms in a society as determinative of the truth conditions for moral statements in that society” (Wong 2006: 73). To distinguish his pluralistic relativism from straw relativism, Wong stipulates what he calls the “(universal) constraints on what could count as an adequate morality” (Wong 2006: 44). Specifically, Wong specifies two kinds of universal constraints. The first kind is derived from the intrapersonal function of morality. Wong argues that, although morality is socially constructed and thus not determined by human natural propensities (e.g., the tendency to seek the satisfaction of physical needs, the goods of intimacy, sociability, etc.), “it must be limited by these propensities” so as “to serve as an effective guide to action.” Therefore, morality ought to be constrained so that “[i]n identifying positive goods that human beings are to seek, it cannot identify something human beings have no propensity to seek” (Wong 2006: 45). The second kind of constraints are derived from the interpersonal function of morality, and there are four of them:	1.
Reciprocity (Wong 2006: 47).

 

	2.
Balancing self- and other-directed concern (Wong 2006: 52).

 

	3.
Constructing justifiable and voluntarily acceptable norms (Wong 2006: 59).

 

	4.
Accommodation (Wong 2006: 64).

 



With these two kinds of constraints, Wong distances his moral theory from straw relativism and disqualifies as inadequate any moralities that do not fulfill the intrapersonal or interpersonal functions. Nevertheless, Wong still holds that “the universal limits on adequate moralities do not narrow the range of such moralities to just one” (Wong 2006: 65). In effect, Wong calls his position “pluralistic relativism.”6
Wong never directly characterizes Zhuangzi to be a pluralistic relativist. Nevertheless, Wong’s characterization of Zhuangzi as having a moral attitude of “appreciation for diversity” seems to indicate that he understands Zhuangzi’s views as aligning substantially with that of pluralistic relativism. Textually speaking, Wong’s such interpretation of Zhuangzi is based mainly on three passages: (1) the allegory of the bird Peng 鵬 in chapter 1, (2) the story about the gourds also in chapter 1, and (3) the discussion about the debate between the Confucians and Mohists in chapter 2. The allegory of Peng, in Wong’s interpretation, shows that Zhuangzi appreciates moral diversity. Specifically, Zhuangzi’s description of Peng’s way of seeing things indicates that different ways of seeing are equally limited: “When humans look up into the sky and Peng looks down to earth, everyone sees blue-green. Yet we see other things from our earthbound location that Peng does not see from up high, and so we are made to realize that our view of what’s up there may be as limited as Peng’s view of what’s down here. We are one species among many…, each species perceives things that other species do not, but it typically is not aware of its own limitations” (Wong 2017: 54). Accordingly, each species should appreciate and be ready to accept as true the others’ ways of seeing things; if not, the various species might be forever limited in their respective perceptive worlds, and their limited visions might cause conflicts between them or, at least, might cause each to despise or laugh at the other, as in the case of the cicada and the student-dove who laugh at Peng because of their own limited vision (Wong 2017: 56). In short, since the limitedness of perception might give rise to the attitude of despising or laughing at the other and even to conflicts between the different viewpoints, each viewpoint should be appreciated.
The story of the gourds as well as the debates between the Confucians and the Mohists, for Wong, provide the positive reason for interpreting Zhuangzi as a relativist. Wong emphasizes that Huizi’s 惠子 problem lies not in holding that gourds have potentially valuable use in being water containers or dippers, but in his inability to recognize as equally valuable the use of gourds as tubs. Wong draws out from Zhuangzi this lesson: “the world is too rich and diverse and dynamic to fit inside our limited perspectives;” we tend to “bring certain things into the foreground of perception and push other potentially valuable things into the blurry background” (Wong 2017: 55). Accordingly, diversity should be appreciated, for what we are prevented from discovering, because of our own limited perceptions, might very probably be equally valuable viewpoints.
Wong views the debates among Confucians and Mohists in terms of “a Zhuangist sort of reason: [namely] the world of value is too rich to be contained with a single coherent conceptual framework” (Wong 2017: 57).7 With such a Zhuangist reason, Wong makes Zhuangzi to view the Confucians and the Mohists as not really wrong in their respective ethics, they are wrong only by the fact that they quarrel with each other and refuse to accommodate each other’s views. Wong’s “Zhuangist sort of reason,” thus implies that, first, every coherent ethic is but a partial selection from the universe of value (Wong 2006: 236). Second, “every coherent ethic cuts out something of genuine value;” and third, “each ethic, in defining what is right, also requires what is wrong according to some other coherent and viable ethic” (Wong 2006: 235; see also Wong 2017: 58; Wong and Hourdequin 2019: 21). Third, there are basically many values which are neither derivable from nor reducible to anyone among them; put differently, that moral values are neither reconcilable with each other in the sense of having potentially compatible values or ordering of value nor reducible to a third thing that is not of human making which would permit some higher-order reconciliation. For instance, the Confucian value of filial love and the Mohist value of disinterested love are irreconcilable values. Wong contends that Confucianism and Mohist morality have prioritized their own schema of basic values, and necessarily thereby sacrificed other equally basic values. Whereas Zhuangzi shows the ability to recognize that “others embody real values just as ours do” and to understand the underlying reasons “why others can hold very different views” (Wong 2017: 58).
On this interpretation, Zhuangzi comes close to holding Wong’s own version of pluralistic relativism. As his reading of Zhuangzi shows, Wong believes that the Daoist thinker is committed to the view that “there exists a plurality of basic moral values” which are “not derivable from or reducible to other moral values” (Wong 2006: 6). Moreover, Wong interprets Zhuangzi as affirming a morally ambivalent perspective, on which “the phenomenon of coming to understand and appreciate the other side’s viewpoint to the extent that our sense of the unique rightness of our own judgments gets destabilized” (Wong 2006: 1). Wong then employs his interpretation Zhuangzi further in support of his own pluralist project, as he argues that Zhuangzi provides a response or explanation as to “how [we can] have confidence in one’s moral commitments while recognizing that different commitments are equally justified” (Wong 2006: 228). It is to this issue I now turn.

1.2 Wong’s Interesting Interpretation of Zhuangzi’s Skepticism
As Wong sees it, the central objection faced by pluralistic relativism is very much the same as that faced by value pluralism. Essentially, it is a tension recognized by Joseph Raz (1939–2022), namely, the tension between a detached perspective and an engaged perspective: while in the abstract I can be both committed to my own system of value and appreciative of that of others, in the concrete I can only either be committed to my own and dismissive of that of others or change my own and become committed to that of others (Wong 2006: 233). This tension is irresolvable for Raz; it is “a tension without stability, without the prospect of reconciliation of the two perspectives, the one recognizing the validity of competing values and the one hostile to them. One is forever moving from one to the other” (Raz 1994: 73; cited in Wong 2006: 233). However, in Wong’s view, this is not so, Zhuangzi’s skepticism constitutes a happy combination of the two perspectives.
According to Wong, any interpretation of Zhuangzi’s skepticism has to take serious consideration of the two seemingly conflicting themes in Zhuangzi: “The text is well known for the skeptical lampooning of those who think they know the truth, including the moral truth. Yet the text also seems to be recommending a way of life to its audience” (Wong 2006: 234; see also Wong 2005: 91). To make sense of these two conflicting themes, Wong interprets Zhuangzi’s skepticism to be a certain combination of two perspectives that are supposedly problematic for his own pluralistic relativism. First, Wong argues that Zhuangzi’s skepticism assumes an engaged perspective: “Contrary to some interpretations of Zhuangzi’s work, he does not dismiss moral values,” instead, “(Zhuangzi) appears to accept love of parents and duty to ruler as necessary elements of human existence” (Wong 2006: 234). Moreover, Zhuangzi recognizes worth even in criminals: “When Confucius refuses an amputee an audience because of his criminal history, Zhuangzi scolds Confucius for failing to act like heaven and earth: ‘There is nothing that heaven doesn’t cover, nothing that earth doesn’t bear up’” (Wong 2006: 234). In short, Zhuangzi’s skepticism is not skeptical about value itself. Instead, it is committed to at least a certain number of values and thus may have a certain way of life to recommend.
Aside from being committed to some values, Zhuangzi’s skepticism for Wong also constitutes a detached perspective. With the help of the story of the gourds, Wong explains that, like Huizi’s engaged perspective, Zhuangzi’s skepticism is equally committed to the genuine value of the gourds: “Zhuangzi does not deny that the more ordinary uses are genuine uses for the gourds, and clearly, they are” (Wong 2006: 235). Unlike Huizi’s engaged perspective, however, Zhuangzi’s skepticism rejects Huizi’s assumption that the ordinary uses of the gourds are the only correct uses of gourds. Thus, while retaining Huizi’s engaged perspective about the ordinary uses of the gourds (i.e., the claim that the ordinary uses are indeed correct uses of the gourds), Zhuangzi’s skepticism affirms that other uses of the gourds are equally genuine ones. In this sense, Zhuangzi’s skepticism is termed by Wong “constructive skepticism” (Wong 2017, 2006: 236; Wong and Hourdequin 2019: 22). Zhuangzi takes a moral stance that is skeptical, on the one hand, because it always questions our claim to general possession of knowledge, and constructive, on the other hand, because it makes us eager to know more (Wong 2022: 639, 648–649).
The tension between the detached perspective and engaged perspective, therefore, is no longer irresolvable. In Wong’s own words, “the detached perspective from which we recognize a broader array of genuine values is also an engaged perspective from which our original moral commitments become broader and more inclusive” (Wong 2006: 236). Put differently, there are no longer two separate perspectives. The original moral commitments are retained in a renewed form, endorsed from within a stance where all moral commitments are appreciated and accepted as equally valuable. The new moral stance is a detached perspective in its rejection of any unique values; however, since the new moral stance still retains the original moral commitments, it constitutes a perspective that is not dismissive of the original moral commitments. While there are “cases in which what it takes to realize one way of life will exclude what it takes to realize another way of life…We can certainly remain committed to our ways of life because we could not possibly strive equally to realize all valuable ways of life. [Yet] to choose our ways for this reason is not to despise or dismiss the other ways” (Wong 2006: 235). I take Wong to mean that there is no need to alternate between the engaged perspective and the detached perspective, for the two are fused together into one broadened perspective. We can be perfectly committed to our own way of life; at the same time, we can appreciate and accept other ways of life as of equal value.8
Yet “the Zhuangist perspective should amount to more than mere acceptance of other ways of life…If one opens up one’s mind to new sources of value, one should sometimes go beyond acceptance of the new toward incorporating it into one’s commitments” (Wong 2006: 236–237). Zhuangzi’s constructive skepticism does not end in final assertion of a certain value system. Rather, it is an enactment of “a dialectical process of skepticism with no end in sight” (Wong 2005: 99, 103; 2009: 579). Thus, “skeptical questioning of our current perspectives opens us to new perspectives, and in adopting these new perspectives we can make genuine discoveries. But it is precisely because these discoveries can undermine our assumptions of what we thought we knew that we keep on asking skeptical questions that lead to further new discoveries, at least some of which will again undermine our current assumptions… we experience no end to this process” (Wong 2005: 99; 2009: 579). In other words, skeptical questioning undermines the original perspective, it permits that perspective to be broadened into a new moral stance that appreciates and incorporates other ways of life. Yet, this new moral stance has to be questioned again so as to construct a moral stance that is still broader. This process cannot be concluded with any final certainty, for the nature of Zhuangzi’s skepticism requires that “we let go of the obsession with being right once and for all” (Wong 2005: 98).
This endless process of skeptical interrogation and construction is considered by Wong as Zhuangzi’s source of joy and as his means for facing the different happenings in life. “It is a continuous willingness to be surprised, an openness to being jolted, even an enjoyment in being jolted, that is the thread underlying this process. It is no accident that the Zhuangzi is one of the most humorous and playful works to be found in all of philosophy” (Wong 2005: 99). In other words, Zhuangzi shows a great enjoyment in the process of questioning his own perspective and accommodating other ones, one after another. Arguing for Zhuangzi’s skepticism as the mechanism of facing differences and difficulties, Wong emphasizes that Zhuang’s skepticism seems to have developed such “a deep sense of uncertainty about the most basic matters—not knowing whether to love life or hate death, for instance—” that it can support an all-inclusive acceptance of all peoples and all happenings in life (Wong 2005: 103). Thus, Wong takes Zhuangzi’s skepticism not only to help address the problems crucial to his pluralistic relativism but also points to a the Zhuangist proposal of good life: to walk through life and to encounter others constructively through a self-interrogating skepticism.


2 Critique of Wong’s Interpretation of Zhuangzi
Wong’s attempt to interpret Zhuangzi as a pluralistic relativist is with a good intention: he aims to bring Zhuangzi into conversation with a world that is becoming increasingly globalized and plural. There are, however, difficulties for Wong’s relativistic interpretation of Zhuangzi. I will argue that Wong’s interpretation of Zhuangzi has not done justice to the text.
2.1 Evaluation of Wong’s Constructionist Interpretation of the Moral Values in the Zhuangzi
First, I will argue that Wong’s construction of Zhuangzi’s appreciation for diversity, considered by Wong as “a version of the moral ambivalence,” is not supported by the text, and still less is his claim that Zhuangzi’s moral vision is “as naturalistic as Xunzi’s” (Wong 2006: 235).
One of the examples adduced by Wong, the story of Peng, is not concerned about whether Peng‘s perspective was limited and thus is in need of self-interrogation so as to avoid the possible criticism of smaller creatures. Nor is it aimed at encouraging Peng to appreciate the perceptive world of the cicada or that of the student-dove. For, as pointed out by Van Norden, “from what Zhuangzi writes later in the text, it seems clear that he finds fault with them (the little creatures) for laughing at the Peng” (Van Norden 1996: 253). Moreover, even though it could be granted that Zhuangzi does point out the limitedness of the large Peng, the text as a whole shows that Zhuangzi does not seem to emphasize so much Peng’s limited perceptive power as Peng’s dependence on “gusting breath of the midyear,” something that is itself conditioned and contingent (Ziporyn 2020: 3).9 Thus understood, when Zhuangzi emphasizes Peng’s dependence on the wind, he is setting up a presentation of the ideal person. For that reason, in the concluding part of the Peng story, after praising Songrongzi 宋榮子 for transcending both the positive and negative critics from others, Zhuangzi dismisses both Songrongzi as well as Liezi 列子 as “not really firmly planted,” and as still in need of something contingent to depend on. Zhuangzi presents his ideal person —the Utmost Person, the Spirit Person, or the Sage—as someone who does not ground their true selves on their names (ming 名), merits (gong 功), or contingent sense of selves (ji 己), but on the unconditional Dao and are thus in no way “halted in their wandering” (Ziporyn 2020: 5). The Peng story itself evinces no concern about presenting the necessity of appreciating diversity so that conflicts would be avoided; rather, its aim is to point to the ideal person who is even better than those (i.e., Songrongzi and Liezi) who have already transcended critics and conflicts.
Moreover, neither the story of the gourds nor Zhuangzi’s discussion about the debates between the Confucians and the Mohists seem to provide any positive ground for the moral stance that Wong attributes to Zhuangzi. Specifically, with the story of the gourds, Zhuangzi does not contend that “the world is too rich and diverse and dynamic to fit inside our limited perspectives” (Wong 2017: 55). If Zhuangzi did advocate such a stance, we should conclude that all our efforts to revise or broaden our perspectives will always end in frustration. That is, no matter how far we go in revising our views, we are always limited and our wandering always comes to a halt at the limits of perspectives.10 However, as the very title of the chapter indicates, the main teaching of Zhuangzi in this chapter is about how to transcend limitations and wander far and unfettered.11 Similarly, Zhuangzi does not intend simply to open up Huizi’s mind so that he can appreciate another set of values that are as equally limited as those he already endorses. Instead, Zhuangzi is trying to lead him to embrace what is incomparably valuable. So too, with regard to Zhuangzi’s discussion about the debates between the Confucians and the Mohists, contrary to Wong’s interpretation, Zhuangzi denies not only their quarreling with each other but also their respective ethics as even partial achievements. The immediate context makes this quite clear: “The Way is obscured by partial achievements; speech is obscured by eloquent verbiage. Thus there are controversies between Confucian and Mohists over what’s right and what’s wrong” (Watson 2013: 10). In other words, to say that the moralities of both the Confucians and the Mohists are merely partial achievements is to say that they are both wrong. Therefore, instead of encouraging them to appreciate each other’s views as equally valid and adequate moralities, Zhuangzi implies they should abandon their moral perspective and instead gain illumination in the light of Heaven or the Way (Watson 2013: 10).
Zhuangzi, therefore, is critical of the partial moralities of both the Confucians and the Mohists not because one lacks something of the other but because both lack something fundamental to morality itself. Zhuangzi’s moral vision is then in direct contrast with the constructionist and functional view that Wong argues that Xunzi upholds. Zhuangzi would criticize Wong’s Xunzi because he holds that ethics is a construction by the sages. For Zhuangzi, the sages trying to “construct” morality is precisely what caused the loss of the age of Perfect Virtues. In proposing their so-called moral values, the sages ignored the very thing that is fundamental: the nature of human beings (Watson 2013: 66). In Zhuangzi’s own view, he takes the determining factor for measuring all claims about values to be whether those values contribute to “the state of resting content with one’s nature” (an qi xingming zhi qing 安其性命之情). All so-called values which do not contribute to bringing about this state for human beings are simply misleading us from what is truly valuable (Watson 2013: 75). In effect, this aim is something Zhuangzi takes to be normatively binding for human beings to pursue, given their nature.12 Accordingly, Ivanhoe’s criticism against Wong’s Moral Relativity is also applicable here. Wong’s interpretation of Zhuangzi is implausible because Wong “[does] not provide any account of Zhuangzi’s beliefs regarding the character of human nature” (Ivanhoe 1996: 196).
The ultimate normative source of morality in Zhuangzi seems to be tian 天 (Heaven) or Dao. As immanent in things, Heaven may refer generally to whatever the various things have naturally received, and specifically to their bodily structures (tianli 天理) or their allotted life span (tiannian 天年) (Watson 2013: 19, 21, 32). This does not mean that Heaven is to be equated with the bodily structure of things or their allotted span of existence; rather, Heaven is immanent in things by power, that is, as that which causes and determines what is given to things as their natural properties.13 Thus, as the things caused are always in some way similar to their causes and to that extend constitute a certain participation of their cause, Yang Guorong 楊國榮 could be right in noting that “for Zhuangzi, what internally determines human being has Heaven as its content; in other words, human being has Heaven as its original and true nature”; “in fact, Zhuangzi often names the original and true man as the Heaven man” (Yang 2018: 24, 26). Again, when Zhuangzi names the original and true man as the Heavenly man, it should not be taken to mean that our original and true nature is nothing but Heaven; rather, it is better understood as referring to the original and unstained likeness we have of Heaven due to that nature coming from Heaven.
This is probably why Zhuangzi speaks of human spirit as “One-with-Heaven” (Mair 1994: 147). The oneness we have with Heaven is not a literal identity, but a unity in terms of our dependence upon Heaven as both coming from Heaven and tending to return to Heaven. Thus, on the one hand, Zhuangzi emphasizes that we should not forget that what we naturally possess comes from Heaven (Ziporyn 2020: 46). On the other hand, Zhuangzi remarks that “the Perfect Person (zhiren 至人) lets his quintessential-spirit return (gui 归) to the Beginningless (or Heaven)” (Watson 2013: 282).14 Obviously then, Heaven must refer also to that which transcends above the natural things and, in that case, Heaven is another name for the transcendent Dao that “things things” (wuwu zhe 物物者) (Watson 2013: 40, 186). This transcendent Dao that “things things” is presented by Zhuangzi as both the principle and the end of the ten-thousand-things, such that the ten-thousand-things form a great harmonious confluence, coming from Dao and returning to Dao (Mair 1994: 108–109; see also Wu 2008: 165, Zhong 2002: 263). Moreover, under the name “Heaven,” Dao is also immanent in human beings as the cause of their nature, so that human nature is a part of the all-embracing harmony of the “great confluence.” On this perspective, moral values are far from being mere human constructions. Instead, the moral values must correspond with different expressions of the harmony of Dao (Watson 2013: 122). In line with this, Jung H. Lee is justified in taking “attunement to the Way (Dao)” as “the organizing imperative” that defines Zhuangzi’s ethics (Lee 2014: 2, 45).
If human nature and the transcendent Dao or Heaven are a source of true moral values, Zhuangzi’s ethics cannot be interpreted in terms of pluralistic relativism. For, though Zhuangzi may admit a plurality of moral values, he would see them as all reducible to the all-embracing harmony of Dao. Zhuangzi may even recognize several different but equally valid and adequate ways of living or different systems of moralities, yet he will not view them as ultimately irreconcilable. Instead, he will treat them all as different ways of returning to Dao, the end of all the ten-thousand-things. “Since Zhuangzi believes that there is such a Way [Dao] he is not, as some [including Wong] have argued, a relativist in any strong sense of the term” (Ivanhoe 1993: 644).

2.2 An Evaluation of Wong’s Creative Interpretation of Zhuangzi’s Skepticism
Wong’s interpretation of Zhuangzi has been criticized as a “[projection of the relativistic] problem of moral detachment, and absence of commitment on Zhuangzi” (Hansen 2014: 95). Such a critique is not unfounded. Wong’s interpretation of the gourds story, for example, consists largely of his own philosophical thoughts than what the story itself seems to say. According to Wong’s interpretation, the story mainly has two aims. First, it is intended to clear away the presupposition made by Huizi that the use of small gourds as water dippers is the only valuable use of all gourds. Second, the story is intended to move Huizi toward a moral stance whereby he, while not being disabused of his original stance that the use of small gourds as water dippers is a valuable use, is enabled to appreciate as equally valuable the use of big gourds as a tubs. Obviously, Wong takes the story to terminate in promoting his own preferred moral attitude: a standpoint whereby one recognizes an irreconcilably different morality as equally valid while remaining committed to one’s own morality. However, Wong seems to have missed the intent of Zhuangzi by not paying attention to the preparatory allegory. Before Zhuangzi explains to Huizi the potential use of big gourds as tubs, he prefaces that explanation with an story about salves. The complete story goes as follows:
Huizi said to Zhuangzi, “The king of Wei gave me some seeds of a huge gourd. I planted them, and when they grew up, the fruit was big enough to hold five piculs. I tried using it for a water container, but it was so heavy I couldn’t lift it. I split it in half to make dippers, but they were so large and unwieldy that I couldn’t dip them into anything. It’s not that the gourds weren’t fantastically big—but I decided they were of no use, and so I smashed them to pieces.”
Zhuangzi said, “You certainly are dense when it comes to using big things! In Song there was a man who was skilled at making a salve to prevent chapped hands, and generation after generation his family made a living by bleaching silk in water. A traveler heard about the salve and offered to buy the prescription for a hundred measures of gold. The man called everyone to a family council. ‘For generations we’ve been bleaching silk, and we’ve never made more than a few measures of gold,’ he said. ‘Now, if we sell our secret, we can make a hundred measures in one morning. Let’s let him have it!’ The traveler got the salve and introduced it to the king of Wu, who was having trouble with the state of Yue. The king put the man in charge of his troops, and that winter they fought a naval battle with the men of Yue and gave them a bad beating. A portion of the conquered territory was awarded to the man as a fief. The salve had the power to prevent chapped hands in either case; but one man used it to get a fief, while the other one never got beyond silk bleaching—because they used it in different ways. Now you had a gourd big enough to hold five piculs. Why didn’t you think of making it into a great tub so you could go floating around the rivers and lakes, instead of worrying because it was too big and unwieldy to dip into things! Obviously you still have a lot of underbrush in your head!” (Watson 2013: 5–6)

The context shows that Zhuangzi’s explanation about the use of the gourds has to be understood in connection with the story about the salve. Now, the salve allegory clearly indicates two things. The salve allegory is about the same thing (i.e., salve) having different effects: “The salve had the [same] power to prevent chapped hands in either case; but one man used it to get a fief, while the other one never got beyond silk bleaching.” Second, the story underlies that the use of salve to get a fief is much more valuable than its use in silk bleaching. Accordingly, Zhuangzi has no interest to compare the use of small gourds as water dippers and the use of big gourds as tubs. His focus is simply that there are valuable uses of the big gourds which Huizi has ignored. While it is true that Huizi has made assumptions that prevent him from seeing the use of the useless, the story of the trees that immediately follows the story of the big gourds also makes it clear that the aim of Zhuangzi is not to encourage the equal appreciation of both the use of the useful and the use of the useless. Instead, Zhuangzi’s claims about the tree clearly implies a preference for the use of the useless over the use of the useful. For, it is by being useless (at least for carpenters) that the tree preserves its life from the axes (Watson 2013: 6).
Similarly, Zhuangzi’s skepticism shows no awareness of any dialectical process of self-interrogation and other-incorporation. Zhuangzi does not do anything to encourage Confucians and Mohists to come closer to each other with “a continuous willingness to be surprised, an openness to being jolted, even an enjoyment in being jolted” (Wong 2005: 99). This interpretation looks quite foreign to the text. Zhuangzi neither positively affirms the moralities of the Confucians and the Mohists, nor encourages them to incorporate elements from each other’s moralities. Instead, Zhuangzi criticizes them both and encourages them both to be enlightened by the light of Heaven (Watson 2013: 10). Accordingly, proposing the use of the useless as a better choice over use of the useful in the gourds story and encouraging both the Confucians and the Mohists to be enlightened by the light of Heaven, Zhuangzi seems unaware of the problems that interest Wong.
Nevertheless, as is clear from the dream passages in the inner chapter, Zhuangzi does seem to endorse a reflective form of skepticism. In one of the dream passages, Zhuangzi wakes up asking himself “whether he is Zhou who dreams he is a butterfly or a butterfly who dreams he is Zhou” (Watson 2013: 18). In the other passage about the ultimate dream (dameng 大夢), Zhuangzi clearly gives a warning that implies we should be self-reflectively skeptical: “the stupid believe they are awake, busily and brightly assuming they understand things, calling this man ruler, that one herdsman—how dense! Confucius and you both are dreaming! And when I say you are dreaming, I am dreaming, too” (Watson 2013: 16). Though the degree of skepticism that Zhuangzi endorses is controversial, there are several things about which Zhuangzi seems to be confident. First, “there must be a difference between Zhou and the butterfly” (Mair 1994: 24). Further, there will surely be an ultimate awaking that will make one know what the moral truth really is. Then, moreover, Zhuangzi is certain that he is different from the Confucians, the Mohists, or Huizi and that he knows what they ought to do: they all should be turned toward the very light of Heaven. Accordingly, Zhuangzi seems to be concerned with pursuing greater comprehension of the transcendent Dao. Accordingly, Zhuangzi’s joy arises from coming closer to the transcendent Dao and finding the ultimate end of his own life journey in one ‘great confluence’ with all the ten-thousand-things. Similarly, when Zhuangzi criticizes the Confucians or the Mohists and when he himself talks about the ideal life or the Daoist sages (e.g., Cook Ding 庖丁 or Wheelwright Pian 輪扁), he is not establishing himself as capable of concretely prescribing a good living for his audience nor encouraging us to become excellent cooks or wheelwrights. Rather, he is pointing to the Dao which has allotted itself to each as his/her Heaven and determined a fate for each. What has been allotted by Dao means that each may have a different life, but that there is neither real conflict nor ambivalence but only the all-inclusive harmony and order of the ten-thousand-things as a confluence coming from and returning to Dao. Zhuangzi is inviting everyone to move away from moralities of partial achievements and ever closer to the transcendent Dao and, in view of Dao, into the harmonious confluence of all things.


3 Conclusion
From the above analysis, it is clear that Wong treats Zhuangzi as one of the many philosophical sources in his development of pluralistic relativism, a supposedly fitting moral theory for the present world that is becoming more and more globalized, but ignores the actual message of Zhuangzi.15 In his attempt to show Zhuangzi’s significance for modern day, however, Wong cherry-picks from the text those passages that fits into his own pluralistic relativism, primarily with the aim of providing a response to those problems internal to his pluralistic relativism. Therefore, Wong’s interpretation of Zhuangzi as a pluralistic relativist is at best a partial or incomplete interpretation of Zhuangzi.
As Zhuangzi is in itself a complex text with a very complicated structure, Wong notes that Zhuangzi has “conflicting themes,” and “defies arguments to capture what it says in the form of a systematic, coherent set of normative recommendations.” Accordingly, the best we might do is “to admit that we are developing themes that seem the most congenial to us” (Wong 2014: 273). That being said, Wong’s relativistic reading of Zhuangzi seems largely a projection rather than faithful to the nuances of the text. I’m more inclined to admit, together with many traditional interpreters, that Zhuangzi in its entirety is structured according to some coherent system of thought, and that the more content that an interpretation of Zhuangzi covers, the better that interpretation would be.
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Footnotes
1Though “Zhuangzi” is used as a personal name in this paper (and occasional not as a personal name), it practically refers to the 33 chapters of the text Zhuangzi as a whole.

 

2By “Daoism,” I mean the philosophical view of Daodejing 道德經 and Zhuangzi in particular. An extended version of this chapter was published as a journal article in the same year (Wong 1984b).

 

3In Ivanhoe’s critique, Wong’s interpretation of Zhuangzi forms part of his “much larger project on moral relativity,” which in turn consists of a negative project on the one hand and a positive project on the other hand. In brief, according to Ivanhoe, “Wong’s negative project is aimed at establishing what he calls ‘moral relativity,’ the claim that there is no legitimate rational justification for morality.” As long as his negative project is involved, “Wong and Zhuangzi share a good deal” (Ivanhoe 1996: 203). Whereas his positive project is to that “giving up the project of rationally justifying morality will lead us to see one another simply as human beings [of equal worth], and we will then adopt a feeling of compassion toward on another” (Ivanhoe 1996: 203). According to Ivanhoe, Wong does not have textual support to attribute such a positive project to Zhuangzi.

 

4Arguably, Wong’s employment of Zhuangzi as pluralistic relativist in Natural Moralities constitutes a certain core of his interpretation of Zhuangzi’s ethics, and his treatments of Zhuangzi’s ethics in other publications are not so much more than certain variations, further expositions, or applications of his employment of Zhuangzi as a pluralistic relativist.

 

5Disagreeing with Xunzi, however, Wong does not take moral values as invented by the sages but holds that they are socially constructed (Wong 2006: 41).

 

6It is worthy to note further that, by pluralistic relativism, Wong also rejects another form of straw relativism, namely, “radical difference relativism” (Wong 2006: 11), the view that considers disagreements among different moralities as “brutal confrontation(s) between mutually unintelligible ways of life” (Wong 2006: 83). By “mutually unintelligible,” Wong understands that either the confronting moralities cannot make sense of the function of each other’s moral practice or they embody sets of values that are radically different from each other. Wong’s pluralistic relativism is different from radical difference relativism, for by its universal constraints, it requires that the adequate and different moralities have “a shared core” and stipulate largely overlapping sets of values (Wong 2006: 68).

 

7N.B.: “The world of values” has to be understood in terms of David Wong’s methodological naturalism. They are not values derived from nature but values constructed by human beings to fulfill either the intrapersonal or interpersonal functions.

 

8I’m not really convinced because, as also pointed out by an anonymous reviewer, “If S thinks vaccines are evil and I come to recognize the view that vaccines are evil as equally as valid as my own view, how can I incorporate the view “vaccines are evil” into my own view without giving up my original moral commitment to the good of vaccines? Especially if value X and value Y are mutually exclusive (being tolerant towards homosexuals and believing homosexuality is evil), it seems odd to say that my ‘moral stance gets broader by incorporating Y into my moral views’. How can I hold both X and Y if they are mutually exclusive?” Nevertheless, the paper length prevents me from criticizing whether Wong’s pluralistic relativism itself is viable or not but only whether his interpretation of Zhuangzi is justifiable or not.

 

9One anonymous reviewer points out that there does not seem to be any evidence whereby we judge that Zhuangzi is critical of the big bird Peng, he or she argues: “Even if we agree that Peng’s flying is conditioned on the existence of wind, that on its own is not a limitation. Conditions are not limits, although they can be limiting.” I’m grateful for this comment which make me refine my own point that, even though Peng’s dependence on the big wind is not a limitation for Peng itself as a bird, it denotes a limitation in comparison with Zhuangzi’s ideal persons whose wandering cannot be halted because they do not depend their true sense of selves on any contingent factors.

 

10According to one anonymous reviewer, “you can xiaoyao 逍遙 [wander far and unfettered] even though you only ever work from limited perspectives, or even though are never fully convinced about the rightness of your own perspective.” I can’t comprehend what kind of xiaoyao is that. Translated into different terms, it does not seem right to say that you can be fully happy even though you are not fully convinced that what you do would really make you happy. In my reading, Zhuangzi is fully convinced that xiaoyao is possible only when it is done with Dao, although he might sound not really sure about what it concretely takes to wander with Dao.

 

11Ziporyn translates the title of chapter 1 as “Wondering Far and Unfettered” (Ziporyn 2020: 3).

 

12With regard to the fact that there is a notion of human nature in Zhuangzi, see the arguments given by Huang (2015). For an extended discussion of Zhuangzi’s conception of human nature, see Bai (2023).

 

13I thank one of the anonymous reviewer whose comments help me to speak more specifically about the immanence of Heaven in things, i.e., not as internally identical with the nature of things but as the power that causes what everything naturally possesses.

 

14For more discussions about this dimension of human nature in Zhuangzi, see Bai (2023).

 

15This becomes very explicit in his very recent paper co-authored with Marion Hourdequin, i.e., “Hiding the World in the World: A Case for Cosmopolitanism Based in the Zhuangzi” (Wong and Hourdequin 2019).
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I would regret if people were to take the essence of my interpretation of the Zhuangzi 莊子 to be conveyed by my brief discussion of the text in Natural Moralities (Wong 2006). I would regret if the various articles and book chapters I’ve elsewhere written were taken to amount to little more than variations or further expositions of that discussion in that 2006 book. Unfortunately, this is how Bai Ziqiang 白自强 understands my interpretation of the Zhuangzi. Even given my brief discussion of the Zhuangzi in that book, Bai gets me wrong.
I first want to point out that I do not attribute to the Zhuangzi the theory I defend in the book, the theory I call “pluralistic relativism.” I aim to clarify what I was attributing to the Zhuangzi in that 2006 book, first by explicitly stating what pluralistic relativism is and then explaining by contrast the limited way I was using Zhuangzi’s philosophy in the book. Second, I then explain how my interpretation the Zhuangzi has evolved since the 2006 book. It is much more accurate to say that I interpret the Zhuangzi to be expressing a form of constructive skepticism. This is what I actually say in work published shortly before and after that book. I will explain how the constructive skepticism I attribute to the Zhuangzi diverges in important ways from the interpretation of the text Bai attributes to me and that he calls pluralistic relativism. Third, I will go on to contrast my interpretation with those who tend to attribute to the Zhuangzi an authoritative voice and in particular Bai’s interpretation that in this text it is the nature of human beings to align with tian 天 in such a way that they can know “what the moral truth really is.” The contrast is embodied in my title of this paper. Much like the world portrayed in the text, the text itself is deliciously ambiguous, unapologetically cryptic, and maddeningly elusive, especially for those who have an obsession with being right, to borrow from the title of my 2005 article (“Zhuangzi and the Obsession with Being Right”). The elusiveness is the point, I want to say. We should explore the text much as we explore the world, not as a world whose one true meaning we set out at the outset to reveal, but as a world constantly challenges us and frustrates our attempts to conclude with the truth. To return to the title of the 2005 article, let me suggest that if Zhuangzi were around today, I believe he would be highly amused with the multitude of philosophers each contending they are right and the others are wrong about how to interpret his text.
1 What Is Pluralistic Relativism?
Bai’s footnote 4 on the first page of his paper justifies concentration on my use of Zhuangzi in relation to my pluralistic relativism. “Wong’s employment of Zhuangzi as pluralistic relativist in Natural Moralities constitutes a certain core of his interpretation of Zhuangzi’s ethics, and his treatments of Zhuangzi’s ethics in other publications are not so much more than certain variations, further expositions, or applications of his employment of Zhuangzi as a pluralistic relativist.” Actually, in my 2003, 2005, 2009, 2017, and 2022 publications, in addition to the 2006 book Bai focuses on, I do not call him a pluralistic relativist. What I try to do in the book is to “bring to bear the philosophy of Zhuangzi (Chuang Tzu), who teaches us that recognizing the worth of other ways of life is not a threat to be avoided but an opportunity for enrichment” (Wong 2006: xvi). Perhaps for Bai attribution of such a view just is the attribution of pluralistic relativism, but for me, this is not the case, as I shall explain below. The theme from the Zhuangzi I bring to bear on recognizing the worth other ways of life does not amount to pluralistic relativism. On the first page of his paper, Bai even misstates what is implied by my pluralistic relativism, which is that there is “no rational and universal justification for any morality.” This makes me sound like a complete relativist and not the pluralism I argue for in Natural Moralities. I seek below to reassert my original meanings against these mischaracterizations, both of my own view of pluralistic relativism and my interpretation of the Zhuangzi.
Bai begins with a summary of the way I argue for pluralistic relativism in Natural Moralities (for an updated argument, in shorter form, see Wong 2023). Let me start with a qualification to something he says about my view. At one point, he says, in stating my view, that “since there are many social groups, there must be a plurality of moralities” (referring to Wong 2006: 80–82). This might give the impression that I think there is a strict correspondence between distinct groups and distinct moralities. Each group supposedly has its own morality. I never held such a view, but at the time I wrote that book, I had not realized that I could be interpreted in that fashion, and so did not explicitly address this issue. I address this at some length in “Relativist Explanations of Interpersonal and Group Disagreement” and in section 12 of Moral Relativism and Pluralism (Wong 2011, 2023). I do not hold that the morality of a group is a single set of norms to which all members of a group subscribe. In this respect, I differ from other relativists such as Gilbert Harman (1938–2021), David Velleman, and Carol Rovane (Harman 1975; Velleman 2013; Rovane 2013).
The set of norms, practices, and judgments that are typically called a morality has imprecise and varying borders, and its various constituents, its values and norms, will be subject to varying interpretations and disagreements. At times, depending on the context and aim of inquiry, one might talk about American or Chinese morality, but it must always be kept in mind that such descriptors comprehend considerable internal diversity. Such moralities are not single moralities, but in effect families of moralities. Recognition of significant and fundamental moral diversity of views among people, even among those who engage in cooperation with each other, has motivated other relativists to defend a form of “speaker” relativism, which construes the truth conditions of a speaker’s moral judgments to refer to that speaker’s moral standards. I do not hold that form of relativism either.
There is an alternative to regarding morality as the possession of a group or of the individual. We need not treat these as dichotomous alternatives. This alternative involves recognizing that human morality in great part arises from the need to structure and regulate cooperative life. There is need to regulate and convey to all participants what is expected of them, but also considerable play in how these expectations are interpreted by individuals and subgroups. The norms and values, often implicit, that spell out expectations can be fluid, often vague, and in need of further specification and interpretation. Cooperation typically proceeds on a degree of shared understanding of what is expected by participants, but it is only a degree of shared understanding. Sometimes people agree on a set of norms when specified on a very general level of abstraction, but they can quickly disagree when it is necessary to get down to specifics. Sometimes there is shared understanding on some norms but not others. Furthermore, human beings typically belong to more than one group. This is especially true of modern, large societies with populations diverse in ethnicity and social class, but even smaller and simpler societies contain enough diversity in social role, for example, that introduces diversity of values and norms. When people are members of multiple groups, they are exposed to and influenced by differing sets of values and norms.
So, we often have to choose between the conflicting demands of the multiple groups to which we belong, and even within a single group there will be significant differences between members. Both the group and the individual’s own reflections on the choices they face are factors in the moralities human beings end up having. Neither “morality is determined by the group” nor “morality is determined by the individual” seem right as mutually exclusive options. Think of the issue in terms of language. Moral language is like natural language in general. Just as natural languages have no clear and unqualified boundaries (they have dialects and even idiolects of individual speakers who inherit a shared language but develop some idiosyncratic meanings for parts of that shared language), the meanings of terms change over time and new terms get incorporated from other natural languages. Similarly, moral languages have a social origin that is diverse and dynamic. We learn what terms such as “good person” and “right action” mean from those who raise us, but also from those who school us, our peers, and other social influences. Though there might very well be some measure of agreement between these different sources, such agreement inevitably coexists with diversity, even of the fundamental kind that does not depend on difference in nonmoral factual belief, so that different people in our fields of social influence do not mean precisely the same things when they use moral terms.
Bai notes that my version of relativism is pluralistic. I hold that there is more than a single true morality, but I also hold that not all moralities are true. This is because they must meet certain constraints given the functions of morality: the interpersonal function of regulating and facilitating social cooperation and the intrapersonal function of fostering a reasonable degree of coherence among the individual’s potentially conflicting motivations. These two functions, plus the characteristic motivational tendencies that human beings have, serve as the ground for constraints on what could be a true morality.
I note that Bai says I give five constraints, though he lists only four in this paper: (1) that adequate moralities must contain a norm of reciprocity, of returning good for good; (2) that moralities must balance self- and other-concerns; (3) that justification for norms and reasons of a morality cannot crucially depend on falsehoods, and that in particular, when a morality calls for the subordination of the interests of some to the interests of others, the justification for doing so cannot crucially depend on falsehoods (here I state the constraint in my preferred wording rather than the way Bai states it); and (4) an adequate morality must contain the value of accommodation, the short definition of which is a willingness to stay in constructive relationship with others despite being in disagreement with them, even when the disagreement is serious and perhaps intractable.
My conception of the functions of morality, the characteristic motivational tendencies of human beings, and the constraints on what could be a true morality are essential parts of the view I call pluralistic relativism. That Bai could roughly recognize that this is my own view makes it all the more puzzling that on the first page of his paper he attributes to me the crude and sweeping view that “there is no rational and universal justification for any morality.” Bai goes on at several other points in the paper to suggest that my own brand of pluralistic relativism amounts to an acceptance of any and all moralities. Clearly, my view implies that not all moralities are true moralities, and that there are reasons why they are true that do not apply to just any morality. With these points noted about pluralistic relativism, I turn to the question of whether the Zhuangzi is to be understood as expressing or defending a form of pluralistic relativism. I want to point out that not only does Bai mischaracterize my own pluralistic relativism, but he does also not understand that I attribute to him a view that is different from my own pluralistic relativism.

2 Do I Interpret Zhuangzi to Be a Pluralistic Relativist?
Bai says that even though I do “not directly characterize Zhuangzi’s ethics as pluralistic relativism,” that I construct “out of Zhuangzi a moral attitude of ‘appreciation for diversity’ and thereby take Zhuangzi as essentially a pluralistic relativist.” Let me point out that merely appreciating diversity does not qualify one to be called any kind of relativist. It certainly does not amount to the various claims I have mentioned above, which all go into pluralistic relativism. Pluralistic relativism has rather specific elements I would never attribute to Zhuangzi. I don’t know what Bai means by claiming that for me Zhuangzi is “essentially a pluralistic relativist.” I mean something pretty specific by pluralistic relativism.
It is true that in Natural Moralities, I attribute to both Xunzi 荀子 (c. 310-c. 238 BC) and Zhuangzi a naturalistic approach to understanding what sort of thing morality is. In the book, and in other work on Xunzi, I attribute to him the idea that morality is constructed to foster social cooperation and to manage the destructiveness caused by the unrestrained pursuit of one’s untutored desires. I attribute to Xunzi the belief that there is an objectively correct way to accomplish these ends, and that this objectively correct way is a Confucian morality, most especially one centered on li 禮 and yi 義. I reject Xunzi’s conclusion that there is a single objectively correct morality that fulfills the functions of morality, but I otherwise go a long way with him on the way he naturalistically construes the origin and function of morality.
By contrast, I would not want to attribute my conception of the functions of morality to Zhuangzi. I do interpret him as viewing morality to be a social construction of some sort, and thus naturalistic in that sense, as opposed to viewing morality as coming from the supernatural or some transcendent deity or immanent order within the world or from some irreducibly moral fabric of the world. I find no basis for attributing to him a view of the functions of morality I articulate in the book. Since I derive the constraints on morality from the functions plus conception of the characteristic motivational tendencies human beings have, I cannot attribute to Zhuangzi the constraints either.
Furthermore, the Zhuangzi often takes a more pessimistic view of the way morality is actually used in human life. Language in general, and moral language in particular, is often used to show off one’s superiority, to shame others, or to control them. Unfortunately, this is a reasonably accurate picture of the way morality is often used. My pluralistic relativism presupposes that morality need not and should not have these uses, a normative view that is reflected in my conceptions of the functions and constraints I attribute to true moralities. For example, the need for the requirement that subordination of others be justifiable to those subordinated without the use of force or deception is often highlighted by its frequent and gross violation in our actual moral lives. The Zhuangzi is much of the time pessimistic about the prospects for realizing the normative conceptions of morality that one can endorse, though it gives it grudging consideration at times, as in the dialogue between Confucius 孔子 and Yan Hui 顏回 I shall discuss later.
In Natural Moralities, the primary way I deploy Zhuangzi involves bringing to bear what I take to be a valuable insight from the text on a particularly important problem for relativist views, which is the apparent undermining of one’s own original moral commitments if one takes the moralities of others to be as justified and as true as one’s own. Note that bringing the Zhuangzi to bear on a problem posed for relativist theories does not necessitate attribution of pluralistic relativism to the text of the Zhuangzi.
What is the problem for relativist views? As stated in the book (Wong 2006: 233), it is articulated in a particularly forthright fashion by Joseph Raz (1939–2022), who holds that it is impossible to recognize a plurality of equally justified ways of life and to remain engaged with one’s own way. To be committed to one’s own way of life is to take the attitude of rejection and dismissiveness toward other ways of life that clash with one’s own. Raz grants that one can step back from one’s commitments and appreciate in the abstract the value of other ways of life, but the detached attitude coexists with, but cannot replace the feelings of rejection and dismissiveness.
In order to explain how the Zhuangzi brings a useful perspective to this problem, I do attribute to the Zhuangzi the intent to undermine our usual assumption that our own perspectives are uniquely correct, not necessarily by discrediting them (though some perspectives may largely deserve discrediting) but by undermining their claim to have exhausted what there is to see, and this involves opening our eyes to perspectives other than our own. We need not disabused of the notion that our moral codes embody real values, or at least a partial perspective on what these values are like. We may instead be compelled to recognize that others embody real values just as ours do, or embody different perspectives on what these values are like.
Raz’s argument is that the detached perspective from which we recognize the worth of other commitments undermines the engaged perspective defined by our own commitments. The swift responders and decisive actors “almost have” to despise the long contemplators and patient examiners. They cannot regard qualities of patience as virtues for them. By the same token, says Raz, it is only natural that they will value in others what they choose to emulate themselves. Detachment and engagement cannot coexist at the same time in the same mind, but must alternate in ascendancy. In Natural Moralities, I say that Zhuangzi’s challenge to our narrow perspectives is also a challenge to Raz’s picture of the tension between the detached and engaged perspectives. On his argument, the detached perspective from which we recognize a broader array of genuine values is also an engaged perspective from which we can choose to make our original moral commitments broader and more inclusive. To recognize others’ commitments or one’s own as partial selections from a universe of possible values we could hold is consistent with recognizing that these commitments are to genuine values, if not all value. Zhuangzi’s argument, which I term a form of a “constructive skepticism,” holds that typical normative perspectives go astray in claiming an exclusive and comprehensive insight into value, and it encourages us to retain our own commitments as commitments to genuine values, but also to expand our view of what other commitments have a similar status. Consider again Raz’s example. The swift responders and decisive actors may not strive to realize the patient qualities in themselves, but recognition of such qualities as virtues may take other forms. It may involve seeing that the long contemplators and patient examiners have their place as well, perhaps even in one’s own society. Perhaps the two sets of qualities are complementary to each other within a larger social context, where some are needed to be swift and decisive, but others are needed to give a view from a larger and longer perspective. One may value swiftness and decisiveness in oneself, because, say, one views it as an admirable trait and one has the temperament to do that sort of thing well, but that does not mean that one needs to denigrate those qualities that enable others to give the longer view.
Perhaps many do tend to value in others only what they value in themselves, but it is a leap to say as Raz does that it is natural, and it is implausible to say that it is inevitable. Now of course, there will be cases in which what it takes to realize one way of life will exclude what it takes to realize another way of life. Bai’s footnote 8 quotes an anonymous reviewer of his paper who gives a case that involves such incompatibility. This ignores the fact that I acknowledge such incompatibilities. But if Bai or the anonymous reviewer want to claim that that one’s commitment to one’s way of life is always incompatible with broadening one’s perspective to include what initially seems incompatible, let them engage with what I actually say about the swift responders and decisive actors coming to see a place for the long contemplators and patient examiners.
In Natural Moralities, the idea I attribute to the Zhuangzi is that value perspectives are partial and incomplete but that we can recognize this shortcoming of ours. If we accept that interpretation, not only as an interpretation of the Zhuangzi, but as true of our situation as moral agents, then there are several avenues open to us at that point. We might find it possible to expand our value commitments. That is why one approach to the specific example Raz gives us is to point out that perhaps we need different people with different virtues. We can continue to recognize as virtues ones to which we originally aspired and with which we identified, say, swiftness and decisiveness. But we may come to recognize that a community or society may need to have others capable of taking a longer view and who may see undesirable consequences coming forth from decisions made swiftly and decisively in an atmosphere of emergency and crisis. Taking a broader view might recognize that it is beneficial to have both sorts of value orientations present, and that in the push and pull between them, we may at least sometimes get better decisions made. It may also be that in some conditions, the swift, decisive actors will benefit the community more, but that in other situations, the long, slow contemplators will.
Not all conflicts between value commitments can be resolved in this fashion. Given that it is part of my pluralistic relativism to accept that some moralities will be outright false, there will be cases in which one is not bound to recognize the worth of a way of life founded upon such moralities. And even if we recognize the worth of other ways of life founded upon other true moralities, we may be unable to see how our way of life can co-exist with at least some of the other ways. But we can recognize this without the attitudes of rejection and dismissiveness Raz regards as inevitable.
Bai takes the Zhuangzi to be upholding the idea of a singular set of moral truths which he takes to be revealed when one attunes to Heaven. He disputes the textual basis for my interpretation. I will respond to his criticisms, not by disputing that there exists in the text some basis for his interpretation, but by pointing out the strands and themes in the text that I believe to support my own interpretation. In the course of explaining this, I will explain further the constructive skepticism I attribute to the Zhuangzi and the textual basis for it. I end with the conclusion that the Zhuangzi is much more of an open text, susceptible to various interpretations (not any interpretation the interpreter likes as a view on its own merits, which Bai seems to think I am arguing). I am arguing that given the thematic content of the text, its ambiguities and sometimes outright conflicts between its various voices, it makes sense to regard it as an open text. In fact, it should increase our appreciation for the text. Finally, constructive skepticism can serve as an umbrella interpretation in the sense that it can recognize other views of what the Zhuangzi is saying as possible views about the world and the human place in it that might be true after all, but which we also have reason to doubt.

3 Bai’s Criticism of the Textual Basis for My Interpretation
Bai takes issue with my interpretation of the story of Peng 鵬 in “Free and Easy Wandering” (Xiao Yao You 逍遙遊). He says that in that story, Zhuangzi does not seem to propose an appreciation of diversity according to my “construction.” In general, Bai says, “the story of Peng is not concerned about whether Peng‘s perspective was limited and thus is in need of self-interrogation so as to avoid the possible criticism of smaller creatures. Nor is it aimed at encouraging Peng to appreciate the perceptive world of the cicada or that of the student-dove.” Nowhere in any of my writings on Zhuangzi do I say that Peng needs to “interrogate himself” to avoid criticism from the small creatures.
Unfortunately, Bai does not cite what I actually do say about the Peng story (e.g., Wong 2005, 2017, 2022), which is that the story illustrates the limitations in the perceptual capacities of any creature, given that they are matched to the size, scale, and its other capabilities for navigating and meeting its particular needs in its environment. When Peng launches himself 90,000 miles up into the sky, we are asked whether the “blue on blue” (cangcang蒼蒼) of the sky is its true color, or whether it is simply the distance that makes it look that way. After all, when Peng looks down, he sees only this and nothing more (Ziporyn 2009: 130). We, looking around on earth, see much more than Peng does from high in the sky, so perhaps Peng’s skyward haunts are similarly populated with things we cannot see from down here on earth. The story goes on to detail that Peng’s size makes it necessary for him to put a great deal of air underneath his wings in order to bear him up, which I take to be a point about his size and mass being such that he has to fly up so high in the sky and therefore see the earth below from a relative distance.
Of course, I agree that the story finds fault with cicada and fledgling dove when they scoff with human-like pretension at the idea that Peng could go so high, since they struggle to make it from the sandalwood to the elm tree. But the little creatures stand in for human beings who make judgments about others whose experience they do not comprehend but believe their own understanding to be superior because it has been sufficient to fill some one post, because their “deeds meet the needs of some one village, or whose Virtuosity pleases some one ruler, thus winning him a country to preside over” (Ziporyn 2009: 5).
In the miscellaneous Gengsangchu 庚桑楚 chapter, it is said that “We try to control others, using ourselves as the regulating standard. It is taking ourselves as the regulating standard that makes for ‘shifting Rightness’ which makes people of this age regard the likes of the cicada and fledgling dove as being in the right. For the embrace of the same viewpoint comes simply from being in the same position” (Ziporyn 2009: 101). I don’t take the text’s finding fault with cicada and fledgling dove for laughing at Peng to suggest a commitment to a set of absolute moral truths. What I take it to express is that cicada and fledgling dove, like most human beings, feel qualified to judge what it makes sense for others to do, even though these others may be constituted differently, perceive the world differently, navigate the world differently, have different experiences, and different needs.
As Bai reads the rest of the first chapter, its culmination is its portrait of the ideal person, the Utmost Person, the Spiritlike Person, or the Sage who grounds their self in the Dao. The big question, however, is what it is to “ground oneself” in the Dao. I return to this critical issue below, because Bai does not cite any of the discussion in my previous work on the human relationship to Dao or to tian or Heaven. And, I might add, there is nothing of this topic in the 2006 Natural Moralities, which Bai deems to contain all the essentials of my interpretation of the Zhuangzi. I shall argue below that what is said about that relationship need not be interpreted to implying a commitment to an absolute set of moral truths. Bai goes on to say, the correctness of my interpretation of Zhuangzi’s ideal persons put aside, it is definitely the case that “the Peng story itself evinces no concern about presenting the necessity of appreciating diversity so that conflicts would be avoided.” My main point here is that he ignores the actual use I make of the passage and imputes a use to it that I nowhere state.
In fact, there are other passages that do explicitly express an appreciation for diversity, an appreciation to be found in the sages of old. Consider the story in “Reaching Utmost Happiness” (Zhi Le 至樂) about the Marquis of Lu 魯侯, who unintentionally killed a seabird giving it all the things that would nourish himself. The story says that “differently constituted beings necessarily have different preferences. That is why the ancient sages did not require the same ability of everyone, did not assign everyone the same tasks” (Ziporyn 2009: 147). This last point does not seem so different from the direction I suggested one might take in response to Raz’s dilemma. Human beings are differently constituted from each other, and can contribute differently to the cooperative life they have together, which is why one might refrain from requiring the same set of virtues from everyone.

4 Constructive Skepticism
Before I go on to address Bai’s other criticisms of my interpretation, I need to explain further the constructive skepticism I really do attribute to the Zhuangzi, and my textual basis for it. I contrast this kind of skepticism with a “declarative skepticism” that claims there is no knowledge or any at any rate no knowledge of importance. It is not a thesis but a stance of questioning claims made by others or by oneself to be in possession of knowledge.1 I say that the text is an “enactment” of constructive skepticism, meaning that it interrogates claims to know and of the human pretense to knowledge in general, but it does not declare that we lack any important knowledge or that it is impossible to acquire it. This interrogation is constructive because is intended to get the audience to look in the world for what is not revealed in what it purportedly “knows.” Construing the Zhuangzi’s skepticism as constructive in this way helps to reconcile it with the positive claims about the nature of the world and how to live that are also made in the text.
Notice that constructive skepticism is not specifically a view about moral value or about moralities. It is a claim about knowledge in general, about how partial a view of the world we are quite likely to have, but also about the possibility of apprehending previously unrecognized aspects of the world. This view is compatible with having beliefs about the nature of the world and about the epistemic capabilities of human inquirers, e.g., that our conceptualized perspectives on the world are necessarily prone to radical and often biased selectivity from the swift flux of transforming sensory input we take from the world. Notice further that constructive skepticism by itself does not entail that there is more than one true morality. In fact, it is compatible with the affirmation or the denial of my own pluralistic relativism about morality. Bai not only fails to understand this fundamental and crucial difference between the constructive skepticism I attribute to Zhuangzi and my own pluralistic relativism. He erroneously equates the two views.
Though skepticism appears in many places of the text, it receives the most sustained, varied, and intricate expression in the second, Qi Wu Lun 齊物論 or “Equalizing Assessments of Things,” chapter. One intriguing, and extremely challenging, feature of the skepticism expressed there is that it seems intended to dent our confidence in our knowing anything of importance but also involves substantive claims about the nature of the world, about the self, about language and its relation to its users and the world. The opening reflection by Ziqi 子綦 is a case in point. He declares he has lost himself (wu sang wo 吾喪我), perhaps because he has heard the piping (lai 籟) of Heaven. The piping of Heaven comes through the Great Clump (dakuai 大塊) blowing its breath (qi 氣), through the ten thousand hollows, and producing the piping of the earth. The wind blows through the hollows small and grand harmonies (xiaohe 小和, dahe 大和). The piping of Heaven allows “each to go its own way” (xian qi ziqu 咸其自取). This sets us up to appreciate the uniqueness of each thing, even as they have their life in the Great Clump.
In contrast, the piping of humanity is characterized in combative terms. It is like arrows from a bowstring when we presume to pronounce on what is shifei 是非: right and wrong, correct and incorrect, fitting and unfitting. This activity is simultaneously constricting and life-enervating for the combatants themselves, who are “[held] fast as if bound by cords,” continuing “along the same ruts,” the mind is left on the verge of death, and nothing can restore its vitality” (Ziporyn 2009: 9). The piping of humanity is presented as in discord with the piping of the earth and of Heaven. Without this varied human piping alternating before us, Ziqi says, “there would be no me, to be sure, but then again without me there would be nothing selected out from it all”:
Joy and anger, sorrow and happiness, plans and regrets, transformations and stagnations, unguarded abandonment and deliberate posturing—music flowing out of hollows, mushrooms of billowing steam! Day and night they alternate before us, but no one knows whence they sprout. That is enough! That is enough! Is it from all of this, presented ceaselessly day and night, that we come to exist? Without that there would be no me, to be sure, but then again without me there would be nothing selected out from it all (Ziporyn 2009: 10).

The Zhuangzi goes on to suggest that there must be some controller or true lord (zhenzai 真宰) behind all these goings-on, but it shows no form:
If we follow whatever has so far taken shape, fully formed, in our minds, making that our teacher, who could ever be without a teacher? The mind comes to be what it is by taking possession of whatever it selects out of the process of alternation—but does that mean it has to truly understand that process? The fool takes something up from it too. But to claim that there are any such things as “right” and “wrong” before they come to be fully formed in someone’s mind in this way—that is like saying you left for Yue today and arrived there yesterday.” (Ziporyn 2009: 11).

The language of “selecting” (qu 取) out of the process of alternation, and the ridicule of the idea that there are such things as “right” and “wrong” before they come to be fully formed in the mind through a process that one may not truly understand, suggests that the piping of human beings is formed on the basis of selecting from some of the piping of Heaven and earth. Our very conceptions of “right” and “wrong” are products of this process of selection:
Something is affirmative because someone affirms it. Something is negative because someone negates it. Courses [Daos, guiding discourses] are formed by someone walking them. Things so by being called so. Whence thus and so? From thus and so being affirmed of them. Whence not thus and so? From thus and so being negated of them (Ziporyn 2009: 13).

As I read this passage, there is no implication that the world itself is a product of our selections, but rather, that the very oppositions between “right” and “wrong” and “thus and so” and “not thus and so” only emerge within the subjective worlds we have fashioned from our selections, from our conceptualizations of things with certain identity conditions that differentiate them from other things and from their environment.
Compare this reading with the views of contemporary philosophers such as Nelson Goodman (1906–1998) and my late colleague Iris Einheuser. On this view, facts such as what things are in the world and what properties they possess are not there independently of how we conceptualize them. We carve out facts from the stream of goings-on in our environment. An independent world is responsible for this stream, and we systematize and structure it, using only a very small portion of what we could glean from that stream to systematize and structure a view of that world, to make sense of and navigate through that world (Goodman 1978; Einheuser 2011).
On its own merits, there is a great deal to say for this view. That we must filter out most of what we receive through our senses is necessitated by the limitations of our cognitive equipment. Recent neuroscientific studies suggest that the mechanism for filtering out consists in suppressing conscious awareness of information that seems irrelevant to what we are currently focusing on in the environment (e.g., Nakajima et al. 2019). This is how we can hear other people at our table in a noisy restaurant. But the necessity for selectivity is also a reason why our conceptualizations of the world end up being quite partial in the sensory information that we use to make sense of the world, and why there are always alternative conceptualizations that make alternative sense of the world.
The world independent of us does constrain the range of viable conceptualizations. Metaphors for this process of selection that creates things and facts about them include sculpting a statue out of marble or naming a particular constellation such as the Big Dipper through discerning a certain pattern of stars in the sky. The process of selection cannot produce just any range of facts, just as one cannot make any pattern given the location of stars in the sky. The constraints come from the nature of the input from the world, the features of our sensory and cognitive apparatus, and the nature of the interaction between the two. It is just that the constraints do not determine a single correct systematization.
Notice, however, that this characterization of how we select things and facts presupposes certain claims—e.g., that our conceptualizations do not simply try to capture pre-existing facts but in fact partially constitute them. Moreover, the characterization of human piping is set within a framework that asserts the overall unity and harmony of Heaven and earth: the Great Clump blowing its breath through the ten thousand hollows. Constructive skepticism and substantial assertion about the world and how we relate to it do not just sit side by side in this haunting imagery, but are intertwined.
Thus, not only is constructive skepticism compatible with the view about conceptualization going into facts of the world, but also more substantive claims about the nature of the world as a whole consisting in interdependent, fluidly interacting things that are never permanent but flow into and become each other. Their emergence from and return to a greater whole is a unity, though the nature of that unity remains mysterious. Indeed, the complexity and fluid plasticity of things is part of what makes the range of alternative conceptualizations of the world significant and wide. The significance of the content of this way of all being “One,” in some sense, is it carries with it the expectation that it will be elusive.
Like everything else, the meanings of our own words are elusive, variable, and fleeting. That is why the Confucians and Mohists end up talking past one another, each affirming what the other negates, and negating what the other affirms (yi shi qi suo fei, er fei qi suo shi 以是其所非/而非其所是). The end of this passage presents the alternative to this futile debate: using the light (yiming 以明).
Taking stock of my interpretation so far: we have good reasons to call into question our claims to knowledge, and these reasons are themselves based on a view of the world and of our tenuous grasp of it. If we accept these reasons, we may well refrain from saying that we absolutely or comprehensively “know” that our view of the world and our relationship to it is correct. Still, it is possible to hold such a view of the world, to recognize its vulnerability to doubt, to pose on its basis reasons to doubt specific knowledge, and to offer on its basis ways to discover more of what there is in the world. This is how I understand the notion of using the light.

5 Is Using the Light Immune from Skeptical Doubt?
Using the light is sometimes taken to be an assertion that there is a way of knowing that is not subject to skeptical doubt. This way may be a kind of knowing-how different in kind from propositional knowledge (see Ivanhoe 1993; Eno 1996). It may be a kind of ineffable insight into the nature of things or their oneness (see Roth 2003). The skepticism, on this interpretation, is limited to skepticism about words, argument, and discursive theory. On my reading of the Zhuangzi, views affirming the possibility of unmediated access to the way things are cannot be ruled out and may at times be seriously entertained (Bai neglects to acknowledge that I say this in Wong 2022), but I have pursued an interpretation that stays with the inevitability of mediated access to the world. Using the light involves recognition of the way we contribute to the construction of the worlds we live in and how this contribution provides plenty of reason to doubt the completeness and/or accuracy of what we think we know. But it also is this recognition that can prompt us to reconceptualize, to reselect from the alternation so as to attain new insight in the world.
Thus, I do not view my interpretation as “foreign” to the text, or as floating free of the text, which Bai sometimes seems to assert. Furthermore, one’s interpretation of the text can involve an attempt to identify and elucidate the sort of phenomena to which the text draws our attention. I believe it is drawing attention to some of the most fundamental phenomena concerning the mind’s epistemic relation to the world. Some of the latest scientific thinking about perception is that it is an interaction of bottom-up processes of receiving sensory input and top-down processes in which we interpret and predict the next moment’s sensory input based on prior assumptions and learning from the past. We are able to digest but a sliver of incoming sensory input, so our predictions can be highly uncertain. If we are nimble in responding to thwarted predictions based on our previously learned expectations, we change our expectations and thus our perceptions.
In cognitive philosopher Andy Clark’s (2016) apt phrase, we are continually “surfing uncertainty,” trying to minimize error in our predictions. If there is a mismatch between prediction and sensory input, we have two options: adjust our top-down expectations; or question the sensory input. Not infrequently the second option turns into “cooking” the sensory input to conform to our expectations. By “cooking,” I mean that we ignore or suppress sensory input that conflicts with our expectations, or “fill-in” what we expect to be there. The Zhuangzi’s completed or “made-up” mind (chengxin 成心) selects (qu 取) from the alternation of happenings and establishes its identity through constructing the distinctions of “right” and “wrong,” “this” and “that,” “thus-and-so’s” and “not-thus-and-so’s.” The made-up mind goes heavily in the top-down direction and “cooks” the sensory input past “well-done.” Susanna Siegel gives the example of Jill’s believing that Jack is angry at her. When she sees Jack, her top-down processing leads her to interpret signals from Jack that confirm her belief, whereas there might have been signals of his not being angry at her that she ignored (Siegel 2002).
It is at this point where there is a choice point concerning the above-mentioned differences between interpretations. Is using the light eliminating the top-down processing of the mind, or is it fostering greater cognitive flexibility so that one’s conceptual expectations (e.g., that gourds are to be used to contain or ladle water) do not rigidly dictate one’s responses to the sensory input? Those who opt for the first attach a kind of infallibility to the deliverances of completely eliminating top-down processing. I am among those who would choose the second option, with the thought that it is quite compatible with some of the stories in the Zhuangzi that I have or will shortly discuss: Huizi’s inability to think of how the bigness of the gourds he grew could have a use in being lashed together as flotation devices to raft through rivers and lakes, the monkey trainer’s idea of how to conciliate with his monkeys when they become enraged with him, and Confucius’ advice to Yan Hui that to deal effectively with a reckless young ruler, he must be prepared to fast his mind so that he can be receptive to who this ruler really is. These are extremely good examples of what I know human beings can do, and it is consistent with the fact that people do vary in, and improve, their cognitive flexibility. None of these examples need to involve doing away with top-down processing. Furthermore, I find it intelligible how one might improve cognitive flexibility, not by eliminating top-down processing altogether, but by making it less dictatorial and more receptive to sensory input coming from below. Flexibility involves finding the right set of concepts to apply to the present situation, even if these are not the concepts one is accustomed to applying. On the other side, I do not find it viable to envision how human beings could function at all, much less effectively or intelligently, in the world on the basis of pure bottom-up processing.
Consider Confucius’ advice to Yan Hui in passages of “In the Human World” (Ren Jian Shi人間世) and the “Great Source as Teacher” (Da Zong Shi 大宗師). In the former, Confucius advises Yan Hui as to what he must do if he persists in his aim of correcting the reckless young ruler of Wei 衛. Confucius pessimistically warns Yan Hui that what undermines Virtuosity (de 德), the power to respond efficaciously to the circumstances at hand, is the desire for a good name, and knowledge (zhi 知) becomes mere cleverness in the contest to “one-up” others. True Virtuosity would avoid triggering the otherwise likely defensive reaction from the ruler that Yan Hui is showing off his moral beauty at the ruler’s expense.
Hoping to gain Confucius’ approval, a disconcerted but persistent Yan Hui floats one possible strategy after another, but Confucius dismisses them all, saying, “you are still taking your mind as your instructor” (Ziporyn 2009: 26). To cease making his mind his instructor, Confucius tells Yan Hui that he must fast (zhai 齋) his mind. Confucius explains fasting in terms of listening with one’s qi, the vital energies of the body. When the planning, plotting mind is stilled, the qi is an emptiness, a waiting for the presence of beings (Ziporyn).
What would it mean to listen not just with one’s mind but with one’s qi? When Yan Hui acts on Confucius’ advice, he reports experiencing his self as not having begun to exist. He asks Confucius if this is what he means by being “empty.” Confucius replies,
Exactly…With this you can play in his cage without impinging on his concern for a good name. When he’s receptive, do your crowing, but when he’s not, let it rest. Do not let him get to you, but do not harm him either…You have learned the wisdom of being wise, but not yet the wisdom of being free of wisdom. Concentrate on the hollows of what is before you, and the empty chamber within you will generate its own brightness (Ziporyn 2009: 27).

Fasting the mind and sitting and forgetting may be meditative practice that helps to still the over-eager made-up mind and its readiness to “cook” sensory input to conform to its expectations. Fasting, sitting and forgetting may enhance attention to bottom-up processing. Listening with one’s qi, furthermore, may be embodied acting in the world. Perhaps unsurprisingly, humans have impressive abilities to read one another’s nonverbal language of physical postures, gestures, and facial expressions, a kind of knowledge that often sits below conscious awareness (see Rosenthal et al. 1979; Edwards 1998; Lieberman 2000). A conversation with another can be like Clark’s surfing uncertainty, as we enter into conversations with others with certain expectations as to who they are. If there emerge discrepancies between these expectations and the signals we get from others, we must adjust, “surf the uncertainty” that is emerging.
A lot of this takes place on the non-conscious or at any rate less than fully conscious level. As we learn more about the human mind and body, this is becoming more and more appreciated. We do a lot of listening with our qi, and not just the part that performs conscious deliberation. We learn complex patterns of motor responses involved in playing musical instruments and driving cars, in which the acquired knowledge is not fully accessible to conscious awareness (Clegg et al. 1998). I would not call this noncognitive access to the world, much less direct access to the ineffable. This is in fact quite familiar phenomena that often go unrecognized under cramped, scholastic and overly intellectualist conceptions of what can be cognitive. Exploring and learning to work with various facets of the environment to fulfill one’s needs and desires is part of the original human stance toward the world. Some humans go further and explore their environments to learn what might fulfill their needs in ways they had not anticipated (the gourds again) or even to satisfy needs they did not know they had.
In the latest version of his paper, Bai has come to acknowledge that there are skeptical passages in the text such as the following:
How, then, do I know that delighting in life is not a delusion? How do I know that in hating death I am not like an orphan who left home in youth and no longer knows and no longer knows the way back? Lady Li was a daughter of the border guard of Ai. When she was first captured and brought to Qin, she wept until tears drenched her collar. But when she got to the sharing the king’s luxurious bed and feasting on the finest meats, she regretted her tears. How do I know that the dead don’t regret the way they used to cling to life? ‘If you dream of drinking wine, in the morning you will weep. If you dream of weeping, in the morning you will go out hunting.’ While dreaming you don’t know it’s a dream. You might even interpret a dream in your dream—and then you wake up and realize it was all a dream. “Perhaps a great awakening would reveal all of this to be a vast dream. And yet, fools imagine they are already awake—how clearly and certainly they understand it all! This one is a lord, they decide, that one is a shepherd—what prejudice! Confucius and you are both dreaming! And when I say you’re dreaming, I’m dreaming too. So if you were to ‘agree’ with these words as right, I would name that nothing more than a way of offering condolences for the demise of their strangeness. For actually, even if some great sage shows up after ten thousand generations who knows how to unravel them, it would still be as if he arrived after demise of their strangeness. For actually, even if some great sage shows up after ten thousand generations who knows how to unravel them, it would still be as if he arrived after only a single day (Ziporyn 2009: 19).

Other passages that suggest constructive skepticism connect it to the need to acknowledge diversity. A striking passage in the “Equalizing Assessments of Things” chapter seems to connect the variability in the ways that various animals perceive and assess the same situation with the idea that different animals “fit” their environment in different ways because of the differences between their sizes, needs, and powers to engage with it:
When people sleep in a damp place, they wake up deathly ill and sore about the waist—but what about eels? If people live in trees, they tremble with fear and worry—but how about monkeys? Of these three, which ‘knows’ what is the right place to live? People eat the flesh of their livestock, deer eat grass, snakes eat centipedes, hawks and eagles eat mice. Of these four, which ‘knows’ the right thing to eat? Monkeys take she-monkeys for mates, bucks mount does, male fish frolic with female fish, while humans regard Mao Qiang and Lady Li as great beauties—but when fish see them they dart into the depths, when birds see them they soar into the skies, when deer see them they bolt away without looking back. Which of these four ‘knows’ what is rightly alluring? From where I see it, the transitions of Humanity and Responsibility and the trails of right and wrong are hopelessly tangled and confused. How could I know how to distinguish which is right among them?” (Ziporyn 2009: 18).

I read the last sentence as expressing a kind of skepticism, to the effect that any knowledge claim is subject to serious questioning. The discussion goes beyond the idea that what is right for each kind of creature is based on their size, needs, and powers. People, deer, snakes, hawks and eagles eat different things because they are different creatures, but this difference in what is right for each of them need not pose problems for knowing what is right for each of them. Yet the passage ends with the declaration that the trails of right and wrong are hopelessly tangled and confused. This conclusion would make sense if the further point instead is that different animals are inevitably partial in selecting the features of the environment that are the most suitable given their size, needs, and powers. The subjective world of each kind of animal, the Umwelt, as the German biologist Jakob von Uexküll called it, is likely to leave out features of the world that are not relevant to its needs and powers, and maybe some features are out of reach entirely from the creature’s powers of understanding and perception (Uexküll 2010). This applies no less to human beings than it does to Peng, cicada and fledging dove.
Bai disputes my interpretive inferences from the Huizi and the gourds story in “Wandering Far and Unfettered.” Huizi tries to find a use for the huge gourds he has grown. When he finds they are too heavy to use as water containers and too big to use as ladles, he smashes them to pieces. Zhuangzi chides his friend for having his mind clogged with weeds, unable to see that the gourds could be lashed together to make a raft for floating around on the lakes and rivers. For me, this is an illustration of Huizi’s initial expectations as to how the gourds could be used preventing him from seeing a fine use for the gourds.
Bai reads the intended morale of the story in connection with the salve allegory, which he says is about the different uses of the same thing (i.e., salve) that accomplish different effects: “The salve had the [same] power to prevent chapped hands in either case; but one man used it to get a fief, while the other one never got beyond silk bleaching.” The use of salve to get a fief is much more valuable, Bai says, than its use in silk bleaching. I would be tempted to regard the salve allegory as a later interpolation into an early layer of the text, simply because it is so humdrum an example of the kind of usefulness that the Zhuangzi in many other places disdains. Getting a fief is something that the cicada-and-fledging-dove type of person would highly prize. In any case, even if one were to regard this second story as an original clarification of the gourds story, I do not read it as refuting the inference I draw from the first story. It still can be read as pointing out selectivity in a sentient creature’s apprehension of the world.
I fail to understand Bai’s thinking that the supposedly far more useful use of the salve to gain a fief is in line with the moral of the big old tree that survives because of its uselessness to those who might otherwise cut it down. Apparently, Bai thinks the uselessness of the gnarled and twisted old tree announces the absolute value of uselessness, but the tree’s uselessness to human beings makes it supremely useful to itself. Does this make uselessness an absolute value or is it meant to question the stability of the distinction between the useful and the uselessness that cicada and fledging-dove types make? After all that axe-grinding interpretation, I find Bai’s case to be inconclusive at best.
Bai asserts is to be rather “foreign” to Zhuangzi for me to interpret Zhuangzi’s skepticism as “dialectical process of self-interrogation and other-incorporation” such that people with different moralities such as Confucianism and Mohism are urged to “come closer to each other.” The quoted phrases are not from my work but from the interpretations of Zhuangzi that Bai attributes to me. I am uncomfortable using wording of “coming closer together” to express my interpretation of Zhuangzi or even my own view of pluralistic relativism. As indicated in my discussion of what I do say about Raz’s dilemma, I do not, speaking for myself or for Zhuangzi, say that people with different moralities should always try to come ever closer together. Sometimes people will be too different in their value commitments for the sort of conciliation I envision as possibility to be realized. Sometimes, however, one can recognize that there is worth in other people’s ways of life that one had not recognized before, and sometimes, if one loosens up one’s own preconceptions of what is of value, one may then come to better appreciate what others see in their way of life. This may motivate one to incorporate some of what one newly recognizes to be of value in those other ways of life. Sometimes, but not always. It depends on the specifics of how exactly people differ, and how flexible they can be in seeing value that their original value commitments prevented them from seeing.
As I say in Natural Moralities, it is more of an open-ended and flexible attitude toward practical problems that one can take from the Zhuangzi. This, I take it, is the point of the “Three in the Morning” story that shortly follows the Zhuangzi’s condemnation of the bickering between Confucians and Mohists, each side affirming what the other negates, and negating what the other affirms. I certainly do affirm that the Zhuangzi criticizes both sides, contrary to the way Bai characterizes my view. The basis for the criticism is their mistaken belief in the comprehensive superiority of their own perspectives. They are quarreling with each other, as the monkey trainer and his monkeys are quarreling. The trainer receives a furious reaction when he proposes to give them three chestnuts in the morning and four at night. So, he then proposes four in the morning and three at night, which delights the monkeys. The text says that the trainer achieves conciliation with them by going by “the rightness of their present ‘this’” (yi yin shi ye 亦因是也). Thus, the Sage uses various rights and wrongs to harmonize with others and yet remains at rest in the middle of Heaven the Potter’s Wheel. This is called “Walking Two Roads” (liangxing 兩行) (Ziporyn 2009: 14).
Qi Wu Lun passages can be notoriously difficult to interpret, but a reasonable reading of this passage has it saying exactly what Bai dismisses as quite “foreign” to the text. The monkey trainer has come to a conciliation with the monkeys because he was happy to go with their present “this.” He was able to propose something that was fine with him and wonderful to the monkeys because he found in that moment an alternative both sides were happy to affirm. The Potter Wheel of Heaven sits in the center of the endless supplies of rights and wrongs, thus-and-so’s and not-thus-and-so’s created with each distinct perspective on what the world is like. From my perspective, I deem “this” to be affirmed; from your perspective you deem my “this” to be a “that” to be negated. The sage remains in the center and has the flexibility of selecting something that can be a “this” from both sides. The sage’s “this” no longer needs not be opposed to the other’s “that” because they are sitting the center of the endlessly revolving displays of opposed “this”s and “that”s. Notice that this way of putting the sage’s solution does not banish “this”s and “that”s, but rather the need to locate oneself as faithful subscriber to one set of these oppositions that constitute a morality or more broadly an articulated conception of the world.
I take pains in my essays of 2005, 2017, and 2022 to contrast the kind of “constructive skepticism” attributable to the Zhuangzi from a dogmatic skepticism asserting that nothing important can be known. It is also different from the pluralistic relativism I have defended in Natural Moralities, as I have already indicated. The fact that Bai labels my interpretation of the Zhuangzi as essentially pluralistic relativism, which is erroneous, and then switches to talk about my interpretation of the Zhuangzi’s skepticism later in this paper seems to indicate that he does not distinguish between the two. But acknowledging deep and searching reasons for questioning one’s knowledge claims but denying that one does not know that one does not know either, is not equivalent to saying that there is a bounded range of moralities that are equally true or justified. The second is not to be equated with the first, but the second can be a knowledge claim about which one has to be appropriately skeptical, according to the first. In fact, I like to believe that I can be appropriately skeptical about my own theory, and always present it as part of a complex and fallible attempt to make sense of our moral lives. Similarly, another view one could have is that there is absolute moral truths that reveal themselves to the one who attunes to Heaven. This is no less a conceptualized perspective than pluralistic relativism. Constructive skepticism would not dismiss either view, but neither would it declare either the definitive truth.
The idea that the possibility of knowledge is preserved is conveyed amusingly in the “Autumn Waters” (Qiu Shui 秋水) story of the happy fish, where Zhuangzi remarks about the happiness of the fish swimming freely about. Huizi objects that Zhuangzi is not a fish, so how could he know the happiness of fish? Zhuangzi replies that Huizi is not him, so whence could his friend know that he doesn’t know the fish are happy? While Huizi grants that he is not Zhuangzi, and hence cannot know what he knows, Zhuangzi is still not a fish, and hence could now know the happiness of fish. Zhuangzi ends the exchange by pointing out that Huizi’s question was whence he knew the happiness of fish, thus presupposing that Zhuangzi knew. Zhuangzi concludes that he knows it by the Hao River. The last line turns on the dual meaning of an 安 as having the double meaning of “how” and “where,” the doubleness is contained in the meaning of the English “whence” (Ziporyn 2020: 141). It is not just a pun, however. It conveys the idea that knowledge is perspectival, from within each inquirer’s Umwelt. Huizi’s Umwelt has it that Zhuangzi’s subjectivity cannot extend to knowing the Umwelt of fish. Zhuangzi’s Umwelt does extend to fish, at least so far as their happiness in that moment is concerned. Because knowledge is perspectival in its nature, skeptical questioning is always appropriate, but it cannot be dismissed as having a possible disclosing relation on what is there. The dialogue is a perfect illustration of the interpretation that the text is a dialectic between skeptical questioning and discovery, neither of which has the final say.
I must say that I am puzzled by Bai’s handling of the butterfly story. He appropriately cites the other passage about dreaming that I have just quoted, but then in an apparent attempt to defuse the skeptical thrust of these dreaming stories, he quotes the line in the butterfly story that “there must be a difference between Zhou and the butterfly.” Yes, but of course, the puzzlement for the protagonist is which one of these he, or it, is, and whether he or it is dreaming or awake. The question is not resolved by simply stating there must be a difference. But secondly, seemingly out of nowhere Bai declares “there will surely be an ultimate awaking that will make one know what the moral truth really is.” Bai concludes, when Dao “has allotted itself to each as his/her Heaven and determined a fate for each…each may have a different life, but that there is neither real conflict nor ambivalence but only the all-inclusive harmony and order of the ten-thousand-things as a confluence coming from and returning to Dao.”
Again, I do not want to deny that there is this kind of vision appears in the text, but it is no accident that this vision typically manifests in asocial form. An all-inclusive harmony without conflict or ambivalence is mostly achievable when people don’t have much to do with one another, or if conflicts occur, can just up and walk off. It takes some work to make harmony work when you’re actually living with other people.

6 Must Heaven or Humanity, or Rejecting the Bifurcation?
Bai seems to think that transcendent, absolute moral truths can be revealed by becoming attuned to Dao or Heaven. I too think that the theme of attunement to Heaven is a large theme in the text, but it is not as if it is obvious what this means, or that it is unproblematic to interpret attunement as equivalent to an unmediated access to absolute moral truths that is completely free of our human conceptual distinctions. Going by the present “this” is still going by a “this,” after all. The sage who sits at the center of the endless supply of “this”s and “that”s and is able to draw from them a “this” that fits the present moment still seems to me to be drawing from concepts.
In some of my other work, again work that Bai unfortunately does not discuss, I have attempted to give an interpretation of identifying with or attuning to Heaven that does not involve nonconceptual or unmediated access to Heaven or absolute moral truths. It rather involves our having emerged as temporary beings with variable identity conditions from the Great Clump. Recognizing our small and temporary place in the world, and identifying with the process from which we have emerged and will return provides a kind of release and liberation from the prison of our small selves and the anticipation of our inevitable loss and the resulting grief and sorrow (Wong 2006, 2009). I have argued that such a release and liberation need not involve eliminating our ordinary human attachments, e.g., to the ones we love, but it does involve seeing these attachments in the context of the whole and the inevitable processes of transformation, but none of the argument for the value of identifying with Heaven in this way requires nonconceptual access to absolute moral truths.
I argue that identifying with Heaven does not require eliminating ordinary human attachments, and an issue relating to this subject is relevant to the reading of the kind of skepticism I find in the Zhuangzi. Full detachment from what makes us human involves treating as absolute the dichotomy between the Human and Heaven. But the fundamental skeptical impulse in the Zhuangzi is to sense that something important is left out of any dichotomy, including the one between the Human and the Heavenly. In “The Great Source as Teacher” chapter, the question is posed, “So how could I know whether what I call the Heavenly is not really the Human? How could I know whether what I call the Human is not really the Heavenly?” (Ziporyn 2009: 39–40). Later on, the “Genuine Human Beings of Old” are described as “liking the oneness of things, but also disliking the oneness of things…In their non-oneness, they were followers of the Human. This is what it is for neither the Heavenly nor the Human to win out over the other. And that is what I call being both Genuine and Human, a Genuine Human Being” (Ziporyn 2009: 42–43).
A dichotomy related to the Heaven versus the Human is the one between conceptually articulated distinctions and direct, unmediated access to the world itself. The miscellaneous Gengsangchu chapter has passages that treat the distinction between the Heaven and the Human as unproblematically clean and sharp. However, in the inner chapter, “The Markers of Full Virtuosity” (De Chong Fu 德充符), there is a fascinating trip through a characteristic ambiguity in which that dichotomy seems to me both affirmed and negated:
Affirming some things as right and negating others as wrong are what I call the characteristic inclinations. What I call being free of them means not allowing likes and dislikes to damage you internally, instead making it your constant practice to follow along with the way each thing is of itself, going by whatever it affirms as right, without trying to add anything to the process of life (Ziporyn 2009: 38).

This is a fascinatingly ambiguous passage. Are the likes and dislikes still there, but do not damage us internally? Or do they fail to damage us because they are no longer there? Is the bifurcation between what is right and wrong not there any more, or is it that we experience each thing as providing us with what is right, for the present moment? But if each thing provides us with what is right, do we not still have the concept? Even if somehow the rightness impresses itself from outside our minds, it is still received as rightness and is articulated in the passage through language.

7 Why I Call the Zhuangzi an Open Text
The interpretations of the Zhuangzi as expressing constructive skepticism and alternatively pointing to direct, unmediated access to the world, perhaps as a oneness and perhaps as a not-oneness and perhaps as both, can on my reading be presented as reasonable readings of central and important passages of the text, all the way through the text. One advantage of the interpretation of constructive skepticism is that it can recognize the assertion of direct, unmediated access to the absolute as a conceptualized claim. The twist is that constructive skepticism would recognize that the claim is made in concepts, and as I suggested above, if the claim is that going by the present “this” will give us the absolute truth, it is a conceptualized claim. Its coherence, as I suggested above, can be questioned.
As I have suggested in further developing the constructive skepticism interpretation, going by the present “this” may instead be conceptualized as going in the direction of paying better attention to bottom-up sensory input, but not eliminating top-down interpretation of that input. The necessity of top-down input, even if much better in terms of cognitive flexibility, more sensitive to discrepancies between top-down derived expectations and incoming sensory input, makes our comprehension of the world inevitably fallible. Everything we claim and think or apprehend about the world remains deeply fallible, but perhaps can be better, perhaps more comprehensive, through measures such as fasting the mind, sitting and forgetting, that may enhance attention to bottom-up input and make us more flexible and ready to apply alternative conceptual perspectives to apprehend better the present “this.”
The ambiguity of the text with respect to the two interpretations is just example of how the text can be open to different interpretations. Of course, it is not hospitable to just any interpretation. The interpreter cannot impose on the text just any ideas they find interesting and/or plausible in their own right, as Bai rather uncharitably accuses me of doing. I have in this paper presented part of my textual case that I have accumulated over a period of time for the interpretation of constructive skepticism. I have even granted that the interpretation of direct unmediated access has some basis in passages of the text, even if not a totally unambiguous basis.
My hope is that interpreters of the Zhuangzi can be kinder and fairer to one another about the difficulties and ambiguities of the text. This avoids replicating the noisy and raucous human piping of contentious philosophers shooting arrows at one another. It also makes the text a hugely more interesting text, even more interesting than is conferred by its status as a literary and philosophical masterpiece. My suspicion is that we would do more justice to the text if we accepted it not as having one authoritative voice, but that it vividly enacts the human grappling with the fluid and elusive world it portrays. The ambiguities and conflicts within the text are not just properties of the text, but qualities of the experiences people can have of the world as they reflect on their meaning. The Zhuangzi is the product of constantly questioning human beings, for whom the questions are just as important, and perhaps more important, than any answers that are entertained. The Zhuangzi as an open text invites us to grapple with these questions along with it.
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Footnotes
1The original term I used in “Zhuangzi and the Obsession with Being Right” is “interrogative skepticism,” and is taken from Paul K. Moser’s distinction between interrogative and declarative skepticism, where the latter is a claim or thesis, e.g., the claim that we know nothing, except for this claim (Moser 1999: 88). I changed the name of the skepticism in the Zhuangzi to “constructive skepticism” to include the connotation of a purpose underlying the act of questioning: that of revealing or discovery more of what there is.
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1 Introduction
My aim in this chapter is to consider what textual evidence there is in support of the claim that Zhuangzian ethics is so-called “patient moral relativism” (PMR). To do so, let me first provide a brief outline of PMR.
Consider the following sentence: when you are doing something to someone, you should decide what to do by considering what the person would want you to do. This sentence is telling us how we should decide what to do—that is, which decision-making procedure we should adopt. It does not tell us why we should adopt this particular decision-making procedure. Perhaps the reason why we should adopt it is because it has the correct standard of rightness as part of its content. A standard of rightness provides us the conditions under which an action is right, and hence, perhaps the reason why you should adopt that particular decision-making procedure is because what it means for your action to be right is for it to be appropriately informed by what the recipient of your action would want you to do.
However, standards of rightness and decision-making procedures can come apart.1 For example, it might be that the reason why I should make decisions by considering what the recipient of my action would want me to do is because using such a procedure reliably leads me to do what is right, and what is right is something other than what the recipient of my action wants me to do. In that case, using the correct decision-making procedure reliably points me towards what is right, but it does not have a standard of rightness as part of its content. Consider, in that light, the following claims made by Huang Yong 黃勇, which are either descriptive of what he calls “patient moral relativism” (PMR) or at least entailed by it:	(a)
“[W]hen we make decisions about our actions affecting others, what really matters morally is not our desires as agents or subjects, but the desires of others as patients or recipients.” (Huang 2005: 403)

 

	(b)
“An action is morally right or wrong relative to the standard of the patient.” (Huang 2010a: 8)

 

	(c)
“[T]he moral appropriateness of our actions toward others is not determined by our standard as moral agents but that of our moral patients.” (Huang 2010b: 1057)

 

	(d)
“What really counts in judging whether an action is moral or not is […] what the patient thinks in light of his or her own standard.” (Huang 2014: 169)

 

	(e)
“We have to adopt standards of the actual recipients of our action, and not those of anyone else’s, to evaluate our actions.” (Huang 2015: 103)

 

	(f)
“Whether my action affecting others is moral or not […] depends upon how the patient, the person who receives, or is affected by, my action, thinks about it.” (Huang 2018: 883)

 



From (a)–(f), it seems that Huang takes PMR to be both a standard of rightness for actions and the correct decision-making procedure. Claims (a), (d), and (e) suggest that PMR is a correct decision-making procedure: we ought to decide how to act by considering something about the patient of our action. Claims (b), (c), and (f) suggest that PMR provides a standard of rightness: actions done unto patients are morally right because they correctly relate to certain properties exhibited by the patient of our action.
Taken together, PMR seems to amount to the following view. What makes an action done unto a patient a morally right action is that it accords with the patient’s X (where ‘X’ stands for the patient’s desires (a), their moral standards (b), (c), (e), or what they think (d), (f)), and we should decide what to do unto a patient by considering what actions accord with the patient’s X.2
One might object to PMR by pointing out that a misinformed patient, or a patient under the influence of drugs, might consent to an action that is bad for her or that she would otherwise not consent to. Hence, one might object that it is implausible that an action done unto a patient is morally right just in case it accords with the patient’s desires or evaluative standards. Huang avoids such an objection by limiting the scope of what counts as a morally relevant desire or evaluative standard. That is, only the right kind of desires or evaluative standards of the patients will do—namely, what Huang calls “rational desires” (Huang 2010a: 10n9). A person’s desire is a rational desire only if the person “(1) is aware of alternative things to be desired, (2) if the person has the reasoning ability to make comparisons among the different things to be desired, and (3) the desire chosen is based on such knowledge and reasoning” (Huang 2005: 414).
Let us grant for the sake of argument Huang’s account of rational desires. What will be relevant to my argument is that, according to Huang’s account, rational desires are based on all-things-considered judgements: we consider various alternatives, compare them against each other, and then judge on the basis of such a comparison. Whether rational desires are constituted by such judgements or merely the product of such judgements is for Huang to spell out in more detail, but the point is that a person can have a rational desire if and only if she makes a decision based on an all-things-considered judgement about what is desirable. For the sake of convenience, I henceforth call a person rational just in case she is capable of making such all-things-considered judgements. If a rational person is the ‘recipient’ of an action and the action accords with that person’s rational desire, then, according to PMR, that is a right-making feature of the action. It is what makes the action morally right. Correspondingly, if the action contravenes the person’s rational desire, then that is a wrong-making feature of the action.
Huang Yong refers to PMR by various names, including the “moral copper rule” (Huang 2005), or the “ethics of difference” (Huang 2010a, b), and he describes it as “Zhuangzian ethics” (Huang 2018: 838; 2022: 473), sometimes as “Zhuangzian Virtue Ethics” (Huang 2010b: 1056; 2015: 102). Important for my purposes in this chapter is the fact that Huang believes there to be textual evidence in support of ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi.3 The primary textual evidence for this interpretation is a set of passages that Huang calls the “difference stories”: the story of the Marquis of Lu 魯侯 and the sea bird from Chapter 18, the story of Hundun’s 渾沌 demise from Chapter 7, and the story of Bo Le’s 伯樂 horses from Chapter 9.
In what follows, I examine how strong Huang’s textual evidence is for the claim that Zhuangzi accepts PMR. My argument proceeds by first introducing a story that neither supports (nor contradicts) an interpretation of Zhuangzi as holding PMR—namely, the story of Lady Li’s 麗姬 abduction. I argue that the reason why the story of Lady Li’s abduction neither supports (nor contradicts) ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi is illustrative of why some of the difference stories fail to support Huang’s interpretation.

2 The Story of Lady Li
In Chapter 2 of the Zhuangzi, we find the story of the abduction of Lady Li from her ancestral homeland, which I will henceforth abbreviate as Lady Li:Lady Li was a daughter of the border guard of Ai. When she was first captured and brought to Qin, she wept until tears drenched her collar. But when she got to the palace, sharing the king’s luxurious bed, and feasting on the finest meats, she regretted her tears. How do I know that the dead don’t regret the way they used to cling to life? […] Perhaps a great awakening would reveal all of this to be a vast dream. And yet the foolish imagine they are already awake – how clearly and certainly they understand it all! (2/79–83).4

Huang correctly points out that Lady Li does not contradict reading Zhuangzi as holding PMR (Huang 2022: 480). Elsewhere, Huang seems to make the related claim that Lady Li is not textual evidence in support of PMR (Huang 2010a: 23). I take these claims to be uncontroversial, and I grant them for the sake of argument. The question that is relevant for my purposes is why the passage neither supports nor contradicts Huang’s interpretation.
On first sight, the question seems to have an obvious answer. Zhuangzi does not say that it is right or wrong for Lady Li to be abducted, nor does he say that the people who abduct her are morally good or bad people. That is, when it comes to Lady Li, Zhuangzi does not morally evaluate any of the agents or their actions.
In addition to that, Huang’s reason for arguing that Lady Li does not contradict PMR is that “this passage is not about how we should treat people” (Huang 2022: 480) but rather that “Zhuangzi is using this as an analogy to show the equality of life (Lady Li’s living at home) and death (Lady Li’s living at the palace)” (ibid.). Such an interpretation is supported by the immediate context of the passage. Right before Zhuangzi mentions Lady Li, he poses the following two questions: “How then do I know that delighting in life is not a delusion? How do I know that in hating death I am not like an orphan who left home in youth and no longer knows his way back?” (2/78–79) Moreover, right after Lady Li, Zhuangzi ends with a similar question: “How do I know that the dead don’t regret the way they used to cling to life?” (2/80–81) Hence, there is a deeper, non-moral point that Zhuangzi is making in Lady Li, and we can learn that point by considering the story in its context.
Finally, we might add the following third reason for why Lady Li does not support or contradict ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi. Although Lady Li comes to harm (and, let us assume, all harm is bad for the person being harmed), this fact on its own is not enough to tell us whether something morally right or morally wrong has been done. The reason for this is simple. From the sentence “X is bad for S” does not follow that we have a reason for or against pursuing X, let alone a moral reason. If S is a criminal, then the fact that X is bad for S might sometimes count as a reason in favor of doing X. For example, if punishment is always bad for those who are being punished, but if it is morally right to punish criminals, then we have a moral reason to do what is bad for some people in some circumstances. One might also hold that it is sometimes morally wrong to pursue what is good for you. The point is that, if Zhuangzi says that some actions benefit or harm some people, this on its own does not suggest that he has views about which actions we have reason to pursue or avoid.
To summarize, I believe that Lady Li is a story that	(L1)
has someone come to harm,

 

	(L2)
does not have Zhuangzi morally evaluating actions or agents featured in the story,

 

	(L3)
and it expresses a deeper, non-moral point, when read in context.

 



The fact that a passage exhibits (L1) is insufficient to establish that it supports the view that Zhuangzi holds PMR. The fact that a passage exhibits (L2) and/or (L3) disqualifies the passage from being textual evidence in support of Huang’s interpretation. In what follows, I argue that two of the difference stories exhibit (L1) and either (L2) and/or (L3). Hence, if Lady Li is not textual evidence in support of PMR because Lady Li exhibits (L1)-(L3), then we have a reason to doubt whether some of the difference stories can textually support Huang’s interpretation.

3 The Marquis of Lu and the Sea Bird
The first difference story is that of the Marquis of Lu and the sea bird:In olden times a seabird came to roost in the outskirts of Lu. The Marquis of Lu took it riding in his chariot to the temple, where he prepared a banquet for it, having the music of the Nine Shao performed for its entertainment and supplying it with the best chops from the butcher for its delectation. The bird looked at it all with glazed eyes, worried and distressed, not daring to eat a bite, not daring to drink a sip, and after three days of this, the bird was dead. The Marquis was trying to use what was nourishing to himself to nourish the bird, instead of using what was nourishing to the bird. Those who wanted to nourish a bird with what is nourishing to the bird would let it perch in the deep forest, roam over the altars and plains, float on the rivers and lakes, gorge itself on eel and minnows, fly in formation to wherever it stops and find its place willy-nilly wherever it wants (18/34–36).

Does this passage express the idea that an action done unto a patient is morally right only if it accords with the patient’s rational desires? I believe that it does not, because the passage exhibits the same features (L1)–(L3) that led us to conclude that Lady Li does not support ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi.
First, it is clear that the story of the Marquis of Lu exhibits feature (L1)—namely, that someone comes to harm. In this case, the sea bird comes to harm: it dies after three days of being offered meat. The fact that someone comes to harm is insufficient to support ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi, for reasons I spelled out in Sect. 2.
Second, does the passage say that Zhuangzi is morally evaluating the Marquis of Lu or his actions? It does not. To illustrate why that is so, let me consider in detail two sentences that might be falsely interpreted as making a moral point.
One might suggest that the following sentence is making a moral point: “The Marquis was trying to use what was nourishing to himself to nourish the bird, instead of using what was nourishing to the bird” (18/35). Perhaps one might be tempted to think that Zhuangzi is, in that sentence, expressing the following view: the Marquis of Lu has done something morally wrong, because the Marquis tried to nourish a bird with what would nourish himself rather than with what would nourish the bird. But such a reading begs the question. It already assumes that Zhuangzi holds the view that an action done unto a patient is morally wrong if it contravenes some X about the patient (where X, in this case, let us henceforth assume, is the patient’s nature). This is a view we are tasked to derive from the text, not assume as a given.
In fact, it seems to me that Zhuangzi is not saying that trying to nourish a bird with wine is morally wrong, just as much as he is not saying that abducting Lady Li is morally wrong. All that Zhuangzi is saying is this: the Marquis of Lu did X to do Y, but X is not a way for the Marquis to do Y, it is Z that is a way for the Marquis to do Y. That is, giving wine to the sea bird is not a way for the Marquis to nourish the bird. Letting the sea bird roam freely is a way for the Marquis to nourish the bird.
In response, one might draw on the following sentence to argue that Zhuangzi is making a distinctively moral point: “If you want to nourish a bird with what nourishes a bird, then you should […]” (18/35–36). Perhaps one might think that the sentence says that, if you want to perform a morally right action unto someone, then you should do X, where X is an action that accords with the patient’s nature. But this, once again, reads a moral theory into the text rather than out of it. It already assumes that it is morally right to nourish a bird with what nourishes a bird. Hence, it assumes rather than proves that Zhuangzi holds PMR.
This leads me to believe that the story of the Marquis of Lu has feature (L2) in common with Lady Li—namely, it is a story in which Zhuangzi does not morally evaluate agents or their actions. Hence, the story does not support ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi.
Against this, one might object by drawing on the context of the story to argue that, although the story itself does not seem to have Zhuangzi morally evaluate the Marquis of Lu, the context suggests that Zhuangzi does make a moral point after all. Let us, therefore, consider the context in which the story is told.
The story of the Marquis of Lu is told by Confucius 孔子 in Chapter 18, and Confucius conveys the story to explain why he is worried about Yan Hui’s 顏回 departure to the state of Qi 齊:When Yan Yuan traveled east to Qi, Confucius looked very worried. Zigong leaned off his mat and asked, “Your disciple here ventures to ask why you look so worried about Yan Yuan travelling to Qi.”
Confucius said, “[…] I am afraid that Hui will talk to the Marquis of Qi about the dào of Yao, Shun, and the Yellow Emperor, and repeat to him the sayings of Suiren and Shennong. The Marquis will then seek some resonance with it in himself, and he will surely fail to find it. This will confuse him, and such a man’s confusion is what brings doom. Have you alone never heard about it? In olden times a seabird came to roost in the outskirts of Lu (18/28–33).

Confucius worries that Yan Hui will get himself killed (or, on some interpretations of the story, that Yan Hui will unintentionally end up killing the ruler of Qi),5 because Yan Hui fails to appreciate what it takes to effectively reform the ruler of Qi. Confucius then proceeds to tell us about the failure of the Marquis of Lu to appreciate what it takes to accommodate a sea bird.
The purpose of the story is therefore to illustrate why Confucius believes that Yan Hui will not be successful in reforming the ruler of Qi. He will not be successful, because Yan Hui ventures out to Qi without a proper understanding of what it takes for him to reform the ruler. Just as the Marquis of Lu takes holding a banquet to be a way for him to entertain a sea bird, but holding a banquet is, in fact, not a way for him to entertain a sea bird, so too does Yan Hui take lecturing about various ancient sages to be a way for him to reform the ruler. It therefore seems to me that the purpose of the story is not to offer us an account of which actions are morally right or wrong. Rather, the purpose is to tell us why Yan Hui’s approach to reforming a ruler by lecturing him about the ways of Yao 堯 and Shun 舜 is going to be ineffective.
Therefore, it seems to me that the story of the Marquis of Lu has features (L1)–(L3) in common with Lady Li, and hence the story does not offer us textual evidence in support of ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi.
In response to the argument so far, one might offer the following objection. Perhaps the reason why Confucius is worried about Yan Hui departing for Qi is not because Yan Hui runs the danger of getting himself killed, but rather because he might inadvertently end up killing the ruler of Qi. If that is so, then perhaps the reason why Confucius does not want Yan Hui to end up killing the ruler of Qi is because killing the ruler of Qi is morally wrong. It is morally wrong, because, perhaps, killing someone (normally) contravenes that person’s rational desires. Hence, the story exhibits PMR, because Zhuangzi implicitly judges the killing of the ruler of Qi to be morally wrong.
My answer is that, for such a reading to fit the text, what is required is for us to establish from elsewhere in the Zhuangzi the view that killing others is morally wrong for the reason that it contravenes something morally relevant about the person being killed (e.g., their standards, nature, or rational desires). Hence, if we can establish by drawing on other textual evidence that Zhuangzi holds PMR, then we might be able to read the story of the Marquis of Lu as supporting PMR. As it stands, however, the story of the Marquis of Lu does not seem to me to support ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi.

4 Hundun’s Demise
The second difference story comes at the end of Chapter 7:The emperor of the southern sea was called Shu. The emperor of the northern sea was called Hu. The emperor of the middle was called Hundun. Shu and Hu would sometimes meet in the territory of Hundun, who always waited on them quite well. They decided to repay Hundun for such bounteous virtue. “All men have seven holes in them, by means of which they see, hear, eat, and breathe,” they said. “But this one alone has none. Let’s drill him some.” So every day they drilled another hole. Seven days later, Hundun was dead (7/33–35).

In this passage, as in Lady Li and the story of the Marquis of Lu, someone comes to harm—this time, it is Hundun. Given that Hundun’s coming to harm is, on its own, not enough to support ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi, we must look for other indications that the story expresses PMR.
A natural way to proceed is by asking whether Zhuangzi morally evaluates Shu 儵 and Hu 忽 (or their actions) for having unintentionally killed Hundun. The answer is ‘no’. Zhuangzi prima facie makes no normative claims in this passage. Unlike in the story of the Marquis of Lu, none of the sentences, as far as I can see, could be mistakenly construed as saying that someone did something morally wrong. Hence, so far, the story of Hundun’s demise has features (L1) and (L2) in common with Lady Li and so it does not support ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi.
But one might dispute that the story contains no moral lessons. Perhaps, so the objection might go, drawing on the context in which the story appears will make it clear that the story exhibits moral evaluations that accord with PMR. Although the three emperors appear only one time throughout the entire Zhuangzi, one might draw on the text that immediately precedes the story to suggest that we should read a moral lesson into Hundun’s demise:	Not doing, not being a corpse presiding over your good name;

	Not doing, not being a repository of plans and schemes;

	Not doing, not being the one in charge of what happens;

	Not doing, not being ruled by your own understanding. In this way, embody the endlessness and roam where there is no sign, fully living through whatever is received from Heaven without thinking anything has been gained, thus remaining a vacuity, nothing more. The Utmost Person uses his mind like a mirror, rejecting nothing, welcoming nothing, responding but not storing. Thus he can overcome all things without harm (7/31–33).





Presumably, one might suggest that Shu and Hu caused harm to Hundun, because they did not use their mind like a mirror. One might then suggest that using one’s mind like a mirror amounts to using PMR as a decision-making procedure: a person uses her mind like a mirror in deciding what to do unto a patient when her decision is informed by what accords with the nature of the patient.
Such an interpretation of what it means to use the mind like a mirror needs to draw on other text in support of it. For example, Huang draws on his interpretation of what it means to have a “fixed mind” (chéng xīn 成心) to support his reading of what Zhuangzi means by using one’s mind as a mirror (e.g., Huang 2010a: 15–17). Those are substantive, interpretive steps that we must accept for us to take the story of Hundun’s demise as textual support for ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi.
I bracket here whether these additional interpretative steps are successful. My point is that the story of Hundun’s demise does not, on its own, support ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi. In fact, prima facie, the story does not feature Zhuangzi morally evaluating any person or their actions. Hence, only if we read a moral lesson into the story of Hundun’s demise, by, for example, accepting other substantive interpretative steps, might we be able to explain why the story of Hundun’s demise supports Huang’s interpretation.

5 Bo Le’s Horses
The final difference story concerns the entirety of Chapter 9, but specifically Bo Le’s treatment of his horses:Chomping the grass and drinking the waters, prancing and jumping over the terrain – this is the genuine inborn nature of horses. […] Then along comes Bo Le, saying, “I’m good at managing horses!” He proceeds to brand them, shave them, clip them, bridle them, fetter them with crupper and martingale, pen them in stable and stall – until about a quarter of the horses have dropped dead. Then he starves them, parches them, trots them, gallops them, lines them up neck to neck or nose to tail, tormenting them with bit and rein in front and with whip and spur behind. By then over half of the horses have dropped dead. […] If you put yokes and poles on their necks and level them down with crossbars and shafts, they will come to understand how to split the shafts, wriggle out of the yokes, butt the hood, spit out the bit, and gnaw through the reins. Hence it really is Bo Le’s crime that the horses came to understand how to feint, and from there even how to rob and steal” (9/2–16).6

Clearly, the passage says that someone comes to harm: many of Bo Le’s horses die during their training. This aligns with Lady Li’s (L1) and, without further argument, is not enough to support ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi.
However, Huang’s case is much stronger here than in the previous two stories. In support of ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi, one might point out that Chapter 9 starts out with two claims: the nature of horses is such-and-such, and Bo Le treats horses in a way that does not accord with their nature. One might also point out that a variation on these two claims is repeated in the following section:The potter says, “I’m good at managing clay! I round it until it matches the compass, square it until it matches the T-square.” The carpenter says, “I’m good at managing wood! I curve it until it matches the arc, straighten it until it corresponds to the line.” But do you suppose the inborn nature of the clay or the wood wishes to match a compass, T-square, arc, or line? (9/4–5).

In this passage, too, we find an instance of the general claim that the nature of X is such-and-such, and Y does something unto X that contravenes the nature of X. One might, in addition to that, point out that Zhuangzi clearly morally evaluates Bo Le. After all, Zhuangzi says that Bo Le has committed a crime (zuì 罪). Hence, Bo Le has done something unto his horses that contravenes their nature, and Bo Le has committed a crime. Surely, if anything, this counts as textual evidence in favor of ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi?
It does not, and the reason is this. The passages would count as textual evidence only if Zhuangzi were to say that Bo Le has committed a crime because he has done something unto his horses that contravenes their nature, which is not what Zhuangzi is saying. That is, the question that is relevant for our purposes is why Zhuangzi claims that Bo Le has committed a crime. And here, Huang’s case is no longer as strong as it might have initially appeared to be.
Zhuangzi is unusually clear why he believes that Bo Le has committed a crime: “Hence it really is Bo Le’s crime that the horses came to understand how to feint, and from there even how to rob and steal” (9/16). The passage does not say that Bo Le’s crime is to have done something unto the horses that contravenes their nature, but rather that he caused the horses to know how to feint, rob, and steal. This is repeated at the end of Chapter 9:Then along came the sage, bending and twisting over ritual and music to reform the bodies of the world, dangling humankindness and responsible conduct overhead to “comfort” the hearts of everyone in the world. Only then did the people begin groping on tiptoe in their eagerness for knowledge. From there it was inevitable that they would end up struggling for profit and advantage above all. And this, all this, is really the crime of the sages (9/17–18).

Zhuangzi makes two related points here. The (Confucian) sages have committed a crime, and their crime is to have made people “end up struggling for profit and advantage above all”. This aligns with Zhuangzi’s aforementioned claim that Bo Le’s crime is to have caused horses to know how to feint, rob, and steal.7 Hence, what makes Bo Le’s and the (Confucian) sages’ actions morally wrong is that they cause their patients to struggle for profit, feint, rob, and steal.
This does not textually support ascribing PMR to Zhuangzi, because PMR is the view that what makes an action morally wrong is that it contravenes the patient’s X (where X is the patient’s nature, moral standards, rational desires, or etc.), rather than that it causes the patients to struggle for profit, feint, rob, and steal. Those are conceptually different claims about what makes an action morally wrong.
Let me at this point consider a possible response. One might perhaps argue that the two aforementioned views are not as different as they might initially seem to be. That is, perhaps Zhuangzi holds that, if you cause a person to struggle for profit, feint, rob, and steal, you do something unto the person that necessarily contravenes their X (assume, for the sake of argument, that X here refers to the patient’s nature). In support of such a response, one might draw on the following passage:The mutilation of the unhewn raw material to make valued vessels is the crime of the artisan. The destruction of dàodé to make humankindness and responsible conduct (rényì 仁義) is the error (guò 過) of the sage (9/13–14).

Therefore, so the response continues, Zhuangzi is saying in this passage that, if an artisan does something unto raw material that contravenes the material’s nature, then the artisan has committed a crime. Moreover, for Zhuangzi, the act of turning raw material into tools is a metaphor for the act of turning the people away from living together harmoniously and causing them to struggle and “take sides”:For in those days when dé was fully realized, the people lived together with the birds and beasts, bunched together with all things. What did they know about “noble men” and “petty men”? So simpleminded, without understanding, their dé remained undivided and never left them. So simpleminded, not wanting anything in particular – that is what it means to be undyed and unhewn. Undyed and unhewn, the inborn nature of the people was realized. Then along came the sages. Limping and staggering after humankindness, straining on tiptoe after responsible conduct, they filled everyone in the world with self-doubt. Lasciviously slobbering over music, fastidiously obsessing over ritual, they got everyone in the world to take sides (9/9–12).

One might therefore object to my argument by pointing out that Zhuangzi’s moral claim about the artisan’s action is in accordance with PMR: what makes an action done unto a patient morally wrong is that it contravenes the patient’s nature, and contravening a patient’s nature just is to cause the patient to struggle for profit, feint, rob, and steal.
Such a response seems to me problematic, for two reasons. First, it misses the point. Zhuangzi says that the crime of the (Confucian) sages is to have caused people to behave a certain way: “From there it was inevitable that they would end up struggling for profit and advantage above all. And this, all this, is really the crime of the sages.” He does not say that the crime is to have done something unto people that contravenes their nature, even if causing them to behave a certain way, in this case, just means contravening their nature.
Here is an example to illustrate the difference. Suppose that, in country C, burning flags is not a crime. But if a person walks up to the Department of the Interior in country C, lowers their flag, and burns it, that person will be prosecuted for having committed a crime. Although they will not be prosecuted for having burned a flag, they will be prosecuted for having willfully destroyed government property. Hence, in that specific country, even though destroying government property is a crime, and burning that specific flag amounts to destroying government property, it does not follow that burning a flag is a crime. This is so even if all the flags in that country belong to the government. Returning to the Zhuangzi, even though causing people to be F is a crime, and (let us assume) causing people to be F means contravening their nature, from this it does not follow that contravening their nature is a crime.
Second, even if we could somehow establish that, for Zhuangzi, what makes an action done unto a patient morally wrong is that it contravenes the nature of the patient, and contravening the nature of the patient necessarily entails causing the person to struggle for profit, feint, rob, and steal, this is still problematic if our aim is to establish that Zhuangzi accepts PMR.8 The reason is this. Recall that PMR is the view that what makes an action done unto a patient morally right is that the action accords with the patient’s rational desires (or the patient’s own moral standards, or what they believe is right, depending on which formulation we adopt). Therefore, even if we could somehow establish that actions which cause a patient to struggle for profit are necessarily actions that contravene the patient’s nature, it is difficult to see how actions which cause a patient to struggle for profit are necessarily actions that contravene the patient’s rational desires. It seems to me at least theoretically possible that a person can have a rational desire (in Huang’s sense of the term) to become a robber, in which case it is simply false that causing a person to become a robber necessarily contravenes that person’s rational desire.

6 Conclusion
I have argued that the case for interpreting the so-called difference stories as exhibiting PMR is not as strong as it might initially appear. Moreover, I have argued that PMR-friendly interpretations of these stories are plausible only if we can establish substantial interpretative claims about parts of the Zhuangzi that extend far beyond the difference stories.
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Footnotes
1For a discussion of how the two can come apart and why it matters, see Bales (1971) and Driver (2011: 118f).

 

2Elsewhere, Huang takes this ‘X’ to be the nature of the patient (e.g., Huang 2010a: 23n25, b: 1055, 1059). I return to this further below.

 

3Here, and throughout, I will follow Huang’s convention of loosely talking about views that a person called “Zhuangzi” may or may not be holding. I do this for the sake of convenience, and I am not committed to the view that there was a person called Zhuangzi 莊子 (or Zhuang Zhou 莊周) who authored the eponymous text Zhuangzi, nor am I committed to the view that the Zhuangzi was authored by a single person.

 

4My translations are taken from Brook Ziporyn’s edition (Ziporyn 2020), with minor changes.

 

5See Chu (2014: 579–586). I return to this possibility further below.

 

6Ziporyn translates zuì 罪 in this passage as “fault”, rather than “crime”. I have amended the translation at this point to not beg the question against those who believe that Zhuangzi is morally evaluating Bo Le. I return to this point below. Note that Watson translates the last sentence in the following way: “Thus horses learn how to commit the worst kinds of mischief. This is the crime of Bo Luo” (Watson 2013: 67).

 

7The fact that Bo Le is training horses into warhorses might be relevant in this context. Just as the Confucians are making people struggle for profit, Bo Le is turning horses into instruments of war.

 

8Additionally, such a claim seems to me prima facie false because it is unlikely that Zhuangzi believes that, if you cause a person to become a robber, then you have done something unto that person that contravenes the person’s nature. Perhaps Mengzi might hold such a view, given that Mengzi believes that human nature is good (6A6), but it seems to me unlikely that Zhuangzi holds such a view. I bracket this issue here and accept the contested claim for the sake of argument.
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1 Introduction
I was initially attracted to the unique type of ethics in the Zhuangzi 莊子 through a number of stories, which I later call difference stories in contrast to familiar knack stories. At my first attempt to characterize the unique moral idea conveyed by these stories, I call it the moral Copper Rule: Do (don’t do) unto others as they would (wouldn’t) like to be done unto, in contrast to the familiar moral Golden Rule: Do (don’t do) unto others as you would (wouldn’t like to be done unto) (Huang 2005). As I went through the text more carefully and extensively, I realize that this is not an isolated idea in the Zhuangzi, but a general idea going throughout the text, including all three divisions of chapters, the inner, the outer, and the miscellaneous. So I expanded my discussions of this Zhuangzian ethics by drawing on the much broader text and characterized it as the ethics of difference (Huang 2010a), the virtue ethics of respect (Huang 2010b, 2015, 2023a), and patient moral relativism (Huang 2018), to capture the basically same idea as conveyed by “copper rule.” As this is not only a distinctive interpretation of the Zhuangzi but also a novel ethical idea, while it receives warm reception from some scholars, there are also objections to it both in terms of its interpretation of the Zhuangzi and as a normative ethical theory (see Moeller 2023; Fraser 2014), to some of which I’ve made responses (Huang 2022a, b, 2023b). Waldemar Brys’ chapter belongs to the former; moreover, instead of trying to find counterexamples in the Zhuangzi, he focuses on my interpretation of the three difference stories that I’ve been highlighting in my previous publications on this topic, claiming that the ethical idea I find in these stories is actually absent in them, to which I’m happy to make the following response.

2 The Lady Li Story
Before presenting his alternative interpretation of the difference stories, Brys discusses the Lady Li 麗姬 story in Chapter 2 of the Zhuangzi, a story I extensively discussed in one of my papers in anticipation of someone using it as a counterexample to my interpretation of the ethics in the Zhuangzi (Huang 2010a: 86–91). Read in isolation, the story appears to say that people from the state of Jin 晉 does something good or right to Lady Li by dragging her against her will to the royal palace of the state and make her a concubine of its King, as Lady Li later enjoyed her life in the palace and regrets her initial refusal, which implies that we can do something good to others against their will. This would, of course, be contradictory to the idea of patient moral relativism. However, this is a misreading, as the story is sandwiched by rhetorical questions about life and death, which Brys also notices. On one end it says to the effect that longing for life (when it is about to end) is illusion and aversion to death (when it is about to come) is like someone old who left home when young but is not willing to go back home, and on the other end it says to the effect that that those who are dead would regret their previous longing for life (Zhuangzi 2: 103). Read in this context, we can see, Lady Li’s living with her parents is an analogy for the time when she is alive, and her “living” in the palace is an analogy for the time when she is dead. The persons who dragged her to the royal palace is an analogy for the fate or natural force that changes her state from life to death. Lady Li’s initial refusal to leave home is an analogy for people’s longing for life (when it is about to come to an end) and aversion for death (when it is about to come), and her later regret for her initial refusal to come to the royal palace where she now enjoys her “life” is an analogy of her regret for her longing for life and aversion of death. The very fact that, despite her refusal, she was dragged to the royal palace is analogy for the inevitability or irresistibility of the fate or natural force that brings death to her.
Since the story makes a point on the equality of life and death and not about what one ought to do to others, the story cannot be used as a counterexample to patient moral relativism, just as it cannot be used to support patient moral relativism either. As it seems that Brys agrees with me on all these points, I thought he truly understands the Lady Li story, and so I feel puzzled when he summarized the point of the story in the following way: “Lady Li is a story that (L1) has someone come to harm, (L2) does not have Zhuangzi morally evaluating actions or agents featured in the story, [and] (L3) expresses a deeper, non-moral point, when read in context.” More importantly, Brys claims that there are fundamental similarities between this Lady Li story and the three different stories that I argue express the idea of patient moral relativism. Since the former doesn’t convey patient moral relativism, Brys argues, the latter would not either. His argument is that if a passage has (L1) and either (L2) or (inclusive) (L3), then the passage cannot be read to convey the idea of patient moral relativism, and he argues that at least two of the three difference stories satisfy this condition. Here, for Brys, as a patient, Lady Li is similar to Hundun 渾沌 in the Hundun story, the seabird in the seabird story, and horses in the Bo Luo story; as agent, people from the state of Jin are similar to emperors of the Southern sea and the Northern Sea in the Hundun story, the Marquis of Lu 魯侯 in the seabird story, and Bo Luo 伯樂 in the Bo Luo story; and as action, Jin people’s dragging Lady Li here is similar to the two emperors’ digging holes in Hundun’s head in the Hundun story, the Marquis of Lu’s treating the seabird in the seabird story, and Bo Luo’s training horses in the Bo Luo story.
However, Brys is wrong. First, it is true that in each of the three different stories, someone (the patient) is indeed harmed by the someone else (agent): Hundun is harmed by the two emperors, seabird by the Marquis of Lu, and horses by Bo Luo. In the Lady Li’s story, however, no one is harmed by anyone. Apparently, Brys has in people from the state of Jin and Lady Li, respectively, in mind when he thinks that someone comes to harm another. However, even if read out of the context (let along within the context), people from the state of Jin do no harm to Lady Li either as intention or as consequence and so Lady Li is not harmed (if anything she is benefiting, whether this is the intention of people from Jin or not). So (L1) is false, and, as a result, a key parallel between the Lady Li story and the three difference stories intended by Brys collapses. Second, in the Lady Li story, the text has a negative evaluation (even if not a moral evaluation) of Lady Li the patient, whether harmed or not (i.e., the “patient” read out of the context as it has to be in order to draw the parallels Brys wants to draw) for her initial refusal to be brought to the royal palace by the Jin people. In each of the three difference stories, however, the text has negative evaluation (and we will see whether it’s moral evaluation or not) of the agents who caused harm to the patient: the two emperors causing harm to Hundun, the Marquis of Lu causing harm to the seabird, and Bo Luo causing harm to horses. Third, and perhaps most importantly, while the agent, people from the state of Jin in the Lady Li story is representing fate and natural force, who really doesn’t have agency, the agents in the three difference stories are all intended to represent Confucians and even Confucian sages, who do have agency.
Given that Brys’ argument that the three difference stories, contrary to what I have said, don’t say anything that can be characterized as patient moral relativism is based on his misconceived parallels between these stories and the Lady Li story, and such parallels, as we have just shown above, simply don’t exist, we might just dismiss his argument without going into the detail. Still, it would be beneficial to us if we can see precisely how he is misled, and so let’s examine his interpretations of these three stories one by one, risking being tedious and repeating what I have already said in my previous writings.

3 The Seabird Story
Let’s first look at the seabird story. One thing outstanding that Brys also acknowledges is that someone, i.e., the seabird, is harmed, nothing similar to which, as I said, takes place in the Lady Li story; Moreover, while not explicitly acknowledging it, I believe Brys will not deny that the story tells us that seabird is harmed by Marquis of Lu. However, Brys insists that the author of the text is not “morally evaluating the Marquis of Lu or his action.” I’m not sure whether he means that the text is not evaluating the Marquis of Lu or his action at all or that it is evaluating them but not evaluating them morally. In any case, for Brys, the author of the text merely assesses the nature of what the Marquis of Lu does to the seabird: “The Marquis was trying to use what was nourishing to himself to nourish the bird, instead of using what was nourishing to the bird”; but it doesn’t recommend the Marquis of Lu which way to nourish the seabird (if it recommends him to nourish it at all): do it as the seabird would like to be nourished, or do it as he (the Marquis of Lu) would like to be nourished; it only tells the Marquis of Lu the following: “If you want to nourish a bird with what nourishes a bird, then you should …” (emphasis added) as if the author of the text doesn’t care whether you ought to nourish the bird or not, and, if you want to nourish the bird, it doesn’t care whether you nourish it the way the bird would like to be nourished or the way you would like to be nourished.
This is a very peculiar reading. On the one hand, read this way, the whole seabird story hardly makes any point. It is true that, in the whole passage, the evaluative term “wrong,” let alone “morally wrong,” doesn’t appear. However, the story is set up in such a way that readers are expected to realize that something bad or wrong takes place: the seabird is dead, which Brys acknowledges, and that this bad thing is caused by the Marquis of Lu, which Brys also acknowledges. So, the author of the text expects every reader to blame, morally, the Marquis for having done this to the seabird. I trust, therefore, Brys will not say we are reading into the text when we say that the Marquis has done something wrong to the seabird. If the story stops here, however, there would be nothing momentous or unique. What is unique and momentous about the story is that it goes on to tell us why the Marquis of Lu is wrong: it is not because he had the bad intention to kill the seabird, as he does not; instead, he wants to treat it well. It is rather because he treated the seabird as he would like to be treated instead of treating it as it, the seabird, would like to be treated, and then the author of the text states what the Marquis should do in order to treat the seabird as the seabird would like to be treated.
On the other hand, it is important to keep in mind that the seabird story is only the middle portion of what Confucius 孔子 tells his student Yan Hui 顏回. Before telling this story, Confucius tries to advice against Yan Hui’s planned dealing with the Marquis of Qi, whose uniqueness Yan Hui is not only unaware of but also doesn’t intend to pay attention to. It is in order to make his point clear to Yan Hui that Confucius uses the seabird story as an illustration. According to Brys’ understanding of the seabird story, Confucius’ advice, illustrated by the seabird story would be merely what would happen to the Marquis of Qi (benefit or at least no harm) if Yan Hui deals with him in light of his uniqueness and what would happen to the Marquis (his death) if Yan Hui deals with him by neglecting his uniqueness; he would further tell Yan Hui how to deal with Marquis of Qi in light of his uniqueness and how to deal with him not in light of his uniqueness. Confucius himself, however, doesn’t care how Yan Hui would like to treat the Marquis or whether he should deal with the Marquis at all! Such a reading would be clearly not only against our common sense but also against the grain of the text, and this is so even if we disregard the disagreement Brys and I have in our interpreting a key aspect of Confucius’s advice.
In the above, I have just mentioned that Confucius tells Yan Hui that he would kill the Marquis of Qi if he deals with the Marquis in the way he (Yan Hui) plans to, i.e. without paying attention to what is unique about the Marquis, just as the seabird is killed by the Marquis of Lu, who fails to pay attention to what is unique to the seabird. Brys’ reading of Confucius’s advice to Yan Hui, however, is that, by doing so, Yan Hui would get killed by the Marquis of Qi. The key here is the understanding of the last sentence of Confucius’s advice, the sentence immediately followed by the Marquis of Lu story: “bi jiang neiqiu yu ji er bu de, bu de ze huo, ren huo ze si 彼將內求於己而不得，不得則惑，人惑則死” (Zhuangzi 18: 620), which Brys translates as this: “The Marquis will then seek some resonance with it in himself, and he will surely fail to find it. This will confuse him, and such a man’s confusion is what brings doom,” understanding that the doom is brought to Yan Hui by the Marquis. Here Brys adopts an interpretation that starts with Cheng Xuanying 成玄英 in the seventh century, which understands the last word in Confucius’s advice before the seabird story, si 死, not as (the Marquis of Qi’s) “dying” but as his killing (Yan Hui). According to Cheng, “after hearing [Yan Hui’s] grand saying, the Marquis of Qi cannot understand. He starts to seek [the qualities of the sage kings Yan Hui mentions] inside oneself and cannot get released; not released, he feels puzzled (yihuo 疑惑) in his mind. Angry that [these sage kings] are better than he, he will surely kill [Yan Hui]” (Guo and Cheng 2011: 337).
This is a misreading. First of all, to read “bu de ze huo ren huo ze si 不得則惑，人惑則死” this way, it requires one to fill in a lot of gaps with pure guesses, as it is the case with Cheng Xuanying’s interpretation above. A more natural reading of it would not only regard the subject of the three verbs, bude 不得 (not being able to find it), huo 惑 (being confused) and si 死 as the same person, the Marquis of Qi, but also reading si as the Marquis’s dying instead of Marquis’s killing Yan Hui. More importantly, there is a clear parallel between what Confucius thinks Yan Hui will do to the Marquis of Qi and what the Marquis of Lu actually does to the seabird. Here it is important to see the first part of Confucius’s advice, immediately preceding the lines quoted and translated by Brys. Responding to Zigong’s 子貢 question about why he, Confucius, shows worry in his face about Yan Hui’s planned trip to the State of Qi 齊, Confucius said: “it is good that you asked. In the past, Guanzi said something that I agree on very much: ‘a small bag cannot hold big things, and a short rope cannot fetch water from a deep well.’ Therefore, there is reason for a life to be such and for a body to be so, and one cannot add things to it or take things away from it” (Zhuangzi 18: 620). In what he says immediately after this, we can see that, for Confucius, the Marquis of Qi is compared with small bag or a short rope, while Yan Hui tries to make it bigger or longer. While Yan Hui does so out of good intention (to make the Marquis of Qi a sage king), he does so without paying attention to the unique nature of the Marquis. This is exactly same as the Marquis of Lu dealing with the seabird: although also out of good intention (to treat the seabird well), the Marquis of Lu fails to heed the unique nature of the seabird when he does all the “good” things to it.
Now, it is clear that, in the seabird story, the one who dies is not the Marquis of Lu, the agent, who ignores the unique nature of the seabird, but the seabird, the patient of the Marquis of Lu’s action. Since what the Marquis of Lu does to the seabird is used to illustrate what Yan Hui will do to the Marquis of Qi, the one who will die must also be the patient, the Marquis of Qi, and not the agent, Yan Hui. Otherwise, as pointed out by Lin Yunming 林雲銘 (1628–1679), there would be inconsistency between what Confucius thinks will happen when Yan Hui does what he plans to do to the Marquis of Qi and what actually happens when the Marquis of Lu actually does to the seabird, as the latter is intended precisely to illustrate the former (Lin 2011: 188). For Lin Yunming, however, while the one who dies cannot be Yan Hui, it cannot be the Marquis of Qi either, as he thinks that “the world has never seen a case in which someone dies because of being confused by someone else’s saying,” and so he blames the author of the text for being stupid in imitating the real Zhuangzi (ibid.). To see why Lin is wrong, we only need to notice another parallel between the seabird story and what Confucius thinks about Yan Hui’s dealing with the Marquis of Qi. After being treated by the Marquis of Lu in the way he does, the seabird feels puzzled and sad (xuan shi you bei 眩視憂悲) (Zhuangzi 18: 621), which is almost the same as what the Marquis of Qi would feel after being treated by Yan Hui in the way he does: confused (huo 惑).
This parallel has been perceptively noticed by Zhong Tai 鍾泰 (1888–1979): “ren huo ze si 人惑則死” means that one is confused and puzzled and moreover will die because of that. This obviously refers to the Marquis of Qi, as can be seen in the ensuing story of the seabird, which dies in 3 days after feeling puzzled and sad”; and he further claimed that it is a great mistake for Cheng Xuanying and others to think that si 死 refers to the death of Yan Hui, being killed by the Marquis of Qi (Zhong 2002: 403). So in order to know how one may die after being confused, Lin Yunming’s concern, instead of adopting Zhu Wenxiong’s 朱文熊 (1883–1961) metaphorical reading of si as the death of the mind (Zhu 2011: 187), one only need to know how the seabird died, actually, after feeling puzzled and sad: not dare to eat or drink for 3 days! This implies that the Marquis of Qi, after feeling confused or puzzled, would not eat and drink for an extended period of time as well and eventually die. While shared by a number of other contemporary Zhuangzi scholars (see Cao 1982: 266; Chen 1999: 476; Wu 1998: 252–253), Zhong Tai was not the first Zhuangzi scholar who holds the view that the person who would die is not Yan Hui but the Marquis of Qi. Chu Boxiu 禇伯秀 in the Southern Song dynasty, for example, says that, after hearing what Yan Hui says, the Marquis of Qi feels “confused and at loss, resulting in his body being harmed” (huo er wu zhu fan shang qi xing 惑而無主，反傷其形) (Chu 2014: 581).
So the person who will die can only be the Marquis of Qi because of what Yan Hui will do to him and not Yan Hui because of what the Marquis of Qi would do to him. Brys, however, claims that it really doesn’t matter who dies in this case; what is important is the deeper non-moral point made here, the (L3). As we may recall, for Brys, in this seabird story, there is (L1): someone is harmed (the seabird in the seabird story and either Yan Hui or the Marquis of Qi in Confucius’s preceding advice to Yan Hui), but there is no moral evaluation (L2) of the agent toward the patient (the Marquis of Lu in the seabird story and either Yan Hui or the Marquis of Qi in Confucius’s preceding advice). Then what is the (L3) here? According to Brys, it is that “Yan Hui’s approach to reforming a ruler by lecturing him about the ways of Yao and Shun is going to be ineffective.” So, in light of this (L3), if Brys’ reading is correct and it is Yan Hui who will die, (Zhuangzi’s) Confucius would be more concerned about Yan Hui’s being ineffective and not his being killed by the Marquis of Qi, and if my reading is correct and it is the Marquis of Qi who will die, Confucius would be more concerned about Yan Hui’s being ineffective than about the Marquis of Qi’s being killed by Yan Hui. To get this conclusion, we also have to understand that, in the seabird story, Confucius would be more concerned about the Marquis of Lu’s being unsuccessful than with the seabird’s death. None of this reading is natural.
More importantly, if Zhuangzi’s Confucius indeed wants to make a deeper point, this point must be generalizable. So what can be this general point? We have seen that the Marquis of Lu has the good intention and wants to do something good to the Marquis of Qi and Yan Hui has the good intention and wants to do something good to the seabird as well. Neither, however, is successful because they fail to pay attention to what is unique of their respective patients. So the only sensible deeper meaning that may be conveyed in Confucius’ advice to Yan Hui, which is illustrated by the seabird story, must be something like this: you can be effectively do things good to your patient only if you pay attention to what is unique to your patient. This, however, is not only already a moral point but is also precisely the point of patient moral relativism. Given this, we can now confidently say that, in the seabird story, Confucius is evaluating the Marquis of Lu’s action toward the seabird as morally wrong, and it is wrong because the Marquis fails to treat the seabird as the seabird would like to be treated but as he himself would like to be treated. As Confucius intends to use this story to illustrate his advice to Yan Hui who is about to deal with the Marquis of Qi, Confucius is evaluating Yan Hui’s action toward the Marquis of Qi as morally wrong, because it fails to consider what is unique about the Marquis.
So the message that Confucius aims to convey in both the seabird story and the advice he gives to Yan Hui in the preceding passage is unmistakable. Here, it is important to keep in mind that Confucius’s advice does not stop with the seabird story. After he uses the story to illustrate his preceding advice to Yan Hui, he makes a general comment. So far we have seen that both Yan Hui and the Marquis of Lu are negative figures, and they are negative ones because they caused harm to others (the seabird in the case of the Marquis of Lu and the Marquis of Qi in the case of Yan Hui) by not respecting their respective uniqueness. In what follows from the seabird story, Confucius turns to be positive: praising ancient kings for their treating things according to their own respective unique nature so that their patients can all live their good lives. More specifically, Confucius first said that, while humans love Jiushao 九韶 and Xianchi 咸池 music, it scares birds, beasts, and fish; while fish can only live in water, humans will die in it; and, then, Confucius said: “therefore, ancient sages didn’t try to unify their abilities; nor did they try to ask them to do the same things. Name should be consistent with reality, and rightness should be consistent with things’ respective natures so that everything is said to have their nature not blocked and enjoy everlasting happiness” (Zhuangzi 18: 621–622).

4 The Hundun Story
Now, let’s move to the Hundun story. Two emperors, Shu 儵 and Hu 忽, from the Southern Sea and Northern Sea, often met in the Middle Kingdom, receiving warm hospitality from its Emperor, Hundun. Thinking how to repay his kindness, Shu and Hu realized that Hundun, unlike them, has no holes in his head to see, to hear, to smell, and to eat, and so decided to drill these holes on his head. They drilled one hole a day, and by the seventh day, Hundun died (Zhuangzi 7: 309). Clearly, the death of Hundun is a bad thing, and the cause of Hundun’s death is the two emperors’ action of drilling holes in Hundun, though it is not their intention to kill Hundun, as they do it to express their gratitude to him for his hospitality. So even if we read this story on its own and out of the context, we can see that the author is evaluating the two emperors’ action as morally wrong, because they ignore or neglect what is unique of Hundun.1 It is in this sense that the death of Hundun, as pointed out by Chen Guying 陳鼓應, is similar to the death of the seabird caused by the “care” of Marquis of Lu, who “treats the seabird as he would like to be treated, instead of treating the seabird as it would like to be treated” (Chen 1999: 139). In other words, in Chen’s view, the two emperors are doing things to Hundun that they, rather than Hundun, would like to be done unto.
Brys, however, disagrees. He does locate (L1) here: someone, Hundun, is harmed, but he claims that there is also (L2) here: the text does not morally evaluate “Shu and Hu (or their actions) for having unintentionally killed Hundun”, as it “prima facie makes no normative claims in this passage,” and there is not a single sentence saying that someone did something morally wrong. Though Brys doesn’t find (L3), as, for him, this passage does not make any deeper and non-moral point when read in context, for him, it is already sufficient to show that the story cannot be read as conveying the idea of patient moral relativism. This claim about (L3) is surprising. The Hundun story, at the very end of the last chapter of the Inner Chapters, “Courses Emperors and Kings Ought to Take (Ying Di Wang 應帝王),”2 has almost unanimously been regarded as the second half of the concluding section of the whole chapter, and some even goes so far (indeed too far, from my point of view) to claim that it is a summary of the whole inner chapters section of the Zhuangzi (see, for example, Shi 2009: 149). In Brys’ view, however, such an important passage is just pointless: it doesn’t make a moral point, nor does it make any deeper non-moral point!
The key is Brys’ claim that the passage doesn’t make any normative claim and there is no sentence in it that says that someone did something morally wrong (L2). Is Brys right about this? In appearance, he is. According to Brys’ standard, however, indeed the passage doesn’t say anyone is harmed. It just says that Hundun died, but it doesn’t say death is a harm, and so even (L1) is not present in this passage. The question is whether there is such a need to make an explicit normative claim about the wrongness of Shu and Hu (or their action). If I say all human beings are mortal, and X is a human being, do I still have to say explicitly that X is mortal? Of course, the Hundun story is not a logical argument, but the point made in the story is equally clear that any explicit normative claim will be superfluous. If a parent read the Aesop Fable “The Boy Who Cried Wolf,” both the author of the fable and the parent who read it to their child would expect the child to know that the point of the fable is that it is wrong to make false claims, even though there is no prima facie normative claim made in the fable and there is no sentence saying that someone did something wrong.
This brings us to the immediate context of the Hundun story, even though the moral message of the story itself is already clear. We have just mentioned that the story is the second half of the concluding section of the whole chapter. While this half of the concluding section is a story, the first half consists of clear claims; while the second half tells what one ought not to do, the first half tells what one ought to do. According to the prevailing understanding, this first half of the concluding section further consists of two parts, with the second part explaining the first part. The first part is crystalized in the last four characters ye xu er yi 亦虛而已 (“remaining vacuity, nothing more” in Brys’ translation), and the second part is crystalized in the first seven words, zhi ren zhi yong xin ruo jing 至人之用心若鏡 (“the ultimate person uses his mind like a mirror” in Brys’ translation).3 So let’s first look at xu, which Brys translate as “vacuity” but can be better translated as “emptying”. The same character xu also appears in the passage on the fasting of heart-mind (xin zai 心齋) that Confucius taught his student Yan Hui after Confucius points out that the problem with Yan Hui is that he “sticks to his opinionated mind” (you shi xin zhe ye 猶師心者也), to which the fasting of the heart-mind is a solution. Confucius says that the fasting of the heart-mind is listening with neither ears nor heart-mind but with qi, which, he explains, “is to empty (xu) [the heart-mind of preconceived opinions] to wait for things to present. Dao consists of this emptying, which is the so-called fasting of the heart-mind” (Zhuangzi 4: 147). Understood in this way, we can easily see why the mirror image that immediately follows further explains what xu is: “the ultimate person employs their heart-mind like a mirror, not welcoming when things arrive and not seeing them off when they leave, truly reflecting them with nothing being hidden. For this reason, he leaves things as they are without labor” (Zhuangzi 7: 307). In other words, when the heart-mind of the ultimate person acts like a clear mirror, it doesn’t have anything to project when something comes into scene (bu ying 不迎) and does not keep anything when the thing is gone (bu jiang 不將) so that it remains empty (xu), ready to reflect things as they are when they come.4
Now we can look at the concluding section of the chapter together. The first part states, in a positive way, that the ultimate person or proper rulers ought to have empty heart-mind in dealing with things, which functions like a clear mirror when reflecting things. The Hundun story shows, in a negative way, why Emperors Shu and Hu are not proper rulers as they have preconceived ideas of what a normal person is and force this standard upon Hundun. This point can be seen more clearly if we remember that these two parts form a single concluding section of the whole chapter. So, it helps to have a very quick look at what this whole chapter is about. As we have already pointed out, the title of the chapter should be understood to be about the “oughts,” i.e., the normative courses, for rulers. In the main body of the text, it criticizes the view that “rulers should design rules and laws according to their own standard” (jun ren zhe yi ji chu jing shi yi du 君人者以己出經式義度) (Zhuangzi 7: 290), precisely the type of things Emperors Shu and Hu did to Hundun. Then it states that the correct way for rulers is “nothing but to make sure that things can follow their own natural courses” (que hu neng qi shi zhe er yi yi 確乎能其事者而已矣) (Zhuangzi 7: 291). Further into the text, there is the following advice for rulers: “You should let your heart-mind wandering in simplicity, blend your qi in blandness, follow what is natural of things, and don’t take any personal pride in things. Then the world will be ruled on its own course” (Zhuangzi 7: 294). Then there is the following prescription for rule of sage kings (ming wang zhi zh 明王之治): “their merits spreads the whole world and yet they don’t look like theirs; their influence reaches everyone and yet people don’t feel dependent on them; they have achievements but none of them can be named out, with people taking delight in themselves” (Zhuangzi 7: 296). From all this, it is unmistakably clear that the author of the text is criticizing, in a moral sense, the two emperors and their actions toward Hundun as against the normative courses of rulers, as they fail to pay attention to what is natural to Hundun and force their own standard upon him.
Before moving to the next difference story, I would like to make a general observation about the seabird story and the Hundun story. The text of the Zhuangzi, even when it discusses non-moral matters, tends to challenge what is conventional in his society. Although there is no textual evidence, it is conceivable that people in Zhuangzi’s time and place were aware of the idea of what is called the Golden Rule. This is not only because Confucius already has both positive and negative formulations of the rule: “Don’t do unto others as you would not like to be done unto” (Analects 12:1); and “establish other as you would like to be established yourself and make others prosper as you would like to be made prosper” (Analects 6:30). This is also because it is entirely possible that some version of the rule, which is so basic and present in almost every civilization, may have already been around even before Confucius, who may have simply formulated it in a more precise language. So, both Marquis of Lu and Emperors Shu and Hu are indeed practicing the Golden Rule, which were criticized by the author(s) of these two stories. This is especially clear in the seabird story, as the Marquis of Lu was criticized as treating the seabird as he would like to be treated, an application of the Golden Rule. Instead, the author advised that the Marquis of Lu ought to treat the seabird as the seabird would like to be treated, an application of a moral principle conveyed throughout the whole Zhuangzi, which I characterized as the Moral Copper Rule, as I mentioned at the very beginning of this paper.

5 The Bo Luo Story
The story of Bo Luo training horses, in Chapter 9, “Horses’ Hoofs”, the third difference story that I argue conveys the idea of patient moral relativism, appears different: Bo Luo is not practicing the moral Golden Rule, as the things he does to horses are clearly not what he would like to be done unto himself. The general observation I made in the paragraph above, however, still holds true in a different sense. Bo Luo was a legendary person in a positive sense, but Zhuangzi presents him as a negative personality here. There is some twist, though. The legendary person, Bo Luo, whose real name was Sun Yang 孫陽, living in the Spring and Autumn period, was a connoisseur of horses (xiang ma 相馬). When he saw a horse, he could tell what it was good at. For example, some horses are good at pulling carriages and some at fast running, and he would make or recommend different uses of them. Such a personality would indeed also be a positive figure for Zhuangzi. The Bo Luo in this chapter of the Zhuangzi, however, has become one who is good at training horses (zhi ma 治馬) and thus is a negative figure.
Before we get into this story, it is important to point out that an important concept, xing 性 (nature), which is only implicit in the seabird story and the Hundun story, has become explicit and prominent. The character first appears in the immediately preceding chapter, “Webbed Toes”, the first chapter in the “Outer Chapters” section of the Zhuangzi, as this character has not appeared in any of the preceding “Inner Chapters”. In “Webbed Toes”, it is claimed that the ultimately correct (zhi zheng 至正) or “truly correct (zheng zheng 正正) way is to keep the essence coming from one’s nature (xing) and fate (ming 命)” (Zhuangzi 8: 317). It continues by saying that what is long by nature should not be considered to be redundant, and what is short by nature should not be considered to be insufficient; and so “although a duck’s legs are short, if one wants to extend it, it causes pain, and although a crane’s legs are long, if one wants to shorten it, it causes misery” (Zhuangzi 8: 317). This ultimately correct way, which is to follow a thing’s nature, is then contrasted with artificially correct way: “to use hook, line, compass, and square to correct things is to distort its nature, and to use strings, fasteners, glue, and varnish to fixate a thing is to invade its virtue (de 德),” with virtue here used as a synonym of nature (Zhuangzi 8: 321). The text also claims that benevolence and rightness (ren yi 仁義) that Confucianism and Mohism advocate don’t belong to human nature (Zhuangzi 8: 319),5 and thus to make people benevolent and right is the artificially correct way or the artificial way of correcting things, which distorts humans’ nature (Zhuangzi 8: 321).
The idea of nature indeed doesn’t appear in the seabird story and the Hundun story, but it is now clear that what the Marquis of Lu does is to distort the nature of the seabird, and what Emperors Shu and Hu do is to distort the nature of Hundun.6 Now this idea of nature is prominently present in the Bo Luo story. At the very beginning of the chapter, “Horses’ Hoofs,” in which the Bo Luo story appears, it is stated that “horses can tread on frost and snow with their hoofs and can protect themselves from wind and cold with their hair. They eat grasses and drink waters, prancing and jumping with their legs. This is the genuine nature of horses (zhen xing 真性)” (Zhuangzi 9: 330). So, everything is good until Bo Luo comes to the scene. Claiming that he is good at training horses, Bo Luo does all the cruel things to horses, such as singeing them, shaving them, paring their hoofs, haltering their heads, bridling and hobbling them, confining them in stables, starving them, leaving them in thirst, racing them, forming them in line, reining them, whipping them, all distorting the genuine nature of horses. As a result, more than half of them are dead (Zhuangzi 9: 336).
The point of the Bo Luo story, however, is not to tell us about Bo Luo’s handling horses itself but sages’ handling people in the world (zhi tianxia 治天下). Just as horses have their genuine nature, the text states that “people have their regular nature (chang xing 常性)” (Zhuangzi 9: 334): they weave and make clothes and till the land and grow food for themselves, without dividing themselves into classes; they walk slowly and look forward; they live together with birds and beasts, flourishing with ten thousand things, without knowing the difference between superior persons and inferior ones; not being clever and without (unnatural) desires, they are like uncarved blocks. So, everything is good until sages comes into the scene. Claiming that they are good at handling people in the world, they start to do things to people similar to what Bo Luo did to horses: huffing and puffing after benevolence, reaching to tiptoe for rightness, mooning and mouthing over music, and snipping and stitching away rituals (Zhuangzi 9: 334–336). The text doesn’t say how many people died as a result, but since it says that, just as distorting the nature of horses is the crime committed by Bo Luo to horses, distorting the nature of people is the crime committed by sages to people, we can legitimately infer that the author of the text does want to say that many people have died as well.7
One may wonder: what about the remaining horses handled by Bo Luo and thus remaining people handled by sages? This is what the second part of the story tells us. With their original nature, horses know nothing more than intertwining their necks and rubbing one another when pleased and turning back to back and kicking one another when enraged. After Bo Luo’s handling, however, those horses that survived learned to fight people as their enemy.8 The text says that “this is the guilt of Bo Luo!” (Zhuangzi 9: 339). Similarly, with their original nature, people reside without knowing what they are doing and walk without knowing where they are going. They are glad with things to eat, expressing their satisfaction by slapping their stomachs. After sages’ handling, however, those people who survived started to seek knowledge and compete for profit, unable to stop. The text then says that “this is also the fault of the sages” (Zhuangzi 9: 341).
So the point of the Bo Luo story is similar to that of the seabird story and the Hundun story: the agent in each of these stories is blamed for ignoring what is unique to their respective patients by imposing an alien standard upon them. The Bo Luo story is unique in the sense that it makes it clear that the thing unique to the patient that an agent fails to recognize and respect but instead distort is the nature (xing) of the patient. The Bo Luo story is also more complicated. In each of the other two stories, the agent’s action of distorting the nature of their patient lead to only one consequence: their death; in the Bo Luo story, however, the agent’s action of distorting the nature of their patients has two consequences: death to some of them and distorted nature of some others.
Brys acknowledges that there is a moral point in the Bo Luo story as it makes a clear moral evaluation of the agent as having committed a crime. However, he still insists that the moral point it makes is not patient moral relativism. In his view, Bo Luo’s crime is that his action results in the death of some horses and animosity of some others to human beings, instead of his twisting the nature of horses, even though it is his action of twisting the nature of horses that lead to death of some of them and the acquired animosity to human beings for others; similarly, sages’ crime is the death of some people and acquisition of love for knowledge and profit for other people, instead of their action of twisting their nature, even though it is their twisting the nature of people that lead to some people’s death and some other people’s acquisition of love for knowledge. So Brys makes an essentially consequentialist interpretation of this passage. Indeed, if he wants to do it, he could have provided the same interpretation of the other two stories to show that the moral message they convey is not patient moral relativism.
Brys, however, is wrong. First, let’s imagine, if horses’ original nature is to acquire animosity toward human beings, would Zhuangzi still think Bo Luo commits a crime when he helps them acquire animosity to human beings? Similarly, if people’s original nature is to acquire the love for knowledge and profit, would Zhuangzi still think that sages committed crimes against people when they help people seek knowledge and profit? In each case, the answer is clearly “no”.9 This shows that the problem with Bo Luo and sages is their distorting the nature of their respective patients and not the consequence of such distortion. Second, Brys misread the text. In his view, in the second part of the story, Bo Luo’s crime is that horses learned some new tricks, and sages’ crime is that people acquired their love for knowledge and profit. However, the sentence “this is Bo Luo’s crime” is at the end of the whole preceding discussion: (a) horses’ original state, (b) Bo Luo’s action to horses, and (c) horses’ new state. So, Bo Luo’s crime is that his action (b) changes (a) into (c), i.e., it distorts the nature of horses. Similarly, the sentence “this is the fault of sages” also comes at the end of whole preceding discussion: (a) people’s original state, (b) sages’ action to people, and (c) people’s new acquired state. So, sages’ fault is that their actions (b) transforms (a) into (c), i.e., they have distorted people’s nature. Third, if this misreading of Brys is understandable and can be forgiven, then this following pair of sentences simply don’t allow such a misreading: “it is the fault of the carpenter to carve the uncarved block into artifacts; and it is the fault of sages to destroy Dao and De to practice benevolence and rightness” (fu can pu yi wei qi, gong jiang zhi cui ye 夫殘樸以為器，工匠之罪也；hui dao de yi wei ren yi, shengren zhi guo ye 毀道德以為仁義，聖人之過也) (Zhuangzi 9: 336).10 Here, Zhuangzi makes it clear that the carpenter’s fault is not that he made artifacts but because he makes these artifacts by destroying the original nature of the wood.11 Similarly, the sages’ fault is not that they made people practice benevolence and rightness but because they made people to practice them by destroying their original nature, dao and de. All these three points should be clear and uncontroversial, if we remember that this chapter about Bo Luo continues the theme that starts with the previous chapter: the nature of things can only be followed and not distorted.

6 Conclusion
So, the three difference stories clearly convey the idea of patient moral relativism, which is consistent with many other passages throughout the text of the Zhuangzi, as I have shown in a series of other papers. I conclude by making two more points. On the one hand, I’m not saying that the Zhuangzi is a systematic text of moral philosophy, as it involves many other important philosophical subjects. Still, while it is not strange if someone can come up with some passages in the Zhuangzi conveying ideas in opposition to patient moral relativism, given that it is a text with a diverse authorship, I have yet to see such passages. On the other hand, while the three different stories may not only be subject to different interpretations but their authors may indeed intend to say multiple things through them, the idea of patient moral relativism is not only one of the legitimate interpretations but also the best one, or so as I have been arguing. This is particularly the case with the Hundun story, of which historical and contemporary commentators have come up with many interesting interpretations (see Wu 2007). Read as part of the conclusion of the whole chapter, however, as I have shown above, it can be best read as to convey the idea of patient moral relativism, as it needs least fancy imagination and is most solidly grounded in the text and context.
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Footnotes
1I’m not sure how much ground Nan Huaijin 南懷瑾 (1918–2012) has, but he makes an interesting point: the character of the emperor of Southern Sea, Shu 儵, is the original form of the character 疏, which combines with the character Hu 忽, the name of the emperor of the Northern Sea, to form shuhu 疏忽, meaning neglecting or ignoring (Nan 2013: 541).

 

2Here my translation of the title follows the interpretation by Lin Xiyi 林希逸 (1193–1271), according to whom, Ying Diwang means that the chapter is about what “the way of Emperors and Kings ought to be” (Lin 1997: 125).

 

3For example, Liu Fengbao 劉鳳苞 (1826–1905) says that the first four character concludes what is said above and transitions to what is said below; and the immediate following seven characters aims to explain the key character in the preceding four characters, xu 虛 (see Fang 2012: vol. 1, 1033).

 

4The mirror image also appears elsewhere in the Zhuangzi. I discussed them together with the related image of the sage’s heart-mind as water, as related to the key idea of ming 明 (bright or brightening). See Huang (2010a: 78–82).

 

5There are two different interpretations of the sentence “gu yi renyi qi fei ren qing hu 故意仁義其非人情乎” here. According to one interpretation, represented by Guo Xiang 郭象 (c. 252–312), it means that benevolence and rightness belong to human nature; according to another interpretation, represented by Lin Xiyi 林希逸, it means that they don’t belong to human nature. I think Lin is right. This is not because for Zhuangzi, benevolence and rightness are advocated only after Dao and De are lost or one can advocate benevolence and right only after Dao and De are destroyed, as this is mentioned elsewhere in the Zhuangzi (Zhuangzi 9: 336). My main reason is that it is stated that, in the immediately next section, right in this chapter, to use benevolence and rightness to correct people, just like to use hook, line, compass, and square to correct things, is the artificially correct way.

 

6For a discussion of why there is no explicit mention of xing (human nature) in the inner chapters, see Chong (2023). For a discussion of various accounts of xing in the outer chapters, see Chiu (2022).

 

7In his Subtle Meanings of the Zhuangzi 莊子發微, for example, Wang Chuanxie 王傳燮 makes this point (Fang 2012: vol. 2, 87)

 

8Here I adopt Chen Guying’s interpretation of the character dao 盜: to resist humans as enemy (Chen 1999: 264).

 

9We can pose the same question regard death, another result of Bo Luo’s action toward horses and sages’ action toward people: if it is nature of (some) horses to die in the way they do in the Bo Luo story, would Bo Luo still be claimed to have committed a crime against horses when he helps them die in this way? Similarly, if it is the nature of (some) people to die in the way described in the Bo Luo story, would sages still be claimed to have committed a crime against them when they help them to die in this way? The answer is also a clear “no!”.

 

10After telling us about Bo Luo who claims to be good at handling horses, the text also mentions, though very briefly, a carpenter who claims to be good at handling wood and a potter who claims to be good at handling clay, before presenting sages who claims to be good at handling people in the world.

 

11Should the carpenter make the artifacts not by destroying but by following the nature of the wood, Zhuangzi would praise the carpenter. Indeed he praised the carpenter Ziqing 梓慶 precisely for this reason: Ziqing carved bell-stand out of trees, in which he saw the bell-stand insides them (Zhuangzi: 19: 659).
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1 Introduction
Does the Zhuangzi 莊子1 contain a moral or ethical theory?2 This is a difficult question worthy of further investigation and discussion. This is not only because Zhuangzi’s view on morality could stimulate and contribute to contemporary discussions of ethics and meta-ethics, but also because the complexity of the Zhuangzi texts causes uncertainties pertaining to their position, whether Zhuangzi proposes a non-moral position that acknowledges and appreciates various perspectives, or an ethical project as a kind of guidance to human life. In recent studies, some scholars have recognized the ethical aspect of the Zhuangzi.3 These studies mainly focused on the relations between human beings and the Way, especially how human beings could conform to the Way through a series of practices. The book The Ethical Foundations of Early Daoism by Jung H. Lee gives one such interpretation, suggesting that Zhuangzi provides certain kinds of moral guidance and explains the source of normativity. Lee emphasizes that this ethical theory is different from western understandings of morality. It is an ethics of “attunement to the Way.”
In this paper, I would like to evaluate whether Lee’s interpretation of Zhuangzi adequately supports this ethics of “attunement to the Way.” To do so, I will first illustrate Lee’s strategy of interpretation, which mainly contains two parts: (1) addressing and re-conceptualizing the concept of morality, showing that Zhuangzi cannot be classified through western concepts of morality, and (2) interpreting Zhuangzi’s ethical project and explaining the source of normativity through the ethics of attunement. In the second part, I will show that (1) is not sufficiently persuasive on the grounds that there is ambiguity and vagueness in Lee’s new concept of morality, and that it fails to reflect Zhuangzi’s ethical position. In the third part, I will focus on Zhuangzi’s text and explain why the interpretation in (2) fails to reflect the text. This is not only because, in my view, the text does not primarily contain such normative elements, but also because Lee’s interpretation presupposes a substantial understanding of the Way as containing moral values, which is a highly controversial view in contemporary Zhuangzi studies.

2 The Concept of Morality and the Ethics of Attunement
In the introduction of the book, Lee explains his reason for presenting an ethical reading of Zhuangzi. To him, the traditional reading has emphasized the religious and mystical aspect of Zhuangzi, and “the practical or moral import of the Zhuangzi seems to have been lost even on many readers among the masters and literati of the Chinese commentarial tradition” (Lee 2014: 1). He believes that this is still the case in the mainstream of Zhuangzi studies. The main reason that contemporary studies failed to recognize such a practical aspect is the contemporary conception of “morality.” The concept of morality in these studies is limited by modern western philosophy, which “tends to understand ‘morality’ as a system of obligations” (Lee 2014: 3). The ethics of Zhuangzi is, in contrast, an attunement to the Way, which should not be simply classified and understood through the modern concept of morality. To argue for this position, his strategy mainly contains two parts, corresponding to the book’s first two chapters: (1) a reconceptualization of morality, and (2) the introduction of the ethics of attunement as Zhuangzi’s ethical system.
2.1 Reconceptualization of Morality
The first step of Lee’s project is to identify how the western conception of “morality” leads to improper understandings of Zhuangzi, and to provide a new definition of morality that creates space for his position. He mainly identifies the problem of “morality” in current Zhuangzi studies as a narrow understanding of morality as duty and obligation failing to do justice to Zhuangzi, either by overlooking Zhuangzi’s normative elements simply because of Zhuangzi’s indifferent attitude and criticisms of morality, or by reading Zhuangzi with western moral theories in a way that is inadequately supported by the text. To map out these difficulties, Lee generalizes five positions of contemporary studies and explains their difficulties related to a problematic concept of morality, including: (1) the amoralist or “moral fool” reading by Arthur Danto (1924–2013) and Hans-Georg Moeller; (2) the language philosophy reading by Chan Hansen; (3) the altruistic reading by Russell Kirkland; (4) the Kantian reading by Eske Mollgaard; and (5) the pluralistic relativism reading by David Wong. He identifies (1) and (2) with the former problem caused by the modern concept of morality and identifies (3), (4), and (5) with the latter problem. (5), however, is somewhat more complicated; while Lee is sympathetic to Wong’s position, he disagrees with the universal constraints of adequate moralities and Wong’s interpretation regarding the concept of ci 慈 (humaneness) as a core moral idea.4 This is because the former limits adequate morality to the purpose of social cooperation, and the latter lacks textual support, which has been already criticized by other scholars.5
Furthermore, Lee points to two presuppositions behind these difficulties caused by western concepts of morality:The first is the narrow conception of morality in modern western philosophy. Drawing on Bernard Williams (1929–2003) and Elizabeth Anscombe (1919–2001), he argues that the modern concept of morality differs from the ancient conception of ethics. The modern concept concerns moral actions on the basis of reasoning and obligation while the ancient conception concerns living an ethical life. Referencing Charles Taylor, he also points out that this change of conception arises from the post-Renaissance affirmation of “ordinary life” and the evolution of “disengaged reason.” In his words: “The pervasiveness of this understanding of ‘morality’ as a special system of obligations can be discerned in the manner in which ethicists seem to conflate ‘morality’ with the entire domain of the ethical” (Lee 2014: 17).The second is the methodological bias which overlooks cultural differences when applying western philosophical concepts to a different tradition. Lee takes James Legge’s (1815–1897) interpretation of Confucianism as an example and expresses his worry about cultural reductionism: “it is not difficult to imagine just how easily comparative inquiry can devolve into cultural reductionism if we uncritically apply concepts that do not reflect the fundamental conceptual orientations of a tradition and fail to appreciate the genuine differences between traditions” (Lee 2014: 14). In the case of Zhuangzi, the application of western conceptions of “morality” shows the failure to appreciate the cultural difference between the east and west and the context of early Daoist tradition, which regards the Way as the core idea of ethical life.
To avoid these problems, Lee wants to “appeal to a kind of methodological charity where we not only (1) maximize the sense of the text or subject’s sayings but also (2) privilege the categories of thought that are native to the text’s or speaker’s lexicon” (Lee 2014: 15). He tries to reconceptualize a broader sense of morality which fits Daoist tradition in order to leave space for Zhuangzi. What, however, is the meaning of morality beyond other-regarding, obligation, and even the regulations of collective life? There are several clues to understand his attempt.
The first clue is the “thickness” of moral concepts. The problematic concept of morality is thus in contrast “thin,” presenting only the universal, abstract, and nominal aspects of morality. It thereby misses something “thicker” in Zhuangzi. What this means is not simply the referential content like cultural context, but also the “locally established symbolic system or network of meanings” (Lee 2014: 14). In other words, the thick concept of morality should be a contextualized, concrete, and even comprehensive understanding of normative life.
The second clue is the question “how should one live.” This question mainly originates from ancient Greek ethics, concerning which form of ethical life we should pursue. The question expresses the broader ethical concern of living, rather than a specific domain of obligations, as Lee remarks: “The question, unlike ‘morality,’ presupposes no specific demarcation of human life into moral and nonmoral realms, and as such, does not assume that there is, among the many ends and activities that human beings cherish and pursue, some one domain, the moral, that is of overriding importance and dignity, apart from the rest of human life” (Lee 2014: 31). It shows that Lee’s new conception does not presuppose an overriding realm of rights and wrongs. Instead, it concerns the orientation and ways of life in the comprehensive sense, which covers different domains without a distinction between the moral and non-moral.6
The third clue is the concept of the Way. The new concept of morality suggested by Lee should be understood through the relations of personal living and the metaphysical Way, which is what he calls the “ethics of attunement.” In this sense, we can see why he has to argue against the previous five positions: It is because none of them emphasizes the relation between humans and the fundamental reality, the Way, when characterizing the normative elements of Zhuangzi.
The fourth clue is Lee’s attitude to pluralistic relativism. His sympathetic attitude shows that he does not regard morality as simply universal, abstract, and objective. Rather, he agrees that the phenomenon of moral ambivalence is the result of cultural differences, and thus the idea of accommodation is unavoidable. Combining this point with the previous points, it seems that what Lee wants to affirm is not only morality under different cultural contexts, but rather different forms of ethical living.
These clues show that the new conception of morality introduced by Lee should include elements of cultural contextualization, life-orientation, and comprehensive understanding,7 which leaves space for a unique ethical system emphasizing the relationship between the agent and the Way. Thus, the reconceptualization paves the way for Lee’s second step of interpretation, reading Zhuangzi as an “ethics of attunement.”

2.2 Ethics of Attunement
The new ethical system concerns “how one should live in the social order given one’s relation to the Dao” (Lee 2014: 8). Instead of other-regarding or obligation, it concerns ethical lives which can attune to the Way. The word “attunement” means that “our actions and modes of being reflect the workings of the Way” (Lee 2014: 10), and thus “identifies normative action and behavior with the agent’s conformity and harmony with the Dao” (Lee 2014: 35). Lee elaborates the core ideas of this ethical system with reference to the Zhuangzi via: (1) an illustration of the Daoist moral ideal agent, (2) explaining the source of normativity in both aspects of the Way and of the agent, and (3) a practice and epistemology of “finding the Way.”8 I will mainly focus on (1) and (2) because they relate to the topic of this paper.
First, Lee introduces the ethical ideal with the famous story of Zhuangzi’s butterfly dream in Chapter 2. Influenced by Clifford Geertz (1926–2006), he adopts an interpretation called “the poetics of normativity.” This is because he believes that “Daoist literature relies more heavily on literary forms and devices like metaphors, symbols, stories, and poetry to express its moral vision” (Lee 2014: 41). Thus, he suggests the butterfly is a “normatively significant symbol” of the Daoist ethical ideal and explains it in further detail with a two-level reading of the story. On the first level, the butterfly dream is the “transformation and the contingency of perspectives” (Lee 2014: 42), which criticizes the absolutized moral view of Confucianism and Mohism. It also indicates the tolerance, humility, and flexibility in the Daoist ideal, which embraces the plurality of perspectives according to the different natures of the myriad things. On the second level, the butterfly dream denotes the ideal of self-transformation. Lee identifies four characteristics of such an ideal from the symbol of the butterfly: (a) easiness, freedom, and a carefree attitude of living; (b) being non-aggressive, non-predatory; (c) embodiment of transience and impermanence; and (d) the transformation of embodying the Way. (a) is similar to the level one reading, which reflects the idea of existential freedom with an unattached attitude engaging various perspectives and things. (b) is the embodiment of the Daoist Way, having the attitude of passivity and non-resistance. (c) relates to Zhuangzi’s ontology and cosmology of qi 氣 (vital force), showing that everything is only the process of the transformation of Heaven and Earth. (d) considers the life stages of the butterfly as a metaphor for the transformation into a state of Daoist virtue. To summarize, he considers the butterfly as a symbol of a normative and spiritual ideal and regards the messages of the dream as “to embody transformation is to embody the Way itself” (Lee 2014: 43). Here we can see the first character of the ethics of attunement by linking its normativity to the ethical ideal and process of self-transformation, which is different from western conceptions of morality as a system of obligation.
Second, Lee further explains the source of normativity in the ethics of attunement. The source of normativity is an important question because it explains why we ought to be moral under an ethical system. This question should not be merely explained by the agent or the Way but should be explained by both. While the Way contributes to guidance for action and values, the agent explains how attunement is possible and why we ought to do so.
The ethics of attunement posits the metaphysical existence of the Way contributing to the source of normativity and guidance for action. Lee affirms the Way as a principle having both descriptive and prescriptive qualities in relation to the cosmos. On the one hand the Way “denotes the ultimate power in the cosmos that is simultaneously transcendent and immanent, seemingly beyond human experience yet ever present” (Lee 2014: 44), and on the other hand, the Way “operates within it to facilitate the generation of all phenomena and to serve as the inner guiding force throughout every moment of existence” (Lee 2014: 44). While the Way exists transcendently and immanently, it serves as the guidance for the development of the myriad things. Thus, it contributes to the source of normativity because it provides values and guidance for living, making an ethical life possible. An ethical life strives to embody the Way in order to attain the proper ways for their own livings and interaction with myriad things. Moreover, this interaction also implies a “Daoist particularism” of normative action. It means that there is no fixed general or universal principle for actions. Instead, normative action is determined by following the way or the nature inherent in particular things, which reflects the Daoist value of ziran 自然 (spontaneity). This particularism could be elaborated with the idea of yinshi 因是 (“that’s it which goes by circumstance”) (Lee 2014: 50), which denotes a form of Way-based reasoning capable of reflecting the nature of things. Following the nature of each particular thing, the agent can respond to different situations like “the center of the circle” (huanzhong 環中), which responds to various situated norms in the most fitting manner as the center of every point of the circle.
With norms provided by the Way, another more fundamental question emerges: why must the moral agent act according to such norms or guidance? Lee mainly appeals to the ability to understand such norms. This ability is defined by two criteria: the agent “(1) can understand the proper and improper psychological motivations and psychological initiators of action and (2) can possess a certain kind of self-understanding that appreciates the applicability of norms to one’s psychological states ‘from the inside’” (Lee 2014: 50). In order words, this answer suggests a Daoist version of “practical identity,”9 an identity which is able to (a) understand the proper motivation for actions, which is the Way-based reason of yinshi and (b) understand oneself as being able to “reflect the workings of the Way” (Lee 2014: 47). (a) is elaborated with the story of the monkey-keeper in Chapter 2. The monkey-keeper adopted the yinshi attitude instead of the dogmatic attitude of weishi 為是 (“that’s it which deems”) (Lee 2014: 50) so that he could fulfill the needs of the monkeys by following their nature. (b) is elaborated with the text of Chapter 6, the stories of Yierzi 意而子 consulting or questioning Xu You許由, and Confucius questioning Yan Hui 顏回. These two stories focus on forgetting the ideas of humaneness and righteousness in order to empty the mind and leave space for Way-based reasoning, so that one can have a self-understanding of applying the value of the Way. Through these stories, Lee shows that the source of normativity is based on the fact that the agent has the ability to appreciate the Way and adopt Way-based reasoning in a self-understanding manner. This ability constitutes the Daoist practical identity of the agent and thus makes following the norms of the Way possible.


3 The Concept of Morality
I come now to my critical comments on Lee’s position. The first problem I want to discuss is whether Lee’s reconceptualization of morality successfully makes its case, because it will affect the persuasiveness of his ethics of attunement. I think it is not persuasive because the concept of morality introduced by Lee is ambiguous and vague, which causes trouble when we apply it to the picture of contemporary moral philosophy, and because it does not adequately reflect Zhuangzi’s position on ethics. Though the uniqueness of his account is obvious when he emphasizes the concept of attunement to the Way instead of obligation and the moral law, the main problem is not simply the concepts he uses for his moral system, but how he explicates this ethical position in a normative domain which is different to the modern conception of morality. I would like to elaborate on these problems and explain why Lee’s approach fails to fit Zhuangzi’s position.
In the previous section, I pointed out that there are several clues to Lee’s reconceptualization of morality. They show that Lee’s new concept of morality should include the elements of cultural contextualization, life-orientation, and comprehensive understanding, so that the concept would not be too “thin,” and would be able to address the early Daoist tradition. However, this new conception is still ambiguous when we compare the ethical position it implies to those of other moral systems. This difficulty could be understood by Lee’s intention to distinguish between “morality” and “ethics,” which is also recognized by some other philosophers.10 He points out that the conflation of morality and ethics is the product of the post-Renaissance period, which narrowed the ethical life into other-regarding obligations. In this sense, according to the ancient conception of ethics, “ethics” could be used to define a normative domain that is broader than “morality.” Thus, Lee tends to reconceptualize morality by drawing a similar distinction, “using ‘morality’ to refer to the special system of obligations and the ‘ethical’ to denote the larger realm of the moral life” (Lee 2014: 142). After that, the reconceptualized morality should relate to the larger realm of ethics. But the question is how a new concept of morality can be considered a category of ethics without falling into the subcategory of the modern concept of morality. At least, we should ask whether we can understand this new concept through an existing ethical system like eudaimonism, or if it requires a new domain in ethics that is unique to the early Daoist tradition.
To answer these questions, we should return to the most crucial element of Lee’s conception, the question, “how should one live?” This question shows that the ethics of early Daoist thought could be regarded as an inquiry into ways of life rather than morality. Thus, Lee complained that some scholars “dismiss Daoism as a moral form of life simpliciter while leading others to finesse Daoism under one of ‘morality’s’ guises” (Lee 2014: 17). However, even though “how should one live?” is the signature question of ancient ethics, it is not precise enough to address the normative position of Daoist thought in the contemporary context of moral philosophy. Ambiguities are involved in understanding what kind of normativity is asked for when this question is applied to Zhuangzi. At least, in Lee’s case, it is possible to denote the following meanings:	(1)
The question has a similar meaning to the questions “what is a good life?” or “how does one live well?,” asking for an ideal state of life or ways of life worth pursuing. The answer should point to certain values, traits, principles, or beliefs that could be realized through specific practices, and thus serve as guides for human life. This question mainly concerns the orientation of life through personal transformation. However, the transformation and practices can involve different domains, and they need not involve morality or have moral content.11 For example, one can have a good life through religion, art, and even (Aristotelian) contemplation. In this sense, a good life need not be defined exclusively through morality.

 

	(2)
It has a similar meaning to the questions “what is a moral life” or “how to be an ideal moral agent.” Compared to (1), this is a narrower conception, since it specifies the strict relation between a good life and moral perfection. In this sense, practice and transformation are always related to morality, the domain of rights and wrongs. Thus, specific moral contents serve as principles of guidance for life (they need not be obligations). What we ought to do is to try our best to realize them to achieve moral perfection.

 

	(3)
It is directed towards a sui generis normative issue,12 which could only be found in the Daoist tradition but is applicable to everyone as an agent of a normatively-informed life. This means the Daoist tradition suggests unique content for an ethical life. However, no similar content or conditions could be found in other cultures and traditions.

 



(3) is nearly impossible. Not only because the question is common in different cultures, but also because it assumes there is a normative issue only encountered by the Daoist tradition in history. This is counterintuitive. Intuitively, the normative domain should be encountered by and applied to everyone. There are various ways to understand the same issue in different traditions, but we seldom say there is a normative issue that is unique to a specific tradition and never discovered by other traditions. We could say “the Way” is a unique concept in Chinese traditions for understanding the ethical ideal, but it is absurd to say the Way responds to a unique issue in China never encountered in non-Chinese normative life.
For (1) and (2), both could be included in a broad sense of morality. The only difference between (1) and (2) is a stricter sense of normativity that commits to moral values, virtues, or principles, or a loose sense of normativity that only concerns the good life without emphasis on morality. I think the elements of cultural contextualization, life-orientation, and comprehensive understanding summarized before cannot determine the answer since they can apply to both positions. The question remains: which one does Lee’s conception fit into, (1) or (2)? For me, this is the vaguest point in his work. There is a strong reason to believe he is talking about (1), if we agree with Bernard Williams that “‘How should I live?’ does not mean ‘what life morally ought I to live?’,” because “it may be the same as a question about the good life, a life worth living, but that notion in itself does not bring in any distinctively moral claims” (Williams 2006: 5). If Williams is right, then Lee’s position is simply an answer to the question of what a good life is, which leaves moral duties behind. However, some elements in Lee’s discussion suggest that the ethics of attunement does not merely concern the good life while neglecting the moral aspect:
First, Lee’s disagreement with the non-moral and amoralist interpretations (it need not be Moeller’s position) shows that he thinks Zhuangzi does contain moral values, and not merely concern the good life. Otherwise, it would be strange for him to object to these interpretations for the reason that these positions cannot reflect Zhuangzi’s insight on the moral life, because some of these positions are compatible with the idea of good life or self-transformation, though it may be religious and mystical instead of moral. For example, he is unsatisfied with the Orientalist and the traditional image of “religion of hermits” (Lee 2014: 14). If his conception of morality is simply a form of the good life, then he should not emphasize the point as lacking normative elements. Instead, he should complain that the content of self-transformation in these views fails to fit Zhuangzi.
Second, from his terminology shows that he wants to preserve some sense of morality as normativity in his new conception. Otherwise, he cannot explain the following conceptual usage in his work: while he could simply use “ethics” to denote (1), with a clear-cut distinction between ethics and morality to avoid misunderstanding, he chooses instead to reconceptualize the concept of “morality,” which makes his position vague and more difficult to address. Even after the reconceptualization, he still uses the term “moral” to denote Zhuangzi’s normativity, especially when he discusses the source of normativity. Putting aside the rhetorical reason, it is possible that when he wants to elaborate his position with other (western) moral theories. Thus, I think the ethics of attunement still relates to morality.
Third, even in the context of the ethics of attunement, there are elements related to morality (in the sense of doing right and wrong, good and bad). For example, Daoist particularism is an idea illustrating the relation between Way-based reasoning and guidance of actions. It shows that the ethics of attunement is not merely a conception of the good life, but also involves moral judgments and concerns moral actions. It therefore shares the same issue with the modern western concept of morality, with the only difference being that it defines normativity as attunement instead of obligation.
For these reasons, it seems that (2) is a better understanding of Lee’s conception. It is a normative conception that concerns the element of self-transformation and living an ethical life but at the same time preserves some sense of morality, so that the guidance for action is related to moral quality, or at least concerns whether our actions are proper. Based on this clarification, I think the best way to articulate Lee’s position is to regard it as a position similar to eudaimonism. Not only because both define morality without duties and obligation, but also because both concern the transformation of the agent’s moral character and psychological state rather than the moral quality of actions, as deontology and consequentialism do.13 This position fits Lee’s emphasis on the moral form of life, which contains the elements of cultural contextualization, life-orientation, and comprehensive understanding.
However, if this is the best way to understand Lee’s position, I am afraid it could not adequately reflect Zhuangzi’s ideas. In my view, Zhuangzi is closer to (1) rather than (2).14 Self-transformation in Zhuangzi does not adhere to morality. It does not mean Zhuangzi denies moral life or that there is no moral aspect in Zhuangzi. It means that morality is only one of the aspects encountered in self-transformation, and the overall transformation is not for the sake of morality. My position could be generally supported by the inner chapters, especially by the core idea of “free and easy” (xiaoyao 逍遙). A summary of Zhuangzi’s idea appearing in Chapter 33 supports my view15:He came and went alone with the pure spirit of Heaven and earth, yet he did not view the ten thousand things with arrogant eyes. He did not scold over “right” and “wrong” but lived with the age and its vulgarity…Above he wandered with the Creator, below he made friends with those who have gotten outside life and death, who know nothing of beginning or end. As for the Source, his grasp of it was broad, expansive, and penetrating; profound, liberal, and unimpeded. As for the Ancestor, he may be said to have tuned and accommodated himself to it and to have risen on it to the greatest heights. Nevertheless, in responding to change and expounding on the world of things, he set forth principles that will never cease to be valid, an approach that can never be shuffled off. Veiled and arcane, he is one who has never been completely comprehended (Watson 2013: 296).

The main idea here is the ideal of spiritual exercise, in which one could travel between Heaven and earth beyond the limit of right and wrong, life and death, and even beginning and end. It is the illustration of the idea of “free and easy,” but nothing about morality is mentioned. This “free and easy” does not result from moral perfection but from spiritual exercise. The main concern here is how to achieve ultimate freedom while encountering the myriad things (though morality could be an aspect of it) instead of living a moral life as (2).
Some wording in Zhuangzi may favor Lee’s interpretation. For example, the sentence of being tuned and accommodated to the Ancestor (zong 宗), could be understood as “attunement to the Way.” I agree with this reading because it is literally the common ideal of the Daoist practices.16 However, I do not think such practice is essentially for the sake of morality, let alone related to an “ethical system.” I understand “attunement to the Way” as a practice for the ideal of being “free and easy” since such an ideal requires the embodied knowing of how the Way operates as the nature of the myriad things. Lee may argue that this practice contains an ethical transformation, involving learning how to respond to the myriad things properly in the normative sense. While this is a possible interpretation, Chris Fraser’s reading seems more persuasive. According to Fraser, the Zhuangzian practice has a eudaimonistic aspect, the idea of living a good life. However, such a life itself “is not devoted to any predetermined substantive ends, nor to activities with a specified substantive content,” and mainly concerns “the manner in which we live, rather than the content of our activity” (Fraser 2014: 544). It means the Zhuangzian “eudaimonia” does not mainly deal with the realization of certain substantive values, including moral values. Instead, it focuses on the enjoyment of life in a proper manner, a higher-order question compared to striving for substantive values.17 “Proper manner” here does not concern what kind of values should be realized in life. It rather concerns how values should be realized in practical life. Therefore, it is an answer for “how to do” as the second-order question, rather than “what to do” as the first-order question (Fraser 2014: 561).18 One important indicator of properness is “wandering” (you 遊), a free and easy attitude to deal with various practices in a flexible and respectable way, which shows respect for various values and perspectives. In this sense, a proper manner can involve moral practice, but the manner itself is not a moral manner, because this attitude can also apply to non-moral practices and perspectives.
The famous story of Cook Ding 庖丁 in Chapter 3 can illustrate the idea of “proper manner”:Cook Ding laid down his knife and replied, “What I care about is the Way, which goes beyond skill. When I first began cutting up oxen, all I could see was the ox itself. After three years I no longer saw that whole ox. And now – now I go at it by spirit and don’t look with my eyes. Perception and understanding have come to a stop, and spirit moves where it wants. I go along with natural makeup, strike in the big hollows, guide the knife through the big openings, and follow things as they are. So I never touch the smallest ligament or tendon, much less a main joint.” (Watson 2013: 19)

While Cook Ding is an example of performing the Daoist wisdom of yinshi it is the result of nurturing life in a proper manner rather than moral practice of substantive values. The story shows Ding’s marvelous art is based on a calm attitude towards his work, butchering an ox, in a proper manner. It is based on Ding’s care of the Way, which goes beyond skill, instead of striving for moral values like benevolence and rightness. The performance is thus also based on Ding’s deep understanding of the natural structures of the ox, since there are various body structures and organs which are obstacles for butchering. Furthermore, such natural structures are not general principles, but the specific structure of every ox. What Ding performs is not a mechanistic work following a general principle; instead, his knife “wanders” between the obstacles inside the ox, showing that every act of butchering is a unique performance according to the “natural makeup” (tianli 天理) of the ox. Butchering the ox requires from Ding a psycho-physiological state of xu 虛 (emptiness), which is empty and open, to make deep understanding possible; that is why Ding has to go by spirit and not look with the eyes. It is an embodied knowing of nature rather than a commitment to certain kinds of values or personal interests.19 The attitude of working with an empty and open state is the reason why Fraser regards the practice as “insubstantial” (Fraser 2014: 558). Since the story of Cook Ding is an allegory of nurturing one’s life, it shows that the key to nurturing is a deep understanding of nature instead of realizing moral values or principles. Ding’s insight suggests that the “focused, ‘empty’ state issue responsive, efficacious actions that gracefully follow the grain of the world, glide through the gaps between obstacles, and leave him feeling satisfied, even exhilarated” (Fraser 2014: 558–559). Such a performance is a result of the practice of yinshi in one’s life and the attitude of “wandering.” While such wandering could be realized in the non-moral realm like Ding, it could also be realized in the moral realm if we have a similar deep understanding of the moral world.20 This is what I mean in saying the transformation itself is not moral but involves morality as one of the aspects. It is the main reason why neither Lee’s new concept of morality nor his “ethics of attunement” can accurately address the Zhuangzian project of self-transformation.

4 Problems of Lee’s Ethics of Attunement
I have explained why it is difficult for me to articulate Lee’s reconceptualized morality and why this position does not fit Zhuangzi. I will further explain the problems of the ethics of attunement, mainly in terms of interpretations of Zhuangzi. In a nutshell, I agree that Zhuangzi contains elements of self-transformation; however, I am skeptical whether Zhuangzi’s insight can be adequately conveyed in an ethical system with substantial metaphysical presuppositions.
4.1 Interpretation of the Butterfly Dream
The first problem is Lee’s reading of the story of the butterfly dream. He gives a two-level reading to this story in which he recognizes its “normatively significant symbols.” What I disagree with are not the methodology and the perspectivist position at the first-level reading. I mainly disagree with the second-level reading, which interprets the story as an ethical transformation, especially regarding the butterfly as the symbol of an ethical ideal. To better see the problem, here is the story of the butterfly dream in full:Once Zhuang Zhou dreamed he was a butterfly, a butterfly flitting and fluttering around, happy with himself and doing as he pleased. He didn’t know he was Zhuang Zhou. Suddenly he woke up, and there he was, solid and unmistakable Zhuang Zhou who had dreamed he was a butterfly or a butterfly dreaming he was Zhuang Zhou. Between Zhuang Zhou and a butterfly, there must be some distinction! This is called the Transformation of Things (Watson 2013: 18).

The core idea in this story is not the symbol of the butterfly, though there are studies explaining this symbol.21 I can agree that the butterfly represents a state of pleasure, freedom, and innocence (or passivity), which is a favorable state in Zhuangzi; however, it seems problematic to regard it as the goal of ethical transformation. There are three problems at the textual level of this reading: First, there is no textual evidence in this story (and even in Chapter 2 as a whole) showing that the butterfly represents the image of the Way or the ideal state of the Zhuangzi. If so, the butterfly should have a higher status than Zhuangzi in the story, when we regard Zhuangzi as a practitioner of the Way. It is, however, also possible to regard Zhuangzi as a sage having the same status as the butterfly, but here lies the second problem. The text emphasizes that there is a distinction between Zhuangzi and the butterfly. It is strange to regard them as the practitioner and the ethical ideal (even given Zhuangzi as an accomplished sage) when Lee emphasizes that the transformation itself is the embodiment of the Way (Lee 2014: 43). If he is right, then the story should emphasize the inseparability and even the identity between the butterfly and Zhuangzi as the result of transformation. But the text clearly shows that there is a transformation (hua 化) with a distinction (fen 分) between them. For this reason, I tend to regard the butterfly and Zhuangzi as parallel beings with the same ontological status, instead of as embodying the relationship between the ideal state and the practitioner. Third, even though I can agree that the butterfly is a symbol of the ideal of transformation, I cannot see it as ethical. The image of the butterfly being pleased, free, and innocent is not enough to represent a moral ideal because this image represents the state of living naturally and spontaneously, which is a common characteristic of self-transformation.22 It seems that regarding the butterfly as an ethical ideal presupposes the ethical meaning of the Way. The symbol itself does not contain such an ethical meaning. These three difficulties show why this reading fails to reflect the passage. Thus, the main reason for my disagreement is that the story does not indicate an ethical transformation.
Instead of the butterfly, I think the core idea of this story should be the following two pairs of concepts: dream (meng 夢) and awakening (jue 覺), distinction and transformation. These pairs of concepts are regarded as different senses of transformation. However, neither of them relates to morality. I regard the first pair of concepts as vertical transformation, which transforms the agent from a lower spiritual state to a higher one. Zhuangzi illustrates this transformation ironically from an earlier passage in Chapter 2:He who dreams of drinking wine may weep when morning comes; he who dreams of weeping may in the morning go off to hunt. While he is dreaming, he does not know it is a dream, and in his dream, he may even try to interpret a dream. Only after he wakes does he know it was a dream. And someday there will be a great awakening when we know that this is all a great dream. Yet the stupid believe they are awake, busily and brightly assuming they understand things, calling this man ruler, that one herdsman – dense! Confucius and you both dreaming! And when I say you are dreaming, I am dreaming, too. Words like these will be labeled the Supreme Swindle. Yet after ten thousand generations, a great sage may appear who will know their meaning, and it will still be as though he appeared with astonishing speed (Watson 2013: 16–17).

While this is a famous passage for demonstrating Zhuangzi’s skeptical attitude, instead of skepticism, the main idea here is an ironic presentation (the Supreme Swindle, diaogui 弔詭) of dreaming and waking, which is also applicable to the story of the butterfly dream.23 For the ordinary, dreaming and waking are two distinct mental states, with a comparatively negative and positive valence, respectively. But the passage shows that we cannot clearly distinguish waking from dreams, because the seemingly awake state could be in fact another dream. This ironic presentation deconstructs the duality of dream and awakening by showing that they are not two distinct states of affairs, but the transformation of perspectives towards the same state of affairs. It is why when talking about the great dream and the great awakening, the passage said everyone is dreaming; awakening is inseparable from dreams. There is no awakening beyond dreams. Awakening is a perspective that realizes a dream. Similarly, the great awakening is not a state beyond the great dream. It is a perspective of knowing that there is a great dream for all the myriad things, the dream of living within definite perspectives. If we bring this reading back to the butterfly dream, then Zhuangzi’s awakening indicates there is nothing but the fact that Zhuangzi and the butterfly are mutually transformable. The awakening is a higher-level affirmation of the transformation of things in an ironic way. Thus, I do not see there being an ethical meaning to this transformation.
I regard the second pair of concepts, distinction and transformation, as horizontal transformation, which indicates that the myriad things are transformable through the qi. This transformation means that it is always possible to transform into different things through the changing of perspectives. The change of perspectives indicates that the myriad things are not identical. There is a difference in the myriad things because everything has its own perspective. This position can be found in Ziyu 子輿, when he commented on his illness in Chapter 6:Why no, what would I resent? If the process continues, perhaps in time he’ll transform my left arm into a rooster. In that case I’ll keep watch during the night. Or perhaps in time he’ll transform my right arm into a crossbow pellet, and I’ll shoot down an owl for roasting. Or perhaps in time he’ll transform my buttocks into cartwheels. Then, with my spirit for a horse, I’ll climb up and go for a ride. What need will I ever have for a carriage again? (Watson 2013: 47–48).

Ziyu would change his perspective if there was a transformation in different parts of his body. This transformation does not mean Ziyu is identical to things into which he is being transformed. Instead, it shows Ziyu has the receptiveness of giving up his old perspectives and receiving a new one. However, there is still a distinction between his present body and the things being transformed into. Thus, it is a transformation of things with distinctions. If we bring this idea back to the butterfly dream, then the dream refers to the possibility of mutual transformation, but the transformation itself does not eliminate the distinction between Zhuangzi and the butterfly. Thus, this transformation is perspectival rather than ethical. Together with the concepts of dreaming and waking, this story shows that there is no ultimate state of awakening to understand the change of different perspectives. Awakening means that one is able to realize the possibilities for the changing of perspectives, and such perspectives are essentially distinctive. It means that one can accept these changes with a free and easy attitude, thus the core idea of this story is a flexible attitude to various perspectives, instead of moral transformation. That is why I think Lee’s reading fails to reflect the insights of the story.
Finally, even if I could accept Lee’s interpretation that the butterfly denotes the ethical ideal, there is a possible conflict between his two-level reading. While at the first level, he expresses a perspectivist attitude of refusing the absolutization of specific perspectives, especially for moral values; at the second level, he suggests that the butterfly is the symbol of the ethical ideal, the embodiment of the Way. Is the ethical reading at the second level a kind of absolute, causing his account to fall into the conflict between the non-absolute and the absolute? Lee may respond by saying that the ethics of attunement embraces the non-absolute attitude towards different perspectives and values, just as he accepts pluralistic relativism. However, the true question is whether the non-absolutist position can be supported by the framework of ethics of attunement and its metaphysical assumption, the Way, in Lee’s interpretation. My answer tends to be negative.

4.2 The Way as the Source of Normativity
Though ethics of attunement emphasizes the agent’s conformity and harmonization with the Way, the core of this ethical system should be the metaphysical character of the Way, which is the source of values and makes the attunement possible. In my view, the metaphysical character of the Way interpreted by Lee and the framework of “attunement” seem to have a substantial character. It conflicts with the perspectivism proposed by him and Zhuangzi. If the Way and the attunement involve a substantial character, it is difficult to explain how conforming to a substantial source of value can support the perspectivism of Zhuangzi. Perspectivism should favor non-substantial presuppositions, which can be supported by Zhuangzi’s text.24 Furthermore, if the Way is non-substantial, it cannot explain the framework of attunement since the Way is no longer a metaphysical entity as the object being attuned to.
Several clues show that Lee regards the Way as substantial. First, in his criticism of Hansen’s linguistic reading, he says: “if we interpret ‘dao’ in the traditional sense of an ultimate reality, the Daodejing does seem to identify a ‘constant Way,’ which mysteriously operates within the cosmos to facilitate the generation of all phenomena and to serve as an inner guiding force throughout every moment of life” (Lee 2014: 25). Obviously, the wordings of “ultimate reality,” “operates within the cosmos” and “inner guiding force” show that the Way is a substantial entity to facilitate the generation of the myriad things, working as a cosmology. Second, he uses similar words to illustrate the character of the Way of the ethics of attunement:In essence, the Way…denotes the ultimate power in the cosmos that is simultaneously transcendent and immanent, seemingly beyond human experience yet ever present. As a unitive principle beyond the grasp of any specific object in the cosmos, the Way operates within it to facilitate the generation of all phenomena and to serve as the inner guiding force throughout every moment of existence (Lee 2014: 43–44).

Expressed in such suggestive phrases as “the One” and “the Creator- of-things,” the Way not only reflects the objective order of the cosmos, revealing how phenomena are generated and completed, but also prescribes how one should exist in that order if one is to flourish (Lee 2014: 44).

Here we can see more wordings like “ultimate power,” “ever present,” “unitive principle,” and “objective order of the cosmos.” The only way to understand these descriptions is to regard the Way as a substantial entity, which is a substance of onto-cosmology. This would explain why the Way can serve as a cosmological principle and ontological power to guide everything’s existence. Third, the wording “working of the Way” or “working of the Dao” appears several times in Lee’s work.25 These wordings denote a key concept together with those substantial meanings motioned above. “Working,” then, reflects the substantial character of the Way because it cannot “work” if the Way is non-substantial. Based on these reasons, it seems that the Way in the ethics of attunement has a substantial character that operates an onto-cosmology. I cannot imagine a non-substantial concept fitting with the description of “reality,” “power,” “ever present,” and “principle.”
If I understand him correctly, then, Lee’s concept of the Way should have the substantial character of traditional metaphysics. It is not only the substance and origin of the myriad things but also the source of values because of its guiding power. This metaphysical source of value implies meta-ethical realism, affirming the objective existence of moral qualities (put aside whether they are natural or not). However, this position conflicts with the perspectivist reading proposed by Lee, because meta-ethical realism only affirms an objective, universal and singular perspective. Furthermore, it is also doubtful whether the text of Zhuangzi can support this reading because it also contradicts Zhuangzi’s critique of substantial knowledge of reality. To be charitable, there is a famous passage in Chapter 6 one could take as textual evidence for a substantial reading, which is also mentioned by Lee (Lee 2014: 147n30):The Way has its reality and its signs but is without action or form. You can hand it down, but you cannot receive it; you can get it, but you cannot see it. It is its own source, its own root. Before Heaven and earth existed, it was there, firm from ancient times. It gave spirituality to the spirits and to God; it gave birth to Heaven and to earth. It exists beyond the highest point, and yet you cannot call it lofty; it exists beneath the limit of the six directions, and yet you cannot call it deep. It was born before Heaven and earth, and yet you cannot say it has been there for long; it is earlier than the earliest time, and yet you cannot call it old (Watson 2013: 45).

This passage supports the substantial interpretation of the Way as a transcendent entity and serves as the origin of the cosmos, which is similar to the idea of the Way in Daodejing 道德經. It is followed by a passage on how the mythological figures benefited by conforming to the Way. It supports Lee’s reading not only because of its substantial expressions but also because the mythological figures mentioned fit into the Daoist tradition,26 as his approach to interpretation. My strategy is not to argue against the credibility of this passage. Instead, I would show why the substantial reading cannot represent the core idea of Zhuangzi so that this passage can be opened to other interpretations according to the hermeneutic circle.
Here is a passage from Chapter 25 that indicates a skeptical attitude towards representing the Way with substantial language:“The Way cannot be thought of as being, nor can it be thought of as nothing. In calling it the Way, we are not only adopting a temporary expedient. ‘Nothing does it,’ ‘something make it like this’ – these occupy a mere corner of the realm of things. What connection could they have with the Great Method? If you talk in a worthy manner, you can talk all day long, and all of it will pertain to the Way. But if you talk in an unworthy manner, you can talk all day long, and all of it will pertain to mere things. The perfection of the Way and things – neither words or silence of expressing it. Not to talk, not to be silent – this is the highest form of debate” (Watson 2013: 226).

The text here states clearly that the Way can be considered neither as “being” nor “nothing,” because both belong to the realm of words. Even more, it suggests neither words nor silence can express the Way because both limit the Way to a specific perspective as a thing. Every expression belongs to the realm of things, which is inadequate to reflect the overall meaning of the Way. This passage can help us understand the skeptical attitude towards the origin of the cosmos in Chapter 2:There is a beginning. There is a not yet beginning to be a beginning. There is a not yet beginning to be a not yet beginning to be a beginning. There is being. There is non being. There is not yet beginning to be nonbeing. There is a not yet beginning to be a not yet beginning to be nonbeing. Suddenly there is being and nonbeing. But between this being and nonbeing, I don’t really know which is being and which is nonbeing. Now I have just said something. But I don’t know whether what I have said has really said something or whether it hasn’t said something (Watson 2013: 12–13).

Though “the Way” is not mentioned in this passage, the concepts of being and nothing, beginning and not yet beginning discussed here are highly related to the Way as reality. This passage has two relevant levels of meaning. The first level expresses a skeptical attitude towards knowing the beginning of the cosmos and whether it begins from being or non-being. This is because the answer to the origin of the cosmos comes from human reasoning. Under the exercise of human reasoning, we can always construct new propositions for or against statements of the origin of the cosmos ad infinitum. Therefore, we cannot really know the origin of the cosmos. The second level is skeptical about human reasoning and knowing in general, in the sense that the exercise of human knowing and reasoning is the function of the opinionated mind (chengxin 成心), which presupposes a structure of knowing. It is limited by a certain perspective and is unable to reveal the whole picture of reality. Every statement is a limited perspective towards revealing the truth, none of them could absolutely represent the truth. Thus, the best way to present reality is to express it ironically: I know it as I don’t know it, and I say it as I don’t say it. In short, this two-level reading shows that at neither level we can obtain an answer regarding “reality,” let alone a substantial answer. Thus, the substantial reading of the Way is not persuasive, unless we reject Zhuangzi’s skeptical attitude.
In addition, if my reading is correct, it shows the framework of the ethics of attunement does not fit Zhuangzi’s perspectivism. Attunement is based on a substantial Way as the fundamental reality, which is the source of value. It requires the agent to appreciate and embody “the working of the Way.” However, I doubt Zhuangzi would adopt this framework as an ethical system, a system that requires the agent to conform to a specific source of value, no matter if it is transcendent or immanent to the myriad things. In such a framework, there would be a specific set of rights and wrongs coming from this source of value (even if it is circumstantially dependent) such that it will inevitably fall into a certain perspective, which would conflict with other sets of rights and wrongs from other perspectives. This position is avoided in Zhuangzi’s perspectivism as presented in Chapter 2:What does the Way rely on, that we have true and false? What do words rely on, that we have right and wrong? How can the Way go away and not exist? How can words exist and not be acceptable? When the Way relies on little accomplishments and words rely on vain show, then we have the rights and wrongs of the Confucians and the Mohists. What one calls right, the other calls wrong; what one calls wrong, the other calls right. But if we want to right their wrongs and wrong their rights, then the best thing to use is clarity (Watson 2013: 9–10).

This passage shows a skeptical attitude towards whether a substantialized Way can be adequately expressed by words. Doing so will become one of the many rights and wrongs like those of the Confucians and the Mohists, who hold an absolute point of view and regard another as wrong. I am afraid that the framework of attuning to something would commit one to the same difficulties as the Confucians and the Mohists because it could be misunderstood as saying there is a determinate and fixed perspective for ways of life in the name of “the Way” which denies possibilities for accessing other perspectives. Therefore, though Zhuangzi affirms the existence of the Way, he is not likely to understand the Way as a substantial entity or a ground for an ethical system. He would rather express it ironically and paradoxically.27 For example, in a Chapter 6 passage about being a True Man:Therefore, his liking was one, and his not liking was one. His being one was one, and his not being one was one. In being one, he was acting as a companion of Heaven. In not being one, he was action as a companion of man. When man and Heaven do not defeat each other, then we may be said to have the True Man (Watson 2013: 44).

The “one” here does not mean adopting substantial values from fundamental reality. Otherwise, it cannot explain how it is “not being one” as a companion of man. Instead, the “one” as the realm of Heaven, can be manifest only through “not being one,” the difference of perspectives in the realm of man. This shows that “attunement” is not simply achieved by following values and tendencies from a substantial source; instead, it is achieved by affirming the pluralistic nature of perspectives.28 In this sense, I would rather understand the “attunement of the Way” in Zhuangzi as revealing the totality of various perspectives (as ways), which presuppose neither a substantial position nor a framework conforming to a certain source of values.
Lee may respond by appealing to particularism, an ethical position denying general principles for actions and depending on specific circumstances, as mentioned in the footnote: “my belief that Daoism, especially the Zhuangzi, tends to promote a stronger version of particularism where principles and rules do not possess even prima facie authority in the chain of moral reasoning” (Lee 2014: 147). He may argue that Way-based reasoning, yinshi, as a guide for actions does not rely on an absolute perspective but adapts and changes according to particular circumstances, thus it is perspectival. However, there are two reasons why particularism cannot solve the difficulty of the presupposition of a substantial Way. First, this difficulty does not only refer to action-guiding principles, but also to the framework of an ethical system based on a substantial source of values, which may fix the ethical ideal to a certain perspective without the possibility of choosing an alternative. Lee may respond by arguing that the Dao-centered perspective is neither fixed nor substantial. However, this would conflict with his metaphysical position discussed above. Second, moral particularism does not imply non-absolutism of ethical values. It is possible to hold particularism but at the same time have an absolutist ground for ethical values. For example, some formulations of Confucianism may regard benevolence as absolute value and argue for particularism in taking action. In this sense, being a particularist is not equal to being a perspectivist, because the latter emphasizes not only that there is no fixed content of guidance for action, but also that there is no fixed perspective as the source of value.


5 Daoist Practical Identity
The final part of my critique regards the agential aspect of the source of normativity. As mentioned, Lee’s position is similar to the theory of practical identity introduced by Christine Korsgaard. His remark about the self-understanding of Daoist values provides evidence of this similarity: “In other words, a view of what you ought to do is a view of who you are as a moral agent. In the case of Zhuangzi, his view of which actions are normative, viz. those that conform to the Way, index him as a Daoist, or some identity that values the Way as a source of normativity” (Lee 2014: 51). This suggests the source of normativity is grounded in a Daoist practical identity that appreciates the value of the Way with self-understanding. My disagreement is mainly related to the idea of “Daoist practical identity.” Before the discussion, let us clarify the idea of practical identity at play here.
The idea of practical identity is a crucial concept in Korsgaard’s solution to the source of normativity. It is the result of reflective endorsement and claims that one has reasons to follow obligations because by following them one could maintain one’s practical identity (Korsgaard 1996: 101). For example, if one rationally considers oneself as a son, then there are obligations for one to maintain this identity, such as loving one’s parents. The key to understanding the relation between obligation and practical identity is that obligations give reasons and motivations to maintain one’s practical identity. Korsgaard explains this relation with the analogy of pain and physical identity: as the purpose of pain is to perceive a reason to maintain one’s physical identity, obligations do a similar thing to get one to maintain one’s practical identity reflectively (Korsgaard 1996: 150). With this background, we can understand that Lee does a similar thing as Korsgaard,29 in that (1) Way-based reasoning, yinshi, corresponds to obligation, giving reasons for action, and (2) the self-understanding that appreciates the values of the Way “from the inside” corresponds to reflective endorsement. These two elements constitute a Daoist practical identity which explains why the agent has reasons and motivations to act according to the Way. One is willing to do so because it can maintain one’s Daoist identity, the identity of attuning to the Way.
I come now to my disagreement. I find that it is possible to interpret Daoist identity in two ways. It depends on whether Daoist identity is merely an identity in the narrow sense or a constitution of practical identity in the broad sense. I will explain my disagreement with both interpretations respectively.
I understand the narrow sense of Daoist identity as one of the many identities of a person, which parallels other identities such as son, student, human…etc. Having this identity means one has a given self-understanding of applying the value of the Way. The best example of this identity is a Daoist practitioner. However, this sense of identity is problematic. First, if the Daoist identity parallels other identities, it is possible to have a conflict between a Daoist identity and other identities. In this case, it is difficult to explain why the Daoist identity trumps others and applies to most domains as a moral form of life. One possible solution is to regard Daoist identity as a second-order identity. I regard this identity as the broader sense of Daoist practical identity and will discuss it below. Second, linking the Daoist practice with an identity cannot adequately reflect the ideas in the Zhuangzi. Lots of passages show that Zhuangzi is alert to the danger of sticking to any kind of identity because one’s perspective is highly related to one’s identity. Zhuangzi’s main idea is the ability to wander between different perspectives without limitations from identities. Daoist identity is a redundant concept for Zhuangzi because the ideal state does not stick to any kind of identity, as “the Perfect Man has no self” (zhiren wu ji 至人無己) (Watson 2013: 3). One may argue that if Daoist identity is not practicable, then it is impossible to be a practitioner of Zhuangzi’s philosophy. While I agree that the concept of a Daoist identity is necessary for practitioners, I regard such a concept as relative to their respective beliefs, rather than an identity providing practical reasons. In other words, Zhuangzi need not promote a certain type of identity in order to embody the value of the Way. The practice of Way-based reasoning, yinshi, should be the result of emptying one’s identities to appreciate different perspectives. Thus, unlike to the non-substantial position argued above, the narrow sense of Daoist identity fails to reflect the Zhuangzian insight.
The broad sense of Daoist practical identity is developed in Lee’s position. It need not regard Daoist identity as a particular identity. Instead, it is a way to constitute practical identity with Way-based reasoning. It can be understood as a variant of Korsgaard’s theory of practical identity. Under the Daoist version, a practical identity is constituted by: (1) a Way-based reasoning which conforms to the nature of the identity and its circumstances, and (2) a self- ability to apply the Way-based reasoning. Thus, this version of practical identity has similar explanatory power as Korsgaard’s. For example, Daoist practical identity can explain the identity of humanity. Since this identity is grounded in the fundamental reality of the Way, the agent must exercise the Way-based reason to maintain his identity of humanity, which is attuning to the Way.
This position makes more sense for the ethics of attunement because it can apply Lee’s position to the idea of practical identity and avoid the difficulties of the narrow sense. It also has the advantage of answering the question of the source of normativity. But even this extended version has difficulties. While self-understanding plays the same role as reflective endorsement, which affirms practical identities in the narrow approach, there is a problem with the link between Way-based reasoning and practical identities. Explaining this relation causes deviation from a Zhuangzian position.
In Korsgaard’s case, the relationship between obligation and practical identity can be clearly explained because the obligation motivates the agent to maintain his practical identity. Since obligations are inherent to identities, they give reasons for action when one embraces such identities, meaning these obligations operate as Kantian self-legislation. This linkage can explain the necessity of the normative force: obligations serve as injunctions when one’s practical identity is threatened. However, in Lee’s version, the linkage between Way-based reasoning and practical identity does not seem clear enough to explain how Way-based reasoning can provide normative reasons for action.
One possible response is appealing to the values of the Way as the inherent nature of the myriad things, as “the Daoist’s test of reflective endorsement is just whether the impulses and motives that arise in the heat of action can be traced to the workings of the Way” (Lee 2014: 47). Since the Way is the teleological nature of the myriad things, if one embraces a practical identity with self-understanding, then one has reason to act according to the Way in order to realize the nature of one’s identity in particular circumstances. For example, if one embraces the identity of a monkey keeper, then to maintain this identity, one has a Way-based reason to realize the nature of a monkey keeper, and of monkeys as one’s circumstances.
This may seemingly answer the question; however, if the final answer regards the workings of the Way as the source of normativity, then it commits substantive realism, which is not only opposed by Korsgaard but also to Zhuangzi. Substantive realism has the problem of regarding objective and metaphysical entities as the source of normativity and then refusing to give further explanations for normativity. It provides no answer to the question of normativity when its metaphysical belief has been shaken by “the question of why” (Korsgaard 1996: 40). To be fair, Lee’s position is not a simple form of substantive realism since it also includes reflective endorsement. However, this reflective endorsement does not constitute practical identities as self-legislation but constitutes practical identities by conforming to a metaphysical entity. Lee’s practical identity is not a concept explaining the source of normativity but a concept tracing back to the source of normativity. Thus, if the working of the Way is the answer to the normative question, the idea of practical identity would have no significance in answering the question.
Another possible response is to affirm that Way-based reasoning is also an obligation, with the difference that it is from the Way, and embodying the working of the Way is the content of the obligation. However, this explanation does not match the Zhuangzian position of self-transformation. At least, the Way in Zhuangzi does not provide normativity in a top-down relation, in which the Way works as the law and requires the agent to comply. The practice of yinshi should not be understood as fulfilling obligations to the Way inherent in the myriad things. Take Cook Ding again as an example, the reason that Ding practices yinshi in butchering is not because he has obligations to the Way inherent in oxen, but because of his deep understanding of oxen. This understanding is a result of his care for the Way as a spiritual exercise. As I argued before, by doing so he can finish his job in the best possible manner. It is the reason why I think Zhuangzi does not share the normative position Lee proposes.

6 Conclusion
In this paper, I have summarized Lee’s theory of ethics of attunement and have given various arguments to explain my disagreement with interpreting Zhuangzi as an ethics of attunement. My main concern is whether his re-conception of morality and ethical interpretation of the text faithfully reflect Zhuangzi’s insights. However, neither the redefined concept of morality nor the source of normativity discussed in his work adequately reflect Zhuangzi’s position. While the core philosophy of Zhuangzi suggests a project of self-transformation, this project emphasizes how to interact with the myriad things in a proper manner rather than a realization of substantive ethical values. The project is for the sake of being free and easy, which is closer to an aesthetic or spiritual ideal than moral perfection. This disagreement reveals a general question of whether an ethical interpretation of the Zhuangzi is possible, in the sense of regarding Zhuangzian philosophy as an ethical system. To answer this question will require deep and comprehensive investigation of the Zhuangzi, and even the Daoist tradition as a whole. I believe it to be an interesting topic worthy of further discussion.
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Footnotes
1For the sake of commentary, I will follow Lee’s usage of “Zhuangzi” in this paper, which submits a normative unity to the 33 chapters while recognizing the multiplicity of authorial voices within the text (Lee 2014: 5).

 

2I use ethics and morality interchangeably to denote the larger realm of moral life discussed in this paper. I also use the term self-transformation to denote a looser sense of ethics, a concern with the good life including both moral and non-moral realms.

 

3In David Machek’s book review, he suggests that serval contemporary researchers are doing similar work on Zhuangzi’s ethics (Mackek 2017:131–132).

 

4For Wong, universal constraints are a set of criteria applied in every society to recognize true moral systems. However, true moral systems are also constituted from local constraints, the priorities of moral values in different societies. With these two kinds of constraints one can explain why there is more than one true morality. For a summary of Wong’s position, see Xiao and Huang (2014: 2–12).

 

5Philip J. Ivanhoe has argued against Wong’s interpretation of ci by pointing out that the character of ci only appears four times in Zhuangzi and never appears in the inner chapters (Ivanhoe 1995: 205–206).

 

6I agree with Lee that ancient philosophy, including the pre-Qin period, does not have a distinction between the moral and the non-moral. However, I regard this as meaning that practice itself is not divided into moral and non-moral. This means that practice in ancient philosophy is always a practice for the totality of life instead of a specific domain. Therefore, while we can agree that this lifelong practice should have normative elements, whether it refers to morality should depend on the core element of the practice. In other words, it is a question of the value and content of the Way (as the way of life practice).

 

7The first two elements correspond to the first two clues. For the third element, the term “comprehensive” is from John Rawls (1921–2001): “It is comprehensive when it includes conceptions of what is of value in human life, and ideals of personal character, as well as ideals of friendship and of familial and associational relationships, and much else that is to inform our conduct, and in the limit to our life as a whole” (Rawls 2005: 13). I use this term to explain the relationship between the Way and human life that corresponds to the third clue.

 

8Since this paper mainly concerns whether Zhuangzi can be regarded as providing an ethical system, (3) is not the main concern of this paper because: (a) The practice and epistemology of “finding the Way” can be applied to both moral and non-moral interpretations of Zhuangzi. It is less significant to the issue of whether Zhuangzi has an ethical (moral) theory, and (b) I basically agree with Lee on this part, and it would better serve our present purpose to focus on the parts where we disagree.

 

9Though Lee does not use this term explicitly, he expresses a similar idea after he cites Korsgaard’s view of practical identity, by saying “in the case of Zhuangzi, his view of which actions are normative, viz. those that conform to the Way, index him as a Daoist, or some identity that values the Way as a source of normativity” (Lee 2014: 51). I will discuss this point in a later section.

 

10One example is Charles Taylor, mentioned by Lee (2014: 16). Another famous example would be Hegel (1770–1831), who also made a distinction between morality and ethics. For further examples of such a distinction, see Moeller (2009: 24-27).

 

11It would then be a question whether good can be completely separated from morality. If so, one may argue it is still difficult to regard an evil person as having a good life even. The “good” discussed here is in a loose sense, which simply means something desirable in one’s life. In this sense, moral perfection is one possible way to a good life, but not the only way. However, this good life may still have minimal moral requirements because moral evil, compared to other malpractices, is destructive to a good life.

 

12The reason for mentioning this possibility is to fulfill Lee’s intention that the normativity in question is not western morality and fits the Daoist tradition. It is a last resort if (1) and (2) fail to describe Lee’s normativity.

 

13It would be strange to put deontology and consequentialism together since they always argue for opposite positions. However, these opposite positions are based on the same ground: a view that defines morality by the agent’s actions instead of their personal character.

 

14To be clear, this means I agree that Zhuangzi can be categorized as “ethics” if the notion denotes a non-moral normativity with the concern for living a good life. However, if “ethics” denotes a life practice of moral perfection like Confucianism, it cannot adequately represent Zhuangzi’s position.

 

15Due to limitations of space and relevance to the present discussion, I cannot justify my interpretation in detail in this paper. I cite the passage from Chapter 33 because this summary of Zhuangzi’s ideas represents the content of the inner chapters. Besides, several stories in Chapter 1 relating to Peng 鵬 also support my position, which is a spiritual idea rather than moral perfection.

 

16This common ideal is quite general. It simply means the unity of the practitioner and the Way. It fits into both moral and non-moral interpretations of the Daoist tradition.

 

17I should clarify that this position does not mean Zhuangzi denies any substantive values. Instead, it brackets the question of substantive values for Zhuangzi’s project of self-transformation. It implies that the Zhuangzian self-transformation can respect these values and regard them as parts of life practice.

 

18One may suggest that besides the story of telling “how to do,” there are also stories in Zhuangzi telling “what to do” (see Huang 2010a: 1056–1060). I shall briefly state my position as the following: I regard “what to do” as a question of substantive values like benevolence and rightness, and “how to do,” as a question of values and manners that realize the substantive values without distortion and alienation. According to the distinction above, I would regard most stories in the Zhuangzi as concerning the question of “how to do,” which is how to properly realize given substantive values. In these stories, we find that substantive values are presupposed rather than discussed. I would therefore regard Huang’s “recognizes the equal value of diverse ways of life” as “how to do” (Huang 2010a: 1059), because it is also a second-order reflection on how first-order substantive values should be realized, meaning the realization of substantive values should be able to respect diverse ways of life.

 

19Since maintaining the state of xu is a condition for knowing the Way, both the practice and state of xu, as means, can be fit into different disciplines and ethical systems (in the broadest sense). Thus, it is also adopted by Confucians like Xunzi 荀子 (c. 316-c. 235) and the Neo-Confucians as a way for pursuing moral knowledge. The state of xu is a common practice in the Chinese tradition, and is not only employed for moral purposes.

 

20The dialogue between Yan Hui and Confucius in Chapter 4 is an example of applying the proper manner in (the Confucian) moral and political practice.

 

21For example, Yao Zhihua 姚治華 interprets the butterfly as the symbol of the soul, supported by the theory of consciousness of Carl Jung (1875–1961) (Yao 2013: 520–522).

 

22One may argue that being natural and spontaneous can be an ethical trait because most human beings are living unnaturally and artificially (or pretentiously). Even though I agree that this is an ideal of transformation, it still has the problem of whether it is ethical (or moral, in Lee’s sense) or not. The main reason I think it is non-moral is that this ideal state can be applied to both moral and non-moral practices. I do not think achieving such a state is sufficient to be morally perfect.

 

23In Lee’s previous work, he discussed Robert E. Allinson’s interpretation of Zhuangzi’s butterfly dream, which is similar to my interpretation (Lee 2007: 186–191). However, though I am using the same passage to interpret the butterfly dream, my focus is different from Allinson’s. While Allinson assumes a foundationalist epistemology and focuses on the fundamental reality discovered by the great awakening, my focus is simply a self-awareness of one’s perspective that is as contingent and transformable as one’s dream. Thus, I agree with Lee that the great awakening “does not refer to a soteriological state where one will be able to possess a heaven’s-eye-view of reality but to the more modest realization that our perspectives, like dreams, are ever fallible and corrigible” (Lee 2007: 190). My interpenetration need not presuppose a higher order “heaven’s-eye-view of reality.” I still use this approach because the relationship between dream and awakening can explain why there should be transformation and distinction in the butterfly story. In this case, realizing the nature of transformable perspectives (horizontal transformation) is the signature of spiritual transformation, as a higher-level state enables one to wander between different perspectives.

 

24One may argue that since Lee is arguing for an ethical system, he need not provides a metaphysical account of the Way. Also, one may argue that an ethical theory need not correspond to a metaphysical and meta-ethical position. This may be true for modern ethical theories but cannot apply in this case. The ethics of attunement highly depends on the fundamental reality of the Way. It makes no sense to omit the metaphysical character when proposing attunement with the Way.

 

25From the Introduction to Chapter 2 of the book, which is relevant to this paper. These wordings appear on pages 2, 10, 30, 40, 43, 47, 51, and 54. It shows that these wordings denote a crucial concept of the ethics of attunement.

 

26Some scholars such as Chen Guying 陳鼓應 suggest that the text related to the mystical figures is inserted by later generations, and has no significance to Zhuangzi’s philosophy (Chen 2010: 206).

 

27Brook Ziporyn discusses the ironic character of the Way in Zhuangzi, with the analogy of the wild card, a card which has no specific content but is able to respond to different game rules (as accidental perspectives) (Ziporyn 2012: 162–182).

 

28Huang Yong’s 黄勇 idea of ethics of difference and patient relativism is a good example of developing this philosophical insight. See Huang (2010b, 2018).

 

29One may argue that since Lee refuses to use the concept of obligation and “morality,” his concept of practical identity is different to Korsgaard’s Kantian position. The discussion here is reflective of this difference. However, since Lee also mentions the key concept of “practical identity” and “reflective endorsement,” it is reasonable to think that Lee adopts a similar framework to explain the source of normativity of his ethics of attunement.
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At the end of Chap. 1 in the Zhuangzi 莊子, we hear Huizi 惠子 grumbling in complete exasperation about what to do with his calabashes. He laments, “The King of Wei gave me the seed of a great calabash. I planted it, and when it grew, it weighed over a hundred pounds. I filled it with water, but it was not strong enough to lift. I cut it in half to make ladles, but they were too wide to scoop anything. It was impressively big, but because it had no use, I just smashed it to bits” (1/2/26–27).1 After scolding his friend for being “stupid” (zhuo 拙), Zhuangzi asks why he did not consider using the gourds as a flotation device to go swimming in the lakes and rivers, remarking that Huizi’s mind must be tangled with weeds and branches. This episode not only reflects the putative theme of the chapter, namely the idea of soaring above the limits of conventional wisdom, but it also illustrates, like many other exchanges in the Zhuangzi, the challenge of capturing its message in familiar moral terms, as a kind of ethics.
Zhuangzi does not speak in the language of obligations or duties, does not provide “arguments” for the justification of principles and norms, and seems averse to characterizing his suggestions as universally binding or categorically imperative. In fact, he seems more inclined to mock the sayings of “moralists” like Confucius 孔子 (551-479 BC) and Mozi 墨子 (c. 470-c. 391 BC) as merely “the glitter of glib implausibilities.” And yet, passages like this undeniably invite the reader to consider which kind of life is more worthy of living, that we are overhearing not just idle banter but genuine disagreement about values, what matters in life. As Joel Kupperman suggests, “We are encouraged to see the attractiveness of styles of life of which we very probably have no personal experience. At the same time, the folly of styles of life in which we probably participate is gently exposed. There is no sustained exhortation. But the implication clearly is that one would be better off if one approximated the free and spontaneous life that is presented as a possibility” (Kupperman 1999: 80).2 Zhuangzi’s poetic suggestions cannot be mapped on to our familiar ideas of “morality,” but they do communicate a normative sensibility of living a certain kind or style of life that he believes is worthy of emulation or admiration.
In my previous work I have made the case that we do better, particularly in comparative contexts, when we can have a more expansive understanding of ethics beyond the post-Enlightenment conception of “morality” and that our appreciation of early Daoism as a normative tradition would profit immeasurably from holistically considering other dimensions of practical life beyond the narrow frame of “moral reasons” (see Lee 2014). Thomas Scanlon suggests that the narrow domain of morality having to do with our duties to other people (e.g., requirements to aid, prohibitions against harming and killing), “what we owe to each other,” comprises a “distinct subject matter, unified by a single manner of reasoning and by a common motivational basis. By contrast, it is not clear that morality in the broader sense is a single subject that has a similar unity” (Scanlon 1999: 7). Cheung Hung Sang 張鴻辰 argues that this more expansive conception of ethics is problematic due to its “ambiguity and vagueness” (1) and wonders at one point how we can imagine the moral life without appeals to notions like obligation and duty. As he asks, “What, however, is the meaning of morality beyond other-regarding, obligation, and even the regulations of collective life?” For Cheung, the Socratic question “how should one live?” possesses an indeterminacy of meaning that is unhelpful as a starting point for moral philosophy.
Bernard Williams (1929–2003) describes reservations like Cheung’s in the following way: “Some philosophers have supposed that we cannot start from this general or indeterminate kind of practical question, because questions such as ‘what should I do?’, ‘what is the best way for me to live?’, and so on, are ambiguous and sustain both a moral and a nonmoral sense” (Williams 1985: 5). Moreover, even if we could arrive at a less problematic conception of ethics, Cheung suggests that Zhuangzi’s project can best be captured in aesthetic or spiritual terms rather than any normative ones: “The project is for the sake of being free and easy, which is closer to an aesthetic or spiritual ideal than moral perfection.” In this sense, Cheung echoes the sentiments of Arthur Danto (1924–2013) who described Daoism in the following terms: “Taoism pictures the person as a wanderer in the void, and perceives his happiness to lie in drifting with the stream, unanchored by the network of demands and responsibilities” (Danto 1988: 114).3 Or, more recently, Hans-Georg Moeller identifies the Zhuangzi with what he calls the “zero-perspective,” a perspective that understands the world and oneself in non-moral terms:
Instead of advocating any type of ethics, including a relativist one, the moral fool is suspicious of all ethics, including relativistic ones… the issue is not that one should limit the scope of one’s ethical claims, but that it is dangerous to think and talk about the world in ethical terms at all (Moeller 2009: 30).4

So whatever else exchanges like the one between Huizi and Zhuangzi on the “usefulness” of gourds may tell us, it probably has more to do with the realm of aesthetics or spirituality rather than recommending a particular way of life or any “ethical terms at all.”5 This strikes me as a myopic perspective if we think about how much of our lives occurs in the space of normative reasons. As Michael Lambek has noted, human beings in some ways cannot avoid beings “subjects to ethics” in the larger sense- “speaking and acting with ethical consequences, evaluating our actions and those of others, acknowledging and refusing acknowledgement…we are fundamentally ethical” (Lambek 2010: 1).
In what follows, I want to respond to Cheung’s arguments by initially considering “morality” as what W. B. Gallie (1912–1998) called an “essentially contested concept” where there does not appear to be widespread agreement in regard to the concept’s meaning and use (Gallie 1956). Our current conception of “morality” as a “special system” of obligations and duties, applicable most often in momentous situations, seems misguided as a term of art in comparing moral traditions, particularly in the case of a tradition like early Daoism. This is not to suggest that obligations and duties derived from general principles are not a part of ethics- they clearly are, but that a fuller expression of ethics can also appreciate non-moral dimensions of everyday life that have to with styles of existing or being rather than moral decisions per se. In this first section, I outline some of the reasons why this conception of morality seems so ill-suited to describing the ways Zhuangzi gives voice to his vision of a worthwhile life and why this narrow view goes against the Zhuangzian grain.
I then argue that having a more expansive understanding of ethics not only possesses greater heuristic value, particularly in comparative contexts, but also tracks more closely the holistic understanding of the practical life that most ancient Chinese thinkers assumed. Cheung’s critique, by interpreting the question “How should one live?” as “How- morally speaking- should one live?” ignores aspects of practical life that most thinkers of the Warring States Period would have taken for granted as constitutive of a worthwhile life. Even thinkers like Confucius and Xunzi 荀子 (c. 310-c. 238 BC), who have historically been read as more concerned with matters ethical, tend to include practices like the rites or the arts and spiritual exercises like the cultivation of vital energy or qi 氣 as part of the curriculum of the realized person. In other words, most early Chinese thinkers, including Zhuangzi, would have intuitively understood ethics as being more expansive than the definition that we currently hold and would have appreciated a certain “style” of life, as Joel Kupperman puts it, that is expressive of particular Daos or ways of life.
Having said that, Cheung’s conclusion that Zhuangzi’s project can most appropriately be associated with the aesthetic or spiritual realm also appears to conflate normativity with specific moral values and ignores how non-discursive sources of normativity like the Dao can have the same kind of practical effect on moral agents in their everyday behavior as discursive principles and norms. As Joseph Raz (1939–2022) notes, “aspects of the world are normative in as much as they or their existence constitute reasons for persons, that is, grounds which make certain beliefs, moods, emotions, intentions, or actions appropriate or inappropriate” (Raz 2000: 67). Dimensions of the world may not be “moral” in the specific sense ascribed by Cheung, but they can nevertheless function in the sense described by Raz as constituting evaluative attitudes and reasons for action. A moral agent has reason to do something when she believes that doing so will be an appropriate response to these aspects of the world, those aspects of the world that constitute reasons for action. These dimensions of the world serve as “ethical warrants” for thinkers like Zhuangzi who employ them to ground their evaluative attitudes and reasons for action- which values to hold, how to see the world, which virtues to cultivate, what counts as “useful.” These reasons motivate to the extent that they constitute an appropriate response to the world and converge with a desire, common among Chinese masters, to act based on our conformity to and harmony (he 和) with that reality. Although the presentation of the normative aspects of the world may not be readily apparent, many early Chinese thinkers, including Zhuangzi, suggest that one can possess veridical access to those realities through different forms of revealed knowledge or revelation. In other words, the perception of normative realities like Heaven or the Dao serve as grounds which make evaluative attitudes and practical reasons appropriate or inappropriate, more or less reflective of the Way.
In the last sect. I offer some reflections on what Shun Kwong-loi 信廣來 calls a “puzzling asymmetry” that currently exists in the discipline of comparative philosophy where the direction of comparison is seemingly unidirectional, going from West to East and more often than not employing European conceptual frameworks to examine Asian traditions and texts (Shun 2009: 470). As a nod towards correcting the direction of comparison, I propose a conceptual framework to evaluate ethical traditions based on how lineages of thought were differentiated during the Warring States Period according to rival Daos that featured, more than anything else, distinctive “techniques” (shu 術) or arts. Accordingly, we can understand the normative ethics of the Zhuangzi in the context of Warring States practical philosophy as one competing Dao or Way of life that generally consisted of the following elements:	1.
A source of normativity or source of ethical warrant.

 

	2.
Evaluative attitudes, or an agent’s desires, values, norms of appraisal, and judgments informed by the source of normativity.6

 

	3.
Practices or techniques (shu 術) that enable the agent to realize norms and ideals internal to the tradition.

 

	4.
Exemplars who embody the proper path of ethical realization.

 



This conception of Daos or Ways of life thus can be interpreted as a set of norms and practices, communicated as a code, intended to guide action and shape the conduct of life for individuals and group. Debates like the one between Huizi and Zhuangzi on the “uselessness” of gourds are disagreements about what kind of Dao one should follow if one wants to lead a flourishing life. In this sense, Huizi and Zhuangzi are, as Angus Graham once famously put it, fellow “disputers of the Dao.”
1 Morality as an Essentially Contested Concept
Consider the following:
Do the dominant social groups in Tudor England comprise an instance of a rising bourgeoisie? Are the sexual liaisons of the Nayars to be counted as instances of marriage? Are Ibsen’s dramas tragedies? Were the loosely connected alliances of the eighteenth-century English parliament political parties? Is slavery in Attica in the fifth century B.C., in Ireland in the ninth century A.D., and in Virginia in the nineteenth century A.D. variants of the same institution? Is there such a thing as postindustrial society? (MacIntyre 1973: 1).

Along with these examples we can add: Does the Zhuangzi, and more generally early Daoism, present an ethic? That we can consider this a debatable question (or at least one that has been debated) suggests something about its contested nature, that it is not a settled point. “Morality,” like many contested concepts in the humanities and social sciences, seems to embody an openness which invites debate and complication: “It [‘morality’] has, not even a variety of well-defined uses, but a very vague spectrum of uses which shade into one another and are hard to distinguish” (see Hare 1982: 54).
In the Gorgias, Socrates stops at one point in the middle of his conversation with Callicles on the nature of pleasure and the good to remind him what in fact their debate concerns, namely the question- “how should one live?”:
For you see the subject of our discussion- and on what subject should even a man of slight intelligence be more serious? -namely, what kind of life one should live, the life to which you invite me, that of a “real man,” speaking in the Assembly and practicing rhetoric and playing the politician according to your present fashion, or the life spent in philosophy, and how the one differs from the other (Gorgias, 500 c-d).

Bernard Williams has suggested that the Western philosophical tradition, particularly since the Enlightenment, has tended to answer Socrates’s question in one narrow way or what he termed “the morality system”:
Morality is distinguished by the special notion of obligation it uses, and by the significance it gives to it…In the morality system, moral obligation is expressed in one especially important kind of deliberative conclusion- a conclusion that is directed toward what to do, governed by moral reasons, and concerned with a particular situation…there is a pressure within the morality system to represent every consideration that goes into a deliberation and yields a particular obligation as being itself a general obligation (Williams 1985: 174–176).

Williams argued that this specific way of thinking about the moral life has restricted the range of choices for how we could answer Socrates’s question. In fact, “we have come to think that this narrow way of thinking, and the pinched and restricted range of self-denying values it authorizes, as the only thing that counts as ethical thinking” (Laidlaw 2016: 458–459). The question then, as James Laidlaw poses it, is: “which features, formal or substantive, are shared by the ‘morality system’ of the modern West and those of the other major agrarian civilizations and literate religions?” (Laidlaw 2016: 459).
I have previously discussed the recent conceptual history of “morality” in Western moral philosophy and its influence on comparative philosophy, particularly in regard to interpretations of early Daoism, but I want now to refine this discussion by thinking about the topic through a distinction offered by Bernard and Joshua Gert. They suggest that one of the reasons why a single definition of “morality” may not be applicable to all discussions is that the term seems to be employed in two different senses:	(1)
Descriptively to refer to certain codes of conduct put forward by a society or a group (such as a religion), or accepted by an individual for her own behavior, or.

 

	(2)
Normatively to refer to a code of conduct that, given specified conditions, would be put forward by all rational people (Gert and Gert 2020).

 



If one uses “morality” in its descriptive sense (i.e., codes of conduct promoted by specific groups or cultures), as might be the case with anthropologists, scholars of religion, or comparative ethicists, “one will almost certainly deny that there is a universal morality that applies to all human beings” (Gert and Gert 2020). Having said that, any definition of “morality” in the descriptive sense will have to specify which of those codes should be considered properly moral. And to the extent that “morality” cannot be used to refer to every code of conduct, one will need to make methodological choices about what counts, which seems particularly open-ended in the case of “morality”: “Decisions about how to determine precisely which phenomena constitute the moral data of a particular way of life create special difficulties” (Moody-Adams 1997: 30).
In my view, the reason why the recent conceptual history of “morality” in Anglo-American philosophy is relevant for our discussions is that the dominant forms of theorizing in normative ethics, including assumptions about the centrality of obligations, duties, and the priority of moral reasons, seem to have been parasitic on the descriptive uses of “morality” in comparative contexts. Or put differently, “attempts to pick out moral codes in the descriptive sense by appeal to their function often seem to be specifying the function that the theorist thinks morality, in the normative sense, would serve rather than the function that actual moralities do serve” (Gert and Gert 2020). Even if we do not identify Williams’s “morality system” with varieties of deontology or consequentialism, much of what passes as normative ethics in Anglo-American moral philosophy tends to be focused on what Joel Kupperman calls “big moment ethics” rather than the entire fabric of one’s practical life:
What is largely missing from contemporary Western philosophy can be explained in relation to what is most often there, at the center of philosophical ethics. The characteristic preoccupations of contemporary Anglo-American ethical philosophy, especially, begin with moral or social choice. Such choices in their nature involve a great deal at stake, and for most people will seem to occur infrequently (Kupperman 2002: 40).

It is not only that this kind of moral theorizing focuses on rare moments of choice but that it delineates the moral sphere from the nonmoral sphere in ways that seem problematic in the ancient Chinese context where we do not have such strict demarcations.
This division between “high-pressure” zones of moral choice and “low-pressure” zones of the rest of life is nonsensical for thinkers like Zhuangzi and Confucius who view life as a coherent thread, capable of being lived appropriately or inappropriately according to the demands of their particular Daos or Ways of life. Ancient Chinese ethics, in short, takes “seriously issues about the style and goals of life that concern the governance of all of the little moments of life between the big moments of what we would think of as moral decisions” (Kupperman 2002: 41).7 Kupperman observes how Confucius, like many practical thinkers of the Warring States Period, problematizes and complicates our ready-made division between the moral and nonmoral spheres of life by not only including activities and behaviors that may at first seem amoral (e.g., ritual decorum, social roles, interpersonal relationships) as part of the moral life but also imbuing those elements with ethical significance.8
There is a syncretic tendency in much of the rhetoric in early Chinese philosophy where it is not always perspicuous which domain of life is being addressed. For example, Confucius repeatedly highlights the humanizing qualities of ritual decorum (li 禮) and how the proper performance of the rites can lead to a more civilized society.9 Early Confucians also understood culture (wen 文) and the arts as fulfilling a similar moral role in humanizing the agent. Here Xunzi is instructive on the civilizing qualities of music:
When music is performed in the ancestral temple and the Son of Heaven and ministers, superiors and inferiors listen to it together, there are none who do not become harmoniously courteous. When it is performed within the home and father and sons, elder and younger brothers listen to it together, there are none who do not become harmoniously intimate. And when it is performed in the village, and the old and young listen to it together, there are none who do not become harmoniously convivial (Xunzi, “Discourse on Music,” 20/98/21–22).10

For Xunzi, a part of the curriculum of the noble person (junzi 君子) includes not only the cultivation of the virtues and the performance of rites but also the refinement of aesthetic sensibilities in the enjoyment of music and the appreciation of the arts. To the extent that Xunzi recommends such activities as part of a well-lived life, he seems to be endorsing an ethic that does not recognize the strict segregation of life into different spheres.
If Kupperman is right that the central question of ethics is, “How do I develop as a person?” if not globally then certainly in the case of ancient Chinese ethics, then it is understandable why we might interpret answers to this question as sustaining both a moral and a nonmoral sense. And perhaps this is at the root of why Cheung believes that the Zhuangzi can best be read in terms of aesthetic or spiritual ideals, why he does not appreciate the normative question in those dimensions of everyday life not devoted to moral choice- because it is well-nigh impossible to divide the moral and nonmoral spheres for most ancient Chinese thinkers. In fact, one could make the case that there is a complication or co-implication of spheres for many Warring States masters who interpret certain human experiences in multi-faceted ways rather than simply one. The multi-dimensionality of practical actions in the Confucian tradition is readily apparent in the performance of ritual behavior. As David Wong notes, “To better understand why the moral and the aesthetic cannot be cleanly separated in Confucian ethics, consider that a graceful and whole-hearted expression of respect can be beautiful precisely because it reflects the extent that the agent has made this moral attitude part of her second nature. The beauty has a moral distinction” (Wong 2018). We could expand this further by considering rites or practices that feature religious elements. Confucius’s descriptions of sacrificial rites evoke not only spiritual sensibilities but also speak to aesthetic tastes (are they performed with grace, with authenticity, with presence) and normative aims (do they express humaneness and reverence) (see Analects 3:4, 3:11, 3:12, 3:15).
We find a similar complexity of dimensions when we examine certain passages in the Zhuangzi that express multiple aspects of human life that cannot simply be reduced to one. Take, for example, the following description of Cook Ding 庖丁:
Cook Ding was butchering an ox for Lord Wenhui. As his hand grabbed the ox, he leaned in with his shoulder, planted his foot, and braced it with his knee, the sounds of the flesh falling off the bone would ring out, the knife would cut through with a harmonious swoosh, like the Mulberry Forest dance or the Jingshou gigue. Lord Wenhui said, “Oh! Goodness! Is it possible that skill could reach such heights? Putting down his knife, Cook Ding explained, “What I find pleasing is the Way, something that is beyond skill. When I first started butchering oxen, my vision was limited to seeing oxen. After three years I stopped seeing the body, and now I see it through my spirit rather than my eyes. I leave my senses behind and let my spirit command me. Depending on Heaven’s patterns, I strike the large crevices and lead the knife to where it is empty…Lord Wenhui said, “Excellent! Hearing your words, I have learned how to nourish life” (3/7/30–3/8/11).

In similar ways to how Confucius describes the different dimensions of sacrificial rites as embodying ethical, aesthetic, and spiritual qualities, we also witness here in the artful butchering of Cook Ding evocations of grace and beauty, a connection to the realm of spirit, and a recommendation for how one should conduct one’s life.
Cheung believes that we should restrict morality to the realm of thought and action explicitly concerned with other-regarding action, obligations and duties, and problems of social cooperation. He cites a passage from Chap. 33 of the Zhuangzi on the idea of being “free and easy” and then comments that “the main idea here is the ideal of spiritual exercise” and that it has nothing to do with the moral life. I want to suggest that this is too restrictive and does not allow us to interpret episodes like the one on Huizi’s gourds as presenting an ethic or recommendations for the conduct of life.11 If we do see episodes like this as advancing a way of life or an ethic of some kind- perhaps an “ordinary ethics” where the ethical is a “dimension of everyday life” (see Das 2012: 133–149), then it would be more productive to adopt a fuller definition like the following from David Wong,
The tradition of Chinese ethical thought is centrally concerned with questions about how one ought to live: what goes into a worthwhile life, how to weigh duties toward family versus duties toward strangers, whether human nature is predisposed to be morally good or bad, how one ought to relate to the non-human world, the extent to which one ought to become involved in reforming the larger social and political structures of one’s society, and how one ought to conduct oneself when in a position of influence or power (Wong 2018).

Wong’s description of Chinese ethical thought acknowledges those features Cheung believes are central to the moral life but also appreciates how traditions can address questions as to how one ought to live one’s life in a more expansive way that nevertheless includes genuine commitments to ethical values.
I think this is one place where Cheung misinterprets what I am proposing. I am not suggesting a “new conception of morality” as a constructive, universal position but rather encouraging us to enlarge the category of the moral life that can countenance competing conceptions of the good life, or something like Wong’s definition. Indeed, I emphasize repeatedly how this larger conception of ethics has already been given voice (one could almost say that it has become a standard counter-narrative) in modern Anglo-American philosophy by philosophers like Bernard Williams, Rosalind Hursthouse, Thomas Scanlon, Charles Taylor, Alasdair MacIntyre, among others. In other words, I am not attempting to apply a novel conception of “morality” to “contemporary moral philosophy” since the conception that I am appealing to has already gained currency within the last half-century of work in normative ethics and moral philosophy by some of its leading figures. What I am claiming is that it is much easier to understand the Zhuangzi as a work of ethics if we define the ethical domain in the larger sense than in the narrow sense that had become dominant in the twentieth century.12 David Wong is again instructive here in reminding us that it only appears as if Daoism lacks “ethical content or implications” if we “assume an overly narrow vision of the ethical. In its own way, Daoism addresses as much as Confucianism does questions as to how one ought to live one’s life. Daoist ethics emphasizes appropriate responsiveness to the broader world that shapes and enfolds the human social world” (Wong 2018). One is begging the question of what can count as ethics if it is defined strictly in terms of other-regarding actions, obligations, and the regulations of collective life, though again, these elements are not necessarily excluded from the ethical realm.

2 Responding to the Normative Reality of the Way
Chap. 6 of the Zhuangzi is rich with passages that seem pregnant with ethical meaning. Take the following examples:
The true men [zhen ren 真人] of old did not understand what it was to desire life or to hate death. They emerged without joy and returned without reluctance. They went casually, and they came casually. They neither forgot from where they came nor sought their destination. They received in joy and forgetfully returned. This is what is meant by not rejecting the Dao with the mind, not using the human to aid the heavenly. This is the meaning of true men (6/16/2–3).
Confucius said, “They are the sort who roam outside the lines. I am the sort who roams inside the lines. Outside and inside cannot converge. It was coarse for me to send you to mourn. They mingle as fellow men with the Creator-of-things and roam in the single breath of heaven and earth. They view life as superfluous appendage or dangling wart and death as the bursting forth of an abscess. This being the case, what do they care about the importance of life and death, which comes before and which comes after? They inhabit in a common body with different things. They have forgotten about their organs and have lost their senses. They return and go back and start again, not knowing the beginning or end. They drift beyond the dust and grime, rambling far away without doing anything. Why would they be concerned with the customs and rites of this age, trying to impress the eyes and ears of the masses?” (6/18/15–22).
Yierzi went to see Xu You. Xu You said, “What treasures did you get from Yao?”
Yierzi said, “He told me to submit to humaneness and righteousness and clearly affirm and deny.”
Xu You said, “Then what are you doing here? Yao has already branded you with humaneness and righteousness and cut off your nose with affirmations and denials. How are you going to roam the free and easy wild on that twisting turning path?” (6/19/8–10).

In these passages the reader is asked to consider the meaning of “true men” (and presumably “true” lives) and why this ideal departs from those like Confucius who “roam inside the lines.” We are told that these true men embraced the Dao and did not use the human to aid the heavenly, and perhaps more importantly, we are also warned of the dangers of submitting to “humaneness and righteousness.” These are evocative suggestions that seem to intimate certain values, attitudes, and ways of being that Zhuangzi understands as being higher, more worthy of emulation. It is not just the valorization of true men but also the condemnation of those who reject the Dao.
As was noted before, many passages from the Zhuangzi are like these from Chap. 6 insofar as they do not announce precisely what their normative aim is since there are no systematic theoretical statements that give voice to those putative aims. In this sense, the Zhuangzi is of a piece with many ethical works from the Warring States Period where the normative meaning of the text often times emerges obliquely. We do not have monographs like A Theory of Justice, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, or An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals that disclose their theoretical intentions on every page. Speaking on the ambiguity of early Confucian texts, Philippe Brunozzi writes,
The accounts and answers to specific practical problems advocated by the authors are dispersed throughout the texts and expressed via various codes of composition such as short statements, dialogues, more or less lengthy theoretical reflections, poems, allegories, and so on. However, what exactly the aim of these theories consists in and how that aim could have motivated the use of such diverse codes of composition remain questions not explicitly addressed by systematic second-order reflections (Brunozzi 2020: 337).

This underdetermination of meaning is more pronounced in early Daoist texts like the Daodejing 道德經 and Zhuangzi where we have greater rhetorical flourishes and more diverse literary methods. As Sima Qian 司馬遷 (c. 145-86 BC) once noted about Zhuangzi’s style, “his words sparkled and billowed as he indulged himself. Thus, kings and lords could not employ his talents” (Sima 1959: 2144). And yet, even considering the wild literary ambitions of the Zhuangzi, one cannot shake the idea that his words carry ethical implications: “Zhuangzi believed there are ways of living that are contrary to the way the world is: that is, which violate our nature and set us against the natural patterns and processes to be found in the world” (Ivanhoe 1996: 201).
Zhuangzi believes that his preferred way of life is qualitatively better (and others worse), but for reasons that will be discussed later, it is not a suggestion or imperative that he believes should be categorical.13 Most episodes in the Zhuangzi are not prescriptive, universalizable, or overriding in the sense delineated by R. M. Hare (1919–2002). In fact, as a matter of rhetoric, Zhuangzi’s recommendations on what makes a life worthwhile or which path one should follow are given voice in evocative tones rather than didactic ones, which is why they may obfuscate the normative aim of his counsel. Zhuangzi’s ethics, if we can call it that, often seems as if it is more concerned with Being (agent-centered) rather than Doing (act-centered). Even beyond the cultivation of character, Zhuangzi’s ethics appears to be preoccupied with realizing a certain form of life. In other words, it is not just the question “what sort of person should I be” over “what should I do” but “what kind of life should I attempt to realize?” I want to now turn to how Zhuangzi thinks about these better and worse ways of living and why he values what he values.
Some of our confusion about the normative aims of the Zhuangzi- whether it can even be considered a work of ethics- can be illuminated in part by considering how the source of normativity (i.e., the Dao) in early Daoism is connected to evaluative attitudes and normative reasoning. Let’s begin by considering how we experience the normative dimensions of the world:
Aspects of the world are normative in as much as they or their existence constitute reasons for persons, that is, grounds which make certain beliefs, moods, emotions, intentions, or actions appropriate or inappropriate. Our capacities to perceive and understand how things are, and what response is appropriate to them, and our ability to respond appropriately, make us into persons- creatures with the ability to direct their own life in accordance with their appreciation of themselves and their environment, and of the reasons with which, given how they are, the world presents them (Raz 2000: 67).

A person has reason to do something when she believes that doing so will be an appropriate response to these aspects of the world, insofar as they constitute reasons for persons. Indeed, a person can respond appropriately or inappropriately to dimensions of the world that may be beyond the seen world, as is the case for many people of faith. H. Richard Niebuhr (1894–1962), in The Responsible Self, describes how the Christian life can possess this character of responsiveness: “We interpret the actions to which we respond differently, to be sure, but we do respond, whether we interpret them as actions of God or of the devil or a blindly running atom… What is implicit in the idea of responsibility is the image of man-the-answerer, man engaged in dialogue, man acting in response to action upon him” (Niebuhr 1978: 46). The world, whether natural or supernatural, presents itself to us in such a way that aspects of it constitute reasons for persons to hold certain evaluative attitudes and to engage in certain actions.14
Cheung suspects that I may be smuggling in notions of “morality” into my conception of normativity. He writes,
From his terminology shows that he wants to preserve some sense of morality as normativity in his new conception. Otherwise, he cannot explain the following conceptual usage in his work: while he could simply use “ethics” to denote, with a clear-cut distinction between ethics and morality to avoid misunderstanding, he chooses instead to reconceptualize the concept of “morality”, which makes his position vague and more difficult to address. Even after the reconceptualization, he still uses the term “moral” to denote Zhuangzi’s normativity, especially when he discusses the source of normativity. Putting aside the rhetorical reason, it is possible that when he wants to elaborate his position with other (western) moral theories. Thus, I think the ethics of attunement still relates to morality.

To begin with, I announce pretty early on in the proceedings, albeit in a footnote, the following notice: “I will from now on be using ‘morality’ to refer to the special system of obligations and the ‘ethical’ to denote the larger realm of the moral life” (Lee 2014: 23n12). Even beyond this explicit declaration, I attempt at every turn to distinguish between these two senses of the ethical domain, though perhaps I could have been more forceful in this regard. Secondly, Cheung consistently ascribes to my position the desire to sneak in the narrower conception of morality, whether it is in my understanding of the ethical or in my view of normativity. I cannot state this with 100% certitude since Freud (1856–1939) has shown us that we may not always be wholly transparent to ourselves, but this has never been my intent or goal. Even imagining this as an external observer, I’m not sure what I gain methodologically from conflating morality with the general field of ethics if my project revolves around the notion that it is difficult to compare normative traditions with such a narrow view of ethics and that we miss essential elements of the moral life by employing such a definition.
Having said that, Cheung is correct that the Way does not contain “moral values” in the manner in which he understands “morality,” but it does have normative force which compels agents to be responsive to its reality. Perhaps a part of the confusion for Cheung is that he can only understand the concept of normativity in the narrow sense of morality. He writes that one possible interpretation of what the normative signifies in my work is the idea that there is a “strict relation between a good life and moral perfection. In this sense, practice and transformation are always related to morality, the domain of rights and wrongs.” He then later suggests that if we are to understand the Dao as a normative reality, “here would be a specific set of rights and wrongs coming from this source of value.” On the first point, this is a misreading of my position that conflates normativity with the domain of rights and wrongs, which is something that I never claim or suggest. In fact, I provide plenty of textual evidence from early Daoist sources that mock this kind of superficial understanding of the good life as identifiable with “humaneness and righteousness.” Secondly, unless one believes that sources of normativity must necessarily be discursively “moral” in this sense, which is difficult to assume even in a tradition like Confucianism where the organizing normative reality of Heaven “does not speak,” then it is challenging to imagine how any features of the world could be normative at all.
At least in the ancient Chinese context, it appears as if thinkers believe that the connection between the source of normativity and reasons for action- our motivating reasons, lies in the fittingness or attunement between our perception of that normative reality and our desire to act based on our conformity to and harmony (he 和) with that reality. This is how reasons for many thinkers become normative- the extent to which they reflect the appropriate response to the normative reality of the world. In this sense, reasoning becomes what Joseph Raz calls the “handmaiden of normativity”:
In as much as features of the world make certain responses, emotional, cognitive or active, appropriate, where we have the capacity to respond to them through the use of rational powers, they belong to the normative domain. Reasoning is the reason-guided mental activity of finding out how we should orient ourselves towards the world. Practical reasoning consists of those reasoning activities that aim to determine how we or others should act in the world (Raz 2015: 161).

Practical reasoning proceeds from the reflective activity of determining how best or most fittingly to respond to what we experience as the world, and our evaluative attitudes express our normative reasoning. In some ways, one could argue that rationality itself or the power to reason, for many ancient Chinese masters, is defined as the ability to “see the normative significance of the way things are, to comprehend what reasons they constitute, and the significance of that fact for oneself” (Raz 2000: 69).
To take a case in point, the concept of “Heaven” (tian 天) in the Confucian tradition has historically served as a kind of “ethical warrant” for not only first order values and evaluative attitudes but also in terms of its understanding of practical identity.15 Early Confucians like Confucius and Mencius 孟子 (372-289 BC) understood the Dao as a reflection of the design of Heaven which could be accessed through the wisdom of ancient sages or even more immediately, in the case of Mencius, through the natural inclinations of the heart-mind (xin 心). P. J. Ivanhoe argues that in the Mencius Heaven serves as an ethical warrant or a source of normativity for Mencius:
According to Mengzi, Heaven created human beings in such a way that we live the best lives possible for creatures like us only when we fully realize our Heavenly endowed moral nature. Moreover, part of what Heaven instills in us is a natural tendency and taste for morality and a natural aversion for what is morally bad. On such a view, there is little or no conflict between individual human flourishing and the general good that Heaven commands. In fact, a life in service to Heaven is the only way for an individual to achieve the most satisfying and pleasant life that human beings can have (Ivanhoe 2007: 218).

Mencius appeals to the authority of Heaven to ground his normative claims about what human nature is really like and what sort of attitudes and actions it is appropriate for us to embody. He cites a verse from the Classic of Poetry 詩經 and then commentary from Confucius to describe Heaven’s authorizing role as the source of normativity for human beings as moral agents:
 Heaven in giving birth to humankind,
 Created for each thing its own rule.
 The people’s common disposition,
 Is to love this admirable virtue (Ode 260).



The existence and role of Heaven is such that it provides a compelling ground for how Confucians like Mencius understand their evaluative attitudes and practical identities as certain kinds of persons who take seriously the reality of Heaven.
Having said that, even though Heaven endows all human beings with natural dispositions towards goodness in the form of the four beginnings, we only realize this normative reality when we can access it through “reflection” (si 思). Thus, “we inherently have them [four beginnings]. It is simply that we do not reflect [思] on them” (Mencius, 6A6). This explains why some people become great and why some people become petty—if they are able to reflect and follow their Heaven-given potential. As Mencius states in 6A15:
Mencius said, “The office of the ears and eyes do not reflect, and they are confused by things. Things interact with things and simply lead them away. But the office of the heart-mind is to reflect. If it reflects, then it will get it. If it does not reflect, then it will not get it. This is what Heaven has given us. If one first takes one’s stand on what is greater, then what is lesser will not be able to take it away. This is how to become a great person” (11.15/60/27–11.15/61/1).16

Mencius’ appeal to the powers of reflection or concentration to realize the normative reality of Heaven points to how ancient Chinese thinkers seemingly employed the concept of revealed knowledge or revelation to connect their experience of normative realities like Heaven or the Dao with their evaluative attitudes and reasons for action.
Confucius famously declares in 17:19 of the Analects that Heaven does not speak, but yet he also suggests that he understood what was ordained by Heaven (tianming 天命) by the time he was fifty (Analects, 2:4). At times, particularly in moments of tragedy and death (e.g., the death of Yan Hui), Confucius seems bewildered at Heaven’s intentions, and yet he remained confident that Heaven has authorized the virtue in him (Analects, 7:23). What separates the noble person (junzi 君子) from the petty person (xiaoren 小人)? How do we keep the “child’s mind” for Mencius? What is the difference between Confucius and Yan Hui or the monkeys and the monkey-keeper for Zhuangzi? The distinguishing mark between “getting it” (normative reality) and “not getting it” for many Warring States masters seems to be a question of veridical access, and this is where the concept of revelation or revealed knowledge can help us in explaining how they seemingly connected their perception of the source of normativity with their evaluative attitudes and reasons for action.
Revelation or divine revelation has historically been understood as a process by which the divine acts to disclose or reveal its reality to the believer.17 Through divine self-disclosure, the knower is given veridical access to dimensions of the divine or sacred that are otherwise hidden or veiled. In much of Christian theology, the emphasis has been on how the divine acts or speaks to make its presence or nature manifest in creation either in a general sense for everyone universally or in a special sense for select groups or individuals. In the ancient Chinese context, it is not the agency of the divine (and by extension its hiddenness) that is highlighted but more often the obtuseness or ignorance of human beings to correctly perceive or to become attuned to its reality. Confucius asserts in 16:8 of the Analects,
The noble person [君子] has three objects of awe: he is in awe of the Mandate of Heaven [天命]; he is in awe of the great man; and he is in awe of the words of the sages. The petty person [小人] does not understand the Mandate of Heaven and thus does not regard it with awe; he disrespects great men; and he ridicules the teachings of the sages (16.8/46/17–18).18

Similarly, in many early Daoist texts like the Zhuangzi, Neiye 內業, and Daodejing the authors describe the Way as something that is omnipresent but becomes lost or hidden from human beings because of their distracting thoughts, negative emotions, and conceptualizing tendencies. Complicating matters, the Way is described as something that cannot be comprehended through conventional forms of understanding. As we read in Chap. 6 of the Zhuangzi, “There is a sense and reality to the Way, but no intentional action and form. It can be transmitted but not received. It can be obtained but not seen. Being its own source and root, the Way exists prior to heaven and earth” (6/17/1–2).19 By emptying their minds and cleaning out the “abode of the Way,” early Daoists believed that they could have veridical access to the source of normativity that could confer authority to their evaluative attitudes and reasons for action.
Masters attempted to justify their revelatory claims about the divine through modes of noninferential and inferential forms of justification. For early Daoists, positive epistemic status of revelatory claims often came in the direct cognition of the Dao through techniques of “inner cultivation” or from perceptual experiences of the movements of the Dao in nature. Harold Roth, in his researches on the historical and textual origins of early Daoism, suggests that the experiential basis of early Daoist thought can be found in mystical praxis, that is, “the one element that they share is a common basic practice of breathing meditation, a practice that led its adepts to profound mystical experiences that provided insights into the nature of the world and of a fundamental moving power that they called the Dao” (Roth 1994: 31–32).20 Generally, “inner cultivation” involves following or refining the vital energy (qi 氣) while sitting in a stable posture. Gradually, in an apophatic process of emptying out (or forgetting) the conceptual and discursive forms of consciousness, a profound state of tranquility is attained.
In early Daoist sources, these forms of meditation are colloquially described as “sitting and forgetting” (zuowang 坐忘), “fasting the mind” (xinzhai 心齋), and “embracing the One” (baoyi 抱一). This process of emptying out not only “expels knowledge from the mind” but it also provides a lodging place for the Way. In this heightened mode of noesis, the sage can be said to possess the “oversight which is seeing things as they are,” an epistemic state in which knowing is not “choosing one thing rather than another” but a spontaneous and intuitive mode of illumination (ming 明). It is when the sage can attain the “point of rest on the potter’s wheel of Heaven” that she can be said to have “come awake,” both in terms of epistemic clarity but also in soteriological terms, as a liberation into the “extraordinary.” Experiences of the Dao are given positive epistemic status by early Daoists to the extent that they arise from the proper functioning of cognitive faculties in an optimal epistemic environment. These experiences of the Dao are “properly basic,” to use Alvin Plantinga’s phrase (see Plantinga 2000), for early Daoists who would understand these types of veridical experiences as authoritative for their conception of normative reality and consequently which actions and responses would be appropriate or fitting given that reality.
There are also examples, particularly in early Confucian thought, of how masters employed inferential modes of justification to provide warrant for their beliefs in normative realities like Heaven or the Way. Although Confucius acknowledges that Heaven does not speak, he nevertheless believes that we can discern its designs in the traditions of the past and in the words and teachings of ancient sages. We have an illustrative example in 9:5 of the Analects:
The Master was detained in Kuang. He said, “Now that King Wen is no more, does the culture not reside here? If Heaven had intended to destroy this culture, later mortals would not have been able to get it. And if Heaven is not going to destroy this culture, what can the people of Kuang do to me? (9.5/20/15–16).

Although he cannot possess certainty about Heaven’s plan, Confucius remains confident that he can discern its ordinances and mandates in the teachings of the sages and in the moral arc of past civilizations. Similarly, Mozi suggests that we can understand the “will of Heaven,” that it desires rightness and hates what is not right, by observing those places in the world where there is rightness and seeing life and where there is no rightness and seeing suffering and death. It is not that the will of Heaven is hidden, but rather that the people of the world do not “clearly understand” (ming zhi 明知).
We saw earlier in the example of Mencius how he imagined having access to Heaven’s design through “reflection” on our innate natures and our natural predispositions towards goodness. In 1A7 Mencius leads King Xuan of Qi 齊宣王 to reflect on his natural dispositions, the workings of his heart-mind, during an episode when he showed compassion towards a sacrificial ox and encourages him to “extend” this compassion towards his people to become a virtuous king. Since King Xuan has not properly reflected on his innate dispositions, he is at a remove from them in terms of his own moral motivations. It is only when he can appreciate the nature of his sprouts of goodness that he can be motivated to extend his compassion towards his own people. Mencius is arguing that we can understand our Heaven-given potential simply by reflecting on our intrinsic natures, but he is also indebted to the traditions of the past and cultural heroes like King Shun 舜 for properly understanding Heaven’s design. In this sense, Mencius utilizes a hybrid model of inferential and non-inferential activity, moving back and forth in reflective equilibrium, to provide warrant for his revelatory claims about the nature of Heaven and its designs on human flourishing.
Sages can translate the natural language of Heaven or the Dao into appropriate imperatives and guides for human conduct through their privileged veridical access to these normative realities. Subsequent to their gnosis or revelation, consummate beings like the noble person or Daoist sage can articulate the normative significance of the way things are and how that fact can inform our practical activities. In the Daoist context, this is especially the case with Syncretist writings that speak to how the profound gnosis of sages can provide the “normative standard” for statecraft and rulership. As we read in “The Standards of the Way” of the Huang-Lao Silk Manuscripts,
The Way generates standards. Standards serve as marking cords to demarcate success and failure and are what clarify the crooked and the straight.
Therefore, those who hold fast to the Way generate standards and do not dare to violate them; having established standards, they do not dare to discard them…
Therefore, only after you are able to become completely unadorned, completely purified, and can flow into the Formless, can you apply this to set all-under-Heaven on the right course (Roth et al. 1999: 243, 247).

As Harold Roth, Sarah Queen, and Nathan Sivin (1931–2022) note in regard to the central message of the entire essay, “only the sage who has cultivated himself to the point of temporarily dissolving his ego into the great formless Dao is able, upon his return from this condition, to set the world on its proper course by applying his transformed and totally selfless consciousness to the task” (Roth et al. 1999: 247n24). For the sage, normative standards proceed from her gnostic vision of the Dao and the subsequent determination of what the most fitting or appropriate response might be in regard to that reality. We find a similar message in Chap. 15 of the Zhuangzi.
Therefore, it is said of the sage that in life he moves with Heaven, in death he transforms with the myriad things. In stillness, he shares in the power of the yin; in motion he shares in the flow of the yang. He does not initiate good fortune; nor does he establish misfortune. He responds when affected, moves when compelled, and arises when given no choice. He discards knowledge and precedent and follows Heaven’s pattern (15/41/26–28).

Through the perfection of inner cultivation, the sovereign spontaneously mirrors the patterns and processes of the cosmos, literally incarnating the Way.21 In this state of gnosis and spiritual liberation, the sage employs the Way to govern his empire and serve as a beneficent influence over the people.
For Zhuangzi, we should act on those attitudes and states of mind that have been informed by the movements of the Way—to be empty, to be flexible, to be accepting. The Way exerts normative pressure on us to act in certain ways that are more or less appropriate to its reality. Zhuangzi speaks in a normative language that expresses action-guiding claims for how to live a flourishing life and also evaluative judgments about the desirability of certain actions and lifepaths. Huizi’s mind is overgrown with weeds and bramble, Confucius is “condemned” by Heaven to roam within the guidelines, Cook Ding has the ability to nurture life- all of these kinds of normative judgments express appropriate evaluative attitudes given the reality of the Dao. Taken together, these various responses to the source of normativity in the form of evaluative attitudes by Daoists like Zhuangzi can be considered a kind of code for living, an ethical code. These action-guiding claims follow from the way in which early Daoists experience the world and how aspects of the world, namely the Dao, directly impact their values, desires, and conduct for life. I endorse my practical identity as a follower of the Way when I decide to act on desires and intentions that are in tune with the Way. These claims can be appreciated in a purely aesthetic sense or spiritual sense, as Cheung suggests, but they constitute, at a minimum, demands on the practitioner to live a certain kind of life guided by particular dispositions, values, and practices that are appropriate to the reality of the Dao, what we could consider a Way of living.

3 Toward a Dao-Centered Ethics in the Zhuangzi
Over the last half century, there has been a groundswell of work in the field of comparative philosophy that has focused on the comparison of Western philosophical traditions with their counterparts in ancient China. Comparative studies on topics such as virtue ethics, consequentialism, and relativism have all contributed to the illumination and understanding of early Chinese sources as well as the identification of “common measures” across traditions. And yet, as Shun Kwong-loi observes, the majority of these studies appear to go in one conceptual direction:
There is a trend in comparative studies to approach Chinese thought from a Western philosophical perspective, by reference to frameworks, concepts, or issues found in Western philosophical discussions… Conversely, in the contemporary literature, we rarely find attempts to approach Western philosophical thought by reference to frameworks, concepts, or issues found in Chinese philosophical discussions (Shun 2009: 470).

Thus, there are debates on whether Mozi can be considered a consequentialist but not whether Peter Singer can be considered a Mohist. There are studies devoted to Confucian ethics as a kind of virtue ethics but almost none on the comparative value of li 禮. Is Zhuangzi a Nietzschean? Can we read the Daodejing as an existentialist text? This “puzzling asymmetry” exists not only in sources originating from Western academic circles but also in the literature published in Chinese. This is “deeply puzzling,” as Shun notes, because one can make the non-controversial case that “Chinese ethical traditions are no less rich in insights and resources compared to Western ethical traditions” (Shun 2009: 470). Why does this appear to be the ruling paradigm in the field of comparative philosophy?
Shun canvasses some possible explanations (e.g., access, institutional fit) for this discrepancy and concludes, “it appears that there is some sentiment that a certain significance attaches to the questions framed in one direction but not to those framed in the reverse direction” (Shun 2009: 472). This certain “significance” can perhaps be traced to the emergence of globalization and the dominance of Western conceptual frameworks, or perhaps the “thinness” of Western concepts compared to the “thickness” of Chinese ones, or maybe the greater systematicity and rigor of Western philosophical methods and procedures? Shun proffers that this trend may just be the result of a “collective phenomenon explainable in terms of historical trends that wax and wane over time” (Shun 2009: 475).22 Whatever the precise reason (or sets of reasons) might be, Shun urges us to consider the point of using Western philosophical concepts in studying Chinese thought and vice versa, namely, to deepen our understanding of aspects of Chinese thought or the nature of our own experiences. While appreciating the significance of Western philosophical concepts, Shun suggests that we can also begin to employ Chinese conceptual frameworks in the same manner: “There appears no reason why Chinese concepts do not likewise direct our attention to certain phenomena of such a nature that it would be a worthwhile project to also investigate the related phenomena—how they are conceptualized and viewed—in Western philosophical traditions” (Shun 2009: 475).23 As a gesture in this direction, I want to now provide a programmatic sketch for how we can view ethical traditions as rival Daos or Ways of life that are centered on specific practices or “techniques” (shu 術), believing with Shun that “Chinese ethical traditions themselves have rich insights into the ethical experiences of human beings that are conveyed through concepts distinctive of these traditions” (Shun 2009: 476).
If we repair to Sima Tan’s 司馬談 (c. 165-110 BC) “Essential Points of the Six Schools” (liu jia zhi yaozhi 六家之要指), we notice how each of the “schools” is variously identified according to their specific “techniques” or arts that have become synonymous with their leading advocates.24 Thus, in Sima Tan’s “Lecture” he begins by noting how all of the schools strive to create order in the world but are differentiated by their distinctive “paths” or “routes” (lu 路) and what they say. For example, he notes how the Naturalists focus on omens and taboos and present the grand compliances of the four seasons. In regard to the Ruists, although he appears to be biased against their achievements, he commends them for their ritual behavior and the clarification of social roles and interpersonal relationships. The most fulsome and effusive description is reserved for the Daoists:
The Daoists enable the numinous essence [jing shen 精神] within people to be concentrated and unified. They move in unison with the formless [wuxing 無形] and provide amply for the ten thousand things. In the construction of their techniques, they follow the grand compliances of the Naturalists, select the best of the Ru and Mo [i.e., Confucians and Mohists], and extract the essentials of the Ming and Fa [i.e., Terminologists and Legalists]. They shift with the seasons and respond to the transformations of things. In establishing customs and setting policies, they do nothing that is inappropriate. Their principles are concise and easy to grasp; their policies are few but their achievements are many (Sima 1959: 3289).

Sima Tan’s taxonomy builds on the way in which earlier works like the Lüshi Chunqiu 呂氏春秋, Xunzi, and Chap. 33 of the Zhuangzi presented classificatory schemes of rival thinkers and lineages of thought in terms of their notable “techniques” or areas of expertise. For example, the Lüshi Chunqiu mentions how early Mohist communities established different legal codes; the Hanfeizi 韓非子 notes the frugal customs of Mohists, particularly in regard to funerary rites; and Sima Tan identifies the “Six Arts” 六藝 (rites, music, archery, chariotry, calligraphy, mathematics) as the standard (fa 法) for Ruists. As Jens Østergard Peterson suggests, “When a name denoting a field of learning is postfixed by chia [jia], a person especially cognizant within this field is referred to, this ‘specialist’ chia [jia] being a derivation of the chia [jia] referring to persons in general” (Peterson 1995: 34). Thus, when Sima Tan refers to Daojia 道家, he is identifying specialists in the “techniques of the Way” and not necessarily “schools of thought” in the sense of “continuous or distinct traditions.” This is all to highlight the centrality of practices or techniques, many physical and psychophysical, that were part of the regimen of many master-disciple lineages in ancient China, including early Daoism.
With this in mind, we can characterize each lineage or ethical tradition as a Dao or Way of life according to the following features:	1.
A source of normativity or source of ethical warrant.

 

	2.
Evaluative attitudes, or an agent’s desires, values, dispositions, norms of appraisal, and judgments informed by the source of normativity.

 

	3.
Practices or techniques (shu 術) that enable the agent to realize norms and ideals internal to the tradition.

 

	4.
Exemplars who embody the proper path of ethical realization.25

 



Accordingly, in the case of early Daoists like Zhuangzi, we might characterize the Dao as the ethical warrant or source of normativity that informs their evaluative attitudes- a particular cosmological view for understanding the world and nature; certain norms of responsiveness, inclusion, and tolerance; the deconstruction of conventional wisdom that does not reflect the normative reality of the Dao; the rejection of artificial distinctions that unnecessarily divide the world. Practices and techniques that provide privileged veridical access to the Dao would be highlighted, including activities and skills that reflect the nature of the Dao. Finally, exemplars or “specialists” could be identified who most fully embody the values and norms consistent with the Dao and who possess the expertise to practice the techniques of the Dao in the midst of everyday life. This would be the art of the Way.
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Footnotes
1All references to the Zhuangzi are from A Concordance to the Zhuangzi 莊子逐字索引 (Ho et al. 2000). Citations will be in the form chapter/page/line.

 

2P. J. Ivanhoe points out that we could even take Kupperman’s implication further and ask whether Zhuangzi might be suggesting this ideal for everyone, which in itself would be an “expression of concern for others” and an “ethical act.” My thanks to P. J. Ivanhoe for this observation.

 

3Danto explicitly states that he is referring to morality “as such, not this or that moral system” (Danto 1988: 119).

 

4Moeller also argues that Confucianism may not be a moral tradition either since virtues like filial piety and parental love are based on emotions and not moral principles: “For the Confucians, a healthy and moral society is not ultimately founded on moral principles and a rational (Kantian) grasp of one’s duties but on the feelings that emerge within families” (Moeller 2009: 9).

 

5Cheung suggests that my disagreement with amoralist interpretations like Moeller’s implies that I think “Zhuangzi does contain moral values, and not merely concern the good life.” This is a non sequitur. My disagreement with the amoralist reading does not lead to the conclusion that I believe that the Zhuangzi should contain moral values. The objections to Moeller’s interpretation stem from his rejection of reading Zhuangzi as engaged in any ethical project at all, not merely the project of morality. The misunderstanding on the part of Cheung appears to be the conflation of the normative with the moral: “If his conception of morality is simply a form of the good life, then he should not emphasize the point as lacking normative elements.” Cheung fails to see that the normative domain is not exhausted by “morality.”

 

6I am using “evaluative attitudes” in the sense used by Sharon Street as a general term for describing an agent’s “values, desires, states of approval and disapproval, unreflective evaluative tendencies, and consciously or unconsciously held normative judgments” (Street 2009: 295).

 

7This is not to say that these moments of moral choice are completely absent (e.g., the case of Upright Gong [13: 18] in the Analects or Mencius’ 孟子 (372-289 BC) hypothetical wayfarer [Mencius, 6A10] who must choose between dishonor and life or honor and death) but only that they are not considered the whole of the moral life.

 

8It is uncommon in the ancient Chinese context that we have something like Kierkegaard’s (1813–1855) notion of “stages” (stadier) or “spheres” of existence (aesthetic, ethical, religious) that can be differentially evaluated.

 

9Compare someone like Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) who suggests that matters of etiquette or norms governing “decency of behavior” such as salutations should be considered “small morals” in contrast to morality proper that addresses questions of social cooperation (see Hobbes 1994: ch. XI).

 

10All references from the Xunzi are from A Concordance to the Xunzi 荀子逐字索引 (Ho et al. 1996). Citations will be in the form chapter/page/line.

 

11I would add that we can extrapolate from the explicit imperatives in the “Inner Chapters” that address what David Wong calls the “psychological economy of the individual” more implicit suggestions for the regulation of interpersonal relationships and problems of social cooperation, namely values like tolerance, acceptance, inclusion, non-judgment (see Wong 2018). These more pro-social values are made more explicit in the “Primitivist” and “Syncretist” Chapters of the Zhuangzi that I discuss in more detail in the later chapters of Lee (2014). What I am suggesting here is not that any workable definition of ethics cannot include ideas of obligation, duty, and social cooperation but only that it can include more.

 

12I recognize that this may just be a misunderstanding since Cheung notes that I am using “‘ethical’ to denote the larger realm of moral life,” which is exactly what I mean. The problem seems to be that Cheung believes that I am being more ambitious theoretically rather than simply advancing the quotidian notion, well-rehearsed by dozens of philosophers, that there is a narrower understanding of “morality” that indexes some features of the larger ethical domain but not all.

 

13This is not to say that Zhuangzi does not believe that some actions or ways of life would always be against the Way (e.g., “the menders of nature” that are mentioned in the “Primitivist Chapters”) but only that these norms or ideals need are not categorical in the sense characterized by someone like Hare or Kant. My thanks to P. J. Ivanhoe for pointing this out.

 

14Cheung suggests that one of the implications of my use of normativity is that it is something that is “sui generis,” confined to Daoism and unavailable in other cultural contexts. Again, I think Cheung may be drawing implications that are not there in my work, particularly since the notion of normativity that I am drawing on from philosophers like Christine Korsgaard, Joseph Raz, and Alasdair MacIntyre is not specific to any one tradition. In other words, Korsgaard, Raz, and MacIntyre ask the normative question in the open-ended way that they do precisely because they believe that this is a feature of human life in general. It would also be odd, methodologically speaking, to have complaints about the narrowness of “morality” only to then adopt a notion that is even more exclusive. Hopefully, this section will clarify matters.

 

15I’m using practical identity in the sense used by Christine Korsgaard as a “description under which you value yourself, a description under which you find your life to be worth living and your actions to be worth undertaking- it is how you see yourself” (see Korsgaard 1996: 101).

 

16All references from the Mencius are from A Concordance to the Mengzi 孟子逐字索引 (Ho et al. 1995b). Citations will be in the form chapter/page/line.

 

17For an overview, see King (2012).

 

18All references from the Analects are from A Concordance to the Analects 論語逐字索引 (Ho et al. 1995a).

 

19Cheung argues that a substantive understanding of the Dao conflicts with epistemic perspectivism: “In my view, the metaphysical character of the Way interpreted by Lee and the framework of ‘attunement’ seem to have a substantial character. It conflicts with the perspectivism proposed by him and Zhuangzi. If the Way and the attunement involve a substantial character, it is difficult to explain how conforming to a substantial source of value can support the perspectivism of Zhuangzi.” I am not sure why it is contradictory or even difficult to imagine someone holding realist views without being committed to there being just one true and complete description of the world or why attunement must be monolithic for everyone. One can imagine someone believing in the reality of something like God, Heaven, or the Dao (or other dimensions of the world) and yet believing that people experience and respond to those realities in a variety of ways. This would seem to be the empirical case for most practitioners of major faith traditions who may hold realist beliefs but might be chastened by ideas of human finitude or sin and understand that their views are not absolute and probably fallible. This seems to be the point of the “Inner Chapters” where we see Zhuangzi extolling the virtues of the Way and the exemplars who have lived by its movements without suggesting at the same time that we have a God’s-eye-view of the truth and that there is only one true and complete perspective. We can believe that the world exists while also acknowledging that there are, as Ian Hacking (1936–2023) puts it, “different ways of carving up the world” (see Hacking 1983). For more on some of these epistemological issues, see Lee (1998: 447–470).

 

20See also Roth (1994).

 

21There is a question here of what the exact relationship is between knowledge and spontaneity. I would characterize the relationship as one of supervenience. In other words, to the extent or degree that one can “mirror” or reflect the situation at hand, one will then be able to respond appropriately. To take the Cook Ding example once again, it is only after Ding can discern “Heaven’s pattern” that he can respond and take appropriate actions. My thanks to P. J. Ivanhoe for suggesting I expand this point.

 

22I suspect that some of the reasons for this asymmetry stem from the institutional history of the discipline of Philosophy in Western academia as the “queen of the sciences” and the political and cultural capital that attaches to studies which have the imprimatur of “Philosophy.” On the emergence of “Philosophy” in East Asia, see Defoort (2001).

 

23Of course, there are exceptions to this generalization. Shun’s own work along with the work of scholars like P. J. Ivanhoe, Joel Kupperman, and David Wong all exemplify this kind of comparative work where Western traditions and texts are imagined through Chinese conceptual frameworks.

 

24This is not to endorse the artificial and synthetic use of “schools” to create philosophical imaginaries that do not correspond to historical realties. I am more concerned here with what features of different lineages of thought were considered significant by contemporaries, particularly those, like Sima Tan, who were well-versed in the intellectual movements of the Warring States Period. On the problematic nature of using “school” or jia in ancient China, see Lewis (1999) and Csikszentmihalyi (2002: 81–101).

 

25Of course, traditions from the Warring States Period would be the most intuitive candidates for this schema since it is based on guiding features that were extant in many of the leading master-disciple lineages. However, I would think there would be analogues in the ancient Near East and the ancient classical world where the focus would have been on spiritual exercises and the pursuit of the practical realization of normative ideals.
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1 Introduction
In reviewing Eske Møllgaard’s An Introduction to Daoist Thought: Action, Language, and Ethics in Zhuangzi, both Albert Galvany and Jung H. Lee praise the work for offering an original interpretation of Zhuangzi’s 莊子 ethics but at the same time doubt whether this originality also entails adequacy. Galvany claims that Møllgaard’s work turns “infelicitous” when it “persists in projecting onto Zhuangzi a profoundly religious ethics that transcends positive morality…without providing convincing arguments for doing so” (Galvany 2011: 579). Lee suggests that Møllgaard’s interpretative framework, which is largely Kantian, “seems ill-suited to the worldview and ethos of early Daoists like Zhuangzi” and therefore “seems to do violence…to the moral vision of Zhuangzi” (Lee 2014: 29–30).
It appears to me that Galvany’s and Lee’s criticisms of Møllgaard, despite being harsh, are not entirely unjustifiable. In this paper, I will demonstrate why this is so while offering an alternative account of Zhuangzi’s or the Zhuangzi’s ethics that I consider as more adequate than Møllgaard’s.1 More specifically, I will argue that in contrast to what Møllgaard suggests, (1) Zhuangzi offers a positive rather than religious ethics that is primarily concerned about how to flourish within the existing human society (Sect. 2); (2) Zhuangzi’s moral law requires the agents to respect the different ethical standards of their patients on an equal basis, which is fundamentally different from Kant’s (1724–1804) moral law that downplays individual differences and determines the will immediately without presupposing a concept of good (Sect. 3); (3) Zhuangzi does not draw a firm distinction between tian 天 (Heaven) and ren 人 (man) that provide the basis for comparing his moral subject with that of Kant (Sect. 4). The paper will end with a conclusion (Sect. 5).

2 Is Zhuangzi’s Ethics Religious or Positive?
In general, Møllgaard argues that “Zhuangzi’s thought on action, ethics, and language” is structured by an opposition between sheng 生 (life) and cheng 成 (completion) (Møllgaard 2007: 15). According to Møllgaard, sheng refers to “the moment when something begins to emerge from nothing (wu 無) into being (you 有)—or, from ‘there is not’ to ‘there is’—without as yet being a positive, differentiated, and identifiable thing.” It is the very “moment of emergence” and “pure coming-into-being” generated by Heaven (Møllgaard 2007: 15, 21). On the other hand, cheng refers to “what human beings add to life (yisheng 益生).” In the case of ethics, it consists of the various social relations and norms that are formed artificially as the “fantasmatic defense structures,” which “keep us from opening to the temporal flow of life” denoted by sheng (Møllgaard 2007: 15–17). In this sense, the conflict between sheng and cheng in the Zhuangzi is essentially a conflict between the world as it originally is and the world confined and manipulated by humans through the construction of socio-ethical order.
Møllgaard believes that Zhuangzi has a very dim view on cheng and sees the entire human social life as “a life of misery and a sad delusion” (Møllgaard 2007: 18). Therefore, it is natural for Zhuangzi to not offer any “positive morality” concerning “the exercise of prudence, ends such as utility, propriety, and social harmony, even a certain conception of humanism” (Møllgaard 2007: 106). In Møllgaard’s view, Zhuangzi’s ethics is “profoundly religious” in the sense that “the core of Zhuangzi’s ethics” is to “unbind” (jie 解) people from “the fantasmatic structures of social relations [i.e., cheng] that prevent the ethical experience or the true encounter with the other,” to “[transcend] the violence that characterizes human interaction,” and to help people gain an inner experience of Heaven by reinhabiting into the “midst of life [i.e., sheng]” (Møllgaard 2007: 17, 22, 106).
“Zhuangzi gives voice to his ethical point of view,” says Møllgaard, “through a number of mutilated characters, the very victims of the Confucian concern with socio-ethical order” (Møllgaard 2007: 106). In this regard, Møllgaard treats Shushan the Toeless 叔山無趾—an ex-convict whose foot is chopped off by punishment—as a “perfected person in Zhuangzi’s sense” on the basis of his “being clumsy in the outer (wai) world (he does ‘not understand the affairs of the world’) but able to preserve the inner (nei)” (Møllgaard 2007: 110). As far as Møllgaard is concerned, portraying a toeless social outcast as morally perfect implies that first, Zhuangzi rejects the wholeness of body as a sign of being virtuous, which in turn “strikes at the very root of the Confucian moral world-view, where filial piety demands that a person preserves his or her body in the same state it was received from the parents: whole and complete” (Møllgaard 2007: 111). Second, from Zhuangzi’s perspective, being mutilated due to social clumsiness or becoming the outcast of a society dominated by Confucian moral codes is the sign of virtue insofar as it opens the victim “a crack in the socio-ethical order” through which the real can be experienced. In other words, a mutilated social outcast would be upheld by Zhuangzi as a perfected person who can experience his or her life as being engendered by Heaven “precisely because he or she does not fit into the human realm” (Møllgaard 2007: 113).
Although it remains controversial whether Confucianism should be criticized for being over-concerned with the wholeness of body, I think Møllgaard is right to suggest that Zhuangzi has tried to raise this criticism in the story of the Toeless, where Confucius 孔子 (551-479 BC) is being portrayed as unreasonably hostile toward the Toeless’ mutilated body and ignorant about his moral potential. Nonetheless, I think Møllgaard’s interpretation becomes problematic when he takes the Toeless as a Zhuangzian perfected person and uses the story to support a religious reading of Zhuangzi’s ethics. In my opinion, the story of the Toeless rather shows that the Toeless is not a perfected person yet, and his moral deficiency lies precisely in his social clumsiness. This in turn suggests that Zhuangzi’s ethics is more of a positive nature, since being inattentive to social life—the life confined by established socio-ethical order—is considered by Zhuangzi as a great mistake that one must try to avoid.
In order to demonstrate this point, let us first re-consider what the Toeless really means when he admits his social clumsiness by saying, “I just didn’t understand [the affairs of the world] and was too careless of my body” (this will hereby be referred to as “the statement” or “the Toeless’ statement”). The statement appears in the following context:
In Lu there was a man named [Shushan the Toeless] who had had his foot cut off. Stumping along, he went to see Confucius.
“You weren’t careful enough!” said Confucius. “Since you’ve already [made mistakes] and gotten yourself into trouble like this, what do you expect to gain by coming to me now?”
[The Toeless] said, “I just didn’t understand [the affairs of the world] and was too careless of my body [emphasis added], and so I lost a foot. But I’ve come now because I still have something that is worth more than a foot and I want to try to hold on to it. There is nothing that heaven doesn’t cover, nothing that earth doesn’t bear up. I supposed, Master, that you would be like heaven and earth. How did I know you would act like this?”
“It was stupid of me,” said Confucius. “Please, sir, won’t you come in? I’d like to describe to you what I have learned” (Zhuangzi 5: 37).2

It is quite clear that the statement serves as an explanation of why the Toeless loses his foot, but what remains unclear is whether it is an acknowledgement of personal mistakes. That is, when the Toeless says he has been socially clumsy and careless of his body, is he making this claim in a sarcastic tone and intending to use it as an excuse for his mutilation? Or is he admitting that he has indeed made a mistake and is therefore responsible for causing the mutilation?
The existing interpretations of the Toeless’ statement accurately reflect these two possible ways of understanding. On the one hand, Cao Chuji 曹礎基 suggests that “the two sentences beginning with ‘I just’ are ironies, alluding to the darkness of the society” (Cao 2007: 63). In other words, what the Toeless implies is that he is irresponsible for not knowing how to live properly within a dark society because to do so would require him to observe all the bad norms of it. By the same token, not understanding the affairs of such a society and getting mutilated because of this ignorance are signs of being virtuous in terms of breaking up with and not surrendering to the darkness of the society. This interpretation is also adopted by Fu Peirong 傅佩榮, who ironically states that “as [the Toeless] is punished, certainly there is something wrong, but who is wrong is unknowable” (Fu 2002: 91). Although Møllgaard does not provide an interpretation of the Toeless’ statement, given that he agrees with Cao insofar as both of them regard the Toeless’ social clumsiness as praiseworthy rather than blameful, and he also agrees with both Cao and Fu insofar as all of them take the Toeless as “an emblem of moral perfection” (Cao 2007: 57; Fu 2002: 91), it would not be illegitimate to infer that Møllgaard would welcome this interpretation proposed by Cao and Fu.
On the other hand, however, according to the traditional commentaries of Guo Xiang 郭象 (c. 252-312) and Cheng Xuanying 成玄英 (birth and death years unknown), the Toeless is far from being morally perfect. According to Guo and Cheng, “not understanding the affairs of the world” and “being careless of his body” point to the Toeless’ adoption of a detrimental way of life, which leads him to “forget to follow the principle that is born together with humans” in interacting with others and “chase after fame while not knowing the way to preserve the wholeness of one’s life” (Guo 2013: 186). Similarly, Wang Fuzhi 王夫之 (1619–1692) borrows the phrase “fanhuan 犯患” (making mistakes) from Confucius’ accusation to interpret the Toeless’ response, suggesting that the Toeless admits that he has already made “the mistakes against his foot” that Confucius attributes to him (i.e., being socially clumsy and careless), and what he is trying to avoid is “making the mistakes against something worthier than a foot” (Wang 1976: 51). In contrast to the first interpretation, if this second interpretation is right, it would be problematic to perceive the Toeless as a perfected person who is irresponsible for his mutilation and does not make any mistake by being socially clumsy. The task now is to determine which of these two interpretations is more adequate.
Compared to the second interpretation, the first interpretation can hardly fit into the context of the Toeless’ story for two reasons. First, if the Toeless is really a perfected person who has done nothing wrong and is already “able to preserve the inner” like Møllgaard suggests, then why would he still “go to visit Confucius” by “stumping along”?3 The passage informs that the Toeless visits Confucius solely because he believes that Confucius can help him hold on to virtue, which is something that he is “trying to” (wu 務) achieve. This suggests that the Toeless is still in the process of, in Cheng’s words, “unremittingly pursuing and trying to preserve virtue” (Guo 2013: 186), which is the same as to say that the Toeless is still morally deficient as he has not learned how to preserve virtue even at the moment when he is paying a visit to Confucius, not to mention at the earlier time when he was being mutilated. In general, since the story takes place in a setting in which the Toeless takes the role of a student who is desperate to improve himself, it would be unnatural to interpret the passage as if the Toeless arrogantly believes that he makes no mistake at all and does not have much room for progress.
Second, we can see that the Toeless’ response causes Confucius to feel “stupid” (lou 陋) and change his attitude immediately. Confucius later explains why this shift of attitude takes place: “Be diligent, my disciples! Here is [the Toeless], a man who has had his foot cut off, and still he’s striving to learn so he can make up for the evil of his former conduct” (Zhuangzi 5: 37). That is, Confucius finds himself stupid because he realizes that it is wrong for him to be hostile toward a mutilated person who wants to learn and make up for the “evil of his former conduct.” This points out that Confucius must have interpreted the Toeless’ response according to the second interpretation, which takes the sentence beginning with “I just” as the Toeless’ acknowledgement but not a denial of his former misconduct. Of course, it is possible for Confucius to misinterpret the Toeless’ response. But if this was the case, then feeling “stupid,” which is depicted by the context as an appropriate reaction, would be rendered as an inappropriate reaction brought about by Confucius’ own misunderstanding of the Toeless’ response.
The problem of the first interpretation will become more evident if we consider what Zhuangzi suggests in the story of Shentu Jia 申屠嘉, another mutilated ex-convict. According to the story, Shentu Jia has been studying together with Zichan 子產, the prime minister of the state of Zheng 鄭, under the instruction of a Zhuangzian master named Bohun Wuren 伯昏無人. Despite being classmates, Zichan believes that Shentu Jia is unequal to him in status and therefore requires the latter to behave in a way that can reflect this inequality. Then, after Shentu Jia refuses to do so, Zichan grows angry and asks Shentu Jia to introspect, to which Shentu Jia responds:
People who excuse their faults and claim they didn’t deserve to be punished—there are lots of them. But those who don’t excuse their faults and who admit they didn’t deserve to be spared—they are few. To know what you can’t do anything about and to be content with it as you would with fate—only a man of virtue can do that. If you play around in front of Archer Yi’s target, you’re right in the way of the arrows, and if you don’t get hit, it’s a matter of fate. There are lots of men with two feet who laugh at me for having only one. It makes me boil with rage, but I come here to the Master’s place, and I feel calmed down again and go home. [Is this not because the Master has cleansed me with his goodness?] The Master and I have been friends for nineteen years, and he’s never once let on that he’s aware I’m missing a foot (Zhuangzi 5: 36).

Zhuangzi makes it clear here that when being punished, ordinary people will always “excuse their faults and claim they didn’t deserve to be punished” while only “a man of virtue” will admit their faults and stay content with the punishment that “they didn’t deserve to be spared,” treating it as if it is the fate (ming 命) that goes beyond their control. Moreover, since Zhuangzi says elsewhere that “to understand what you can do nothing about and to be content with it as with fate—this is the perfection [emphasis added] of virtue” (Zhuangzi 4: 27), we may also suggest that for Zhuangzi, only perfected people will not excuse their faults and will stay content with the punishment they received. This would render the first interpretation of the Toeless’ statement self-defeating, for it takes what the Toeless says as a complain about society and excuse for his own faults but simultaneously treats the Toeless as a perfected person who should not have had such an attitude toward personal mistakes. Additionally, the first interpretation cannot save itself by turning to suggest that the Toeless admits his faults, because this would make it agree with the second interpretation to the extent that both of them would now take the Toeless’ social clumsiness as a mistake rather than a sign of virtue.4
Nevertheless, the first interpretation may still be defended by appealing to what Zhuangzi says about Archer Yi 羿 in this passage. For example, Cao takes “playing around in front of Archer Yi’s target” and “being right in the way of the arrows” as metaphors for the terribleness of the human society, which indicate that living in a human society is like “living in an environment where your life is arbitrarily placed into a deathtrap by others” (Cao 2007: 58). Following the same line of thought, Guan Feng 關鋒 (1919–2005) contends that “living in the world of man is like living in front of Archer Yi’s target,” and in such a place, “being shot (being mutilated or penalized by other means) and not being shot are both fate, what do they have to do with morality?” (Guan 1961: 209–210). It follows that perfected people living in a dangerous society that is full of “arrows” can stay content with their punishment not because they sincerely believe that they have made mistakes and are therefore deserved to be punished. Rather, perfected people reconcile with the injustice inflicted upon them because, as Yang Guorong 楊國榮 puts it, “whether one will be punished is the fate that one cannot choose, but whether one obeys this kind of fate is something that one can choose”—to stay content with the unavoidable and unfair punishment is the only choice left for a perfected agent (G. Yang 2021: 195–196).
When used as a defense of the first interpretation, an immediate problem of this argument is that it will fail to rescue the first interpretation from being self-defeating, for no matter what the reason behind perfected people’s acceptance of an unfair punishment is, perfected people in Zhuangzi’s sense will never openly excuse their faults like what ordinary people will do. More crucially, when scholars such as Cao and Guan describe both living in a dangerous society and being punished as things outside one’s control, they may have misunderstood what the “fate” in the Shentu Jia passage refers to. As the passage clearly states, “it’s a matter of fate” only when one does not get hit while playing around in front of Archer Yi’s target, whereas the very action of playing around in front of Yi’s target and the likely consequence of it, i.e., being hit, are not said to be the fate that is beyond one’s control.
For this reason, I think “playing around in front of Archer Yi’s target” should be interpreted as referring to a dangerous way of living in the human society rather than the mere fact that everyone will be born into a dangerous human society. That is, what the metaphor really intends to illustrate is that although the human society that people are born into is as dangerous as the place in front of Yi’s target, it by no means precludes people from having the opportunities to adopt ways of life other than “playing around” (youyu 遊于) in front of it. One could, for example, choose to stay alert and act cautiously, to find something that can protect oneself from the flying arrows, or even persuade Yi to stop the shooting.5 In this sense, whether one is lucky enough to avoid being punished, in terms of being mutilated and banished from the society, would certainly be a matter of fate if one chooses to live in a way that is like playing around in front of Yi’s target, but adopting such a pernicious way of life per se is not a matter of fate—one should still be held responsible if one chooses a way of life that invites punishment and social exclusion. Shentu Jia, like most others, has apparently committed this mistake of adopting a pernicious way of life before he has been “cleansed” (xi 洗) by Bohun Wuren with goodness.6
Thus, unlike Møllgaard suggests, Shentu Jia’s and the Toeless’ acknowledgement of their social clumsiness by no means implies their moral achievements. Rather, the claim “I am socially clumsy” serves more like their self-criticism, which provides them with the reason to proactively seek moral guidance. This does not mean, as Møllgaard has also rightly pointed out, that Zhuangzi would encourage people to be “skilled” (qiao 巧) at social affairs (Møllgaard 2007: 58–59). In fact, Zhuangzi not only openly disapproves of “the life favored by the scholar of court and council” who is capable of using all sorts of strategies to gain advantages but also suggests that verbal tricks and skillful behavior will not help one educate and change the mind of a tyrant (Zhuangzi 4: 22–25; 15: 119). The term that Zhuangzi uses to designate the way by which a “Complete Man” (quanren 全人) handles social affairs is “good” (liang 俍) (Zhuangzi 23: 197). This goodness, as shown by the stories of Shentu Jia and the Toeless, is not supposed to entail any kind of clumsiness. It should, I submit, refer to a highly social lifestyle that can avoid the danger associated with being a social outcast on the one hand while promoting social harmony by influencing others gently and subtly on the other hand.
With no intention of being exhaustive, let us look at some passages of the Zhuangzi that can demonstrate the last point. In the other stories about mutilated people recorded in the Inner Chapter De Chong Fu 德充符 (The Sign of Virtue Complete) where Zhuangzi explicitly says the main character is a “sage” (shengren 聖人), is someone whose “ethical powers are whole” (caiquan 才全), or is someone whose “virtue is preeminent” (de you suo chang 德有所長) (Zhuangzi 5: 34, 39, 40), none of these mutilated but perfected people are portrayed as social misfits. On the contrary, the mutilated Wang Tai 王駘 “[has] as many followers gathered around him as Confucius” (Zhuangzi 5: 34). The ugly Ai Taituo 哀駘它 is able to attract and influence both the commoners and the Duke Ai of Lu 魯哀公 (Zhuangzi 5: 37–39). And the so-called “Mr. Lame-Hunchback-No-Lips” (Yinqi Zhili Wushen 闉跂支離無脤) and “Mr. Pitcher-Sized-Wen” (Wengang Daying [image: ]A text in a foreign language.) can “please” (yue 說) the rulers of different states, making them forget about the two misters’ deformed outer forms while focusing exclusively on their virtues (Zhuangzi 5: 40). Far from being asocial, all these perfected people in the Zhuangzi can well interact with others, including rulers, within a given social setting while influencing the others in a gentle and subtle manner.
Furthermore, another Inner Chapter, the Ren Jian Shi 人間世 (In the World of Man), contains three conversations on how one should carry out political missions (Zhuangzi 4: 22–30). I will discuss in the next section what the method conveyed by these conversations is. For the time being, it would be sufficient to note that Zhuangzi does not suggest what people who share Møllgaard’s view would expect him to suggest, namely that we should unbind ourselves from all the cheng-related matters assigned by our social roles. Instead, Zhuangzi speaks through the mouth of Confucius, as a Zhuangzian master this time, that things such as “a son should love his parents” and “a subject should serve his ruler” are “great decrees” (dajie 大戒) that are “inextricable” (buke jie 不可解) and “inescapable” (buke tao 不可逃) so long as one lives in the world as a human being (Zhuangzi 4: 27). Therefore, leaving aside or being indifferent to the affairs associated with them is never an option. The only thing one can and should do, as Zhuangzi indicates, is to find a way that can properly accomplish them while protecting oneself from being hurt.7
Further still, the Outer and the Miscellaneous Chapters have constantly stressed that perfected people should use their sagacious minds to “shepherd the world” (xu tianxia 畜天下) and to naturally promote familial and social harmonies by transforming others “until the proper relationship between father and son has found its way into every home” (Zhuangzi 13: 100; 25: 216). Ultimately, not only does Zhuangzi believe that interpersonal relationships “have their relative order and precedence” that can be fully grasped and responded to “in a spirit of harmony,” but he also rejects “the life favored by the scholar in his mountain valley, the man who condemns the world” that is “aloof from the world, apart from its customs” (Zhuangzi 15: 119; 22: 181). One of the key characteristics and advantages of Zhuangzi’s teaching, according to the last chapter of the Zhuangzi, is that it “lived with the age and its vulgarity” (Zhuangzi 33: 296).

3 Is Zhuangzi’s Moral Law Kantian?
Continuing with his religious reading of Zhuangzi’s ethics, Møllgaard argues that Zhuangzi offers a non-positive moral law that is commensurable to “Christian forgiveness and Kantian equality.” It requires people to forgive, in the sense of forgetting or ceasing to care for, all the deeds of others and accept others equally as moral agents rather than things (Møllgaard 2007: 113–114).
Borrowing Jean François Billeter’s terms, Møllgaard further explains this Zhuangzian moral law in terms of a “critique of power” that is “designed to negate the will to power that dominates all human relations” (Møllgaard 2007: 115, 117). According to Møllgaard, Zhuangzi regards the socio-ethical order governing all intersubjective relations as a violent “regime of power” or “regime of willing,” which instills into people’s mind an inclination to either exercise one’s power over others or submit oneself to the power of others. In order to transcend these “dehumanizing power relations,” Zhuangzi develops his moral law that “consists in refusing to dominate and be dominated.” From the perspective of Zhuangzi’s moral law, the only definitive help we can bring to each other is to “renounce our power to influence others” by accepting that we are equal moral agents who do not have the right to act on each other (Møllgaard 2007: 116). This renouncement of power, Møllgaard remarks, incorporates into Zhuangzi’s moral law a “non-willing” with a “transformative gentleness,” through which one agent can delicately influence another in terms of setting the other free from one’s willing (Møllgaard 2007: 116).
To use Zhuangzi’s own words, Møllgaard believes that Zhuangzi’s moral law can be phrased as, “Do for others in not doing for others” (Møllgaard 2007: 118).8 Compared to the universal moral law established by Kant, which, when it appears in the form of the second formula of the categorical imperative, requires people to always treat the rational nature of humanity equally as an end whose existence has an absolute worth in itself but never merely as a means whose value can be subjectively evaluated (Kant 1996: 78–79), Møllgaard contends that Zhuangzi’s moral law is similar to Kant’s in three aspects: (1) Zhuangzi’s moral law is also a law of equality that requires people to accept each other as moral agents that have exactly the same intrinsic value but not to possess each other as things that have different instrumental values. (2) Zhuangzi’s moral law is also a “universal maxim” according to which one can “constitute oneself as an ethical subject.” (3) Unlike the Confucian golden rule that “is unable to immediately determine the will” due to its presupposition of “a concept of the good and the self-cultivation of the moral subject who is to apply the rule,” Zhuangzi’s moral law “does not presuppose a concept of the good, for nothing is imposed on the other” and so can determine the will immediately like Kant’s moral law (Møllgaard 2007: 114, 118, 120).
As mentioned in the introduction, I think Lee is right when suggesting that the Kantian terminologies that Møllgaard adopts in his analysis of Zhuangzi’s ethics are “ill-suited to the worldview and ethos of early Daoists like Zhuangzi” (Lee 2014: 28). Now, we may see why this is so by showing that all the three similarities between Kant’s and Zhuangzi’s moral law that Møllgaard identifies actually do not exist, which renders Zhuangzi’s moral law, together with his ethics in general, incompatible with a Kantian framework.
Starting with the first similarity. At this point, after showing that Zhuangzi’s ethics is positive rather than religious, a problem of Møllgaard’s Kantian interpretation of Zhuangzi’s moral law that we can directly point out is that even if Zhuangzi does incorporate equality into his moral law, this Zhuangzian equality is unlikely to be the same as the Kantian one that Møllgaard has in mind, which can be realized simply by recognizing people’s common humanity and refusing to dominate others without doing anything positive to remain social and become good (liang) at social affairs. As shown in the last section, a Zhuangzian perfected person can indeed influence and transform others delicately as Møllgaard suggests, but while exerting such an influence, the perfected person must at the same time remain sociable within the existing social setting. In addition, since certain social relations, such as father-son and ruler-servant that necessarily involve an amount of dominance, are taken by Zhuangzi as inescapable and inextricable, it also follows that Zhuangzi would only expect perfected people, through their charisma, to reform but not erase the existing socio-ethical order. However, perhaps in contrary to Møllgaard’s original intention, if an agent acts according to the moral law Møllgaard attributes to Zhuangzi in a society where everyone else does not abide by the same law, it would not be hard to imagine that the agent will become asocial and get punished because of this (just think about someone who constantly refuses to obey their social superiors and insist to be treated equally to their social superiors under any circumstance). Furthermore, even if the agent could somehow influence others to adopt Møllgaard’s Zhuangzian moral law for action, the collective practice of this law may still threaten the stability of any effective socio-ethical order or meaningful social hierarchy. For the only relationship left, after every individual difference and social identity has been negated in front of a common humanity, would be an equal but socially empty relationship between human agents qua socio-ethically identical human agents.
I agree with Møllgaard that Zhuangzi embraces equality, which is directly reflected by the title name of the second chapter of the Zhuangzi, the Qi Wu Lun 齊物論 (Discussion on Making All Things Equal). Moreover, I also agree with Møllgaard that in order to promote equality, Zhuangzi encourages people to “[transcend] the violence that characterizes human interaction” by renouncing their will to power (Møllgaard 2007: 106). This becomes evident not only in the passage cited by Møllgaard, in which Yiliao 宜僚 advices the Marquis of Lu 魯侯 to “neither [possess] men nor [allow] himself to be possessed by them” (Møllgaard 2007: 115; Zhuangzi 20: 158), but also in the story of Shentu Jia that we have examined in the last section, where Zhuangzi apparently condemns Zichan’s attempt to exercise his power over Shentu Jia. Nevertheless, given the positive nature of Zhuangzi’s ethics, by “transcending” the violence accompanying the existing social relations, the social relations per se should not be eliminated as what Møllgaard calls the “fantasmatic defense structures.” This means that for Zhuangzi, equality should not be realized at the cost of destroying the existing socio-ethical order, and the moral law that expresses this equality should also be socially informative and practicable.
Although people will never be completely equal in terms of their familial, social, and political status if we want to preserve a socio-ethical order embodying the inextricable relations that can reflect an effective social hierarchy, given what Zhuangzi suggests in the following passage, this kind of inequality should not prevent people from being equal in respect to “[their] ideas and ideals, interests and preferences, habits and customs, and cultures and religions” (Huang 2010a: 65):
Now let me ask you some questions. If a man sleeps in a damp place, his back aches and he ends up half paralyzed, but is this true of a loach? If he lives in a tree, he is terrified and shakes with fright, but is this true of a monkey? Of these three creatures, then, which one knows the proper place to live? Men eat the flesh of grass-fed and grain-fed animals, deer eat grass, centipedes find snakes tasty, and hawks and falcons relish mice. Of these four, which knows how food ought to taste? Monkeys pair with monkeys, deer go out with deer, and fish play around with fish. Men claim that Maoqiang and Lady Li were beautiful; but if fish saw them, they would dive to the bottom of the stream; if birds saw them, they would fly away; and if deer saw them, they would break into a run. Of these four, which knows how to fix the standard of beauty for the world? (Zhuangzi 2: 14–15).

Just like in those places where humans are being compared to animals, here Zhuangzi again uses the animals of different living habits and tastes as metaphors for people of different ethical standards constituted by different lifestyles and preferences.9 The passage suggests that these individual ethical standards are all equal to each other insofar as they are, as Huang Yong puts it, “equally right within their respectively specified and limited domains of applications” (Huang 2018: 887). For example, it is equally right for a loach (i.e., loach-type of person) to prefer living in a damp place and a monkey (i.e., monkey-type of person) to prefer living in a tree, for a deer (i.e., deer-type of person) to find grass tasty and a centipedes (i.e., centipedes-type of person) to find snakes tasty, and for different species of animals (i.e., different types of people) to be attracted only by those of their own kind. This equality between different individual ethical standards, I suggest, is the equality that Zhuangzi aims to sustain when people of the different individual ethical standards start to interact with each other in a social setting.
To find out how such an equality can be sustained, let us first consider what Zhuangzi’s attitude is toward whether there is a single ethical standard that should be appreciated and adopted by everyone. Unlike those who take Zhuangzi as a moral skeptic about the existence of a universal ethical standard (Fraser 2022: 568–569; Lai 2006: 365), I agree with Huang that Zhuangzi is not skeptical at all regarding this issue—he firmly denies its existence (Huang 2018: 881). As Huang points out, in the passage just cited, Zhuangzi is not ambiguous but uses very clear examples to demonstrate that he knows what constitutes the best place, food, and beauty for each kind of individual to live, taste, and appreciate, so it would be odd “to think that Zhuangzi really has no ideas of whether a common right place, a common good food, or a common beautiful thing exists or not for all these different [individuals]” (Huang 2018: 879). Furthermore, a point that Huang does not mention is that in regard to the best place and food, Zhuangzi carefully chooses some places and foods that bear contradictory properties to highlight that it is even impossible to imagine a single spot or piece of food that can satisfy everyone by simultaneously possessing all the relevant properties. For instance, we can say the earth contains different places that are damp, dry, high, and low, but we cannot think of a single place that is damp and dry or high and low at the same time. Similarly, there can be various kinds of dishes, but we cannot think of a single piece of food that is a meat and a fruit at the same time. Hence, Zhuangzi knows for sure that the existence of a common right place or good food, qua a universally valid ethical standard, for all different kinds of people is just unthinkable.
Now, given that for Zhuangzi, there exist different but equal individual ethical standards and exists no universal ethical standard, any attempt to establish a universal ethical standard, either by negating all the individual ones or by universalizing an individual one, would be considered by Zhuangzi as wrong. The problems of the first attempt, namely it would trap one into social clumsiness and eventually generate a void socio-ethical order, have already been discussed above. Zhuangzi’s opposition to the second attempt is best illustrated in the following story:
Once a sea bird alighted in the suburbs of the Lu capital. The Marquis of Lu escorted it to the ancestral temple, where he entertained it, performing the Nine Shao music for it to listen to and presenting it with the meat of the Tailao sacrifice to feast on. But the bird only looked dazed and forlorn, refusing to eat a single slice of meat or drink a cup of wine, and in three days it was dead. This is to try to nourish a bird with what would nourish you instead of what would nourish a bird. If you want to nourish a bird with what nourishes a bird, then you should let it roost in the deep forest, play among the banks and islands, float on the rivers and lakes, eat mudfish and minnows, follow the rest of the flock in flight and rest, and live in any way it chooses…Fish live in water and thrive, but if men tried to live in water, they would die. Creatures differ because they have different likes and dislikes. Therefore, the former sages never required the same ability from all creatures or made them all do the same thing (Zhuangzi 18: 143).

As Huang aptly notes, instead of making his point by asking rhetorical questions like in the previous passage, here Zhuangzi straightforwardly states that the former sages will never require creatures that “have different likes and dislikes” to adopt a single, universal ethical standard that never exists (Huang 2018: 879). In interpersonal interactions, it would be plain wrong for the agents, such as the Marquis of Lu, to treat their patients, such as the seabird, by abruptly projecting their own preferences, as embodied by their own ethical standards, onto the patients with the assumption that their own ethical standards are universalizable. The story shows that this kind of projection will cause harm or even death to the patients. Therefore, instead of “nourishing a bird with what would nourish you,” Zhuangzi encourages us to “nourish a bird with what nourishes a bird”; that is, to treat the seabird in the way that the seabird qua the moral patient would like to be treated but not in the way that we qua the moral agents would like to be treated.10
This brings us to Zhuangzi’s moral law, which is formulated and referred to by Huang as the “Copper Rule”: “‘Do unto others what they would have us do unto them’ (positively expressed) or ‘Do not do unto others what they would not have us do unto them’ (negatively expressed)” (Huang 2005: 394). If we want to keep the formula of the moral law that Møllgaard attributes to Zhuangzi, then this new law can also be phrased as, “Do for others in not doing for others the things that the others would not like us to do unto them.”11 This moral law does not entail that we should do everything that the patients of our actions would like us to do unto them. Rather, since under this moral law, (1) each of us also has our own ethical standard that should be equally respected by both ourselves and others, and (2) people other than those who we are interacting with also have their ethical standards that should be equally respected by everyone, it is impermissible for our patients to ask us to do things that will violate either our own (such as becoming their slaves or letting them torture us for fun) or a third party’s ethical standard (such as killing or stealing from another person). In other words, to those preferences that can only be satisfied at the cost of breaking the equality between all individual ethical standards, we certainly have every right to condemn and refuse to satisfy them (Huang 2005: 410–413). This idea of acting in favor of others while never forgetting to respect every individual ethical standard, including one’s own, on an equal basis is, in my view, what Zhuangzi has in mind when he suggests that one should “follow along with men without losing [oneself]” (shunren er bushi ji 順人而不失己) (Zhuangzi 26: 232).12
In regard to the practicality of this moral law, Zhuangzi demonstrates through the first three passages of the Ren jian shi that acting according to the law is the necessary condition for becoming good (liang) at social affairs. As mentioned in the last section, in the first three passages of the Ren jian shi, Zhuangzi does not suggest that people should simply leave aside the duties assigned by their social roles, such as converting a tyrant and delivering a message to another state on behalf of one’s ruler (Zhuangzi 4: 22–30), but instead offers the following advice on how to fulfill them safely and properly:
Though your virtue may be great and your good faith unassailable, if you do not understand men’s spirits, though your fame may be wide and you do not strive with others, if you do not understand men’s minds but instead appear before a tyrant and force him to listen to sermons on benevolence and righteousness, measures and standards—this is simply using other men’s bad points to parade your own excellence…How do you think you can actually convert him [in this way]? You are still making the mind your teacher...You may go and play in his bird cage but never be moved by fame. If he listens, then sing; if not, keep still (Zhuangzi 4: 23–25).

Just go along with things and let your mind move freely (Zhuangzi 4: 28).
In your actions, it is best to follow along with him, and in your mind, it is best to harmonize with him…If he wants to be a child, be a child with him. If he wants to follow erratic ways, follow erratic ways with him. If he wants to be reckless, be reckless with him (Zhuangzi 4: 29).

These suggestions emphasize that in order to accomplish one’s socio-political tasks by properly interacting with the relevant others, one ought not to act out of one’s own mind or from one’s own ethical perspective but should understand and follow the other’s ethical standard by doing what the other would like to be done unto. This idea of “following along with men,” which takes the form of “nourishing a bird with what nourishes a bird” in the story of the Marquis of Lu, is re-illustrated in the Ren Jian Shi with an example about how to train a tiger:
Don’t you know how the tiger trainer goes about it? He doesn’t dare give the tiger any living thing to eat for fear it will learn the taste of fury by killing it. He doesn’t dare give it any whole thing to eat for fear it will learn the taste of fury by tearing it apart. He gauges the state of the tiger’s appetite and thoroughly understands its fierce disposition. Tigers are a different breed from men, and yet you can train them to be gentle with their keepers by following along with them (Zhuangzi 4: 29).

At the same time, Zhuangzi reminds that one should also not “lose oneself” by over spoiling the patients:
“Do not deviate from your orders; do not press for completion.” To go beyond the limit is excess; to deviate from orders or press for completion is a dangerous thing (Zhuangzi 4: 28).
Though you follow along, you don’t want to be pulled into his doings, and though you harmonize, you don’t want to be drawn out too far. If in your actions you follow along to the extent of being pulled in with him, then you will be overthrown, destroyed, wiped out, and brought to your knees (Zhuangzi 4: 29).

According to Tang Junyi 唐君毅 (1909–1978) and Xu Fuguan 徐復觀 (1903–1982), the idea of “[living] with what cannot be avoided” (yu yu budeyi 寓於不得已) or “[resigning] to what cannot be avoided” (tuo budeyi 托不得已) discussed in the same passages can also be interpreted as doing while not overdoing things in terms of responding only to the appropriate requests of the patients—the requests that cannot and should not be ignored or declined (Tang 1986: 371; Xu 2013: 375–376).
In general, I am sympathetic to Fang Dongmei’s 方東美 (1899–1977) view that Zhuangzi’s equality must be achieved through the acknowledgement and harmonization of the “inborn differences between the numerous human personalities” but not by simply eliminating these individual differences in an “arbitrary standard, meaningless unicity, or superficial equality” (Fang 2012: 140). What Zhuangzi’s moral law incorporates is precisely such a differences-embedded equality of individual ethical standards, and what it requires us to do is also to harmonize, by respecting and acting according to, the various ethical standards that may be different from ours without making up an originally non-existent universal ethical standard. This moral law, in contrast to what Møllgaard suggests in what he takes to be the third similarity between Kant’s and Zhuangzi’s moral law, will not be able to determine the will immediately because it necessarily requires the agent to know what other people’s ethical standards are in the first place and presupposes a concept of good that consists in “acting according to the ethical standards of your patients.” Moreover, given the method by which Zhuangzi establishes his moral law, it would also be problematic for Møllgaard, in what he regards as the second similarity between Kant’s and Zhuangzi’s moral law, to take Zhuangzi’s moral law as a “universal maxim” in the Kantian sense, which can be practiced independent of an agent’s character.
Kant states at the preface of the Groundwork that the method he will adopt to construct his ethics is “to proceed analytically from common cognition to the determination of its supreme principle, and in turn synthetically from the examination of this principle and its sources back to the common cognition in which we find it used” (Kant 1996: 47). However, as Robert Johnson and Adam Cureton point out, although Kant regards the second part of his project as “synthetical,” his overall approach to ethics is still analytical insofar as he insists on deriving ethics from pure analysis of moral concepts instead of experience (Johnson and Cureton 2016: https://​plato.​stanfor-d.​edu/​archives/​spr2019/​entries/​kant-moral/​). Kant adheres to an analytical approach to ethics because he believes that the “supreme principle” of ethics, i.e., the moral law that appears to humans in the form of the categorical imperative, alone constitutes the necessary condition of the possibility of all ethical cognitions, and this inherent necessity of the moral law by itself renders any synthetical approach appealing to the contingencies of experience ill-suited for its discovery (Kant 1996: 62–63). In addition, Kant takes experience as untrustworthy in two aspects. First, the moral law should hold universally valid for “all rational beings as such,” but if we derive the moral law from our human experience, the validity of this law will inevitably depend on the subjective conditions of humanity, which will make it unlikely to hold valid for other possible rational beings whose subjective conditions may be different from ours (Kant 1996: 62). Second, in experience, we can never find with certainty any example in which there is an absolutely good will that is immediately determined by the moral law or an action that is done from duty without the mixture of other motives and thus conforms entirely with the moral law. Therefore, no experience can provide a reliable ground from which the moral law can be derived (Kant 1996: 61–62).13
In comparison, regardless of what the content of Zhuangzi’s moral law is, the law is by no means derived analytically. To my knowledge, nowhere in the text does Zhuangzi ever try to perform any pure analysis of moral concepts. On the contrary, most of, if not all of, Zhuangzi’s ethical messages are delivered through the “imputed words” (yuyan 寓言) and “repeated words” (chongyan 重言) (Zhuangzi 27: 234). The former refers to those stories in which what we should and should not do are demonstrated either by the actions of virtuous and vicious figures or through the dialogues between Zhuangzian masters and morally ordinary people (stories and examples are often told and given within these dialogues too). The latter refers to the words of ancient sages that should be considered as morally significant. Apparently, all the passages that we have examined so far in which Zhuangzi’s moral law gets illustrated also fall under either one of these two categories.
As the result of their different approaches to ethics, from Kant’ perspective, Zhuangzi’s moral law, which is derived from the examples and stories that only reflect possible human experience, can neither be universal to “all rational beings as such,” nor can it be treated as the supreme or primary principle of ethics when the character traits of the agents who act from this moral law have been presupposed. Meanwhile, from Zhuangzi’s own perspective, it would seem unfair to criticize his moral law on the basis of whether it meets the Kantian criteria, especially when he never suggests that his moral law should be universally practiced by rational beings other than humans and openly says that “there must first be a True Man before there can be true knowledge” (Zhuangzi 6: 42). For Zhuangzi, the agent, i.e., the True Man, is primary in ethics; it is only by appealing to the actions and teachings of such a morally exemplary agent that true moral knowledge, such as a valid moral law, can be discovered. Hence, it is not unexpected that instead of urging people to rigidly follow his moral law, Zhuangzi is primarily concerned about how one can become a True Man oneself, whose actions can in turn exemplify his moral law, by adopting different methods of cultivation like “fasting of the mind” (xinzhai 心齋), “putting things outside oneself” (waiwu 外物), and “sitting down and forgetting” (zuowang 坐忘) (Zhuangzi 4: 25; 6: 46, 53).14
It is beyond the scope of this paper to determine which approach to ethics is more advisable and whose moral law is more viable, but the above discussion should be sufficient to demonstrate that Zhuangzi constructs his moral law by adopting an approach to ethics that is different in nature from that of Kant and so a Kantian framework would be, in Lee’s words, “ill-suited” for Zhuangzi’s ethics.

4 Does Zhuangzi Postulate a Distinction Between Heaven and Man?
The inadequacy of using Kantian terminologies to interpret Zhuangzi’s ethics can also be seen in the case of moral subject. Recall that Møllgaard identifies from the Zhuangzi a distinction between sheng, which represents the undifferentiated moment of self-emergence engendered by Heaven (tian), and cheng, which represents the socio-ethical order engendered by man (ren). In addition, Møllgaard argues that Zhuangzi’s ethics is “profoundly religious” insofar as it embodies a negative attitude toward the cheng that characterizes the realm of man and concerns itself with helping people gain an inner experience of sheng that characterizes the realm of Heaven by unbinding them from the realm of man.
What needs to be further noticed at this point is that Møllgaard also stresses that gaining an experience of Heaven will not lead Zhuangzi’s perfected people to immerse into and become one with Heaven. Rather, for Zhuangzi, “the perfected human being lives in a dialectical relationship with, on the one hand, the realm of man (ren), and, on the other hand, the realm of Heaven (tian)”—“Zhuangzi’s authentic subject is situated in-between the realms of Heaven and man” (Møllgaard 2007: 59, 120–121). This theme of in-between Heaven and man, Møllgaard submits, is not only pervasive in the Zhuangzi but is also plausible in itself. Its plausibility lies in that Heaven contains nothing more than an undifferentiated and unmediated “spontaneous naturalness,” so if we immerse into Heaven by completely negating every element of man, including our human form and consciousness, then we would inevitably “lose our humanity” and become as ignorant as non-human animals (Møllgaard 2007: 59). From here, Møllgaard compares Zhuangzi’s moral subject with that of Kant, arguing that Zhuangzi’s moral subject is divided between Heaven and man “in much the same way as Kant’s moral subject is divided, not between the pathological and the pure will but between the pathological and the freedom to choose between the pathological and the pure will” (Møllgaard 2007: 121).
Since the concern of this paper is on Zhuangzi, I will leave aside the question of whether the Lacanian understanding of Kant’s distinction between the pathological and the pure will that Møllgaard borrows from Alenka Zupančič is valid in itself. Instead, I would like to show that even if we accept Møllgaard’s Lacanian interpretation of Kant, Zhuangzi’s moral subject can still not be compared with that of the Lacanian Kant because there lacks sufficient textual evidence to prove that Zhuangzi really makes an ontological distinction between Heaven and man and thus opens a realm in-between Heaven and man for his moral subject to occupy. The absence of this in-between realm would shatter the foundation from which the comparison between Zhuangzi’s and (the Lacanian) Kant’s moral subject can be made.
Møllgaard appeals to three passages of the Zhuangzi to defend his interpretation. The first one is the passage from the Qi Wu Lun in which Zhuangzi discusses “liangxing 兩行.” Møllgaard translates and interprets liangxing as “‘walking two ways at once’ (liangxing), that is to say, to have one foot in Heaven and the other in the realm of man” (Møllgaard 2007: 57). Although Møllgaard’s translation of liangxing is literally plausible, without providing sufficient justification, it appears to me that his interpretation of liangxing can hardly be regarded as appropriate. The problem is that if we understand liangxing in Møllgaard’s way, what this concept entails would not fit into its immediate context:
What is acceptable we call acceptable; what is unacceptable we call unacceptable. A road is made by people walking on it; things are so because they are called so. What makes them so? Making them so makes them so. What makes them not so? Making them not so makes them not so. Things all must have that which is so; things all must have that which is acceptable. There is nothing that is not so, nothing that is not acceptable.
For this reason, whether you point to a little stalk or a great pillar, a leper or the beautiful Xishi, things ribald and shady, or things grotesque and strange, the Way makes them all into one…But to wear out your brain trying to make things into one without realizing that they are all the same—this is called “three in the morning.” What do I mean by “three in the morning”? When the monkey trainer was handing out acorns, he said, “You get three in the morning and four at night.” This made all the monkeys furious. “Well, then,” he said, “you get four in the morning and three at night.” The monkeys all were delighted. There was no change in the reality behind the words, and yet the monkeys responded with joy and anger. Let them, if they want to. So the sage harmonizes with both right and wrong and rests in Heaven the Equalizer. This is called walking two [ways at once] (Zhuangzi 2: 11).

Although “Heaven” is mentioned in the sentence preceding liangxing, Zhuangzi’s emphasis here is on the function of Heaven as “the Equalizer” (jun 鈞), which does not mark a different realm of existence but represents the Way by which the sage equalizes and harmonizes individuals holding different standards of right and wrong, acceptable and unacceptable.15
This way of equalization and harmonization denoted by “tianjun 天鈞” (Heaven the Equalizer), in my view, consists in nothing but the adoption of Zhuangzi’s moral law. The story about training the monkeys in this passage should remind us of the story about nourishing the seabird, which suggests that the agents (i.e., the monkey trainers) should interact with the patients (i.e., the monkeys or monkey-type of people) in ways that the patients prefer or the patients consider as acceptable from their perspectives (i.e., to have four in the morning and three in the evening but not the other way round). Furthermore, the criticism against “trying to make things into one without realizing that they are all the same” reiterates that although everything is the same insofar as everything can be regarded as right and wrong, acceptable and unacceptable, or good and bad simultaneously if we evaluate the same thing from the different perspectives generated by different ethical standards, this kind of sameness will never generate a oneness, in terms of a universal ethical standard, that permits us to treat different kinds of people in the same way. On this ground, I think Chris Fraser’s interpretation of liangxing is sound. According to Fraser, liangxing “endorses a form of reciprocal consideration of others, manifested by finding ways to interact with them harmoniously—by seeking to ‘walk two ways,’ theirs and our own, at once, rather than imposing ours on them” (Fraser 2009: 439). In this sense, despite being regarded as a Heavenly pattern of action, liangxing, by itself, does not suggest whether acting according to it will transcend the agent to a unique existential realm; the Heaven or Heavenly here should be understood as an adjective describing the attribute of the agent whose behavior exhibits liangxing rather than a noun designating the realm alongside that of man.
The second passage that Møllgaard uses to show “the theme of being ‘in-between’ is pervasive in Zhuangzi” comes from the Outer Chapter Shan mu 山木 (The Mountain Tree), where “Zhuangzi jokingly suggests that he would prefer ‘to dwell in-between worthiness and worthlessness’” (Møllgaard 2007: 57). I take this as an indirect support for Møllgaard’s theory of dwelling in-between Heaven and man, as what Møllgaard intends to suggest seems to be: although this passage of Shan mu is about dwelling in-between worthiness and worthlessness, not Heaven and man, since the very idea of being “in-between” is preferred by Zhuangzi and so is pervasive in the Zhuangzi, a dwelling in-between Heaven and man should naturally be recommended. However, leaving aside whether there really is a realm in-between Heaven and man, the passage of Shan mu cited by Møllgaard merely shows that Zhuangzi prefers “in-between” over something else but does not show that Zhuangzi ultimately favors it.
Immediately after making the suggestion quoted by Møllgaard, Zhuangzi says:
But half-way between [worthiness] and worthlessness, though it might seem to be a good place, really isn’t—you’ll never get away from trouble there [emphasis added] (Zhuangzi 20: 156).

Combining with what Zhuangzi suggests in some other passages and at the beginning of this passage of Shan mu, it can be seen that the reason why Zhuangzi prefers to take a position in-between the two extremes of being worthy, like “useful trees” (wenmu 文木), and being worthless, like a goose who cannot cackle, is because residing with the two extremes is very likely to cause damages that are much more severe than taking a middle position. In the case of useful trees, “as soon as their fruit is ripe, they are torn apart and subjected to abuse… Their utility makes life miserable for them, and so they don’t get to finish out the years Heaven gave them but are cut off in mid-journey” (Zhuangzi 4: 30). Likewise, when being compared with a worthy goose that can cackle, the worthless goose can be easily abandoned for food (Zhuangzi 20: 156). However, being better than a bad will not necessarily make something good, as Zhuangzi also states very explicitly that taking a position in-between the two extremes will not exempt one from trouble either.
In Zhuangzi’s view, the best way to live is to “climb up on the Way and its Virtue and go drifting and wandering…shifting with the times, never willing to hold to one course only” and to “[treat] things as things but not letting them treat you as a thing” (Zhuangzi 20: 156–157). No matter what this lifestyle consists of,16 so long as it has been singled out by Zhuangzi as the lifestyle that can help one get away from trouble completely, it must be different from the problematic lifestyles introduced previously, namely, residing with the two extremes of worthiness and worthlessness or taking a middle position in-between the two extremes. This implies that the ideal Zhuangzian moral subjects who can constitute themselves according to what Zhuangzi considers to be the best way to live will surely not abide by one extreme, but neither will they place themselves somewhere in-between the extremes. Therefore, it would seem rather unconvincing to refer to this passage of Shan mu to prove that the theme of being “in-between” is pervasive in the Zhuangzi because it is commendable.
The last but most important passage that Møllgaard employs to support his theory is the following:
Archer Yi was skilled at hitting the smallest target but clumsy in not preventing people from praising him for it. The sage is skilled in what pertains to Heaven but clumsy in what pertains to men. To be skilled in Heavenly affairs and good at human ones as well—only the Complete Man can encompass that. Only bugs can be bugs because only bugs can abide by Heaven. [The Complete Man hates Heaven, he hates man’s ‘Heaven,’ and even more he hates the question ‘am I Heaven or man?’] (Zhuangzi 23: 197–198; modified according to Møllgaard’s translation).

According to Møllgaard, the latter half of the passage makes it clear that only bugs, or animals in general, can totally immerse themselves into Heaven, which is something that the Complete Man hates. At the same time, the Complete Man also hates the Heaven manipulated by man (“man’s Heaven”), which implies that the Complete Man would not immerse into the realm of man either. Therefore, Møllgaard concludes, “the perfected human being lives in a dialectical relationship with, on the one hand, the realm of man (ren), and, on the other hand, the realm of Heaven (tian),” which renders the distinction between Heaven and man and the question “am I Heaven or man” inapplicable to him (Møllgaard 2007: 59).
The validity of Møllgaard’s interpretation, however, largely depends on how one pronounces and understands the Chinese character “wu 惡” in the last sentence. Møllgaard, together with many other scholars such as Cao Chuji, Cheng Xuanying, Burton Watson (1925–2017), Zhong Tai 鍾泰 (1887–1979), and Brook Ziporyn, apparently reads it in the falling tone, wù, which gives the character the meaning of yanwu 厭惡 (hate, dislike) (Cao 2007: 283; Guo 2013: 716; Watson 2013: 197–198; Zhong 2002: 544; Ziporyn 2020: 192). However, as various others including Chen Guying 陳鼓應, who also draws support from Wang Yu 王敔 (1656–1730) and Yao Nai 姚鼐 (1732–1815), Fu Peirong, and Wang Fuzhi have suggested, the character can and should be read in the rising tone, wú, and be understood as a replacement of the character “無” or “烏” that indicates the absence of something (Chen 2012: 662; Fu 2002: 411; Wang 1976: 209).17 If we pronounce the character as wú, the accurate translation of the sentence will be, “The Complete Man lacks (the knowledge of) Heaven. He lacks (the knowledge of) man’s Heaven. Not to mention how will he use his own mind to distinguish Heaven and man?” In this case, the sentence would suggest that Zhuangzi is skeptical about whether there truly exists a distinction between Heaven and man. Since placing a moral subject in-between Heaven and man necessarily presupposes a firm distinction between Heaven and man, Zhuangzi would be unlikely to place his moral subject in this in-between realm if he doubts the very existence of the distinction.
In my view, it is more plausible to read the character as wú instead of wù. This is because first, if the Complete Man “hates” both Heaven and man, it would become inexplicable why he can still be “skilled in Heavenly affairs and good at human ones as well.” Second, I agree with Møllgaard to the extent that the sentence about bugs implies that Zhuangzi sees bugs as imperfect creatures and would not encourage people to become like bugs. However, contra Møllgaard, I hold that the imperfection of bugs does not lie in their total immersion into Heaven. This is because the sentence describing bugs also suggests that by immersing into or abiding by Heaven, bugs can therefore (as indicated by the “because”) remain as bugs. If we take this “bugs” as an analogy of humans, the sentence would suggest that humans can remain as humans if humans can abide by Heaven in the same way as bugs. This is not imperfect, as what the Complete Man can do is precisely that he can abide by Heaven by being skilled in Heavenly affairs while remaining as a human by being good at worldly affairs. If it is not bad for bugs to be bugs by abiding by Heaven, it would be pointless for the Complete Man to “hate” Heaven.
By reading wu as wú, the imperfection of bugs would rather lie in their failure of canceling the distinction between the realm of Heaven and their own realm. That is, although bugs can abide by two realms—that of Heaven and that of bug—simultaneously, the distinction between the two realms and their causal relationship (bugs can be bugs because they can abide by Heaven) are still there. In contrast, in the case of the Complete Man, being “skilled in Heavenly affairs and good at human ones” blurs the very distinction between Heaven and man, which makes it impossibly difficult for both the Complete Man herself and others to determine what causes the Complete Man to be human and which realm the Complete Man really resides. This interpretation echoes what Zhuangzi wonders in the Da Zong Shi 大宗師 (The Great and Venerable Teacher): “How, then, can I know that what I call Heaven is not really man and what I call man is not really Heaven?” (Zhuangzi 6: 42). As Chong Kim-chong 莊錦章 rightly suggests, the question mark indicates that for Zhuangzi, “the distinction between tian [i.e., Heaven] and human action [i.e., man] is not always self-evident, and it remains open whether we construe something as one or the other” (Chong 2016: 68). This brings us back to the conclusion reached above: given that Zhuangzi doubts the very existence of the distinction between Heaven and man, he would not place his moral subject in-between the realm of Heaven and man—a realm that necessarily presupposes a clear distinction between Heaven and man. In respect to Møllgaard’s project of approaching Zhuangzi’s moral subject from a Kantian perspective, this conclusion will work against it, as Zhuangzi’s skepticism of whether there are a realm of Heaven and a realm of man will render any analysis of his moral subject that relies on their certain existence and binary opposition untenable.18

5 Conclusion
In contrast to Møllgaard’s religious interpretation of Zhuangzi’s ethics that relies heavily on Kantian terminologies, I have brought Zhuangzi’s ethics down to the world of man in this paper by offering a rather secular interpretation of it that uses more of Zhuangzi’s own words. The key difference between Møllgaard’s and my interpretations does not lie in our different answers to whether Zhuangzi is ever concerned about the life of humans, as right after calling Zhuangzi’s ethics religious, Møllgaard also remarks that “this does not mean Zhuangzi is indifferent to human beings” (Møllgaard 2007: 106). Instead, the difference lies in our different understandings of what Zhuangzi’s concern for humans consists of and how this concern is supposed to be addressed. On my interpretation, Zhuangzi has no intention to break up with the existing socio-ethical order as the “fantasmatic defense structure” added by humans. The primary aim of his ethics is to promote moral development and social harmony from within the existing socio-ethical order, which will retain all the established social relations while revising the modes of interactions underlying them. However, according to Møllgaard, Zhuangzi’s ethics “transcends” the existing socio-ethical order. It leaves behind the entire social life as “a life of misery and sad delusion,” not to mention whether it is concerned about promoting a social harmony that will keep those social relations that require people to act on each other in specific ways.
Needless to say, the human society is far from being ideal in both Zhuangzi’s day and ours, but by recognizing the inextricable nature of social life, Zhuangzi informs us through the behavior of the morally perfected persons that we should engage ourselves in finding a way to revise the imperfect socio-ethical order instead of keeping ourselves away from it, treating it as a hopelessly bad human addition to or completion of (cheng) the original world (sheng). After all, Zhuangzi hints that apart from “bad completion” (echeng 惡成), there is also “good completion” (meicheng 美成) (Zhuangzi 4: 28); apart from interacting with each other with one’s pre-established “opinioned mind” (chengxin 成心), one can also be free from prejudices and interact with each other with “clarity” (yiming 以明) (Zhuangzi 2: 9–10). These distinctions all point to the existence of a proper way of handling social affairs other than breaking up with them. Based on what has been discussed in this paper, we know that this proper way of socialization can refer to nothing but acting according to Zhuangzi’s positive moral law, which requires us to respect individual differences and do unto others the things that the others would like to be done unto.
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Footnotes
1The existing version of the Zhuangzi—the philosophical text named after the philosopher Zhuangzi—contains thirty-three chapters that are divided into three sections: seven Inner Chapters (nei pian 內篇), fifteen Outer Chapters (wai pian 外篇), and eleven Miscellaneous Chapters (za pian 雜篇). It has almost become a scholarly consensus that the Inner Chapters best reflect Zhuangzi’s real thoughts because they are written by Zhuangzi himself. However, the Outer and the Miscellaneous Chapters are mostly written by Zhuangzi’s students and followers, so they may contain certain ideas that are not entirely consistent with those found in the Inner Chapters. In this paper, I will mainly focus on the Inner Chapters, but I will also cite those passages of the Outer and the Miscellaneous Chapters that echo the Inner Chapters. Since the focus of this paper is on the moral philosophy represented by the name “Zhuangzi” and is not preoccupied with the authorship of Zhuangzi the text, in the interest of word economy and avoiding digression, I will use Zhuangzi and the Zhuangzi interchangeably throughout this paper.

 

2I adopt Burton Watson’s (1925–2017) translation of the Zhuangzi (Watson 2013). The number following “Zhuangzi” corresponds to the chapter number of the original text, and the page numbers following the colon refer to Watson’s translation. The translations of all other Chinese texts are my own.

 

3One possibility suggested by Fang Yizhi 方以智 (1611–1671) is that the Toeless intentionally goes there to ridicule Confucius, which may, to some extent, correspond to what Møllgaard has in mind when he says the mutilated persons “return as exemplary characters to haunt the moralizers”(Møllgaard 2007: 109). However, Fang at the same time compares such a behavior to a dog without Buddha nature that barks in front of a Chan master and condemns the behavior for being misleading, indicating that the Toeless is not a perfected person (Fang 2016: 185–186). To my knowledge, nowhere in the Zhuangzi can we find a text suggesting that a perfected person will proactively approach someone with an intention to ridicule them.

 

4It seems that if we follow the second interpretation by taking the Toeless’ statement as his acknowledgement of his former misconduct, the Toeless would be rendered as a perfected person. Therefore, the second interpretation would also be wrong, as it denies the Toeless as a perfected person. However, this argument cannot be made because, as Lin Xiyi 林希逸 (1193–1271) rightly suggests, “those who excuse their faults,” “those who don’t excuse their faults,” and those who are content with the punishment they received are not the same in characters (Lin 1997: 88). Those who merely admit their faults may not necessarily “be content with” (an 安) the resulting punishment. Since the Toeless is portrayed as a person who has been seeking to make up for his former mistake, who has not been “cleansed with goodness” by a Zhuangzian master, and who has apparently been annoyed by Confucius’ attitude toward his mutilation, he can, at best, be regarded as more virtuous than ordinary people if he truly admits his faults. However, as long as there is no clear evidence showing that he is content with his mutilation, he cannot be safely regarded as perfected.

 

5This may be what Wang Fuzhi has in mind when he suggests that according to Zhuangzi, it is difficult but not entirely impossible to find a proper way to live in the chaotic world of man that is often dominated by tyrants. The purpose of the chapter Ren Jian Shi 人間世 (In the World of Man) is precisely to teach us this “wonderful art of living in troubled times that can preserve both oneself and others” (Wang 1976: 34). Also, if we take the place in front of Yi’s target as the metaphor for the human society, then playing around not in front of such a place would imply escaping from the human society. However, so far as Zhuangzi is concerned, this escape may not be possible and should not be encouraged because (1) if it is possible to escape from the human society, being born into a human society, which refers to both the fact that everyone is born of a family and that everyone grows up and lives in a human society, can no longer be denoted as “fate,” as whether one has to grow up and live in a human society is no longer beyond one’s control; (2) as will be shown shortly, Zhuangzi takes certain social relations as inescapable by nature; and (3) excluding themselves from the human society is in conflict with the characters of Zhuangzian perfected people.

 

6This interpretation can also explain why Zhuangzi says perfected people will treat their punishment “as if” (ruo 若) it is a matter of fate, which indicates that the punishment may have in fact been resulted from the pernicious ways of life that the perfected people once adopted.

 

7One passage of the Inner Chapters that could potentially be employed to argue against this secular interpretation is from the Da Zong Shi 大宗師 (The Great and Venerable Teacher), where Zhuangzi again lets Confucius speak on behalf of him that “the petty man of Heaven is a gentleman among men; the gentleman among men is the petty man of Heaven” (Zhuangzi 6: 50). However, it seems more plausible to interpret the “gentleman” (junzi 君子) in this passage as referring to the kind of person who is only “skilled” but not “good” at social affairs, that is, the kind of person who can just skillfully observe the existing socio-ethical order but lacks the practical wisdom to reform it into a more harmonious one.

 

8Burton Watson translates this as “do with others without doing with others” (Watson 2013: 49). For this particular sentence, I will use Møllgaard’s own translation to avoid inconsistency.

 

9Scholars like Chad Hansen would argue that this passage actually reveals Zhuangzi’s moral skepticism or relativism about the existence of any valid ethical standard and moral judgement (Hansen 2003: 153–154). On this issue, I agree with Huang Yong and Karyn Lai that “Zhuangzi is neither skeptical about plurality, nor is skeptical about the validity of each assertion made from a singular perspective,” as in this passage, Zhuangzi states “unequivocally” and so is not skeptical at all about what constitutes the best place and food for each type of animal or person to live and eat (Huang 2018, 880; Lai 2006, 365). Since the main purpose of this paper is to examine Møllgaard’s interpretation of Zhuangzi, I will leave the problems related to Zhuangzi’s moral skepticism and relativism aside for now. For a detailed discussion on these problems, see Huang (2018: 878–886).

 

10The story about Hundun 渾沌 and Bo Le 伯樂 can also be interpreted along the same line (Zhuangzi 7: 59; 9: 65). For details, see Huang (2010a: 74–78, 2010b: 1055–1060).

 

11This only corresponds to the negative expression of the Copper Rule, but even this negative expression of the Copper Rule is different from the moral law proposed by Møllgaard because it specifies what the things that one should not do unto others are, not to mention the Copper Rule also has the positive expression telling us what one should do unto others.

 

12This can be regarded as Zhuangzi’s own expression of his moral law.

 

13This analysis of Kant’s ethical approach is drawn from one of my other works (Hu 2023: 95–96).

 

14Given this feature of Zhuangzi’s ethics, I think Alan Fox and Huang Yong are right to suggest that Zhuangzi’s ethics is a form of virtue ethics that is agent-centered rather than action-centered (Fox 2002: 80; Huang 2010a: 1060–1066). In my opinion, perhaps it would be less controversial to suggest that Zhuangzi’s ethics is virtue-ethical in a thin but not thick sense. It means that Zhuangzi’s ethics contains all the defining elements of a virtue ethics but nonetheless provides thick accounts of these elements that are different from, say, an Aristotelian or a Humean virtue ethics.

 

15For this reason, I think it is also reasonable for some scholars to translate tianjun 天鈞 (Heaven the Equalizer) as “the natural patten of different beings,” which makes the sentence suggest that sages will always observe the natural pattern of the being that they are interacting with, which consists of the being’s living habits and preferences (Chen 2012: 84; Fung 1952: 233; Huang 2018: 881).

 

16On my reading, it refers to a life that adheres to Zhuangzi’s moral law. It could be interpreted as suggesting that when interacting with others, we should (1) always be flexible and treat each individual in the way that the particular individual would like to be treated (“treat things as things”) but never act according to a single, fixed ethical standard (“never willing to hold to one course only”), and (2) never act in favor of others at the cost of breaking the equality between all individual ethical standards that may take the form of violating our own ethical standard (“not letting them treat you as a thing”).

 

17Wang Yu says the character should be read in pingsheng 平聲 (even tone). In classical Chinese, pingsheng is divided into yinping 陰平 (negative even tone) and yangping 陽平 (positive even tone). Both may be referred to as pingsheng, but the first corresponds to the level tone in modern (Mandarin) Chinese, while the second to the rising tone. In this case of wu, reading it as wū (level tone/negative even tone) will turn the character into an interrogative, which cannot be followed by nouns. Therefore, by pingsheng, Wang must have meant wú (rising tone/positive even tone). Yao Nai and Fu Peirong state more explicitly that they believe wu pronounces wú. I thank an anonymous audience of the conference at which I presented this paper for pointing this out.

 

18The relationship between Heaven and man in the Zhuangzi generates another rich topic that falls beyond the scope of this article, so I stop here with the conclusion that Zhuangzi is skeptical about whether there is a distinction between Heaven and man, which I find to be quite sufficient for the purpose of arguing against Møllgaard. However, without going into much detail, I think certain passages of the Inner Chapters could be interpreted as suggesting that the distinction between Heaven and man is unclear because there is really no distinction between them. For example, as a number of commentators have pointed out (Chen 2012: 52–53; Guo 2013: 51; Fukunaga 2019: 31; Huang 2010a: 82–83; 2018, 891–892; Mou 1993: 198; Zhong 2002: 30), in explaining the difference between the piping of Heaven (tianlai 天籟), the piping of earth (dilai 地籟), and the piping of man (renlai 人籟), Zhuangzi indicates that the piping of Heaven is not independent of but is constituted by the “blowing on the ten thousand things in a different way” generated by the piping of earth and the piping of man (Zhuangzi 2: 7–8). In addition, Zhuangzi says in the Da Zong Shi that “man and Heaven do not defeat each other” at the place of a True Man, and this not defeating is possible because regardless of whether the True Man acts as “a companion of Heaven” or as “a companion of man,” both modes of actions are just different manifestations of a single oneness (Zhuangzi 6: 44). Tang Junyi once used the analogy of stream to illustrate the relationship between Heaven and man, suggesting that Heaven and man in the Zhuangzi can be perceived as the source and the flow of the same stream. They represent two different perspectives of examining the same entity, which are not ontologically separable from each other (Tang 1986: 378–382).
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1 Zhuangzi
Hu Xiangnong 胡湘農 and I agree on the scope of the text to be interpreted. When we say “Zhuangzi” or “the Zhuangzi” 莊子 we mean the Inner Chapters and the parts of the Outer and Miscellaneous Chapters that echo the central points of view of the Inner Chapters. This is an important agreement, for some scholars regard the text, even the Inner Chapters, as a collection of fragments from different times, and they say that it is impossible to make claims about the text as a whole. One cannot, of course, disregard the important philological work done on the text, but when it comes to reading the Zhuangzi we must presuppose that the text, as heterogeneous as it may be, has a central point of view otherwise reading itself is pointless.
Hu and I also agree that Zhuangzi has an ethical point of view, and that he is not a moral relativist. But we have radically different views of what is Zhuangzi’s central thought. I see the central thought of Zhuangzi as a vision of freedom beyond all social bonds. Hu sees the central thought of Zhuangzi as a vision of a harmonious social order. I see Zhuangzi’s ethics as a kind of religious ethics. According to Hu Zhuangzi’s ethics is a kind of virtue ethics.
Virtue ethics is often used as a theoretical frame to explain traditional Chinese thought. But just because an ancient Chinese text talks about virtues does not mean that it proposes a virtue ethics. Virtue ethics is a branch of contemporary philosophical ethics, it is Neo-Aristotelian university philosophy. To explain ancient Chinese texts in terms of virtue ethics is to view them from the point of view of university philosophy. This easily leads to distortions of the moral pictures of early Chinese texts.
Confucians talk about virtues, but their main concern is not virtue ethics. Confucian sage-knowledge (shengzhi 聖知) is political rather than philosophical. With their sage-knowledge Confucians put themselves in the exceptional position to be able to regulate all particular discourses. The position normally taken by the ruler. Confucian sage-knowledge may seem to be practical reasoning and a form of aesthetic perception but in fact it is decisionism and straightforward political intervention. The ultimate concern of Confucians is this imaginary political act and not the cultivation of virtue (see Møllgaard 2018).
Zhuangzi also talks about virtues, and it could be argued that his discussion of virtues is more sophisticated than what we find in Confucian texts. But virtue is not the ultimate concern of Zhuangzi’s ethics. Zhuangzi wants to take us beyond virtue and into a realm that I call religious. Zhuangzi transports us from the realm of action (wei 為) to the realm of non-action (wuwei 無為), from the realm of knowing (zhi 知) to the realm of not-knowing (buzhi 不知), from the realm of what can be done (neng 能) to the realm of what cannot be done (bu neng 不能), from the realm of the useful (yong 用) to the realm of the useless (wuyong 無用). Such radical transformation is part of many religions, but not characteristic of virtue ethics.
Zhuangzi says that society with its different social roles is but a dream. He says that the social self is not our true self, that our basic nature is emptiness or nothingness, and that perfect happiness is being free from the need to be happy. Statements like these we find in many religions but rarely in virtue ethics. In the Zhuangzi there are many passages that describe religious experiences. Let me give just one example. A perfected person says: “[In realizing the Way] I go through the gate of the limitless, and frolic in the fields of infinity. I join my light with that of the sun and moon, extend my life span to that of heaven and earth. Things come near to me—I remain with chaos. Things move away from me—I stay in oblivion. All others may well die—I alone survive!” (Kohn 2011: 131).

2 The Criminals
Zhuangzi’s religious ethics is grounded in the experience of “living the life engendered by Heaven” (tian er sheng 天而生). It is significant that the experience of living the life engendered by Heaven is given voice by a number of mutilated criminals. This shows that this experience is not the attainment of the virtuous only. In so far as the criminals give voice to the experience of the life generated by Heaven they are perfected human beings.
Hu objects to this reading. He says that the criminals are not perfected persons but simply persons who have done wrong and therefore punished by society. According to Hu, “clumsiness” (zhuo 拙) in the social order is not something that opens up to an experience of the life generated by Heaven. It is simply carelessness. In fact, the toeless criminal himself says: “I was careless of my body” (qingyong wushen 輕用吾身).
Hu points out that there are two interpretations of this statement. According to the first, the criminal blames an unjust society for his punishment; the second reading says that the criminal blames himself for the punishment. Hu says that I support the first reading where society and not the criminal is to blame. That is not the case. In my view, Zhuangzi is not criticizing an unjust social order. Zhuangzi would admit that the criminal made a mistake, and that he is responsible for his action. The criminal does not see himself as a victim. But for Zhuangzi the question of responsibility is irrelevant. The social system is founded on “repayment” (bao 報). The social law says: if you do wrong to us in this particular way you will repay us by having your toes cut off. Laws of socio-ethical reciprocity are not universal. We no longer consider it right to cut off the toes of criminals. According to Zhuangzi, social laws must be transcended, not because they are unjust but because they obscure a higher moral law. Criminals have the opportunity to see this higher law beyond the law of reciprocity and repayment.
It is not the punishment in itself that makes the criminal a perfected person. If that were the case then all criminals would be saints. We do have in the Outer Chapters the story of Robber Zhi 盜跖, who is “enjoying an afternoon snack of minced human livers” (Ziporyn 2020: 239). This story could rightly be called gangster Daoism, but it does not reflect back on the stories of criminals in the Inner Chapters. In these stories the punishment, whether it is justified or not, only opens up the possibility to experience the life generated by Heaven beyond the law of reciprocity that rules society.
This is clearly shown in the story of the toeless criminal. Here the criminal goes to see Confucius 孔子 for moral instruction. At this stage he is not yet perfected. He finds Confucius to be “crude” (lou 陋) and leaves. Confucius acknowledges that he has been crude and calls the criminal back. But the criminal has already gone to see Laozi 老子. Laozi tells him that Confucius is “shackled” (zhigu 桎梏), bound by the socio-ethical order, and suggests that perhaps Confucius could be freed if he learns a little Daoism. But the criminal responds: “Heaven has punished him; how can he be set free.” This is the moment the criminal shows himself to be a perfected person—more prefect than even Laozi (Ho et al. 2000: chapter 5, 14).
Clumsiness in the socio-ethical order does not itself make you a saint, but it may put you on the road to sainthood. If you are very successful in the socio-ethical order and everything is going smoothly for you, then you are less likely to even see the road to sainthood. And if you think that the cultivation of virtues will lead you to sainthood then you are “shackled” and unable to free yourself for the experience of being engendered by Heaven.

3 Kant
I suggest that Zhuangzi’s moral law, “do for others in not doing for others” (xiangwei yu wuxiangwei 相為於无相為) can be compared to Kant’s (1724–1804) moral law. According to Hu, Zhuangzi’s ethics is incommensurable with the Kantian moral picture. Hu says that there are no universal moral laws in Zhuangzi only individual preferences. But he also emphasizes that for Zhuangzi “filial piety” (xiao 孝) is a “great decree” (dajie 大戒), something you “cannot unbind” (buke jie 不可解), it is “inescapable” (buke tao 不可逃) for humans. This looks very much like a universal moral law. If so then there is at least one universal moral law in Zhuangzi, and if there is one then it is possible that there may be others.
I suggest that for Zhuangzi “do for others in not doing for others” is also a universal law. Furthermore, this universal law is more important than the universal law of filial piety and any other universal moral law one may find in Zhuangzi. It is like the Christian commands that you must love God with your whole heart and your neighbor like yourself. Both are universal laws, but the command to love God is more fundamental than the command to love your neighbor. Love of neighbor is an expression of love of God. Similarly, in Zhuangzi the law of non-action—do for others in not doing for others—is more fundamental than the law of filial piety, for filial piety, like other universal virtues, must be exercised as an expression of non-action.
Hu says that Zhuangzi’s moral law does not determine the will immediately but only when mediated by the notion of the good cultivated in society. Hu writes: “For Zhuangzi, a virtuous agent rather than a universal moral principle is the primary ethical element; it is only by appealing to the actions and teachings of a virtuous agent that a valid moral law can be discovered.” It is true that in Zhuangzi the moral law is not derived analytically but through stories. If philosophy, as Hegel (1770–1831) says, is hard work with concepts, then Zhuangzi is not a philosopher. He is a storyteller whose stories are sprinkled with speculative remarks. Stories can reveal truth, as is seen, for instance, in the Bible. Christianity and many other religions are based on stories. The truth of these stories is as universal as the truth grasped through philosophical concepts. This can be seen, however, only after the philosopher has analyzed the conceptual content of the stories.
Take Zhuangzi’s well-known story of Cook Ding 庖丁 who cuts up an ox as if performing a dance. It is as if the ox falls apart by itself. It took Cook Ding some practice to do this, but, as he says, ultimately what he does goes beyond skill and aims at “nurturing life” (yangsheng 養生), or to live the life engendered by Heaven. He explains that there are two kinds of cooks: the good cook, who changes his knife only once a year, because he cuts skillfully, and the ordinary cook who changes his knife every month, because he does not know how to cut properly. And then there is Cook Ding himself, who has had his knife for 19 years, and used it to cut up thousands of oxen, and yet the knife is as sharp as new: “its edge is as thin as if had just come from the whetstone” (Kohn 2011: 173). Cook Ding’s knife is not to be found in the empirical world. It is an impossibility. It is not the effect of the cultivation of virtue or skill, for cultivation of virtues and skills only cultivate what is possible. You cannot cultivate the impossible. And yet Zhuangzi says that “we must be able to do what we are not able to do” (neng suo buneng 能所不能) (Ho et al. 2000: chapter 22, 63).
The story of Cook Ding is one of the most discussed of Zhuangzi passages, and everybody would agree that it is central to Zhuangzi’s thought. This story shows that interpretations of Zhuangzi’s Way (dao) in terms of any form of pragmatic coping are wrong. The Way (dao) goes beyond skillful action, including the skillful cultivation and exercise of virtues, no matter how naturally this skillful action “flows.” Cook Ding’s way is incommensurable with ordinary ways of coping no matter how just and fair, considerate and inclusive, harmonious and frictionless they may be.
The impossible action which the story of Cook Ding reveals is “non-action” (wuwei 無為), the action that nourishes life and allows one to live the life engendered by Heaven. For Zhuangzi this impossible act is the foundation for all ethics. Zhuangzi says: “What is right and wrong in the world is impossible to decide. However, in nonaction there is clear right and wrong” (天下是非果未可定也。雖然，無為可以定是非) (Ho et al. 2000: chapter 18, 48; Kohn 2011: 7). The impossible act that opens up the ethical point of view is not mediated by any good found in society or any virtuous agent. It immediately determines the will.
Zhuangzi’s impossible act of non-action is comparable to Kant’s good will. In Zhuangzi there is no empirical evidence of non-action. In Kant there is no empirical evidence of the good will. As Kant says, every time we scrutinize our motivation we find the ego at work. Nevertheless, according to Kant, the good will is “a fact of reason.” In this world there is nothing but egoistic willing and pragmatic coping, but we must postulate a realm of freedom beyond causality, and from this realm springs the moral law. In Zhuangzi the realm of non-action and freedom is the realm of the Dao. Zhuangzi says that that the Dao things things but is not itself a thing (wuwuzhe feiwu 物物者非物) (Ho et al. 2000: chapter 22, 63). Not being a thing the Dao is outside causation, where one thing causes another, and yet it is what moves everything along. This is non-action. If we follow Zhuangzi’s moral maxim, do for others in not doing for others, then we act in the same way the Dao moves everything along without willing and without violence. Moral action follows immediately from non-action. Non-action is beyond skill and beyond cultivation of virtues. It is beyond what Kant calls hypothetical imperatives where we do X in order to attain Y. In positing an intuitive grasp of the Absolute (the Dao) Zhuangzi goes beyond the limits Kant sets up for philosophical reason. Nevertheless, both Kant and Zhuangzi show us the non-empirical, empty point beyond cause and effect from which the moral law springs.
Hu also points out that although both Kant and Zhuangzi emphasize equality Zhuangzi’s equality is mediated by the social order. Kant’s equality is purely formal, without positive content. Hu says that Kant’s moral law is “socially empty” and that a purely formal equality destroys society. So if you interpret Zhuangzi’s ethics as Kantian, then his ethics destroys the social order.
Here Hu follows a well-known neo-Aristotelian criticism of Kantian ethics. Kant’s ethics, it is claimed, is socially empty and cannot substitute for the social bonds in traditional societies. But there are counterarguments. In modern societies we live what Robert Pippin calls “the free life.” According to Pippin in the free life we depend on others, but not in the way a child depends on its parents, or a subject depends on the ruler. We depend on others to support the laws that secure individual rights, and, more fundamentally, we depend on others to recognize our freedom in solidarity and mutual respect. Therefore Pippin emphasizes “the collective nature of a free life,” and he points out that “one cannot be free alone” (Pippin 2005: 225, 238). Pippin’s analysis shows that although the enlightenment ideal of autonomy destroys tribal and family bonds, it does not, as some traditionalists suggest, leave mankind in an ethical vacuum, but institutes a new kind of bond between members of modern societies. When Zhuangzi celebrates freedom and equality, he can seem quite modern, but Zhuangzi does not translate freedom and equality into new institutions and new forms of social life. So does his moral law, do for others in not doing for others, destroy society?
To be sure, ethics can be destructive. Confucians want to revive their imaginary early Zhou state. Such radical political imaginaries surely can be destructive to society. The European Enlightenment has its own dark dialectic. Hegel translated Kantian freedom and equality into the socio-ethical sphere and this led to Karl Marx and the destruction that followed. Zhuangzi considers the entire socio-ethical order to be no more than a dream, and he urges us to wake up from this dream. When you wake up from a dream do you destroy the dream? Perhaps “destroy” is not the right word to use here.

4 Conclusion
Behind all our disagreements Hu and I have a deeper agreement. An agreement so deep that it perhaps goes unnoticed. We both see Zhuangzi through the lens of university philosophy. University philosophy arose in Europe in the nineteenth century. It was an entirely new standpoint from which to do philosophy, and it laid the foundation for the modern university with its different fields of knowledge. University philosophy is scientific in the broad sense of the word, it is critical, systematic conceptual knowledge, the kind of knowledge we pursue at academic conferences and publications like the present one.
At the time it arose university philosophy encountered some opposition. Notably from Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) and Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi (1743–1819). According to Jacobi, not-knowing is “the site of the true,” and it is “inaccessible to science.” Jacobi calls his own philosophy “un-philosophy” and says that it “has its essence in not-knowing” (Jacobi 2003: 119–141). Here we are very close to Zhuangzi when he says that “not-knowing is profound, knowing is shallow” (buzhi shen yi, zhizhi qian yi 不知深矣，知之淺矣) (Ho et al. 2000: chapter 22, 62). This may seem vague, perhaps even irrelevant to our scholarly work, but two points should be made. First, Jacobi reminds us that university philosophy has a limit. We can discuss if Zhuangzi is best understood in comparison with virtue ethics or in comparison with Kant—and I obviously think that the Kantian view is more enlightening—but the whole discussion is within the frame of university philosophy, and there is a limit to this frame. Second, in the second half of the twentieth century some university philosophers came to think that the ancient Chinese masters were occupied with the same philosophical problems that they themselves are concerned with. In this way the field of Chinese philosophy was created. This is a development Jacobi could not have foreseen, for at his time university philosophy was still a sober science.
We can throw light on ancient Chinese philosophy from many philosophical perspectives—we can use Kant, virtue ethics, neo-pragmatism, post-modernism, and so on—and some perspectives are more enlightening than others, but they are all within the same frame: university philosophy. When I look back at my interpretation of Zhuangzi, which was written nearly 20 years ago, I see that in calling Zhuangzi’s ethics “religious” I did not want to bring a particular definition of the religious into play in interpreting Zhuangzi. Nor did I want to oppose a religious ethics to a secular ethics. In retrospect I can say that like Jacobi I wanted to bring the limit of university philosophy to view.
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Chris Fraser’s interpretation of the Zhuangzi’s 莊子 ethics emphasizes the importance of skill stories. He argues that eudaimonism in the Zhuangzi centers around the exercise of de 德 rather than moral virtue and presents a conception of personal flourishing as “wandering.” A person living a flourishing life is one who can use their de to skillfully respond to changing circumstances and follow the dao道. Fraser’s interpretation suggests that interpersonal conduct is a “field of skill” and that the question of how to treat others is not fundamentally different from questions about how to undertake any course of activity.
This essay aims to examine the plausibility of Fraser’s version of Zhuangist ethics. Specifically, it considers whether a Zhuangist conception of the good life is fundamentally empty and how strong its normativity is in regulating interpersonal relations. To do so, the essay first outlines Fraser’s interpretation, then examines whether skillful performance and a good life are comparable, and finally investigates what is missing in Fraser’s interpretation. Although the skill stories play an important role, the essay argues that there are limitations to seeing interpersonal relations solely as a field of skill. A more comprehensive understanding of Zhuangist ethics could only be achieved if we also consider the Zhuangzi’s critique of social coercion. A good life, according to the Zhuangzi, does not merely involve fulfilling oneself by exercising the capacity for wandering; it should also be free from coercion.
1 From Eudaimonia to Interpersonal Ethics
According to Fraser, eudaimonia generally refers to “the ultimate end of life, an intrinsically good state or activity constitutive of the good life.” Eudaimonia is also typically related to moral virtue. Fraser notes that the Zhuangzi does not propose a specific end of life, and its conception of good life doesn’t involve moral virtue. However, this does not mean that the Zhuangzi lacks an account of character traits constitutive of human flourishing. Fraser argues that there is a normative conception of the good life implied in the Zhuangzi. Under his interpretation, the Zhuangist eudaimonism centers around the exercise of de which is “the potency within an agent that enables her to flourish as a person, follow dao, act effectively, and influence others” (Fraser 2014: 543–544). The activity in which the agent applies their de is you 遊 (wandering).
Fraser focuses on four passages from the Zhuangzi to illustrate character traits such as one’s capability of remaining whole or maintaining a state of affective equanimity in the face of misfortune and change. One example of such an ideal person is Aitaituo 哀駘它, who was very ugly but possessed charisma, attracting a huge following. From Aitaituo’s story, Fraser concludes that an agent whose “capacity is whole” is thus not a passive victim of fate but finds ways to create opportunities from his situation” (Fraser 2014: 547). An ideal Zhuangist agent is at ease in the face of unknowable and uncontrollable change. These features are related to the notion of wandering articulated in chapter one of the Zhuangzi: to wander is to transcend contingency, adapt to change, and appreciate the potential range of alternative forms of life (Fraser 2014: 551–552).
Apart from de, another notion playing an important role in Fraser’s interpretation is dao. He distinguishes two levels of dao: one is the distinct and particular ways or paths in the world, which constitute the totality of the cosmic dao. De is the agent’s capacity to explore and follow a particular dao. He borrows the term you from the text to refer to flourishing. Wandering, he contends, refers to the activity through which the agent successfully employs their capacity, representing “the fullest expression of human agency” (Fraser 2014: 555). Fraser also claims that wandering represents a distinctive Zhuangist conception of human agency and freedom that underlies the eudaimonistic ideas (Fraser 2014: 552). To wander is to find a way that is fitting to the particular situation. The cognitive quality and the ability to adapt to changing conditions required by wandering is comparable to a skill performance, with Cook Ding serving as a prime example of the Zhuangist conception of the good life. The reason why we should wander is that it is the appropriate response to the human condition (Fraser 2014: 559).
The skill stories, particularly Cook Ding’s 庖丁 story, play a main role in Fraser’s interpretation of the Zhuangzi. Fraser sees our application of de in a changing circumstance as comparable to a skill performance. The conception of good life in the Zhuangzi is not about what but about how. He regards Cook Ding as a good example of Zhuangist good life, and the features of Cook Ding’s activity “epitomize the ideal of wandering”:
Dīng exemplifies, both concretely and metaphorically, what for the Zhuangist tradition is the fullest exercise of human agency and the core of a flourishing life. The crux of such a life is the sort of focused, virtuoso performance he describes—the mode of activity a tennis champion experiences while returning a serve, a professor while responding to questions during a lecture, a surgeon while performing an operation, a chef while preparing a complex dish, and so on. A well-lived life is one in which we both engage in such performances regularly and approach life as a whole in the spirit of such a performance. Some Zhuangist writers perhaps thought the best life would be one in which we maintain the mode of activity Dīng describes almost constantly. (Fraser 2014: 559)

Wandering involves employing our de to engage with the dao, seen as “the structure and patterns of the world.” Hence for Fraser, the constraints come from the dao, which provides substantive content in particular contexts. For this reason, we can say an action is more justified than the others in certain contexts if it fulfils some criteria described in the Zhuangzi. Fraser outlines some criteria that guide action such as “ordinary,” “useful,” “successful,” “responsive” and whether it can produce “harmony.” An agent’s action should be guided by “natural patterns,” flow along with what is self-so, and undertake action that “fits” in particular circumstances (Fraser 2014: 563).
This framework is also applied to a Zhuangist interpersonal ethics. Fraser later elaborates a Zhuangist normative stance on interpersonal relation and explores how a Zhuangist agent can find a way together with other agents who also process the de (Fraser 2022b). In the case of wandering, an agent needs to find a way that fits in particular circumstances. In most circumstances, dealing with other persons is inevitable. Fraser uses several stories in the Zhuangzi to illustrate the Zhuangist view on interpersonal relations, including admitting the plurality of life and inevitable relations, avoiding arrogance and harm. The ideal interpersonal relation advocated in the Zhuangzi is “forgetting each other.” Fraser suggests that this view on interpersonal relation is related to the application of dao and de.
Interpersonal relation is just an area of application of dao and de: the former refers to the “appropriate paths of conduct” and the later refers to “the potency or power of agency by which we follow such paths” (Fraser 2022b: 573). He suggests that the ethics in the Zhuangzi is unique as it does not evaluate an action towards others in terms of morally right or wrong, but whether an action is clumsy or adapted according to the circumstance. Similar to the conception of Zhuangist good life, the normativity regulating how to find a way with others is also formal and not substantive. It concerns how to handle interaction with other agents without providing ends or criteria for appropriate conduct.

2 Good Life’s Content
While I agree with Fraser that moral values are not prioritized in the Zhuangzi, and I also agree with Fraser’s conception of wandering as an ability to find a way within constraints, I have two issues with his interpretation. Firstly, Fraser seems to regard skillful performance as an essential component of a good life. The skillful performances of Cook Ding, Wheelwright Pian 輪扁, and others in their respective trades are indeed astonishing. However, whether we can conclude that a good life should be a skillful one is debatable. We can agree that a good life involves exercising our ability to explore the possibilities around us and, in return, those experiences improve our cognitive and emotional abilities. But whether it is a good life still requires other objective conditions. I suggest that it is necessary to stress that for the Zhuangzi, a good life is not just a life where we exercise our capacity for wandering, but also a life free from interference and coercion.
2.1 Good Life and Good Skill
To proceed, let us recall the relations between skillful performance and wandering according to Fraser:(1) Skilled performances are “paradigmatic instances of the general mode of activity that constitutes wandering” and wandering is a generalization of features characteristic of the skilled performances. (Fraser 2014: 556)

(2) Skill stories align with the suggested explanation of wandering in the following ways: Both advocate for individuals to release themselves from affective or cognitive fixations on things in order to focus calmly on responding flexibly and appropriately to changing situations. Both stress the importance of guiding actions based on present conditions rather than by personal biases or preconceptions. Both focus on finding the most effective way to navigate potential difficulties or hindrances, sometimes requiring a complete change in direction or strategy. (Fraser 2014: 557)

(3) A well-lived life is the one in which we both engage in skillful performances regularly and approach life as a whole in the spirit of such a performance. (Fraser 2014: 559)

I regard these three statements as Fraser’s position on the relation between skillful performance and good life. Skillful performance is not only comparable to the characteristic of wandering but is regarded as an essential part of a good life that one should engage regularly. Proposition 1 is not controversial, and it is supported by proposition 2, which outlines the similarities between the two. However, proposition 3 demands explanation as it can be both too easy and too demanding. Too easy as it regards whatever life is good if you have practiced a skill; too demanding as not everyone is competent enough to master a skill, let alone engaging in skillful performances regularly. As Fraser sees Cook Ding as an example of a Zhuangist good life, it is worth examining the story. Cook Ding was so skillful in curving up the oxen that the elegance of his movement was comparable to music and dance. One day, the king expressed his amazement at his skill, but he replied, “what I love is the dao, it goes beyond skill.” He then went on to describe how he had improved his perception over the years and had become so familiar with the structure of the oxen to move the knife almost effortlessly. Yet sometimes, he also needed to focus when facing a difficult jolt (3/2–12).1 The experience described in the text can be shared by many other skillful performers in the Zhuangzi. Since Cook Ding claimed that his performance was something that went beyond the skill, traditional commentators and contemporary scholars have pondered its meaning. Guo Xiang郭象 (c. 252–312) suggests Cook Ding’s skill is only a metaphor of dao li道理 (pattern of the dao). Cheng Xuanying 成玄英 interprets dao as the dao of nourishing life, probably based on the King’s reply that he had learnt how to nurture life after listening to Cook Ding (Guo 1993: 119). Chen Guying陳鼓應 contends that the story aimed to illustrate how one should act in a complicated society (Chen 1997: 93). The story of Cook Ding is often viewed as a metaphor, implying that he is celebrated not solely for his expertise in butchering oxen but because his skill represented a higher order dao, such as a pattern of the world, the dao of nourishing life, or the dao of navigating society. Thus, it is this higher-order dao that imbues Cook Ding’s skill with meaning and explains why he enjoys a good life as he is a participant in a higher-order dao.
It is not Fraser’s approach though, although he distinguishes two levels of dao: one is the specific ways in the world, while another is an all-encompassing capitalized Dao or the Way. In concluding the qualities of wandering described in the Zhuangzi, he suggests that one of the key elements of wandering is “cognitive appreciation of the Dao,” which is “the order and patterns of the cosmos.” This cognitive appreciation includes “recognition of the incomprehensible vastness and duration of the cosmos, the continual transformation of everything in it, the contingency and causal dependence of each thing on others, and accordingly the conditional, limited nature of any path or project we undertake” (Fraser 2014: 557). Yet it seems that the Dao does not take a central role in his interpretation of Cook Ding’s story. Cook Ding’s dao is his own way to cut the oxen according to the changing situation. The dao of Cook Ding is not fixed as he does not follow any stated path of cutting up the ox or some mysterious dao. As Fraser says, wandering is not a “first order dao offering concrete action guidance or a path toward some end”; rather, it is “a second-order dao of how to approach the various first-order dao available to us” (Fraser 2014: 561).
Hence, we can conclude that under Fraser’s interpretation, Cook Ding is an ideal example of wandering because he perfected his skill in butchering the ox, not because he had intuition of some higher-order or mysterious Dao. It is not only a dao of butchering the ox, but the dao of following the dao of butchering the ox, that is, wandering.

2.2 Is Wandering Eudaimonia?
Fraser claims that the Zhuangist conception of good life concerns only how but not what. He stresses the similarities between a skillful person and the ideal agent in the Zhuangzi:
Several of the discussions of skill converge in various respects with the proposed account of wandering. Both call on agents to free themselves from affective or cognitive fixations on things so as to calmly concentrate on responding flexibly and appropriately to changing circumstances. Both emphasize the need to guide action by the actual conditions encountered, rather than by our biases or preconceptions. Both are concerned with how best to steer our way around potential pitfalls or obstacles, sometimes by shifting our direction or approach entirely. (Fraser 2014: 557)

I do not object to Fraser’s observation that a skillful performer shares many characteristics of a wandering agent. However, I have reservation about labeling wandering as eudaimonia. In the case of Cook Ding, we can appreciate his skill, but it does not follow that Cook Ding exemplifies the core of Zhuangist good life. The criteria for evaluating a skillful performance and an entire life are inherently different. Skillful performances necessitate specific criteria that vary depending on the particular skills being assessed. Evaluating Cook Ding’s skill as a butcher can be done using concrete criteria specific to the craft. However, when it comes to determining whether a person is living a good life or not, the criteria become more multifaceted. Fraser does acknowledge the difference between skillful performance and wandering, namely that the former involves an end while the latter does not. He argues that it is “the various paths of dao that present to us that provide the substantive content of wandering” (Fraser 2014: 561).
But he seems to overlook the implication of this difference. As Huang Yong argues, without the content of life, it is impossible to tell whether a life is good or not (Huang 2023: 15). Peter Geach (1916–2013) argues that good or bad are attributive adjectives, so “there is no such thing as being just good or bad; there is only being a good or bad so-and-so” (Geach 1956: 34). If I don’t know what a thing or an event is, I have no way to judge whether it is good or not. Geach gives an example to illustrate this point. If I do not know the function of a hygrometer, I do not really know what a hygrometer is, and hence I do not know what “good hygrometer” means. Huang suggests that to articulate a Zhuangist conception of a good life through a eudaimonistic approach, we need to understand human nature.
Besides, in the context of evaluating a good life, it is important to consider objective criteria beyond just individual abilities. The Zhuangzi offers valuable insights in this regard, highlighting that not all skills are inherently approved or conducive to a good life. The text suggests the existence of standards that determine the acceptability of certain skills, irrespective of their level of proficiency or responsiveness. In the next section, I will present skill stories to further illustrate this point and provide a more detailed elaboration on the matter.

2.3 Not All Skills Are Equal
If the Zhuangzi is concerned with how instead of what, then it would support the actions of Bo Le伯樂, who demonstrated his skillful management of horses:
Horses’ hoofs are made for treading frost and snow, their coats for keeping out wind and cold. To munch grass, drink from the stream, lift up their feet and gallop—this is the true nature of horses. Though they might possess great terraces and fine halls, they would have no use for them.
Then along comes Bo Le. “I’m good at handling horses!”, he announces and proceeds to singe them, shave them, pare them, brand them, bind them with martingale and crupper, tie them up in stable and stall. By this time, two or three out of ten horses have died. He goes on to starve them, make them go thirsty, race them, prance them, pull them into line, and force them to run side by side, in front of them the worry of bit and rein, behind them the terror of whip and crop. By this time, more than half the horses have died. (9/1–6)

The passage also uses the examples of potter handling clay and carpenter handling wood to criticize the so-called skillful performance making more harm than good.2 The author clearly condemns Bo Le’s actions instead of praising his skills. One could argue that Bo Le’s competence is not a proper application of de as he fails to respond appropriately to the circumstances, including the desires of the horses. However, according to what criterion can we determine the appropriate response to circumstances? Apart from the horses’ wishes, the wishes of Bo Le, the market demand for good racing horses, and the fact that humans are stronger than horses are other facts available to the agents. What is described in Proposition 2 can apply to Bo Le as well. We can imagine the scenario: Bo Le became a skillful handler of the horses because he did not merely follow what his teacher taught him about horses (hence “release themselves from affective or cognitive fixations on things”) but studied closely different horses and responded accordingly (hence “focus calmly on responding flexibly and appropriately to changing situations”). Bo Le became successful because he guides his actions based on present conditions rather than by personal biases or preconceptions. He also focuses on finding the most effective way to navigate potential difficulties or hindrances. It may be argued that in the story, more than half of the horses have died, rendering Bo Le’s skillful performance unsuccessful. However, it can be argued that since Bo Le’s skill is to produce good racing horses, the number of horses that have died is irrelevant, or it is the price has to pay to produce good horses.
While what is described in Proposition 2 can be applied to both Bo Le and Cook Ding, the text clearly prefers Cook Ding to Bo Le. The difference between the two stories lies in the emphasis on the harm Bo Le has done to the horses. It should be noted that Bo Le is not the only instance the Zhuangzi condemn due to harm done to the others. Such difference underscores the existence of a deeper evaluation that goes beyond mere technical proficiency. The Zhuangzi emphasizes that skillfulness alone does not guarantee approval, suggesting the existence of additional standards or values that govern the assessment of skills and the pursuit of a good life. While the Zhuangzi places greater emphasis on the “how” rather than the specific “what,” it does have a fundamental requirement: to refrain from causing harm to others. This ethical imperative serves as a criterion for evaluating one’s actions and guides the path towards a good life.

2.4 The Condition for Good Life
In this section, I discuss what the Zhuangzi tells us about good life. While Fraser rightly emphasizes the significance of the capacity for wandering, I propose that it represents only a part of the broader picture. The Bo Le story serves as a poignant example underscoring the importance of allowing horses to live in accordance with their nature. This narrative enriches Fraser’s understanding of the Zhuangist notion of a good life, which not only emphasizes the ability to explore and wander but also recognizes the importance of aligning with and respecting the inherent nature of beings, as exemplified by the treatment of horses in the story. The notion of Zhuangist freedom which Fraser describes as “not the absence of constraints on our activity,” emphasizing that it is the ability to continually adapt to and steer our way through whatever potentially constraining circumstances we encounter, along a path we find for ourselves (Fraser 2014: 553). On the other hand, the limitation that one face is also emphasized. For example, he concludes, “an agent whose ‘capacity is whole’ is thus no passive victim of fate but finds ways to create opportunities from his situation” (Fraser 2014: 548).
This interpretation is well supported by the text, but serious questions may arise if we solely held such understanding in formulating a Zhuangist good life. Is exercising one’s capacity enough to lead a good life? We cannot deduce from the story of Cook Ding whether he had a good life or not. Although Cook Ding found his mundane work fulfilling and gained unique experiences, we need to evaluate other aspects of his life to determine whether he lived a good life.3 We can imagine a scenario in which Cook Ding was a vegetarian, but such belief was deemed illegal. Hence, he was condemned by the regime to the kitchen all his life to butcher animal, which was against his belief. Butchering oxen was the only activity where he could exercise freedom and creativity, so he invented an aesthetic way to cut up the oxen out of boredom. In this case, Cook Ding had no choice but to “flourish” under oppressive conditions. Despite adjusting his attitude to find peace of mind, we cannot conclude that he had a good life as per Amartya Sen’s concept of “adaptation,” where individuals find little contentment facing oppressive conditions (Haybron 2020).
Nonetheless, the Zhuangzi is strongly against coercion. This is exemplified in the Bo Le story, where the horses’ ideal state is to live according to their own nature instead of conforming to the will of Bo Le. Similar idea is expressed in various parts of the Zhuangzi. Chapter 7 accounts for the story concerning the death of Hundun 渾沌. Hundun did not have seven holes as other creatures, so his well-meaning friends decided to give him seven holes, which ultimately led to Hundun’s demise (7/33–35). These stories highlight that the Zhuangzi not only stresses the importance of positive freedom as seen in wandering but also negative freedom. Although the Zhuangzi does not delve into the specifics of what type of society we should strive for, the topic is touched upon several times. In Chapter 7, when Nameless Person was asked how to rule the world, he replied, “Let your mind wander in simplicity, blend your spirit with the vastness, follow along with things the way they are, and make no room for personal views—then the world will be governed” (7/10–11). The passage indicates that the ideal ruler should not impose their will on the people but instead respect their nature. Moreover, the focus on “forgetting” in interpersonal relationships also suggests what an ideal society should look like—one where individuals allow each other to simply exist, much like fish forgetting about each other in lakes and rivers (6/22–23; 6/72–73). Fraser also identifies “forgetting” as the ideal relation between agents whose interaction is smooth and harmonious (Fraser 2022b: 567). Yet, we can also read the text in line with the theme against interference and coercion. “Forgetting” in interpersonal relationship can be seen as being left alone.4
Therefore, a flourishing life, according to the Zhuangzi, is not just about exercising one’s capacity to explore and wander but also about being free from outside interference and coercion. While the Zhuangzi does not develop a social-political theory based on its emphasis on negative freedom, this aspect of freedom certainly deserves greater attention.


3 Interpersonal Relations as a Field of Skill
The reason why Fraser names the Zhuangist ethics as “ethics of dao and de” is to call attention to the unique features of the Zhuangist ethics. As he stresses, “the central concepts in this ethics are not right and wrong or moral virtues and vices, but apt or fitting paths of conduct and the virtue, or capacity for agency, by which we follow such paths” (Fraser 2022a: 256). While the Confucians and Mohists regard renyi仁義 (benevolence and righteousness) as the moral standard, the Zhuangzi holds a critical view on renyi. Not only do the Outer and Mixed Chapters radically attack renyi, but in the Inner Chapters, renyi is also viewed negatively. For example in a conversation with Yierzi 意而子, a student of the sage-king Yao堯, Xu You 許由 compares devoting oneself to renyi to suffering corporal punishment (6/83–84). Fraser is right in arguing that the Zhuangzi does not address the question of how one should live in terms of conventional morality. Yet, even if the Zhuangzi is critical of conventional morality, does it follow that it cannot condemn a morally wrong action? In this part of the essay, I wish to address this question.
Although the Zhuangist conception of good life is thin as formulated by Fraser, Fraser suggests that the specific content is provided by the Dao, which is the general pattern of the world. Simply put, it is the concrete situation that gives us the guidance. Yet, if we accept that the Zhuangist ideal agent is no different from a skillful performer who can spontaneously and appropriately respond to the changing circumstance, on what grounds can we disapprove a nonmoral but skillful action?
3.1 Can Zhuangzi Condemn a Daoist Nazi?
To provide a clearer illustration of the issue at hand, let us examine Chad Hansen’s interpretation of the Zhuangzi. In his analysis of the Chapter 2 of the Zhuangzi, Qi Wu Lun齊物論 (Discourse on Equalizing Things), Hansen posits that Zhuangzi’s primary argument is that all perspectives are inherently partial, and no single viewpoint holds superiority over others. According to Hansen, our ability to evaluate a given issue is limited to a particular perspective. He further suggests, “Zhuangzi’s relativism does not allow us to say that Hitler’s perspective is just as good as our own. All it says is ‘Hitler happened.’ It was a consequence of natural laws that happened. One cannot get any particular evaluation from the hinge of daos, the cosmic perspective” (Hansen 1992: 290). Hansen’s conclusion might seem shocking, but it is understandable if we accept that any moral judgement is made within a particular perspective. However, he adds that Zhuangzi would “no doubt” condemn Nazi skills from many perspectives he regularly adopts.
Fraser, however, contends that we can condemn the Nazi mass murderer even if we adopt the Zhuangist ideal of wandering. He argues that the thin conception of Zhuangist good life is an advantage rather than a shortcoming since it avoids “the difficulties associated with attempting to conclusively justify any particular substantive conception of the good life.” Yet, wandering is “not substantively unconstrained” (Fraser 2014: 562).
As discussed in Sect. 1, Fraser suggests that action guidance is provided in different concrete situations. To determine if an action is good or bad, we need to see if it fits the circumstances. Fraser believes this interpretation might offer a better answer to the problem of a Daoist Nazi. He briefly addresses the problem, suggesting that it might be a better response than Hansen offers—a Zhuangist would still say that we have no absolute ground to argue against Nazism, but she still has good reason to reject Nazism:
[Are] Zhuangists committed to the view that, as long as it is performed smoothly and adeptly, any dao is as appropriate as any other? A promising response is that the dao of the “expert” genocidal murderer is deeply deficient in that it is blind and unresponsive to the value of his victims’ lives. The Nazi mass murderer is not finding “gaps” or open paths through which to wander alongside others harmoniously, but heedlessly and obstinately destroying agents who possess de akin to his own and may follow paths with an ontological and normative status equal or superior to his own. He responds to his circumstances destructively, not adaptively or harmoniously, and so fails to wander the Way proficiently. In this regard, we can agree with Chad Hansen that “the perspective of nature makes no evaluative judgment at all,” while also suggesting, as Hansen does not, that any agent seeking to practice Zhuangist ideals does have good reason to reject a Nazi dao. (Fraser 2014: 562n54)

The above passage suggests two reasons why a Zhuangist would condemn a Nazi mass murderer. First, because the Nazi mass murderer fails to find a path to wander alongside other agents. Second, Fraser seems to suggest that one should not harm other agents who possess de and enjoys an equal status as oneself. However, Fraser appears to change his position later as he tries to incorporate the Zhuangist view on interpersonal relations under a boarder framework of dao and de. He focuses on the constraints arising in a particular situation that would allow us to evaluate an action as good or bad:
Arguably, the serial killer’s approach to dao is deeply defective. No matter how skillful his actions may seem, they will most likely induce retribution eventually, rendering his path a repugnant failure. But the relevant constraints, I suggest, are neither general nor fixed. They arise from the process itself, from how well, in a particular context, we conform to the natural patterns, follow the seams and gaps, accord with what’s inherently so, and avoid obstacles. (Fraser 2022a: 249)

He also claims that a Zhuangist ethics is not grounded in respect for other agents’ dignity. It merely acknowledges their presence as part of nature:
Treatment of others is not grounded in respect for their dignity as rational, autonomous agents, as in Kantian ethics, but in acknowledgment of their presence as other creatures who are equally part of nature and whose paths cross our own. It is not driven by care or concern for others, but only by responsiveness to their situation, which in some cases might prompt us to act in their interest. (Fraser 2022b: 574)

Hence, according to these two passages, the reasons why we would condemn a Daoist Nazi are not because we care about the victims, nor because of harm principle or any other moral principle, but because his action does not fit into the circumstances. As he fails to find a path that is harmonious with other agents, although he is skillful, he will probably face retribution. One might oppose Fraser’s explanation about the serial killer simply by pointing out that in reality some skillful killers do escape retribution. The constraints arising from the process in a particular context thus seem quite weak.
Let us develop the Nazi mass murderer scenario further to examine the constrains imposed to the interpersonal relation by the ethics of dao and de. In the case of the Nazi mass murderer, it could be argued that the Nazi regime ultimately faced destruction due to fierce opposition from European citizens. The Americans joining forces with the Europeans to fight back was a major reason for the downfall of the Nazi regime. The strategic error committed by the Nazi in provoking the Russians also contributed to its collapse. Applying Fraser’s terminology, we can say that the Nazi failed because their action did not fit into the general pattern of the world at the time and were not acting harmoniously with other agents. Yet, such analysis is by no mean an ethical evaluation; it cannot even say that the Nazi’s massacre of the Jews is wrong. It merely states that the Nazi was not clever enough.
One may ask, does the ethics of dao and de require agents to act harmoniously? If so, then we can condemn the Nazi for destroying the harmony. However, I do not think harmony can provide a strong reason to condemn bad actions. A regime can always claim that present disharmony is paving the way for a greater harmony in the future. Harmony cannot serve as a good reason to condemn bad actions, worse still, an agent can use harmony as a pretext to oppress others.5 Without affirming the equal status of the agents, it seems difficult to solve the puzzle of the Daoist Nazi.
Interpersonal conduct, as Fraser put it, “is simply a special case of competence or adroitness in applying de (power, agency) and following dao (ways)” (Fraser 2022b: 561). What is the status of other agents? According to Fraser, “other agents and their activities are features of the patterns we encounter in various circumstances. Interacting with others harmoniously is one aspect of virtuoso dao-following or responding to the patterns adroitly” (Fraser 2022b: 571). Other agents, then, are seen as one of many facts in the world and do not have special status. Navigating in the world, along with other agents, is no different from Cook Ding moving his knife along the gaps of the ox bones. The reason why we should respect others, for Fraser, seems to be that it is good for ourselves. Fraser does acknowledge that we should not harm other agents, a teaching that is evident in the Zhuangzi, as shown in the Hundun story and the seabird story. The reason why we should not harm others? Fraser writes, “to tailor one’s path to the context is to accord with the patterns; to harm others or impose irrelevant, ill-fitting standards on them is to clash with the patterns” (Fraser 2022b: 571).
But why is this so? Fraser suggests that doing so is “clumsy, awkward, and creates obstructions to dao” (Fraser 2022b: 575). A Zhuangist agent under Fraser’s interpretation will promote harmony and seek compromise with other agents, but it is not an obligation. Such action guidance is supposed to be under a higher principle that one should fit in the patterns and respond to the circumstance skillfully and fittingly. But what is the evaluation standard to judge whether an action is clumsy or not? “The contexts themselves provide the grounds for such evaluations.” (Fraser 2022b: 578).

3.2 The Problem of Harm
It is doubtful that the Zhuangzi only consider the contexts as the ground for evaluation. Fraser has included “avoiding harm” as one of the Zhuangzi’s “anecdotes and examples that illustrate Zhuangist views on relations and interactions with others” (Fraser 2022b: 565, 567), although he has not clearly explained how those anecdotes and examples fit into the ethics of dao and de. In the case of “pluralism,” he suggests that it is the “baseline assumption” in the Zhuangzi (Fraser 2022b: 565). “Walking two ways” seems more like a negotiation strategy between agents. It appears to be a rule for solving problems that might arise between agents when applying the de to follow dao. These strategies are only by-products of being responsive to a particular situation, not acts of care and concern for others. Avoiding harm to others or acting in others’ interest is by no mean an obligation, as Fraser suggests that being responsive to a situation “in some cases might prompt us to act in their interest” (Fraser 2022b: 574). In this section, I will examine the rule of avoiding harm and argue that it cannot be placed under the application of de.
Apart from the story of Bo Le in Chapter 9 I mentioned in the last section, the passage at the end of Chapter 7 concerning the death of Hundun (7/33–35) and the story of the Marquis of Lu 魯侯 and seabird (18/33–39) are good examples demonstrating the author’s concern with the problem of harm in interpersonal relationships. In each of these stories, the agent’s imposition of their desires onto other agents leads to harm. Apart from Fraser’s approach which focusing on skill stories, there is another way to look at the issue. Huang Yong 黃勇 approaches the Zhuangzi’s ethics by focusing on what he identified as “different stories,” including the Hundun story, the seabird story and the Bo Le story. He believes that the skill stories and difference stories convey different ethical messages of the Zhuangzi, with the former tell us how to perform the ethically appropriate action while the later tell us what constitutes an ethically appropriate action, which “recognizes the equal value of diverse ways of life” while the former tell us how to perform the ethically appropriate action, which is “spontaneous, natural, and effortless” (Huang 2010a: 105).
Huang uses the seabird story and other different stories to show that the standard of judging one’s action or inaction is not what the agents would like to be done in their places, but what the actual patient of the action would like to be done. To Huang, the seabird story shows that the Marquis of Lu treats “the bird as he would like to be treated.” He likes music and wine so he treats the bird with music and wine, without considering the fact that a bird would like to wander freely in the forest, river or lake. The Marquis of Lu should have “treated the bird as the bird would like to be treated” (Huang 2010b: 75). Fraser also uses the same story to illustrate the features of Zhuangist interpersonal relations, but his approach is different. He stresses that the lesson of the story is what is right is determined by what fits. Our action should be guided by fitting the patterns of a particular situation:
Our treatment of others must fit their needs; we cannot simply assume that what suits us will suit them. The story observes that since different creatures enjoy different things, have different preferences, and thrive in different circumstances, “the former sages did not regard their abilities as identical or their affairs as the same. Names stop at reality; what’s right is determined by what fits. (Fraser 2022b: 568)

Fraser briefly explains why he does not agree with Huang because the story illustrates “the broader theme of guiding action by fitting the patterns of particular situations,” not just respecting the patient of the action. He points out that by ignoring the facts of the seabird’s need, the Marquis also failed to fulfill his own end of honoring the rare visitor (Fraser 2022b: 568n14). Fraser’s interpretation of the story aligns well with the original story. The Marquis of Lu had good intentions but acted clumsily and ultimately harmed the seabird, failing to fulfill his desire to honor it. However, if we alter the story slightly, an evil Marquis of Lu could also wish to honor the seabird, but with the intention of “reeducating” it to fit his ideal image of a seabird. Hence, he used the ways to treat human to treat the seabird, not out of ignorance but with purpose. The seabird died in the end, and he failed to fulfill his wish. In this case, the evil Marquis of Lu had chosen a path that was fitting to his own purpose, and he could claim that “reeducating” the seabird was fitting to the pattern of the world. Can we condemn the evil Marquis of Lu? Huang can condemn the evil Marquis of Lu for the reason that the latter does not respect the seabird, but Fraser could not. One might argue that the evil Marquis of Lu’s path is not in harmony with the seabird, but one can also argue that being submissive to the superior’s wish is what a harmonious world supposed to be. Simply appealing to the pattern of dao and de cannot allow us to condemn bad actors and actions.
Fraser also suggests that “proceeding on both sides” as a way to solve interpersonal conflicts. His interpretation is based on the monkey keeper story in Chapter 2 (2/38–44). In the story, the monkey keeper proposed giving the monkeys three nuts in the morning and four nuts in the evening, but the monkeys were angry about the proposal, so the monkey keeper changed his feeding schedule to four nuts in the morning and three nuts in the evening, and it was accepted by the monkeys. The text sees the monkey story as an example of “wear out your brain trying to make things into one without realizing that they are all the same.” Under Fraser’s interpretation, the story shows the way how we should find a path between different agents. He points out that the two side “need not agree about the best or the right path” nor hold that the path they settle on is universally justified. What they need is only find a way “that is acceptable to both sides and allows them to proceeds harmoniously” (Fraser 2022b: 569). How do we find a shared path? Fraser refers to the text precedent to the monkey keeper story about yinshi 因是 (according-shi) and weishi 為是 (imposing-shi)—one should refrain from imposing its own fixed judgement on things, but rather should proceed in accordance with particular circumstances. In the case of the monkey keeper, he does not impose his feeding schedule to the monkeys but adjust it in accordance with the wish of the monkeys.
Yet, merely adopting this strategy does not necessarily oblige the monkey keeper to comply with the monkeys’ desires, as Fraser’s interpretation does not prioritize the other party’s wishes. Fraser’s approach primarily focuses on finding a harmonious path without delving into the specifics of the other party’s preferences or needs. This lack of emphasis on the desires of others can lead to situations where the dominant party’s interests are favored, potentially resulting in actions that may not truly consider or respect the needs of the less powerful party.
In a nutshell, the strategy of “walking two ways” can present several challenges. Firstly, it is crucial to recognize that simply finding a mutually acceptable path does not guarantee moral correctness. There can be instances where the compromise itself is morally wrong. This highlights the need for a more substantive ethical framework that goes beyond mere agreement or harmony. Second, this approach assumes that both sides having equal bargaining power or acting in good faith. However, it is essential to acknowledge that power imbalances can exist, with one side holding significantly more influence or acting in bad faith. In scenarios where there is a significant disparity in power, the weaker party may be coerced into accepting a compromise that does not reflect their interests or needs. Consequently, blindly adhering to a compromised solution without considering these factors can lead to unjust outcomes.
In contrast, Huang Yong’s ethics of difference may offer more normative guidance than Fraser’s. Huang emphasizes the importance of recognizing and valuing the diverse ways of life and preferences of others. In the case of the monkey story, the norm of respecting the patient’s preference dictates that the monkey keeper’s actions should honor the monkeys’ wishes. This principle implies a deeper level of consideration for the well-being and desires of the monkeys, ensuring that their needs are genuinely met.
Up until now, I have shown that there are limitations to Fraser’s ethics of dao and de. The Zhuangzi clearly emphasizes the importance of avoiding harm, and I believe that accepting this principle as the boundary for our actions is perhaps the simplest way to establish a Zhuangist framework for interpersonal ethics without providing substantial content. This framework is compatible with Fraser’s ethics of dao and de which see interpersonal relation as a matter of applying our de in following the dao. Our guidance of action is dependent on the specific factors in a situation. By adopting this approach, Zhuangist ethics remains contextual, allowing the determination of what constitutes harm or benefit to depend on the situational factors at hand.


4 Conclusion
This paper examines two aspects of Fraser’s interpretation of the Zhuangzi. With respect to the Zhuangist conception of the good life, I agree with Fraser’s characterization of the character traits of wandering, but I question whether “eudaimonia” is the correct label for this conception, which is concerned with how we live rather than what we achieve. Additionally, I highlight the distinction between skill performance and life as a whole. While Fraser correctly formulates the qualities of wandering, I emphasize the presence of negative freedom in the Zhuangzi. A Zhuangist account of the good life not only involves our ability to wander but also a life free from coercion. This perspective provides a richer understanding of the Zhuangist conception of good life and renders the Zhuangzi’s philosophy more relevant to contemporary society by exploring its social-political dimensions.
Regarding his formulation of Zhuangist view on interpersonal relations, I argue that its normativity is too weak. This may be due to the priority given to the skill stories in the Zhuangzi. While these stories are fascinating and offer insights into emotions and moral psychology, they alone cannot provide us with a definitive action guide. Although Fraser identifies some norms regarding interpersonal relations in the Zhuangzi from other passages, his attempt to fit them under the principle of finding a fitting path to the circumstance is not without difficulties. Harmony alone cannot provide a strong reason to rebuke immoral action, equal respect is necessary a ground for interpersonal relations.
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Footnotes
1References to the Zhuangzi cite chapter and line numbers in A Concordance to the Zhuangzi 莊子引得 (Hung 1956), and the translation is taken from Burton Watson (1925–2017) with occasional modification (Watson 2013).

 

2One could argue that the Bo Le story is not traditionally classified as a “skill story.” However, the point I am emphasizing is that even if we were to apply Fraser’s criteria of skillfulness to Bo Le, he could still be considered skillful. Yet, despite meeting the criteria, the Zhuangzi clearly disapproves of Bo Le.

 

3Raymond Geuss once argues, although we have a natural inclination to want to use the word “good” to judge a person or a life, it is not easy to do so as “we make much more complex demands on human lives that we do on most objects.” The question “what is good a good life?” perhaps is difficult to avoid but to think one can answer is “a naïve illusion” (Geuss 2005: 94).

 

4The social aspect of forgetting is also emphasized by Jiang Tao. Jiang regards “letting each other be” as “a core Zhuangist social value, in contrast with what he regards as the meddling and instructive ways of the Confucian and the Mohist moralists” (Jiang 2021: 331–333).

 

5Fraser does address the issue of “forced harmony” by emphasizing that it is not genuine harmony, and that any philosophical system can be distorted and misused, rather than being a specific weakness of the Zhuangist approach (Fraser 2022b: 577). However, despite this response, I find it unsatisfactory for several reasons, which I will outline below.
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1 Introduction
In two previous essays, I have proposed that certain threads of discourse in the Zhuangzi present an ethical outlook revolving around the paired concepts of dao 道, or ways or paths, and de 德, the agentive powers by which we pursue ways or paths.1 Lam Hong Ki 林康琪 presents a forceful, invigorating challenge to several aspects of my interpretation of a Zhuangist ethical outlook.2 Her discussion reveals several respects in which my previous treatments were insufficiently clear or precise. I am grateful for her meticulous critical appraisal, which highlights several dimensions along which I need to elaborate my proposed interpretation.
When a scholar is tasked with critiquing another’s work, the resulting discussion can come to seem mainly negative, and invariably there will be respects in which the subject of the critique disagrees with the characterization of their views. Disputing such points seems to me unproductive. Instead, I want to accentuate the positive, by first remarking on the extensive agreement between Lam’s own interpretation of Zhuangzi, that of Huang Yong 黃勇, on whose work she draws,3 and how I understand my own interpretation. In my view, we share an interpretive picture with many of the same elements. Our differences, to the extent they exist, concern details of how these elements fit together, along with the explanatory vocabulary we use to elucidate them. Moreover, we all agree that the points Lam identifies as potential weaknesses in my interpretation are indeed pivotal issues that must be resolved by any plausible attempt to develop a Zhuangist ethics.
Instead of offering a point-by-point review of Lam’s treatment of my views, then, I want to take the issues she raises as a springboard for constructive development in our joint interpretation of the Zhuangzi.
Lam offers two main sets of criticisms of my account of a Zhuangist ethics. The first is that the interpretation I propose of a well-lived or flourishing life for (parts of) the Zhuangzi is too narrow, as it neglects certain external conditions that make life better, such as negative liberty. The other is that my account of a Zhuangist ethics of interacting with others falls short because it fails to provide the normative force needed from such an ethics. In particular, my account allegedly fails to offer a suitably robust explanation of what is wrong with harming other creatures, when certain prominent Zhuangzi stories, such as the seabird story,4 clearly disapprove of harm to others. Lam proposes that to explain the disapproval of harm, an account of Zhuangist ethics must incorporate a principle of equal respect.
I’ll address these two issues in turn, focusing more on the second, which I think is among the most significant issues in Zhuangist ethics and touches on questions of broad interest. I’ll argue for two main contentions. (1) As presented in the texts themselves, the core conception of the well-lived life in the thread of Zhuangist thought I addressed in earlier work is indeed relatively narrow, and for good reasons, because this narrow conception prevents the flourishing life from being subject to chance. A broader conception of the good life may complement this core conception but cannot replace it. (2) Far from failing to provide grounds for avoiding harm to others, my account of Zhuangist ethics in terms of dao and de actually explains why the texts disapprove of harm and why they show consideration for others.

2 The Life of De and the “Good” Life
Some Zhuangzi pericopes valorize de, “agentive power,” “Virtue,” or “Virtuosity,” as a distinctive feature of admirable agents.5 I have suggested that for one thread of Zhuangist thought, de is the core of a conception of a flourishing or well-lived life, and activity manifesting de will typically coincide with the mode of activity some Zhuangzi passages label “wandering” (you 遊). This conception seems formally, although not substantively, analogous to the role of eudaimonia in much Hellenistic thought. My grounds for proposing this account were several pericopes that tie the value of life and the functioning of our core capacities to de and the resilient, adaptive activity associated with it. Key examples include Lao Dan’s 老聃 remarks on value lying in ourselves and not being lost in change, as we can maintain “overall constancy” in our activities;6 the description of the strikingly ugly Aitai Tuo 哀駘它 as someone whose “capacities are whole” (5/42–43); and Sunshu Ao’s 孫叔敖 attitude that gain and loss do not affect one’s self-worth.7 Going beyond explicit uses of de in the texts, I suggest that this sort of activity is also manifested in examples such as Zhuangzi using a giant gourd to float along rivers and lakes (1/42), Cook Ding 庖丁 finding his way through a knotty section in his work (3/10–11), the whitewater swimmer following the dao of the water (19/52–53), and the dying Ziyu 子與 proactively adapting to the damage his disease wreaks upon him (6/49).
An Aristotelian conception of eudaimonia ties it to excellent functioning. My proposal was that Zhuangist notions such as maintaining “overall constancy,” “wholeness of capacities,” and de allude to a partly parallel conception of agentive functioning.
Lam argues that a conception of the good life is empty unless we specify the content of such a life, implying that my account fails to do so. But my proposal does address the content of an admirable Zhuangist life, on both a general and a specific level. Generally, it identifies features of a Zhuangist conception of the excellent exercise of human agency, namely those just mentioned—a resilient capacity for creative, fitting responses to changing circumstances, supported by equanimity in the face of alternations of fortune, such that one maintains “overall constancy” in responding to change.8 In the same discussion,9 I link these general traits to the activity of following various particular dao. So, I propose that the general traits associated with de along with their instantiation in adept performance in a particular agent’s dao or life-path jointly provide enough content to answer the charge of emptiness. Moreover, consistent with a Zhuangist recognition that different agents may occupy different perspectives, pursuing different dao, this approach allows that the concrete realization of the well-lived life will be different for different agents.
Here a critic might rejoin that my proposal is still too empty, as it places insufficient constraints on the content of the dao through which an agent might manifest de. This rejoinder converges with the criticism that my account fails to provide strong enough normative constraints on action, which I will address in the next section.
For the sake of discussion, let us grant that the pleasure of floating along rivers and lakes, the exhilaration of whitewater swimming, and the satisfaction Cook Ding derives from his work all illustrate fulfilling or worthwhile activities, which enrich the lives of agents who pursue them. These and other examples suggest that a full, worthwhile, or admirable life may include a range of features beyond the bare application of de to “wander” without any fixed end. One such feature might be the performance of certain skills—such as whitewater swimming—for the sake of the sort of “flow” experience they provide, which is perhaps intrinsically valuable. Another such feature, Lam proposes, is negative liberty, or freedom from coercion, which she proposes is a requirement for a flourishing Zhuangist life.
Regarding this issue, I suggest we distinguish two dimensions or senses of a good life. One is the well-lived life in the sense of living with robust de and approaching one’s situation with an adaptive, “wandering” responsiveness. The other is a good life in the sense of a life in which we enjoy a sufficient supply of other goods. There is no contradiction between holding that the core or minimal qualification for a good life is that it be a life of de while also acknowledging that such a life can be enriched by other goods.
The issue Lam raises here partly parallels a familiar complication in Aristotle’s ethics. Aristotle held that eudaimonia lies in activity caused by the rational soul in accordance with the virtues or excellences. In principle, virtuous persons could engage in such activity regardless of whether they face unfavourable circumstances. For Aristotle, virtuous activity is not subject to chance: it is within our control. But Aristotle also holds that to live well one must have other goods that are subject to chance, such as friends, family, wealth, power, and physical beauty. If we lack these goods—or if we encounter misfortunes in life that cost us these goods—we may lack opportunities to realize eudaimonia. So, we live a better life all around if we both engage in excellent activity and are materially fortunate.
Some Zhuangzi pericopes may suggest we enjoy a better life overall if things go well for us materially. Perhaps the story of Old Man Scatterlimb 支離疏 is an example—it implies that he lives well because he prospers materially (4/83). The “Autumn Waters” (Qiu Shui 秋水) dialogue indicates that an advantage of grasping dao and possessing de is that we can avoid harm.10 Numerous passages suggest that living out one’s natural lifespan is a good (Old Man Scatterlimb is again an example). So, as in Aristotle, in selected Zhuangzi writings, perhaps a conception of excellent activity—possessing robust de, such that one smoothly adapts to change—constitutes the core of the well-lived life, but beyond this core, our lives may be considered richer if we also enjoy certain other goods, perhaps including an absence of coercion, as Lam proposes, and material well-being. Moreover, stories such as that of the ugly Aitai Tuo imply that, in some circumstances, at least, potent de may tend to facilitate our obtaining certain external goods, such as friendship and career opportunities (5/32).11
On the other hand, a central theme of some prominent Zhuangzi writings is that the life of de is insulated from contingency. The stories about the one-footed Wang Tai 王駘 (5/1), the ugly Aitai Tuo (5/32), the thrice-dismissed prime minister Sunshu Ao (21/61), and Lao Dan’s ultimate happiness (21/30) indicate that de does not depend on external conditions. We can realize de in the face of uncontrollable, “inevitable” (budeyi 不得已) circumstances, including circumstances that limit our negative liberty, such as the predicament of Zigao 子高, the anxious diplomat (4/34). In “Freely Wandering About” (Xiao Yao You 逍遙遊), the motif of “wandering in the limitless” (you wu qiong 遊無窮) is presented as a way of attaining “non-dependence” (wudai 無待) on any fixed external conditions (1/21). Passages that describe the “ultimate person” as unaffected by mundane concerns such as benefit and harm or life and death suggest an idealized conception of the well-lived life as immune to chance events (2/73). So, I suggest that in many Zhuangzi pericopes, there is indeed a core view of the well-lived life as independent of external goods.

3 Are All Dao Equal?
In recent articles, I have proposed an interpretation of Zhuangist ethics as structured by the concepts of dao and de. The aim is to develop an understanding of certain strands of Zhuangist thought on which dao and de function as what Shelly Kagan calls evaluative focal points (among other roles).12 I approach the texts this way because I am particularly interested in trying to understand action and ethics through the concept of dao, which I see as structurally central to early Chinese approaches to action, ethics, mind, and knowledge. Dao and de refer to formal, structural features of this ethics, which contrast with principles (as in duty ethics), standards (as in Mohism), norms of ritualized propriety (as in Ruism), and virtues (as in virtue ethics). The inspiration for this approach is Zhuangzi passages that highlight dao and de as the keys to appropriate action, such as the “Mountain Tree” (Shan Mu 山木) story, which rejects fixed norms of conduct in favor of “drifting about by riding dao and de” (20/6), a second passage that presents attuning and aligning oneself with de and dao as the crux of handling human relations (22/38–39), and the “Autumn Waters” dialogue, which concludes by describing how to direct action when guided by dao and de (17/48).
As I develop this approach for the Zhuangzi, action is conceptualized as dao, or a path of conduct an agent follows. In my view, different Zhuangzi passages refer to dao in several senses. Sometimes dao is the path we actually follow, along with the manner or style in which we follow it. This is the sense in which we can speak of evaluating how well an agent follows dao. Besides this use, sometimes dao can refer to various paths open to us in particular circumstances. In some contexts, dao seems to refer to the overall totality-path of the cosmos, which is sometimes referred to the “ancestral source” (zong 宗) out of which things and more specific paths arise. When referring to paths that agents follow, dao may be used in either a normative or a descriptive sense, to distinguish between the path or paths that would be appropriate to follow and those they actually follow.
The agentive powers or capacities by which we follow paths are de. Possessing de enables us to perform dao well; to perform dao in a smooth, masterful way is to manifest de. The previous section discussed de; here I will focus on dao.
Faced with the plurality of different, perspectival dao explored in Zhuangzi writings found in “Freely Wandering About” and “Discourse on Evening Things Out” (Qi Wu Lun 齊物論), a natural question to ask is: Are there constraints on dao by which to distinguish better from worse paths of activity, or are all dao equally justified? This question breaks down into two: (1) For any particular dao one might follow, are there better and worse ways to follow it? (2) Are some particular dao better or worse than others, or are all dao on a par? More vividly, is the dao of a malevolent actor somehow on equal footing with that of a benign agent? Does a Zhuangist have grounds for criticizing the dao of a serial killer or of a headhunting tribe whose warriors win social status by murdering members of neighboring tribes in weekly raids?
Question (1) is easy to answer. Numerous Zhuangzi pericopes distinguish better from worse ways to proceed and discuss techniques for improving our performance. Obvious examples include the Cook Ding story (3/2), Huizi’s 惠子 giant gourds (1/35), and Yan Hui’s 顏回 attempt to reform the tyrant of Wei 衛 (4/1).
Question (2) is a subject of much concern in Zhuangzi scholarship. The roots of the concern are a line of argument in the “Discourse on Evening Things Out” that seems to place all ways of distinguishing value on equal grounds. The argument runs roughly as follows. Action-guiding distinctions between shi是 and fei 非 (this/right versus not)—a general pro/con concept pair referring to values or evaluative judgments—are not predetermined by the world but formed in the mind (2/22). Accordingly, the dao we follow, including the norms by which we deem things to be “so” or not, are constructed through our practices (2/33). The point is not that these practices are ungrounded, floating free of how things stand in the world. They do pick out human-independent features of things (2/34). The crux is that there is a plurality of ways to pick out such features so as to divide things up (fen 分) to form (cheng 成) dao to follow (2/34–35). From one perspective or another, anything can be “this” or “that” (2/27). Analogously, each perspective furnishes its own way of distinguishing shi-fei (2/29–30), and we lack grounds by which to identify absolutely or universally justified shi-fei distinctions, since any judgment of shi-fei is always made from some particular perspective. Accordingly, any justification for a way of distinguishing shi-fei will be to some extent circular or “internal,” as it will be grounded in the perspective of those who follow it. Hence it may be rejected by those who hold a different perspective.13 The de facto plurality of pro tanto justified, practically successful dao we observe among different agents or communities provides grounds for questioning any claim purporting to identify absolute or universal norms of conduct.14
Of course, that no particular dao is absolutely or universally justified does not entail that no dao are pro tanto justified, contingently and contextually, for those who follow them. Nor does it entail that no dao can be better justified than another in a particular context for a particular agent. The Zhuangist “plurality” argument against universal norms implies we have good grounds for holding that, while sleeping in the damp is unjustified for humans, it is justified for fish (2/67). The problem is that since different dao may be justified for different agents, and since we lack universal standards of shi-fei, it may seem that we lack grounds for criticizing a malevolent dao whose advocates claim it is justified from their perspective.
Let me work toward resolving this problem by first reconsidering a crucial paragraph in “Evening Things Out.” If we consider how the text follows up on the contention that shi-fei are perspectival and not absolute, we find the discussion directly indicates that not all dao are on equal footing. Precisely because the text questions our grounds for holding that any way of distinguishing shi-fei is “ultimately” (guo 果), absolutely, or universally justified, it advocates that we not proceed by insisting that our way or any other is authoritative. Instead we are to proceed by “responsive” action-guiding distinctions (yinshi 因是), adjusting what we consider apt or inapt in response to the context. Responding to particular contexts, the adept agent provisionally “accommodates” things in what is “ordinarily useful” (yong 庸; yong 用), free-flowing (tong 通), and contextually successful (de 得) (2/36–37). The adept can see respects in which things are “the same” without insisting on deeming them “one” (2/37–38). Possessing “understanding” or “clarity” (ming 明) about the grounds for shi-fei, they can see both sides of any way of drawing distinctions. They understand that dao can be formed in various directions, and drawing distinctions to “form” or “complete” (cheng 成) one path simultaneously leads us to suffer “loss” or “deficiency” (kui 虧) with respect to other paths (2/35). The adept grasp that if we do not construct paths, things rejoin into an undifferentiated totality (2/36). In effect, having attained the “hinge” of dao (daoshu 道樞, 2/30), they see dao not as a definite, fixed path but as an indeterminate, unbounded field of paths one might provisionally take up for various contextually prompted purposes.15
Accordingly, when engaging with others who draw distinctions differently, the adept can “walk two ways” or “proceed along both sides” (liangxing 兩行, 2/40), adjusting action-guiding distinctions in such a way as to attain “harmony” (he 和) or eliminate conflict. They themselves do not invest wholly in drawing distinctions one way or another, instead resting in the “equality” or “evenness” of nature (2/40).16 That is, the adept recognize that nature in itself does not draw specific distinctions to act on but only presents various paths one might take up.17 Only as a response to particular contexts can these paths be justified or unjustified.
Clearly, the text contends that there is a more justified dao than the dao of rigidly following any fixed set of shi-fei standards. Indeed, although the text is obscure and interpretation is necessarily tentative, one line appears to directly endorse a certain view of the appropriate dao to follow: “[Practice] responsive shi; doing so without knowing it’s so is called dao.”18 I interpret this line as indicating that the dao to follow is “responsive shi” (yinshi), performed in such a way that we don’t know in advance exactly how we will respond to particular contexts, because rather than imposing predetermined shi-fei distinctions, we will discover what is suitably responsive or adaptive as we proceed.
To sum up, we have a preliminary answer to question (2). For certain sections of “Evening Things Out,” some dao are indeed more justified than others, because they are more “responsive” to particular contexts and so are more “ordinarily useful” and “free flowing.” In the context of interacting with others, such dao are understood specifically as paths that take both sides into consideration and eliminate conflict.
From “Evening Things Out” alone, then, a Zhuangist already has strong grounds for criticizing malevolent dao as defective. The malevolent actor is a paradigmatic example of rigidly imposing one’s own shi-fei distinctions on others instead of seeking a smoothly flowing path that responds to and avoids conflict with them, seeking to “walk two ways” or “proceed along both sides.”

4 Harm, Respect, and Dao
Lam is concerned that my interpretation of Zhuangist ethics may be purely a skill model of dao, in which interpersonal relations are treated “solely as a field of skill.” The worry is that the idea of skill alone cannot explain what’s wrong with malevolent dao.
I indeed hold that the process of adapting our responses to others so as to find ways to interact with them harmoniously is in some ways similar to the performance of skills. However, the account I proposed does not reduce dao to skill. As Cook Ding says, dao goes beyond skill, a motif that I devote considerable space to exploring.19 What I tried to suggest is not that dao simply lies in skill but that the performance of skills illustrates key features of the performance of dao. More specifically, in this context, skills exemplify the sort of responsive, continually self-correcting activity needed to fulfill Zhuangist criteria of appropriate action. For this reason, skills are instructive regarding Zhuangist conceptions of dao-following.
As Lam points out, not all skills or all uses of skill are admirable dao. Some skills may be irrelevant, as in the story of Zhu Pingman 朱泙漫, who spent 3 years learning the skill of slaughtering dragons only to find there was nowhere to apply his techniques (32/18). Some skills may be used for ignorant or malevolent ends, as when Duke Zhuang 莊公 judged Dongye Ji’s 東野稷 skilled chariot driving superlatively beautiful and ordered him to do one hundred laps, causing his horses to break down (19/59). Cook Ding might be a skilled butcher, but from some perspectives this skill may make him a cruel executioner of innocent animals. We can imagine a skilled serial killer or a skilled headhunter who is smooth and efficient at murder.
We also agree that prominent Zhuangzi passages disapprove of harm to others. The Marquis of Lu’s 魯侯 mistreatment of the seabird (18/33, 19/72) and the death of Chaos 渾沌 are examples (7/33). Equally significant are two pericopes which suggest that we should not only avoid doing harm but intervene to prevent harm by others, at least in contexts when doing so is possible. The story of Yan Hui’s project to reform the tyrant of Wei and of Yan He’s 顏闔 tutoring to improve the character of a cruel prince envision an agent in a position to influence a malevolent actor so as to reduce the damage he does (4/1, 4/54). Of course, we need to balance such stories against other stories about protecting oneself through uselessness, as Old Man Scatterlimb does (4/83), and about taking official service only when the timing is right, as in the story of Zhuangzi’s poverty (20/45). One can intervene only when the context presents a feasible path to doing so.
Lam proposes that pericopes such as the seabird disapprove of harm because they are committed to a norm of equal respect for others. We can agree that the seabird and Chaos stories illustrate some form of empathetic consideration of others for their own sake. But I suggest that norms such as “respect others equally” and “avoid harm” are of limited help in explaining these stories, because the agents who commit ethical mistakes in them already respect and intend to benefit those they injure. The fundamental problem is not a lack of respect or a willingness to harm. It is blindness to contextual features—to the different treatment appropriate for Chaos and for the bird.
Even more important, given the deep contextualism of many Zhuangzi pericopes and the arguments against absolute moral norms in “Evening Things Out” and “Autumn Waters,” we cannot simply observe that some stories disapprove of harm or endorse consideration of others and conclude that a Zhuangist ethics takes avoiding harm or equal respect as a basic norm. We need to explain why the stories take this stance in the contexts they depict.
My proposal is that this explanation should be grounded in a Zhuangist account of dao and the competent or excellent performance of dao, and thus also of de. When Lam raises the question of why, on my account, we should respect others or avoid harming them, my answer is: because doing so is the contextually appropriate dao, which the person of de would follow. On my interpretation, the ethical ends of a Zhuangist agent are to follow dao well, with de. In most contexts, the apt dao will be to avoid or limit injury to others.
Why is this the apt dao? In Fraser (2022: 561–580), I suggested that a key part of the answer lies in the concept of li 理, “pattern,” which appears prominently in several pericopes bearing on dao and on human relations.20 “Evening Things Out” emphasizes “responding” or “adjusting” (yin 因) as pivotal in finding apt dao. What is it that we are responding to? I suggest the answer is the features, grain, and flow of our circumstances, for which “pattern” is an informative general label. According to the Cook Ding story, following dao involves proceeding according to “natural patterns” (tianli 天理) and “responding to what’s inherently so” (yi qi guran 因其固然). These descriptions helpfully underscore how factual patterns guide and constrain dao in practice. Zhuangzi discussions indeed recognize a plurality of dao that may be formed by various practices, but not just any dao will actually work. Huizi’s giant gourds were useless as ladles and jugs but useful as floats. They might be equally useful as drums or lanterns but would be useless as balloons. Factual patterns constrain what dao are feasible.
The application of these ideas to interpersonal ethics is simple and direct: other persons and creatures, along with their activities, are part of the “inherently so” patterns to which we must respond in order to find dao that “fit” (shi 適) and “flow smoothly” (tong 通) in particular contexts.21 These patterns constrain what dao can be considered to meet Zhuangist criteria such as being “ordinarily useful,” “fitting,” “free-flowing,” “harmonious,” and so on. An apt dao must interact with other agents as the agents they are, acknowledging that like us they are self-directed, self-correcting performers of dao. If it does not, it fails to respond appropriately to the patterns of the context.

5 “Ordinary” Patterns
From “Evening Things Out,” the seabird story, “Autumn Waters,” and other pericopes, we can characterize a Zhuangist ethics as an approach to adjusting the dao we pursue to particular contexts, in light of the “ordinary” (yong 庸) values we find relevant, so as to seek a fitting, smoothly flowing path forward that eliminates conflict with others by finding what “works” (de 得) or is “useful” (yong 用) for those on both sides of our interactions.
This characterization is primarily formal rather than substantive. But when we ask what counts as “ordinary” or “fitting,” we can quickly fill in a richer substantive picture. We can draw, for instance, on pericopes such as the first section of “The Crux of Nurturing Life” (Yang Sheng Zhu 養生主), which assumes we are generally concerned to “protect ourselves, fulfill life, nurture our parents, and live out our years” (3/2). The “pluralism” argument in “Evening Things Out” implies that creatures of all kinds are concerned to have a comfortable dwelling, eat a satisfying diet, and enjoy sexual companionship (2/66). The seabird story mentions “preserving welfare” (18/39). These examples offer a rough list of widely shared default values, to which we can add typical personal values—the importance we attach to our work or other activities, for example. We might even include leisure activities, such as floating on rivers and lakes or hanging out by the side of a “useless” tree (1/47). I suggest we take the “patterns” of human life to include agents’ pro tanto commitments to pursue “ordinary” values along these lines.
A further feature of the factual patterns that shape dao for most of us is that following dao is a social, reciprocal process. The story of Zigao, the anxious diplomat, in “The World Among Humanity” (Ren Jian Shi 人間世) depicts kinship relations and political relations as “inevitable” features of human life (4/40). Much of our dao takes place in social settings, proceeding alongside or in interaction with other agents whom we recognize as being like ourselves in pursuing dao and holding various expectations of each other. The perspectival account of shi-fei distinctions in “Evening Things Out” reminds us that we must deal with other parties’ perspectives, which may be different from ours. As I tried to emphasize in the title of a previous discussion of Zhuangist ethics, following dao is typically not a solitary activity but a social one. We must seek to find a way together.22
The “patterns” that guide and impinge on agents as they proceed along their path in life are likely to form a complex, even tangled web. The complexity and particularity of these patterns provide reasons to think the skill stories helpfully illustrate how agents may navigate and negotiate their path forward. The idea is that finding a way through various personal, social, and environmental pressures is analogous in various respects to Cook Ding’s feeling out the gaps, the whitewater swimmer’s following the current, the woodcarver’s aligning with the grain of the timber (19/59), and so on.
In my view, Zhuangzi political writings present further illustrations of interaction guided by patterns, to which Lam rightly calls attention.23 However, in discussing the ethics of interacting with others, I temporarily set these aside, because the exercise of political authority is importantly different from interaction between individual persons. Political power can be applied through a wholly responsive approach, in which those in authority facilitate the ends of their subjects and community without taking initiative to pursue their own ends. In their role as leaders, they simply respond to the needs or ends of the community, taking this responsiveness to be their dao (this approach corresponds to the advice given by the Nameless Man 無名人 at Zhuangzi 7/10, for example). Except in special cases, individual agents cannot similarly respond to others without also pursuing a path of their own. To do so would be to give up the goal of “walking two ways” in favor of wholly subsuming one’s action as part of others’ dao.

6 Malevolent Dao
Let’s return to the issue of whether the conception of dao and responsiveness to patterns I have sketched provides strong enough normative constraints for us to explain what is wrong with malevolent dao.
The claim I need to defend is that, in dealing with others, malevolent dao are defective as dao in that they do not respond (yin 因) to contextual patterns (li 理) adeptly and so are insufficiently fitting (shi 適), useful (yong 用), free-flowing (tong 通), harmonious (he 和), and so forth. If we are dealing with other persons, among the relevant patterns we must respond to are that others are agents like ourselves, such that our interaction with them is a social, reciprocal activity. We can cooperate smoothly with each other, or we can prompt dissatisfaction, anger, protest, suffering, or resistance. I want to suggest, then, that smooth, unforced interaction—as implied by “harmony” and “walking two ways”—is a mark of proficient social dao following. A path that harms others and so fails to attain such interaction is an incompetent social dao. An ethics focusing on dao thus explains why we should avoid harm to others or show consideration for their capacities and dispositions: because when we do so, all sides follow dao better.
Skill analogies can help to clarify these points. The crude butcher who, unlike Cook Ding, must change knives monthly still manages to hack through the meat. But he does the work badly, with wasted effort and messy results. The ferry pilot who capsizes is less competent in boat-handling than one who makes the crossing smoothly. The whitewater swimmer who finishes bruised and bloodied is less proficient than one who emerges unscathed. In each example, there is a respect in which the agent is getting something wrong and could perform better. The parallel claim for ethics is that a malicious dao gets something wrong about relations with others, just as treating the seabird as if it were a human guest was getting something wrong about the bird. There is a clear sense in which we can say the malevolent actor is making a mistake—treating others in a way that is “ill-fitting” (bushi 不適) or “obstructed” (butong 不通) and proceeding in a clumsy (zhuo 拙) manner, falling short of the ideal of social interaction which proceeds so smoothly that people “forget each other in arts of dao” (6/73).24 My proposal is that this conception of “getting something wrong” provides enough normative punch to ground a plausible Zhuangist approach to the ethics of social relations.
The thesis I am defending specifically concerns the defects of the malevolent dao as a dao—that is, how it fails to “fit,” “flow smoothly,” “proceed on both sides,” and so on. The claim is not that the malevolent dao will inevitably fail, in the sense of being self-defeating or leading to bad outcomes for the malicious actor (the contemporary scene presents many examples of malevolent dao that have not failed). Nor is it the consequentialist claim that such dao are unjustified because they produce poor outcomes. Nor is it a claim about instrumental rationality, such as that such dao fail to maximize expected utility. Rather, the issue is that the malevolent dao clashes with relevant factual patterns presented by the context—what is “inherently so”—and so is an obstructed, clumsy performance of dao. A dao that acknowledges the agency of both sides such that they can jointly follow it harmoniously is a more fitting, smoothly flowing dao than one that harms or coerces others.
This approach also explains why the dao by which we interact with other persons will be different from those by which we interact with other creatures, such as seabirds, monkeys, cattle, or cicadas. In each case, the relevant patterns will be different. The appropriate dao in these cases is an open question, to be answered by reference to particular contexts. After examining the patterns, for example, perhaps we may conclude that, in our present context, it is a poor dao to keep monkeys or to butcher cattle but acceptable to eat cicadas.
Might the Zhuangist criteria of appropriate dao I have identified allow malevolent actors to claim that harming others actually is a fitting or smoothly flowing dao for them? Suppose the serial killer contends that only because our perspective blinds us to the beauty of killing do we doubt the excellence of his dao. Or suppose the headhunting tribe contend that we fail to appreciate how the glory of capturing enemy heads makes theirs a flourishing social dao. I doubt that even a prima facie persuasive case can be made that such dao fit the patterns of the relevant context, however, as they so clearly impose the malevolent actors’ dao on others rather than adaptively responding to them, “walking two ways,” or “nurturing” them with what actually “nurtures” them (19/35).
We might also worry that harmony or cooperation can be forced. If there is a power differential between the interacting parties, one side might be able to coerce the other into accepting a path that it dictates, rather than genuinely taking both sides into account and “walking two ways.” Merely in sketching this scenario, however, we can see that on the dao approach it counts as an inferior dao, as there are patterns involved—the actual preferences or values of the oppressed group—that are ignored or forcibly suppressed rather than addressed.25

7 Conclusion
Circling back to the issue in my title, then, I contend that the Zhuangzi writings provide the resources to develop a distinctive, plausible approach to ethics grounded in the paired concepts of dao and de. A Zhuangist conception of competence or proficiency in dao as marked by fitting responses to the patterns that shape the context of our activity is substantive enough to underwrite normative judgments regarding better or worse courses of action. Arguably, the grounding of such judgments in the interaction between agents’ dao and contextual patterns provides the fundamental basis for normativity more generally. The conception of de as an agentive power or capacity fulfilled through excellence in performing dao underscores the connection between the flourishing individual life and the proficient performance of dao, thus reinforcing the agent’s reasons for pursuing a fitting, smoothly flowing dao.26
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Footnotes
1The two main presentations of this interpretation are in Fraser (2021: 241–260; 2022: 561–580). A revised version of this interpretation appears in Fraser (2024).

 

2See Lam, this volume.

 

3The major sources of Huang’s views are his important pair of papers (2010a, b), along with his more recent (2018, 2023a, b).

 

4See Zhuangzi (18/33, 19/72). References to the Zhuangzi give book and line numbers in the Harvard-Yenching concordance text (Hung 1956).

 

5“Pericope” (pur-RICK-uh-pee) is a term borrowed from traditional philology and theology to refer to sections of text that can be read alone as independent short writings, such as the various skill stories.

 

6“[They] proceed through minor changes without losing overall constancy…Value lies in oneself and is not lost in change” (21/31–34).

 

7“I hold that gain and loss are not my self” (21/64). The Sunshu Ao story does not mention de but shares with these other passages the theme that exemplary agents adapt to gain and loss without disturbing their equanimity, because they locate value in the self, not in external things or events.

 

8See section 2 of Fraser (2014).

 

9See section 6 of Fraser (2014), entitled “The Content of the Zhuangist Good Life.”

 

10“Someone who knows the Way is surely adept in the patterns…[they] do not let things harm them…Someone of ultimate Virtue…is discerning as to security and danger, calm regarding fortune and misfortune, and meticulous in what they pursue or reject, and so nothing can harm them” (17/49–50).

 

11I owe this point to a conversation with Hu Xiangnong 胡湘農.

 

12See Kagan (2000: 134–155). The idea of dao as an evaluative focal point is due to Hansen (2011).

 

13This point follows from the discussion of whether “winning” a distinction-drawing debate actually establishes that one’s view is “ultimately” correct (2/89).

 

14This point follows from the “pluralism” argument questioning how we could identify absolute or universal standards for what is shi (2/64ff).

 

15I take this to be the implication of the remark 2/36 about setting aside “deeming shi” and instead “accommodating things in the ordinary.”

 

16I read tianjun 天鈞 as a variant for tianjun 天均. “Resting in the equality of nature” I suggest refers to the same status as “recognizing how things connect as one [and so] not imposing shi” (2/36).

 

17That the natural world in itself does not determine a dao for us to follow is a thesis some Zhuangzi writings share with the Xunzi 荀子. Xunzian thought is instructive in explaining how one can acknowledge both that objects in the world are differentiated in various ways while also holding that action-guiding distinctions are constructed, not found in the world. For discussion, see Fraser (2016: 317–318).

 

18The line is: yinshi yiyi er buzhi qi ran weizhi dao 因是已已而不知其然謂之道 (2/37). An alternative reading is to take buzhi qi ran 不知其然 as an abbreviation for buzhi qi suoyi ran 不知其所以然, yielding “without knowing how it is so.”

 

19See section 3 of Fraser (2021).

 

20Examples include the Cook Ding story, the “Autumn Waters” dialogue, the seabird story (which uses tiao 條, a synonym), and a passage that compares human relations to the patterns that relate fruit-bearing plants (22/37).

 

21See Fraser (2022: 571).

 

22For a discussion that explicitly treats an appropriate interpersonal dao as social and interactive, see Fraser (2022: 572).

 

23These writings include the pericopes beginning at 7/4, 7/7, 7/11, 12/45, 12/69, and 25/43.

 

24I take it that, as in the ferryman story (19/24), “forgetting” here refers to an absence of anxious attention, which vanishes because of the facility and ease with which agents respond to each other.

 

25Suppose the power differential allows the dominant side to non-coercively induce cooperation in its favor, through ideological indoctrination, for example. I suggest that this scenario falls under the scope of Zhuangist political thought rather than interpersonal ethics. The extensive, continuing, one-sided effort needed to ensure subjugation shows that this cannot be the most fitting or freely flowing dao, and it clearly violates the minimalist, responsive approach presented in Zhuangzi pericopes addressing political relations.

 

26An earlier version of this essay was presented at “Dialogues on the States of the Field: Ethics in the Zhuangzi,” Department of Philosophy, Chinese University of Hong Kong, June 16–17, 2023. I thank Lam Hong-ki, Huang Yong, Hu Xiangnong, Jung H. Lee, Eske Mollgaard, and Waldemar Brys for helpful comments.
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1 Introduction
A quest for ethics in the Zhuangzi 莊子 serves two primary purposes: (1) to understand what Zhuangzi can teach us about ethics, and (2) to seek alternative insights in the Daoist classic for addressing the ethical issues of our time. It is commonly believed that ethics is not Zhuangzi’s primary concern. For example, Chad Hansen famously said in his study, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought: A Philosophical Interpretation, that what Zhuangzi tells us about the “Hitler problem” is merely that “Hitler happened” (Hansen 1992: 290). However, other scholars, such as Jung H. Lee, believe that “early Daoist texts consistently advance an ethical program” (Lee 2014: 8). My aspiration in this essay is to identify Zhuangzi’s commitment to moral positions. I attempt to do this in my presentation and critique of Steve Coutinho’s interpretation of ethics in the Zhuangzi.
This essay is divided into two main sections: one is on Coutinho’s interpretation of shifei 是非 (dichotomous evaluations), while the other is on Coutinho’s interpretation of da 大 (vastness/big). I read the first as the confluence of ethical distinctions and the second by discussing what I call the ladder of perspectives. “Dichotomous evaluations” and “the ladder of perspectives” are related as they both contribute to the discussion of appraising ethics in the Zhuangzi. I will first sketch out Coutinho’s interpretation of these two concepts at the beginning of each section, question the validity of those interpretations on textual or philosophical levels, where possible, and provide my arguments. In addition, I touch on Coutinho’s methodology of interpreting the Zhuangzi, particularly in his discussion of ethics and its relation to relativism.
In the first chapter of Zhuangzi and Early Chinese Philosophy: Vagueness, Transformation and Paradox, Coutinho states that in contrast to Mohists, Zhuangzi saw language as extremely open and unsettled and that “although words say something, what they say is extremely vague, profoundly unsettled” (Coutinho 2004: 6).1 With this statement in mind, the book starts with a promise of an open perspective that does not claim to be the sole or even the right one. It urges the readers to treat the study as “hermeneutic explorations” (Coutinho 2004: 5). Coutinho acknowledges the multiplicity of viewpoints in discussing an asserted multiplicity of viewpoints. However, this description cannot apply to the work as a whole. In the first three chapters, Coutinho addresses methodological questions related to the study of early Chinese philosophy and the Zhuangzi in particular from a comparative perspective; hence, he draws an extensive historical sketch of the question of vagueness as well as the better-known modes of interpretations—analytical, phenomenological, structuralist, etc.—in Western philosophy.
About 10 years later, Coutinho presented to the readers of the Zhuangzi with a new study: An Introduction to Daoist Philosophies. This study is not an introduction to the history of Daoism as an academic discipline; nor is it a comprehensive study of Daoist philosophies through the lens of past commentators. Rather, it is a Coutinhian examination of one comparative philosophical worldview, which is Daoist in spirit. One reviewer notes, “the goal of this introduction is to show how Daoism can be embraced as a living philosophy, rather than to offer the history of the tradition” (Littlejohn 2017: 188–190). In this work, Coutinho carries on with his methodological stance, although he narrows it down and moves toward more definitive statements; thus, he notes that “vagueness and indeterminacy remain confined within the penumbrae” (Coutinho 2014: 124). In his first book, Coutinho discusses the borderline regions of penumbrae in the following way:
It is my contention that in such [borderline] regions, which have come to be known in the literature by Russell’s evocative metaphor as the ‘penumbra’ of the concept, our attitudes and intuitions are variable, they are shifting and unsettled. We may, for example, in some circumstances and under some conditions consider objects in the penumbra as falling into neither the positive nor the negative extension of the concept, that is, as neither correctly nor incorrectly described by the term in question. (Coutinho 2004: 117)

In this essay, I attempt to present Coutinho’s view of the Zhuangzi, particularly his interpretation of ethics—though this is not the focus of his study. As these studies are not treatments of the subject of ethics in the Zhuangzi, I aim to present my views on Coutinho’s treatment and interpretation of the concepts of shifei and da as well as sections in the Zhuangzi that have bearings on ethics. Methodologically, the author presents us with what he calls “fundamental concepts of Chinese philosophy”; thus, at times, I will discuss his definitions.
My interpretive proposal, then, is to show the limits of Coutinho’s interpretation of two crucial Zhuangzian concepts. Coutinho succeeds in presenting one distinct viewpoint, and many of his ideas are ingenious, but as I will attempt to show, normative claims identified in the text of the Zhuangzi are weak. While the author does give a series of insightful interpretations of what he perceives as the main concepts in Daoist philosophies, he, at the same time, warns against making definitive statements. Such an account does secure from an absolutist interpretation, but it falls apart against any attempt of reconstructing normative claims and undermines the normative agenda of his philosophical endeavor.

2 The Sameness of Differences: The Confluence of Shifei Distinctions
In one of the longest sections (and probably the most intriguing section) of the book, exploring fundamental concepts in “Zhuangzi: Inner Chapters,” on “Dichotomous Evaluation” (shifei), Coutinho critiques radical relativism as inherently self-contradictory:
Radical relativism and skepticism are ancient and familiar doctrines, and the problems with them have been amply documented over the centuries. The relativist claims that one can never pass judgment on the values of other perspectives, and yet in doing so, passes judgment on those who do so. Radical relativism is therefore inherently self-contradictory: there is no way to put it into practice without at the very same time contravening its own principles. When applied to ethics, it also results in horrifying consequences: the radical relativist typically refuses to judge those who practice genocide, or slavery, on the grounds that those who practice mass slaughter or own slaves believe they are doing a good thing. To those who claim not to know what is wrong with this consequence, I have nothing to say. This skeptical posture may seem invincible, but one cannot have a fruitful discussion about ethics with someone who appears to lack even the most minimal ethical intuitions. (Coutinho 2014: 118)

In the passage quoted above, Coutinho sets the ground where he explicitly rejects (radical) relativism and warns against a theoretical flaw that can fail to condemn an atrocity, resulting in “horrifying consequences.” He criticizes the common interpretation of shifei as Zhuangzi’s criticism of fruitlessly arguing over right and wrong, positing that such an interpretation will result in a Zhuangzi who is relativist. In addition, since he conceives relativism as not only self-defeating but also ethically horrifying, Coutinho presents an interpretation that is fundamentally different from that of other scholars concerned with ethics in the Zhuangzi. By extension, his insights on contradictions and vagueness in the Zhuangzi and the penumbrae also derive from this passage. In what follows, I will look closely at his reading of the shifei distinction and its implications for ethics and our reading of the Zhuangzi.
Now let us have a look at the translation of this famous passage from the Qi Wu Lun 齊物論 (“Discussion on Smoothing Things Out”) chapter of the Zhuangzi. Coutinho provides Watson’s translation next to his for comparison. Additionally, I quote the original Chinese:
When the Way relies on little accomplishments and words rely on vain show, then we have the dichotomous evaluations of the Ruists and Mohists, by which we affirm what we deny and deny what we affirm. If you want to affirm what you deny and deny what you affirm, there is nothing better than ming 明 clarity (Watson has: What one calls right the other calls wrong; what one calls wrong the other calls right. But if we want to right their wrongs and wrong their rights, then the best thing to use is clarity). (Coutinho 2014: 114)2

道隱於小成，言隱於榮華。故有儒、墨之是非，以是其所非，而非其所是。欲是其所非而非其所是，則莫若以明.

Clarity or ming, we have to keep in mind, is a kind of opposite to chengxin 成心 (often translated as “prejudiced heart”). The emphasis in this passage, through the translation, is on the presumed meaningful contradiction between shi and fei, interpreting the distinction not as affirming and denying or right and wrong but by viewing the “affirming” and “denying” from the first-person perspective as a juxtaposition to one denying or affirming the other’s view (and not their own). The validity of distinctions between shi and fei is diminished as a result.3 In other words, the shifei distinction becomes our affirming what we deny and denying what we affirm. In yet other words, what the author attempts to do here with the “we” first-person interpretation is to rule out the perspectival character of the paragraph—namely, “what one calls right, the other calls wrong; what one calls wrong, the other calls right.” If we deny what we affirm and we affirm what we deny (and not others affirming/denying), it will undoubtedly challenge the following perspectival reading: what is right for me can be wrong for the other, and what is wrong for the other can be right for me.
My essential disagreement with this interpretation derives from the shifei in the traditional Guo Xiang 郭象 (c. 252–312) interpretation of the Zhuangzi, which has an ethical undertone (Ziporyn 2009: 146–147). Zhuangzi criticizes the Mohists and Ruists for arguing over the values and norms each from its own perspective, but whether any distinction can be authoritative with universal values is a separate question. I believe that Zhuangzi wants to show that since each viewpoint can be right from one perspective and wrong from another perspective, it is not wise to argue over the validity of one over the other. Thus, shiing is not demonstrating that the thing is inherently right, and feiing is not demonstrating that the thing is inherently wrong—that is, if my viewpoint is wrong from the perspective of my opponent, that does not mean my viewpoint is inevitably wrong as my opponent’s disagreement with me might be based on false beliefs. Nor does it make my viewpoint inevitably right. By the same token, if my opponent’s viewpoint is right from my perspective, that does not make their viewpoint as inevitably right; nor does it make their viewpoint inevitably wrong. In other words, shifei is not a judgment in regarding the veracity of the question, although even in this case, our viewpoints have their own intrinsic value. Shi and fei for Zhuangzi are viewpoints in tension, and precisely their difference, not sameness, is emphasized; the difference has its value viewed from each viewpoint, but one inevitably obscures the other. At the same time, one is dependent on the other to even exist—light makes sense only when we recognize dark and vice versa. Coutinho, when interpreting shifei as a positive idea—we affirm what we deny, and we deny what we affirm—strips off its prevailing ethical sense. For example, in the Qi Wu Lun chapter, after discussing the best place for fish, monkeys, and people to live, Zhuangzi’s text turns to shifei in Confucianism and Mohism:
From my viewpoint, the starting points of righteousness and benevolence and the shifei distinctions are utterly chaotic and confused. How could I possibly know of such discriminations?4

Here, it seems that Zhuangzi wants to get rid of the idea of shifei rather than encourage us, paradoxically, to simultaneously affirm what we deny and deny what we affirm. Coutinho does acknowledge this in Chapter 5, “De Chong Fu” 德充符 (“Signs of the Fullness of Potency”), of the Zhuangzi: “Zhuangzi explicitly characterizes human qing 情 in terms of shifei judgements and says that we must abandon these” (Coutinho 2014: 115). However, his more striking argument is that Zhuangzi’s critique of shifei judgment has two aspects. The first aspect refers to the “variety of stances from which differing judgments are made,” and the second aspect refers to the simultaneous affirmation and denial of the same thing, which has a bearing on the discussion of paradoxes and contradictions (Coutinho 2014: 116). In my reading, shi and fei are not the same, but they take a somewhat similar attitude toward others and toward the path of looking for the best way for social cooperation. So, the question is as follows: how can Coutinho avoid relativism when he insists that what Zhuangzi possibly means is that we must simultaneously shi what we fei and fei what we shi? Still, a more crucial question is the following: how does this interpretation of shifei help us avoid ethically horrifying consequences?
As mentioned earlier, the author merits “ethical intuitions.” In this light, not making a distinction between shi and fei—or, rather, making the distinction only to the extent of manifesting the possibility of my own affirming what I deny and denying what I affirm—poses genuine threats when applied to ethical issues. David Wong writes, “Each ethic, in defining what is right, also requires what is wrong according to some other coherent and viable ethic” (Wong 2017: 58). My worry is that from this interpretive perspective of the shifei, if we not only affirm what we deny but also deny what we affirm, then this may lead to “horrifying consequences,” especially when we are in a position when there is a need to either recognize or deny the historical authenticity of such a horrifying event as genocide. In politics, affirming or denying atrocities often becomes a cause of dispute and uproar, in their respective societies, with long-lasting implications. Appropriate ways to honor the dead is an ethical as well as a political question.5 Admittedly, Coutinho may offer a plausible defense to this challenge that his reading of explicit recommendation of contradictions only applies to cases on the penumbral borderlands and that this example is outside the borderland,6 as he clarifies in this crucial section:
In the penumbrae, where things become their opposites, whether we should say that something or its opposite is or is not remains exceptionally undecided, te weiding 特未定; we may say neither or even say both simultaneously. However, this does not entail that we can make the world into anything we please: vagueness and indeterminacy remain confined within the penumbrae. (Coutinho 2014: 124)

The penumbral borderland, as I understand it, is the space of the not-yet reconstructed boundary after dissolving boundaries. However, elsewhere, he mentions that the borderland “might be more extensive than we generally think” (Coutinho 2004: 156). This presupposes two possibilities: (1) the borderland may be extensive enough to blur the distinction between anomalies and regularities; and (2) we humans are conventionally unaware of this. This leads us to the following question: how can we determine which cases lie in the penumbral borderlands and which do not?
Let us return to the crucial section of shifei distinctions, also what I perceive as the most interesting attribution of Coutinho to Zhuangzi. He writes,
Zhuangzi certainly advocates fallibilism: the pragmatic recognition that no matter how obvious or clear things may be, we should certainly be open to being proved wrong. He also adopts an attitude of epistemic humility, never claiming to know more than he does, but does not shy away from making knowledge claims (that humans should not sleep under water), and from advocating certain forms of knowledge (the kinds of embodied knowledge manifested in physical skill). (Coutinho 2014: 120)

Coutinho’s attribution of fallibilism to Zhuangzi, however, is not immune to serious ethical problems. If Zhuangzi is advocating fallibilism, then we may ask, what might have happened if the ancient master were in a position where he had to affirm or deny such a tragic historical event as genocide? Would he (or should we) still be open to being proved wrong, let’s say, by a strong lobby? This is certainly not identical to radical relativism, but they break down in a similar fashion in the face of ethical questions. Though Coutinho’s discussion mentioned above is convincing, it faces the problem of incongruity in the context of his critique of relativism. Admittedly, his attribution of fallibilism to Zhuangzi may have nothing to do with my hypothetical imagining of Zhuangzi as a politician (which we know he would reject).
Here, we face a related predicament: supposing Coutinho acknowledges the real-world implications of a philosophical stance but he sees Zhuangzi as someone advocating pluralism and the need to be open to others’ perspectives, his interpretation of the text is that making shifei distinctions is wrong, an activity in which Mohists and Ruists are engaged, and that the passage is merely (or mainly) for criticizing them. However, in this case, what are the implications of interpreting the Zhuangzi regarding the ethical questions of our time? Do we need to consider our own ethical intuitions while reading and translating an ambiguous and rich text such as this? I will attempt to address these questions in the last section. Before that, however, I want to discuss the second concept that relates to ethics—da or “vastness.”

3 The Ladder of Perspectives: Da and the Optimism of Ethical Growth
Interpreting individual concepts is one of the attractive aspects of Coutinho’s study and a handy method to introduce the Daoist philosophies to a broader readership. Here is the reading offered on the concept of “vastness” or da, which coheres with the core philosophical issue of this article:
We acquire a sense of identity as we distinguish ourselves from our surroundings, but as we grow older we learn to break down the boundaries through which we have thus confined and defined ourselves. We begin to develop the ability to see things from many sides and gradually take into greater account the emotional responses of others. This is the natural process of acquiring maturity, as we become educated, more ethical, and more integrated into our social environments. (Coutinho 2014: 94)

The spatial concept of da thus has an ethical dimension, that of accepting and recognizing the vastness of our surroundings in the course of our lives, and by maturing and growing older, we as humans gradually start to accept the emotional responses of others. Its opposite is xiao 小 (petty), which we should try to overcome. The argument is as follows: if we outdistance the immediate and overcome distance—that is, gradually expand our horizons to see beyond our immediate senses—we will become more sensitive to others’ needs. Thus, the recognition of da takes a normative direction, a guiding principle or method of interhuman relationships. We may link this to the “Attenuation of the Heart-Mind” (xinzhai 心齋) passage, where Coutinho acknowledges the danger of emptying oneself of preconceptions and, for example, striving to flow along with the tendencies of a brutal ruler; then this comes with the risk of reverse influence. The conclusion is that the balance between one’s own sensibilities and that of the patient—a brutal ruler, in this case—is a precarious one (Coutinho 2014: 108). The emphasis is, however, on moral progress.
This is strikingly similar to Richard Rorty’s (1931–2007) view of moral progress. Rorty argues that moral progress is possible only when we increase “our ability to see more and more differences among people as morally irrelevant…to see the differences between people’s religions, genders, races, economic status, and so on as irrelevant to the possibility of cooperating with them for mutual benefit and as irrelevant to the need to alleviate their suffering” (Huang 2009: 83). If our sense of identity is gradually merged with the identities of others—or, in other words, if our sense of uniqueness becomes less important and we increasingly see the differences between other people and us as insignificant and our similarities as significant—then we, at the same time, become more compassionate and thus ethical. This position is vulnerable against Huang Yong’s 黃勇 ethical theory, developed into what he calls the “Copper Rule.” Below, I will briefly present this theory and why I think it is a superior rule when facing ethical dilemmas.
In a volume of essays that he edited, Huang criticizes Rorty’s view of ethics and, although impressively concluding that “a Rortian Confucian is a better Confucian” and “a Confucian Rortian is a better Rortian,” argues against Rorty’s view of moral progress. Huang agrees with Confucius 孔子 (c. 551–c. 479 BC) and Mencius 孟子 (372–289 BC) on the issue of whether “we should love different people differently” (Huang 2009: 85). He writes, “The main Confucian position on this issue is that there should be different kinds of love for different kinds of moral patients. We should love different people and things in ways that are respectively appropriate to them, that is, in ways that have taken into consideration their uniqueness” (Huang 2009: 85). Rorty retorts to this in his response: “Can’t I just love them all the same way, but treat them in different ways?” (Huang 2009: 283). Huang’s criticism of Rorty’s ethics—a form of which I believe Coutinho shares, perhaps independently—is certainly related to his ethical theory: the “Copper Rule.” He defines the rule in the following way: “Do unto others what they would have us do unto them” (positively expressed) or “Do not do unto others what they would not have us do unto them” (negatively expressed) (Huang 2005: 394–425). If we treat Huang’s “Copper Rule” as one of the many possible daos—that is, a normative dao, the ethics of treating different humans (and, by implication, other species) according to their desires, wishes, and responses—then the similarity lies in the contextual function of different concepts. In practice, any way of gaining moral knowledge in Coutinho’s case is sensation and reflection, from experience, whereas the “Copper Rule” emphasizes the applicability of a moral rule-knowledge to the patient. The fundamental aspect of this rule is that when treating moral patients, we have to consider their differences, unique values, needs, and preferences above our own. Unlike Rorty’s view of moral progress, where we should try to minimize the perceived moral importance of our differences, Huang treats the differences as the very criteria and leading light in our decision-making process as agents. In Coutinho’s reading of da, the youngsters are always ethically immature. In contrast, Huang emphasizes that the “Copper Rule” can be applied by anyone who embraces or takes time to learn it. This rule emphasizes that the primary criteria should be the opinions of those affected by our actions when facing an ethical question or even in making such a banal decision as choosing ingredients for preparing a meal for our guests. In precisely what means we should study our moral patients is still an open question to be addressed. I quote the celebrated passage (in Watson’s translation), which is partially responsible, together with Confucian tradition (namely, Mencius) for inspiring Huang to develop the “Copper Rule”:
If a man sleeps in a damp place, he will have a pain in his loins and will dry up and die. Is that true of eels? If a man lives up in a tree, he will be frightened and tremble. Is that true of monkeys? Which of the three knows the right place to live? Men eat vegetables and flesh, and deer eat tender grass. Centipedes enjoy snakes, and owls and crows like mice. Which of the four knows the right taste? The monkey mates with the dog-headed female ape and the buck mates with the doe, and eels mate with fishes. Mao Chiang and Li Chi were considered by men to be beauties, but at the sight of them fish plunged deep down in the water, birds soared up in the air, and deer dashed away. Which of the four knows the right kind of beauty? (Watson 2013: 15)7

Traditional commentary has viewed this paragraph as asserting the difference of nature of (different) things (Guo 2012: 99). Commenting on this passage, Coutinho writes that the story simply expresses common sense and that it is an acknowledgment of individual appropriateness, which does not amount to the philosophical doctrine of relativism (Coutinho 2004: 63). The doctrine of relativism is defined by Coutinho in the following way: “What is usually meant by this doctrine is that all claims to objective judgment are really just claims from a particular point of view and, more significantly, that all conflicting claims are equally valid since no judgment can be made between them” (Coutinho 2004: 64). One strategy Coutinho adopts to deny relativism is precisely not to entirely deny the possibility of ascribing Zhuangzi a form of relativism, what he calls “weak relativism,” but then he immediately rejects this claim as philosophically useless. In his second book, Coutinho brings the example of pluralism, in an endnote, as a form of weak relativism. He writes, “Pluralism, for example, allows there to be more than one right way but does not give up the possibility of judging some ways to be wrong” (Coutinho 2014: 208–209). Throughout his work, Coutinho argues against Zhuangzi being a skeptic or a relativist. The latter position is ascribed to Zhuangzi by numerous scholars after a shift from interpretations of Zhuangzi as a religious-mystical thinker to “skeptical linguist philosopher,” as Hansen writes (Hansen 2003: 128–162).
Coutinho’s further reading of this passage in his second book is that,
The Daoist perspective may contextualize the judgment of some lower perspectives (for monkeys, sleeping in trees is good, but not for fish) and thus is able to be pluralistic, [but] it clearly rejects others (the Ruist and Mohist ways that assert that cultivating humanity and distinguishing clearly the boundary between what must be affirmed and what must be denied are the best ways for humans to flourish). (Coutinho 2014: 122)

Even if the Daoist perspective is the only higher one, Coutinho attempts to argue, Zhuangzi does not promote either the absolutism or relativism of different perspectives; rather, in view of the fallibilism ascribed to him, Zhuangzi’s attitude is flexible in making judgments—affirming and denying different, equally low perspectives. He makes three interrelated claims, first the following:
Different types of creatures will inevitably value different aspects of the world, depending on their particular needs. Radical relativism of the sort that accepts all perspectives equally does not follow from this: if the passages in question imply that it does, they are mistaken. (Coutinho 2014: 120–121)

Then he proceeds to outline a Zhuangzian view of the cosmos that seems to put perspectives on a kind of infinite ladder, where Zhuangzi views his perspective not as static but unfolding; it is, however, always at least one step higher than all others, as stated below:
Moreover, Zhuangzi does not accept all points of view as equally valid, especially not those of the Ruists and Mohists. His rejection of both ethical systems is clear. Mohism is subject to his criticism that belief in clear judgments of right and wrong, shifei, is overly simplistic and out of touch with the complexity of phenomena that we encounter in our lives. Both are vulnerable to his criticism that emphasis on renyi, humanity and rightness, is too shortsighted; it fails to see human concerns from a broader perspective. Thus, while Zhuangzi acknowledges that they each believe themselves to be right from their own point of view, he does not recognize the validity of either standpoint, and indeed finds both to be petty, inadequate to cope with the vastness of the cosmos. (Coutinho 2014: 121)

Finally, he claims that the Zhuangzian perspective, in Zhuangzi’s view, is superior to all other perspectives:
He proposes his own dao as superior and criticizes those who are unable even to understand it. His view is pluralistic insofar as it recognizes and celebrates the varieties of things, but it does not accept all proposed daos as equally good. (Coutinho 2014: 121)

The main issue is that it is unclear as to what criteria a Zhuangzian should refer to when making such unequivocal distinctions between inferior and superior daos—doing injustice to some daos that, for some unknown reason, happen to be at a lower step of “the ladder of perspectives,” do not know about it, and are unable to see and thus celebrate the “variety of things.” What I call “the ladder of perspectives” is not identical to what is conventionally called a hierarchy of things. As mentioned earlier, da or vastness is a model of moral progress that encourages humans to climb up the ladder of ethical mindset; as we constantly grow and become more educated and thus ethical, we may reach a higher position, a vantage point, from where we can view the vastness of things more perceptively. The difference between a “hierarchy” and a “ladder of perspectives” is that while the former regards parts of a system as superior and subordinate to one another based on their level of importance, in the “ladder,” there is no hierarchical system of values where importance can be measured: all the steps on a given ladder are equally important and are not subordinated to one another. Moreover, every step serves a similar purpose for the functioning of the whole; only one, the highest step, is superior to all others but not necessarily more important, and all other steps have the possibility of climbing up to the top. On the other hand, Hans-Georg Moeller would argue that the step we need to strive for is not the highest but the lowest one: “A Daoist model for the perfect human being is the infant” (Moeller 2009: 101).8 In the story discussed above, it seems that every creature does find support for itself in the Zhuangzi, even if (and despite the fact that) the points of view of all these creatures are contradictory. What Zhuangzi is arguing against is precisely the inability of the Mohists and Ruists to see the perspective of the fish/monkey and all other creatures from the perspectives of those very creatures, and they endorse the idea of one best place for all of those creatures to coexist.
Following Coutinho’s first claim, I want to illustrate a point through one Aesopian fable about an animal called castōr; the fable is called “The Beaver” in English translation, numbered 118 in the Perry Index. The story is as follows: in Greek antiquity, the secretion castorea was highly valued, and it was believed to be obtained from the beaver’s scrotum. Thus, the fable tells the story of an animal called the beaver, which lives in pools, and when it is pursued to be mutilated for its scrotum, it will bite off his own parts and thus save its life (Aesop 1998: fable no. 153). One of the most famous pre-modern medicines in the Western world, the Mithradatic antidote, is believed to have included castoreum as one of its numerous ingredients (Totelin 2021: 1–19).9 It is not at all outrageous to imagine people hunting an animal for its scrotum as we still kill chickens for their legs, pigs for their ears, and cows for their tongues, even today. I believe two main elements are relevant for us in this fable, with the immediate moral of the story about sacrificing the small for a greater good put aside. First, we learn from the first line that beavers are four-footed animals living in pools. Returning to the first claim by Coutinho, the beaver is a type of creature that values (and probably also likes) the aspects and areas of the world with ponds and lakes. From the beaver’s particular point of view, ponds are more valuable than, say, dry grasslands. The second point is that the beaver’s scrotum is valued by people; for this unfortunate hobby of mankind, the animal is often forced to bite off its own body part to save its life. In other words, the beaver values ponds, while people value the beaver—or its scrotum, more accurately. Here, it is necessary to make a distinction between “intrinsic value” and “instrumental value.” The beaver’s scrotum may be valuable for people, but that is merely an instrumental value; the scrotum has its own intrinsic value for the beaver, its natural function in the animal’s reproductive system, and nature as a whole. It is thus ethically wrong for people to hunt the beaver to make use of its scrotum merely for its instrumental value, just like it is not ethical to make use of people merely for their instrumental service to our needs. Coutinho’s comments on the passage expressing “individual appropriateness” and the development of the line of thought as Zhuangzi’s view being pluralistic and celebrating the variety of things but still proposing his own dao as superior reveal a privileged position (on the ladder). For any privileged position, there will always be an instrumental value in things—and, by extension, people—to serve their needs. For ethical considerations, we need to pay more attention to the intrinsic value of things and people and less to their instrumental value.
Another difficulty for accepting the interpretation of da, it seems to me, is that the extent to which the human mind can accept “things from many sides” is unclear when the vastness discussed is ungraspable. Also, whether, at least in theory, we can grow morally more mature indefinitely and without a limit is unclear. What comes then, after we become morally perfect beings, if such a thing exists at all?10 The even more pragmatic question, which can be addressed to both Huang and Coutinho, is what to do when conflicts arise—keep exploring the patient-turned-opponent and adjust our position accordingly or give up trying and insist on our positions? Does the first strategy secure a peaceful resolution and the second one a never-ending dispute? What about justice in dealing with moral or immoral patients—or do we not make this distinction?

4 Is Coutinho Interpreting Zhuangzi, or Is Zhuangzi Interpreting Coutinho?
Coutinho rightly points out that the lesson one needs to learn from the Qi Wu Lun chapter of the Zhuangzi, particularly from the dialogue between Wangni 王倪 and Nieque 嚙缺, is not that Zhuangzi is a relativist but that all creatures have their own peculiarities, circumstances, tendencies, and aims (Coutinho 2004: 63–64). He then develops a viewpoint, an inspiring way of reading the Zhuangzi, what he calls “penumbral”—a way of securing failure in accepting the possible indeterminacy of meaning in the text.11 The penumbral—indeterminacy and contradiction in the transition from life to death, from young to old, from day to night—refers to “[a] moment that is at once action and dream,” in the words of the poet Paul Valéry (1871–1945) on “the passage from prose to verse, from speech to song, from walking to dancing” (Valéry 1985: 175). All these cases defy strict definitions and have blurry boundaries. I understand Coutinho’s theoretical perspective not as static and definitive but as dynamic and unfolding, a unique way of treating a subject with nearly as many opinions as philosophical modes of thinking about an ancient text. Relativism and skepticism are two of the main perspectives.12 It is true that the vagueness of language in the Zhuangzi, its epistemological explorations through dialogues, and the lack of commentaries from the pre-Han era, to help us understand what Zhuangzi could have meant, make Zhuangzi’s philosophy all the more an exploration in penumbral regions rather than an exploration of what is argued in the text. However, the relationship between the two is not mutually exclusive—that is, what is presumably argued and what appears in the penumbral regions of the text are mutually complementary.
In a paragraph exploring the problem of the authorship of the Zhuangzi and the philosopher’s possible friendship with Hui Shi 惠施, Coutinho writes, “The problem of communicating and making judgements across deep differences of perspective is a theme that Zhuangzi takes up explicitly at the end of second chapter, the ‘Qi Wu Lun’” (Coutinho 2014: 80). Coutinho, at the same time, rejects the interpretation of Zhuangzi’s views regarding all daos as radically relativistic, as I have already shown (Coutinho 2014: 98). He, as a result, also rejects the traditional Guo Xiang reading of xiao and da as having equal values, with neither being superior to the other.13 Then he goes on to interpret Chapter 1, Xiao Yao You 逍遙遊 (“Wandering Beyond the Boundaries”) and especially the concept of you 遊 (wandering) as follows:
Rather, as the allegory of Peng suggests, it is a wandering above into a higher-order perspective, with more comprehensive points of view, that contextualizes one’s earlier standpoint. One does not merely shift position or exchange horizons, but expands them. From the new perspective one is able to see one’s old point of habitation not only in a broader context but also in relation to rival positions. This movement to higher-order perspectives can, at least theoretically, be continued indefinitely. By learning to see, and so identify ourselves, from an increasingly “cosmic” perspective, we gradually are released from our former limitations. (Coutinho 2014: 99)

Chris Fraser agrees with Coutinho that wandering beyond familiar boundaries is an important motif in the Zhuangzi (Fraser 2014: 541–565). He further gives extended arguments of “wandering” as a eudaimonistic ideal inherent, at least to some extent, in the text. Fraser does not address the apparent problem—namely, whether wandering as an “ideal form of activity” can maintain its potency in the face of activities Coutinho calls “aesthetics of violence”—bringing up the samurai example (Coutinho 2004: 75). Immediately followed is his hypothetical defense: “However, while Zhuangzi provides no explicit safeguards to ensure that transcending social limitations does not justify atrocities, his attitude is in fact implicitly constrained by his own concern for human suffering” (Coutinho 2004: 75). In other words, even though Zhuangzi does not talk about the inherent dangers of free wandering, the humane and natural activity of wandering itself presupposes an act in accordance with nature’s tendencies, and actions that are in conflict with nature are to be condemned. By virtue of an emotional state of empathy—ethical intuition—Zhuangzi, in Coutinho’s view, avoids the problem.
Coutinho’s interpretive framework—“penumbral reading”—offers flexibility in reading the Zhuangzi. Incoherence of viewpoints in the Zhuangzi itself is present, most probably to manifest the contending ideas, systems of discourses, and their possible compatibilities. Xiao Yao You, for example, is generally interpreted as a chapter contending on the humans’ inability to go beyond the conventional pattern of our individual discriminations. Another example is the famous passage from the Qi Wu Lun chapter, already discussed, where Zhuangzi asserts a knowledge claim and then refutes himself: “How could I possibly know of such discriminations?” (Watson 2013: 15).14 Thus, incoherence demonstrates the constructive side of incoherence, an inherent part of the argument, or the allegory, in this case. Some other passages conclude with contrasting rhetorical questions. Coutinho attempts to both define and leave the possible interpretive perspectives on Zhuangzi’s philosophical inclinations open. In a similar posture, though more explicitly, Hansen writes in an early paper, “Taoist theory, in being naturalist, is relativist; that is, there are many ways” (Hansen 1983: 35). One can disagree with this explanation, but my dilemma is that Coutinho’s viewpoint is comparable to the relativist interpretation, whereas he insists on clearing away from all these perspectives and contends that his reading of the Zhuangzi is not that Zhuangzi’s philosophy is relativistic or skeptical and that engaging in “hermeneutic explorations” is a productive method to explore Zhuangzi’s allegorical use of language. When applied to normative issues, this becomes philosophically problematic.
It is widely accepted that the text is open for different interpretations, but offering an interpretation by itself deems the other interpretations as at least possibly wrong, thus evading relativism whatsoever, unless the arguments are for or about relativism. Hansen attributes to Zhuangzi relativistic-skepticism, a “weak version of skepticism”—that is, the possibility of knowing something is not denied but the inability to recognize that we know it, as exemplified in the “Gaptooth” discussion (Hansen 1992: 265–303). Philip J. Ivanhoe, by rejecting Hansen’s view that Zhuangzi is a relativist, whether strong or not, asserts that the skillful exemplars in the knack stories are all engaged in benign activities, thus showing that “people who have ‘forgotten’ the deforming lessons of socialization will prove to be quite benign by nature” (Ivanhoe 1996: 202). Later in the essay, in critiquing Wong’s understanding of Zhuangzi, Ivanhoe reasserts his claim that in Zhuangzi’s view, people are inherently benign, rather compassionate (Ivanhoe 1996: 206). In the abovementioned crucial section, Coutinho discusses Hansen’s views and argues against the latter’s relativistic position. As I attempted to show, it is noteworthy that Coutinho’s interpretation of the shifei distinctions is not substantially different from that of Hansen’s. In the following, Coutinho makes manifest his stance:
My own preference is to steer clear of all three, to avoid absolutism, relativism, and Skepticism. Instead, I see the Zhuangzian worldview and way of life as a nature-oriented form of pragmatism involving mind-body discipline and cultivation of tranquility; it is existential in spirit and comparable, but not identifiable, with the way of life recommended by the ancient Stoics. (Coutinho 2014: 83)

The fact that Coutinho emphasizes and gives importance to “ethical intuitions” and simultaneously posits Zhuangzi as advocating a nature-oriented form of pragmatism gives us the confidence to infer that the normative recommendations are not merely on a theoretical “textual phenomenological” level (Coutinho 2014: ix).15 His implicit assertion is that moral sensitivity to worldly affairs is of utmost importance even in such a mundane task as interpreting an ancient text. As already mentioned, Coutinho rejects radical relativism, calling it absurd; it is very challenging to disagree with that assertion. The other extreme, however, is “oppressive absolutism,” which he tries to avoid in the following way: “I think the answer lies in the fact that we do, ipso facto, appear to share a deep level of basic intuitions about harm and suffering independently of our ideological commitments” (Coutinho 2014: 137).
Moving back to the issue of fallibilism, not intending to reduce Coutinho’s interpretation of the Zhuangzi as his own philosophical position, I nevertheless attempted to contemplate the relationship between the two. The theory of ethics is not an end in itself—and the borderline between fallibilism and (weak) relativism seems to be dangerously in the penumbral regions.

5 Conclusion
In this article, I have presented Coutinho’s views on the Zhuangzi with particular attention to his analysis of possible normative claims in the text. I identified two main themes that have bearings on ethics: (1) the interpretation of shifei or dichotomous evaluations and (2) da or vastness.
I recognize that certain ethical issues treated in Coutinho’s study of the Zhuangzi are noteworthy yet are in dissonance with other core issues of the studies—namely, the criticism of (radical) relativism. Coutinho, at the same time, expresses epistemic pluralism, primarily in his reading of the Qi Wu Lun chapter as a whole.16 It certainly does not amount to Coutinho being skeptic-relativist or ascribing, perhaps involuntarily, a form of relativism to Zhuangzi. Instead, I tried to show that engaging with worldly ethical issues, endorsing ethical intuition, may require consistency on different levels. Interpreting an ancient text is one of them. At the same time, treating the text as “indeterminate, with penumbral cases,” does secure from an absolutist interpretation but may fall into the trap of (weak) relativism.17 This has consequences when applied to ethics. I believe that whether defining concepts or arguing against making definitive statements can both inspire a method of reading and interpreting the Zhuangzi, its literary value and inherent ambiguity present us an extraordinarily rich space to interpret and maneuver. However, adopting both practices simultaneously—embracing contradictions—does not help us address the ethical issues of our time or understand those that the ancients faced.
Finally, I have dedicated the bulk of this essay to a dialogue with Coutinho’s interpretation of shifei and da—with the ultimate aim of exploring their potential for our study of ethics in the Zhuangzi. It is clear that Zhuangzi’s philosophy has ethics: not laden with values but illustrating a point of view on the world that is provocatively commonsensical, which, he knows, we oddly lack.
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Footnotes
1Hansen makes a similar observation (see Hansen 1983). Notably, Hansen’s statement, in its turn, comes from his interpretation of the following sentence in Chapter 2 of the Zhuangzi: “‘Saying is not blowing breath, saying says something.’ The only trouble is that what it says is never fixed” (Graham 1969: 152; Hansen uses the same translation). All translations throughout this paper generally follow the preferred translations of the scholars discussed.

 

2In the 2004 book, the translation is slightly different: “If you desire to affirm what is denied and deny what is affirmed, then nothing is as good as ming illumination” (Coutinho 2004: 154).

 

3I understand that Coutinho might have chosen “we” instead of “one” for stylistic reasons. However, the “you” in the second sentence still takes the perspective of affirming and denying the speaker’s own position.

 

4The translation is my own. I have also consulted versions by James Legge (1815–1897) at the Chinese Text Project (https://​ctext.​org/​zhuangzi/​adjustment-of-controversies) and Burton Watson (1925–2017) (2013).

 

5Notably, affirming or denying a genocide by governments not only has moral, political, and human rights related implications but may also have legal consequences.

 

6The “penumbral borderlands” or the “penumbral region,” the use of which Coutinho abandons in his second book, refers to “the region of the ‘not yet’” (Coutinho 2004: 169).

 

7Huang quotes this passage in the same translation.

 

8See especially Chapter 7. It should be noted that Moeller’s argument is in the context of his project on “amorality”; thus, he views an infant, one not spoiled with ethics, as superior to all others who conceive themselves as righteous and ethical.

 

9Although Totelin notes that “the original recipe of Mithradatium is unrecoverable,” the importance of castoreum in antiquity is widely recognized.

 

10In discussing the interpretation of da as corresponding to moral progress, one crucial question is left out: the possibility of a “moral regress”—the possibility of becoming less ethical and more evil—in the course of human life, which is often due to encountering misfortunes, injustices, and incongruous situations. After all, the cruellest villain has also once been an innocent infant.

 

11See especially Chapter 4, “Xiao Yao You: Wandering Beyond the Boundaries.”

 

12See, for example, Philip J. Ivanhoe’s discussion on various forms of Zhuangzi’s skepticism, interpreted by Zhuangzi scholars (Ivanhoe 1993).

 

13See Ziporyn (2009: 129). For a more detailed account of the “debate on the da and xiao” (xiaoda zhi bian 小大之辯), see Chen (2011: 15–26).

 

14I follow Watson’s translation with slight modifications.

 

15Coutinho’s definition of the conceptualization is as follows: “a mapping of concepts and conceptual differences by noting the associations, and consequent ranges of conceptual possibility, that are recorded in the texts” (Coutinho 2014: ix).

 

16Curiously, Fraser makes the following point, which I came across independently from my own view. In a footnote explaining “epistemic limitations,” which he contends as the basis for skepticism in the first part of “Evening Things Out” (Qi Wu Lun), he writes, “epistemic limitations—the limited nature of any particular perspective—are probably also the grounds for skepticism in the conversation between the penumbra and shadow” (Fraser 2009: 451).

 

17I call it a “trap” mainly because the author rejects the position.
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In Zhuangzi and Early Chinese Philosophy (2004), I present a multi-layered argument in favor of a new interpretation of the critique of shifei 是非 judgments in the Qi Wu Lun 齊物論 (hereafter, QWL) and of the significance of vastness da 大 in the Xiao Yao You 逍遙遊.1 Robert Tsaturyan is worried that with this interpretation, I am advocating creating penumbrae of concepts in which we are obliged to contradict ourselves; these contradictory penumbra then spread everywhere, and force us to make self-contradictory judgments regarding atrocities, such as genocide. He also notes that I say I am a pluralist, and yet seem to want to rule out radical relativism simply by changing translations by fiat. And lastly, he worries that there is a tension between my pluralism and my rejection of radical relativism.2
The philosophical view he describes is indeed quite horrifying: simultaneously incoherent and unethical. And the methodology of strategically ruling out alternative views by changing translations by fiat is shockingly unscholarly. Thankfully, as I shall show, this is not what I am saying, nor does it reflect my methodologies, and there is no inconsistency between my interpretation and my pluralism.
Tsaturyan’s analysis is divided into two main parts: the first on my interpretation of shifei, the second on my interpretation of da, but he raises many criticisms and objections as he proceeds.3 He worries that my interpretation of shifei as generating “penumbral contradictions” could lead to dangerous consequences when applied ethically, and that my interpretation of vastness does an injustice to other daos by judging them to be “inferior.” He also raises many other issues along the way. I shall respond to his concerns about my interpretation of vastness in Sect. 4 below, after attempting to articulate an “ethics of indeterminacy” in Sect. 3.4 I shall show that, far from leading to radical relativism, acknowledging vagueness and indeterminacy where they are real is required for us to treat borderline cases in ethically sensitive ways: if people, animals, or circumstances fall in the penumbral borderlands of our concepts, then we are obligated not to impose those concepts in a dichotomous way.5 Failing to recognize indeterminacy where it exists could result in some kind of harm or injustice towards the penumbral subject, or in a failure to act well or appropriately given the indeterminacy of the situation.6
However, in order to respond effectively to Tsaturyan’s multiple concerns, I must first engage in extensive clarifications regarding my hermeneutic pluralism, the genesis of my interpretation, and the precise meanings of the terms “vagueness,” “penumbrae,” and “contradiction.” Only after correcting misunderstandings in Sect. 2 will I be able to explore the significance of penumbrae for ethical concepts, explain why an ethics of indeterminacy cannot lead to radical relativism, and respond to Tsaturyan’s challenges regarding my interpretation of vastness. I begin with his concerns regarding the ethics of interpretation.
1 Ethics of Interpretation
Tsaturyan believes that merely putting forward an interpretation entails rejecting other interpretations. In his own words, “It is widely accepted that the text is open for different interpretations, but offering an interpretation by itself deems the other interpretations as at least possibly wrong.” Partly for this reason, he casts doubt on whether I am, or can be, a hermeneutic pluralist. He also characterizes some of my claims and reasoning as “strategies” to “rule out” relativist interpretations.
There are two interrelated issues: first, I do not share Tsaturyan’s methodologically exclusivist presupposition: merely offering an interpretation does not by itself mean that I am intending to rule the others out. This presupposition itself follows from another presupposition: that an interpreter of a text is trying to discover the single original meaning of the original author, a presupposition that I also do not share. Nor does discussing problems with other theories entail that they are thereby refuted. All theories have weaknesses: the issue is to weigh their relative strengths and weaknesses when making evaluative judgments. The evaluative judgment need not be which theory is “correct” and which incorrect, but how strong they are, how coherent with the text and context, how fruitful they are, how much light they throw philosophically on the issues discussed, and so on. My evaluation of the radically relativist readings of the QWL is that they are not very strong, coherent, or fruitful, but this does not entail that they are “wrong.”7
Second, regarding the Zhuangzi 莊子 itself, it is clearly an anthology of several different related strands of Daoist thought with multiple authors. Recently, there has been skepticism that even the Inner Chapters have a single author, and whether all of the passages of the Inner Chapters can be known to have existed before all of the passages in the Outer and Miscellaneous Chapters.8 So, given that there is no determinacy of “author” and no unity of views even within the Zhuangzian strands of the text, it makes even less sense to insist on finality with regard to interpretation of this particular text.
From my pluralist perspective, one can read the Zhuangzi in many ways, not only as a philosopher, but also as a historian, a linguist, a practitioner of religion, as a poet, or as a visual artist. One can read it out of purely academic interest, out of spiritual interest, or for literary enjoyment. All of these, and many others, are legitimate approaches to the text, and each of them can be done in a multitude of ways. Indeed, I sometimes read the text out of literary interest and sometimes out of spiritual interest, and not just as an academic philosopher. Even when reading the text philosophically, it can be read through different methodologies: analytical, phenomenological, existential, for example. And it can sustain, with varying degrees of success, different philosophical theories.9 The most common interpretations of the Zhuangzi (at least of the Inner Chapters and related passages from the Outer and Miscellaneous Chapters) begin from the recognition that there are multiple competing daos. The crux of the thought is that there can be no criterion independent of these daos by which to decide between them. So, we should either accept them all on their own terms (radical relativism), or acknowledge that we cannot know how to decide (skepticism), or we should rise above them and simply refuse to engage in such disputations at all.10
Now, there are indeed passages that have a skeptical feel and others that seem more relativistically inclined. If we make the relativistic passages in chapter 17, Qiu Shui 秋水, central to our interpretation of the rest of the text, we will end up with an overall relativistic reading of Zhuangzian philosophy. If we make the skeptical passages in the QWL central to our interpretation, we will end up with an overall skeptical reading. But there are also passages that do not seem to be consistent with either skepticism or relativism. I chose to explore what happens when some of these other passages are made central to interpreting the text.11

2 Background and Genesis of a New Interpretation
Tsaturyan makes several attributions about my motivations for interpreting and translating passages in particular ways, and also draws inferences about the genesis of my views. For example, he seems to think that I originally had some kind of agenda against relativism, and states that my translations were strategically designed to rule it out as a correct interpretation of the text. In order to respond adequately to his objections, I must therefore explain the genesis of my interpretation, and thereby its justification. In the course of this explanation, it should become clear why my interpretation cannot be relativistic (except in a non-philosophical sense), and shares very little in common with Chad Hansen’s “skeptical relativism.” I beg forgiveness for this excursion into personal autobiography but it is necessary to respond to these misattributions.
The genesis of my novel interpretation goes back to my days as a doctoral student. I went to the University of Hawai’i trained only in Western analytic philosophy and phenomenology, with no background whatsoever in Chinese thought and no training in Chinese language. I was first and foremost a philosopher, and made no claim to be a sinologist. My primary interest was (and to some extent still is) in philosophy of language and linguistics, and in particular, linguistic differences between Chinese and Indo-European languages, and what this might signify (if anything) for philosophy.
My first real exposure to Chinese philosophy was a Classical Chinese translation class with David McCraw. I read the Zhuangzi text for the first time ever, in classical Chinese, without having any prior knowledge of its philosophy. This was an ideal situation for an interpretive experiment: to translate the text without consulting any secondary literature. Thankfully, McCraw agreed that it would be a worthwhile experiment, and thus began my unorthodox interpretation of the Zhuangzi. This can be done, I suspect, only once in a lifetime. It would be difficult, if not impossible, to recreate this sort of interpretive innocence once you already have read the text through a pre-existing interpretation.
When the class began, it seemed that my colleagues were either reading a different text from mine, or were imposing an already formed interpretation on it.12 To them the sentences were clearly and obviously statements of radical relativism.13 But from my stance, too much remained unspecified: the meanings of the terms and the grammar were often too indeterminate or ambiguous, and sometimes even seemed clearly to be expressing a non-relativistic view. I was assured that the justification for the interpretation would become clear when we studied the QWL, the supposed locus classicus of the relativist interpretation. But on further reading, I found the QWL to be far less straightforward than the Xiao Yao You, and the relativist interpretation seemed to go even further beyond what was explicitly stated.14 To be clear, I do not mean that there were no passages that could be interpreted as espousing some kind of relativism. It was rather that there was insufficient text and insufficient context to make radical relativism the most likely meaning.15
2.1 Two Over-Interpreted Shifei Passages
I noticed that there was a grammatical issue in the standard translation of a key phrase: shi qi suo fei er fei qi suo shi 是其所非而非其所是. The text, as it stands, is ambiguous, and allows for more than one interpretation or translation. The simplest requires not changing the subject: affirm what is denied and deny what is affirmed. The justification of this is simple: qi 其 as a pronoun preserves reference to a prior subject. Now, if one wishes to change the subject in a Classical Chinese sentence, there are straightforward grammatical means to indicate this: ge shi ta suo fei 各是他所非, for example, or ci shi bi suo fei 此是彼所非. This would have made a relativist doctrine much more evident. Of course, it is possible that the original sentence was written grammatically loosely but intended relativistically, and I explicitly acknowledged this possibility in my book.
Notice that the interpolation of points of view removes any explicit self-contradiction.16 The relativistic interpretation avoids self-contradictions because opposing statements are no longer asserted within the same proposition. Where potential contradictions might seem to arise (“it is morning and it is not morning”), a relativistic analysis assigns each of the contradictory statements to a different framework (“it is morning in Portugal”; “it is not morning in Hong Kong”). The original explicit self-contradiction vanishes. The presence of explicit self-contradiction thus cannot be a sign of relativism, but on the contrary is a sign of the absence of relativism. Now, I’m the first to admit that accepting self-contradictions potentially has serious problems, but being a sign of relativism is not one of them.
I also noticed that, on closer inspection, the phrase “Ru Mo zhi renyi shifei 儒墨之仁义是非” turns out to contain an ambiguity: “Ru Mo” is parallel with “renyi shifei” and so could be interpreted to mean Ru zhi renyi 儒之仁義, Mo zhi shifei 墨之是非. I noticed that although both the Ruists and Mohists discuss renyi 仁義, it is the Mohists specifically who emphasize shifei. So perhaps rather than criticizing arguments between the Ruists and the Mohists, the text might be criticizing both of these humanistic daos but for different reasons. The Ruist promotion of renyi is often criticized as small-minded, self-promoting, and hypocritical.17 But what would the criticism of Mohist shifei be?18 To answer this question, it became necessary for me to delve deeper into the Later Mohist Canon.

2.2 Later Mohist Canon: Shifei as Dichotomous Judgment19
The Later Mohist concern with shifei is largely logical and linguistic, and the ethical force of the concepts that we find in the early Mohist chapters no longer plays a central role in the later Mohist analysis. This is the reason that my analysis of the shifei discussion in the Zhuangzi also lacks an ethical focus. The mere fact of its absence, however, does not necessarily mean that one cannot reintroduce the ethical import of the concepts back into the analysis. I shall do this shortly below.
To condense my findings: the later Mohists define bian 辩 as argument over distinctions, where one side is right and the other side is wrong. Ming 明 (clarity) is the “sharpness” of distinctions between what is the case (shi 是) and what is not (fei 非). When our distinctions are sharp (or “clear”), there can be no “borderline cases”: nothing in between what is and what is not (or affirmation and denial), and nothing that both is and is not.20 Our concept of a “horse” is clear if it applies to all horses, and never to anything that is not a horse. There can be nothing in the middle, between being a horse and not being a horse, and there can be nothing that is both a horse and not a horse. If there is a disagreement (bian) about whether something is a horse, only one side can be right. I translate “shifei” in this sense as “dichotomous judgment.”

2.3 A Contrasting View of Opposites
Daoist philosophy in general emphasizes the processes of nature by which things are constantly transforming into their opposites, and back again, in endless cycles. These are not discrete leaps over sharp boundaries, but gradual and continuous processes in which contrasting sides blend in the shadows between them (yang and yin: day and night, light and dark, and of course living and dying). In the QWL, we find the following passage, which focuses closely on the subtle stages of the process of transformation between something and nothing:
There is a beginning; there is a not yet begun to be a beginning; there is a not yet begun to be not yet begun to be a beginning. There is something. There is nothing. There is not yet begun to be nothing. There is not yet begun to be not yet begun to be nothing.

The key phrase here is “wei shi you 未始有” (not yet begun). Taking the temporality of the negation seriously (not yet), and the temporal verb shi 始 (begin), draws our attention to the process of transformation (the stage of not yet beginning…the stage of not yet beginning to be the stage of not yet beginning…), and therefore to intermediate or penumbral stages between nothing and something. Something and nothing here are not mutually exclusive opposites: existence itself is suffused with the shadows between. Such a world view would clearly find the Mohist doctrines of dichotomous opposites discussed above to be deeply problematic. When the QWL criticizes the shifei of the Mohists then, it struck me that it was the sharpness of such judgments that was the object of their critique.

2.4 Interlude: Penumbrae and Paradox from the West
This is where I noticed an intriguing parallel with concepts of western linguistics and introduced them into my reflections and analysis. “Vagueness” and “penumbra” are technical terms from linguistics and philosophy of language.21 They refer to real logical and linguistic properties that have been studied in depth for the last century or so. To say that a concept is vague is to say that in addition to clear cases of what is the case and of what is not the case, there are indeterminate cases that lie in a region between known as the “penumbra”. Typical examples of vague concepts are “bald,” “red,” and “happy.” There are clear cases where they apply and cases where they clearly do not apply; but there is also a continuum of shades between red and not red, and of degrees of happiness. There will be stages in the middle (between A and not-A) during which we cannot decide unequivocally. We hesitate, uncertain how to apply the term in question. This is known as the “penumbra” of the concept, and the cases in the penumbra are “borderline” (or “penumbral”) cases. The uncertainty leads to several possible types of response: we may refuse to make a definitive judgment; we may reject both possibilities and say of the particular case in question that it is neither A nor not-A; we may switch to a different, less vague, concept that can be affirmed clearly of the particular case; or we may be inclined to say both “yes” and “no.” This last response leads to the possibility (not the necessity) of contradictions. It is only if we are genuinely inclined to say both “yes” and “no” that a self-contradiction can be constructed for some case in the penumbral realm.
But note that there is no “dissolving” of boundaries, as Tsaturyan claims; we cannot create vagueness and contradictoriness where they do not already exist. Conversely, neither can we create bivalent sharpness of boundaries where it does not exist. Rather, we discover, by reflection on the actual meanings of our concepts, whether or not they have sharply defined boundaries. We must face the world, our language, and our concepts, as they are, not as we want them to be.

2.5 On the “Extensiveness” of Penumbrae
To say that the penumbra might be more extensive than we generally think is to say that there are more concepts that are vague than we ordinarily realize. A little reflection shows that there are many words that we may often be hesitant to apply: “happy,” “sad,” “courageous,” “cowardly,” “generous,” “stingy.” The fact that we may be inclined to answer a question with “well, sort of, but…,” or “yes and no,” of some instances shows that those instances are borderline (or “penumbral”) cases of happiness, courage, or stinginess. In fact, I suggest you try to think of a continuum for any adjective that might occur to you: imagine a gradual lessening of the quality through intermediate stages. You will be surprised how many concepts manifest vague boundaries in this way. In fact, Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) suggested that all our concepts may turn out to have vague boundaries (Russell 1923).22
But this extensiveness does not mean that the vagueness extends to the clear regions of those concepts to make the clear instances unclear. White is clearly different from black (a clear case of not white), even if there is an infinite array of shades of grey in the middle. Also, the fact that we sometimes can’t answer whether we are happy or not, does not mean that we can never know when we are happy, or that we should be hesitant more often. The fact that we are sometimes inclined to say “yes and no” does not mean that we are always inclined to say yes or no, or that we should be inclined to do so more often.
However, the wei shi you passage quoted above goes on to say the following: “At some point, there is nothing. But I do not yet know, of something and nothing, which is really something and which is nothing.” This seems to be drawing the conclusion that if there is a continuous transition between something and nothing, then we cannot know whether we have something or nothing. However, the expression is “I do not yet know…,” which suggests the lack of knowledge is confined temporally, and so is reasonable to interpret as referring only to the penumbra that it has just described.

2.6 Asserting a Self-Contradiction
But does the QWL really recommend that we assert self-contradictions, to affirm and deny the same thing, rather than relativize the affirmation and denial to different points of view? I have already noted that the key shifei passages do not make explicit reference to different points of view. However, are there any passages that explicitly promote such self-contradictions? There are indeed two passages that not only ask us to do precisely that, but even suggest a methodology for doing so. First:
If you desire to affirm what you deny and deny what you affirm, nothing is as good as using clarity.

This seems to be giving advice for how to assert self-contradictions, and associates this rather paradoxically with clarity. I then tried to understand what could be the motivation of promoting contradictions in this way. Again, I had no agenda in favor of self-contradictions, but to interpret well, I needed to be able to explain why the text seemed to be encouraging that we do something illogical and possibly dangerous.
The second passage provided a clue:
Using a horse to show that a horse is not a horse is not as good as using a non-horse to show that a horse is not a horse.23

If we show that something that is a horse is not a horse then we are effectively asserting a contradiction. A new interpretation of this mysterious phrase comes to light when we recognize that the concept “horse” is not as sharply defined as we might have presupposed: there is indeed a penumbra of intermediate cases of which we may not be sure whether they are horses or not, and we might even be inclined to say “yes and no.”24 This is at first startling: while we can easily imagine a spectrum of shades between red and not red, it is hard to see how we can have a spectrum of animals between horses and non-horses. It seems that anything we choose to consider either is a horse or is not a horse. If we only think of examples of horses, then it is unlikely that we would be able to see how there can be intermediate cases. But perhaps if we start from the other direction: start with a non-horse, or something that is not clearly a horse—a mule, or a horse skeleton, or more imaginatively Pegasus, or an evolutionary recent ancestor of a horse—then the previously hidden penumbrae of intermediate cases might begin to emerge more easily.
We can now understand why we are told to use clarity if we want to assert self-contradictions, and also why we might ever be inclined to want to assert them: to describe borderline cases. In my reading, it is the Daoists who work from a deeper understanding of ming: to see the distinctions between things clearly means allowing the boundaries between opposites (or contrasts) to manifest as as they actually are. If they manifest sharply, with no intermediate cases, all well and good; but if they do not, then we must accept the intermediate regions, the penumbrae of intermediate cases, as they are. Paradoxically, with vague concepts, discourse is obscured by the clarity of bivalent shifei distinctions. When we see with genuine clarity (ming), we see that the world is suffused with vagueness and paradox in the shadows between opposites. The Zhuangzian critique of Mohist shifei, then, would then amount to a rejection of the belief in such sharp boundaries, emphasizing instead the existence of intermediate paradoxical cases in the shadows.


3 Towards and Ethics of Indeterminacy
Tsaturyan rightly expresses some reservations: “how does this interpretation of shifei help us avoid ethically horrifying consequences?” That’s a good question, and needs to be addressed. What could be the possible value of an ethics of indeterminacy? Certainly, it is important to remain open to the possibility that the ethical judgments we were brought up with (and which may seem to us to be sacrosanct) may not be as just or compassionate as we were taught to believe. But isn’t it courting danger to start getting too vague and wishy washy about all our ethical concepts, especially where atrocities are concerned?25
Firstly, in order to understand how ethical terms exhibit vagueness and indeterminacy, it is important to set aside, temporarily, all concerns regarding relativity of ethical concepts. This is a distraction that all too easily causes us to lose sight of the current object of inquiry: how and where our ethical concepts might exhibit vague boundaries. They may also exhibit relativity of some kind, but if so, that is a completely different phenomenon, and must be dealt with separately. This is not a “strategy” to “rule out” relativity. It is a technique to focus on indeterminacy and understand it better, after which we may then consider arguments concerning the relativity of those concepts. It may be true that two different people will make different ethical judgments say, for example, regarding harming animals. This may be because the issue is relative, or it may be because one of them is wrong and the other is right. But, in order to investigate the vagueness of our ethical concepts, it doesn’t matter which will turn out to be the case: whichever is the case, whether the issue is relative or not, the vagueness of the concepts will still manifest independently. Both the relativist and the non-relativist can imagine degrees of harm, or of being an animal, and can construct continua of intermediate examples (with some imagination, and hopefully, compassion).
At the time of writing my books, my sense was that an ethics of indeterminacy would be more likely to have good consequences than bad ones, but as the books were not ethical treatises, I did not pursue the question. Tsaturyan’s challenge gives me the opportunity to begin to reflect on this issue. But my thoughts are still preliminary, so my response is tentative: towards a possible ethics of indeterminacy, as it were. And although my intuitive sense continues to be that an ethics of indeterminacy is not only necessary, but is also a good thing, I nevertheless remain open to being persuaded otherwise. If I discover that the logic and ontology of vagueness could lead to ethically horrifying consequences, then I will not only raise critical problems about the possible inhumanity of vastness, but also about the possible dangers of an ethics of indeterminacy.26
Now, there is one way in which an ethics of indeterminacy does not lead to ethically horrifying consequences, and that is via relativism. Tsaturyan says that an ethics of vagueness that includes contradictions risks turning into a form of relativism, and therefore could result in horrifying consequences.27 However, as should be clear now from our previous discussion, this cannot be true. The vagueness interpretation of the shifei passages cannot not entail relativism of this sort because the relativistic interpretation of the shifei passages involves a rejection of self-contradictions. So, the problems that follow from a relativistic interpretation cannot follow from a “vagueness” interpretation, since the conditions that generate such problems (relativizing opposing judgments regarding atrocities to mutually incommensurable points of view) do not hold under the latter interpretation.28
Nevertheless, there is a different and stronger possible line of argument that Tsaturyan might want to pursue. If all concepts are vague, then so are our ethical concepts. But if our ethical concepts are vague and have penumbrae, then there will be instances where we will be indecisive, and about which we might feel inclined to give contradictory judgments. Perhaps we might want to say that some particular act (or person) is both cowardly and not cowardly, compassionate or not compassionate, or both humane and not humane. Isn’t this already a dangerous consequence? And why can’t this indecisiveness lead to horrific consequences? Failing to judge and oppose a clear act of atrocity, for example.
In fact, it does not lead to horrific consequences because a penumbral judgment even when indecisive still has ethical significance: it is not a refusal to make an ethical judgment; it is only a refusal to make a sharp ethical judgment. Consider the following virtues: courage, patience, generosity, or the Ruist virtue of ren which I shall discuss below as “humanity.”29 Virtues are qualities of character that we cultivate in order to constantly improve ourselves. They manifest in degrees: one can be more or less patient, more or less humane, and so on, and there is a continuum between excelling in the virtue and lacking it altogether. In order to better understand the significance of the penumbral regions of these ethical concepts let us imagine the process of cultivating humanity. Perhaps King Xuan of Qi 齊宣王 agrees to cultivate the flickering ember of compassion that Mengzi (Mencius) 孟子 (372–289 BC) has helped him identify (Mengzi, 1A7). Perhaps he begins to empathize a little more with a chicken he sees walking with a limp, but soon gets bored, and has it killed and roasted. Eventually, with constant practice, he is able to empathize with one of his subjects, perhaps a former soldier who is wounded and starving. He senses his pain, and understands his plight, but is soon distracted and is not yet motivated to do anything to help. Nevertheless, gradually, over time, his capacity to empathize grows and even his motivation to help.
Is there a precise point, an exact moment, at which we can judge clearly and unequivocally that our imaginary king has just stopped altogether being inhumane, or has now become unquestionably humane? It seems unlikely, to say the least, that there could be such instantaneous points: the transition would be slow and gradual. At the beginning, the king is clearly not humane, and hopefully, later in life he will have become clearly humane. In the many years between, there will be an extended period of time during which we simply don’t know how to give an exclusive answer, and perhaps we would be inclined to insist that it is impossible to say whether or not he is yet humane. Most pertinently, we might even be inclined at some stages to say that he is both humane and not humane.30
Several points from our previous discussion of linguistic vagueness must be applied to this discussion of ethical concepts. First, to say that a particular ethical concept has a penumbra of unclear cases does not, and cannot, mean that there are no clear cases. An atrocity (as defined in footnote 24 above) clearly lies on the side of “not humane.” It does not fall in the penumbra, precisely because it is clearly and unequivocally inhumane.31
Secondly, even if we claim that all our concepts might have penumbrae in this way, this still does not vitiate our capacity to make clear ethical judgments about clear cases for each of those concepts. Again, the indeterminate cases occur only within the penumbrae of each of those concepts. How common indeterminate cases are is a separate question, an empirical question, although the likelihood (given the pragmatic nature of our concepts and their usefulness in everyday circumstances) is that in the most common situations, most judgments will be in the clear regions and not in the penumbrae. But even if penumbral cases turn out to be more common than clear cases, this still has no bearing on our ability to make clear judgments about those clear cases. The possibility of penumbral cases ethically obliges us to pay close attention, when making ethical judgments, to see if we are forcing a dichotomous decision where a more hesitant or indeterminate one would be more appropriate to the circumstances (and therefore, I would argue, more humane).
Thirdly, the indecisiveness in the penumbra is not the same as the abstention of the radical relativist. The relativist refuses to make an overarching ethical judgment about whether some particular act is clearly and unequivocally bad or not bad. The examples given to challenge a radical relativist may include acts of indiscriminate killing, and the relativist will still often insist that the ethical judgment is only from the point of view of the critic (who “feels” that indiscriminate killing is bad), not from the point of view of the indiscriminate killer (who, the radical relativist assures us, “feels” that it is good), and so no independent judgment can be made.32
The indecisiveness (and possible contradictoriness) of a penumbral judgment, however, is completely different in kind. It is only about being unable to say whether a particular act or person has a certain ethical quality or does not have it. The problem lies in forcing us to make exclusive choice (Mohist dichotomous judgment, shifei). We are certainly able to see roughly where on the scale between virtue and vice a particular act lies. We may, for example, see clearly that some action is much less courageous than a clearly courageous act, and at the same time much more courageous than a clearly cowardly act, but it is not courageous enough for us to make a clear judgment either that it is or that it is not courageous.33 We are unable to decide on a bivalent (i.e., exclusive) answer, and therefore cannot make a dichotomous judgment. And yet, in a more important sense we do know very well where on the scale of ethical virtue it lies.34 It lies somewhere in the middle, in the penumbra between. Even within the penumbra, any contradictory judgment is still consistent with a degree35 to which the ethical judgment applies.36

4 Ethics and Vastness
Tsaturyan presents my account of da, expansiveness, as an ethical project, and raises several problems. He makes three points, which I shall respond to below:
The spatial concept of da thus has an ethical dimension…if we outdistance the immediate and overcome distance—that is, gradually expand our horizons to see beyond our immediate senses—we will become more sensitive to others’ needs.
Then he proceeds to outline a Zhuangzian view of the cosmos that seems to put perspectives on a kind of infinite ladder, where Zhuangzi views his perspective not as static but unfolding; it is, however, always at least one step higher than all others, as stated below [quoted Coutinho 2014: 121].
The main issue is that it is unclear as to what criteria a Zhuangzian should refer to when making such unequivocal distinctions between inferior and superior daos—doing injustice to some daos that, for some unknown reason, happen to be at a lower step of “the ladder of perspectives,” do not know about it, and are unable to see and thus celebrate the “variety of things.”

Firstly, the concept of vastness is not in fact spatial. The metaphor is indeed spatial, but vastness is simply a matter of increasing degree, and could refer to expansion of all kinds: spatial, temporal, phenomenological, numerical etc. My explanation of this process required spatial metaphors, but that is an unavoidable artifact of the English language.
Secondly, at the stage of my explanation where I discuss ethical maturation, I am not in fact describing Daoist vastness at all.37 Rather, there are two parts to the process of overcoming boundaries that I describe. The first part is humanist cultivation: this is, indeed, ethical, and involves caring increasingly about “others.” The purpose of this paragraph is very modest: it is only a rough sketch of the process of ethical growth in general. It is a very brief statement of some uncontroversial empirical generalities, and makes no universal, necessary, or causal claims, and certainly makes no explicit claim to be an “ethical theory.”
I describe the process of ethical maturation as extending breadth of concern to be more inclusive of “others.” In this process, the boundaries that we overcome ethically are not spatial boundaries; they are artificial boundaries of inclusion and exclusion. Our spatial world can remain the same, while our ethical boundaries of inclusion expand; and conversely, our spatial boundaries could grow, without making a difference to the extent of our ethical concerns. We may live in a small village, for example, and never leave it. But we learn to care more about others, our families, our extended families, our friends, our neighbors, their families, and those we have never met; those who look different from us, who live in our village but may be from another culture.38 Note that this does not entail that the “youngsters are always ethically immature” as Tsaturyan says. There is no necessary connection between age and ethical maturity, or between education and ethical maturity. As we grow, we generally (though not necessarily) become more educated and hopefully more ethical.
But the main point of this discussion is that this humanist cultivation of the Ruists and the Mohists never really leaves this limited realm of concern, even when it expands spatially to include other villages, states, the empire, or even the whole world.39 Humanism places humans at the center (and origin) of ethical concern, while nature tends to remain on the periphery.
After this discussion of humanist ethical growth, I consider Daoist expansiveness, which involves a critique of the very process of cultivation of humanistic ethics just described, and an attempt to return to our Cosmic naturalness. In my reading of pre-Qin philosophy, there are two basic approaches: the humanistic daos, and the Cosmic daos.40 The latter generally criticize what they see as the pettiness of the former. Instead of seeing the human as the center of focus and meaning and leaving tian 天 (Cosmos) in the peripheries, the Daoist approach takes flight into the vastness of the Cosmos, and thereby displaces and diminishes the significance of the human. We do indeed climb “higher” (that is, our perspective becomes broader), but we are, in part, rising above our prior ethical judgments. I argue that the higher vantage point is presented in the text as preferable (and not just as another among many equal alternatives); but this is not necessarily my judgment.
It is important to reiterate that although there is a gestalt shift between the two approaches, this does not entail that the Cosmic daos see the distinction between tian and ren 人 (human) as a mutually exclusive dichotomy. Rather, they are understood as what I call “complementary contrasts.”41 Just as Xunzi 荀子 (c. 310-c. 238 BC) claims that Zhuangzi has overemphasized tian at the expense of ren, so the Zhuangzi claims that the other humanistic philosophies have emphasized ren at the expense of tian. The Daoists claim to be correcting the imbalance in order to find what is genuinely (naturally) human. There are, then, degrees of cultivating a Cosmic perspective, with no ultimately achievable endpoint. This is why I refer to it as a process of “expansiveness.” But there is no “ladder” on which all philosophies are climbing. The process of cultivating expansiveness is one of undoing (wuwei 無為) humanistic cultivation, and is of interest only to a Cosmically oriented dao.42 The humanistic daos, by definition, have no interest in Cosmic expansion: they deliberately remain in what they consider to be the most important realm, and criticize the Daoists for their wild and fantastic forays into the Cosmos, far from human concerns. Huizi 惠子, for example, with his humanistic goals, remains suspicious of this. Is the pinnacle of humanity really indifferent to benefit and harm, to life and death? How is such a philosophy relevant to ordinary humans?
4.1 The Ethics of Evaluating Perspectives
Tsaturyan asks what could possibly justify evaluating the Cosmic dao to be “superior” to the humanistic daos. The most appropriate way to answer this is to scour the Zhuangzian passages for their own explanations. In Chapter 1, those below “still have something they depend on” (Hagen and Coutinho 2018: 336); some have a blindness and deafness of the understanding;43 and Huizi is inept at making use of the vast.44 In Chapter 17, the Northern Ocean 北海若 says that bent-over scholars are tied down by their doctrines;45 and Prince Mou of Wei 魏牟 criticizes Gongsun Long 公孫龍 for being a frog in a well.46 The core of the criticism seems to be simply that practitioners of lower daos are simply unable to understand the way of Vastness, because their minds (or capacities) are too limited.
Tsaturyan suggests that such criticisms are unjust. But is it really an injustice to criticize people or views when we think they are mistaken? Xunzi says that Daoist philosophy is too Cosmic and not human enough. Is that criticism also an injustice? Is it an injustice when Huizi criticises Zhuangzi for promoting doctrines that have no relevance to human concerns?
Certainly, it is true that we ought at least to try to understand those who we believe have a more limited perspective and a lesser understanding of their own circumstances, and that we ought to try to appreciate their achievements. To fail to do so could arguably be considered a kind of injustice. It would also be unjust to punish someone for doing something when they could not have known better precisely because of their limited perspective. But neither of these entail that we should refrain from pointing out problems or errors. It may even be our duty to point out faults and flaws in daos that are proposed but that we believe to be problematic or dangerous.47
Perhaps Tsaturyan is concerned about the use of the word “inferior”? It can, after all, imply “of lesser value.” That is true, but we could simply replace it with a synonym that does not have this connotation. His own use of “lower” might work; or I would prefer “narrower,” “more limited,” or “of lesser scope,” given that these are the kinds of limitations that the Zhuangzi refers to.48

4.2 Mind the Gap
Now, the Zhuangzian gestalt shift, or transvaluation of values, might take different forms: and one significant possibility is an undoing of ethics altogether as humanistic artifice, which is obviously deeply problematic (to anyone who has not abandoned belief in making ethical judgments). To be clear, I am not saying that the Zhuangzi text, or Daoist thought in general, is prone to what we mere mortals would consider to be unethical or inhumane behavior. I am saying that there remains a dangerous gap in the philosophy: the text itself does not give us an understanding of why the Cosmic attitude must lead to a compassionate position rather than an indifferent one that is buren (as the Laozi 老子 tells us it does).
Tsaturyan is not convinced that Zhuangzian wandering faces this problem. As he puts it, “even though Zhuangzi does not talk about the inherent dangers of free wandering, the humane and natural activity of wandering itself presupposes an act in accordance with nature’s tendencies.” He points out that I myself note that there are no characters exemplifying a Zhuangzian dao that are engaged in malign activities. But I am no longer confident that this is a satisfactory solution. While it is a necessary start, it is, unfortunately, far from sufficient, because it cannot guarantee that other exemplars might not engage in indifferent activities that cause harm. At most, it could suggest that the authors of the text never intended that their dao should make room for inhumane behavior. But more needs to be said explicitly to explain why inhumane behavior is inconsistent with their dao, why we can be confident that a Cosmic dao will inevitably be benign.
Mere absence cannot fill the gap. Imagine an extreme libertarian, or anarchist, who proposes that we live in unfettered freedom with no laws at all. They give countless examples of things we could be free to do: become a chef, an artist, an educator, an inventor, an entrepreneur, a volunteer, run a charity, all the examples being benign, and even compassionate. Would this be sufficient to ensure that there are no dangers with their proposal? Obviously not. Freedom in itself is a good thing. But more needs to be said about why freedom without any restrictions will necessarily never result in injustice and inhumanity. If our extreme libertarian were also to go on record as rejecting the very concept of “justice” as artificial and hypocritical, then we surely have even more reason to be alarmed.
Moreover, there is no necessary connection between the natural activity of wandering and ethical values. Tsaturyan describes the “natural activity of wandering” as “humane,” but wandering in itself is neither humane nor inhumane, and inhumane people are just as capable of wandering as saintly people and the rest of us. It may presuppose “an act in accordance with nature’s tendencies,” but nature’s tendencies, as the Laozi reminds us, have no particular predilection for human concerns or, indeed, for the suffering of any creature. Natural disasters of all kinds—floods, fires, storms, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, diseases etc.—meander throughout the world plaguing all sentient creatures, causing illness, injury, suffering, and death.
Indeed, there would be no inconsistency with cultivating vastness if the text did contain depictions of inhumane behavior that mimicked the indifference of natural disasters. This is the crux of the problem. It is possible that there could be other examples (perhaps in as yet to be discovered texts) that do promote inhumanity. In fact, we do not have to wander too far beyond the Inner Chapters to find an unethical dao proposed as equal to that of Kongzi (Confucius) 孔子 (551–479 BC). Robber Zhi 盜跖 explicitly equalizes the virtues of his dao of banditry with the virtues of Kongzi: sageliness is guessing how much loot there is; bravery is being the first one in; rightness is being the last one out; wisdom is knowing whether the job can be pulled off; humanity is dividing up the loot fairly (Hagen and Coutinho 2018: 402). He explicitly justifies immoral goals as constituting the “ethics” of a gangster.49
And this is one line of interpretation I would like to be able to “rule out.” From my pluralist interpretive standpoint, one can certainly offer humane interpretations of the Zhuangzian strand of Daoism (for example, reinterpreting buren 不仁 so it automatically rules out inhumanity). That is easy enough to do, but unfortunately, it does not solve the problem. One has only thereby shown that a humane interpretation of a Zhuangzian dao is possible; but this is not sufficient to demonstrate that no inhumane interpretation of the Zhuangzian critique of humanist virtues can be consistently articulated by a Zhuangzian Daoist. It neither fills nor closes the ethical gap.
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Footnotes
1This argument involves a close reading of the philosophy of language and logic of the Later Mohist Canon in Chapter 5; an exploration of vagueness, transformation and paradox in the Laozi 老子 in Chapter 6; and an exploration of some concepts of logic and linguistics from western philosophy in Chapter 7. Chapter 8, which presents my interpretation of the shifei passages of the QWL, cannot be understood without first thoroughly following the arguments in depth in all three chapters.

 

2Tsaturyan is also concerned about what exactly is meant by interpreting the more skeptical passages as expressing a form of “fallibilism.” Fallibilism is an epistemological position distinctive of pragmatism, which itself can be thought of as a variation of empiricism. Typically, pragmatism provisionally accepts our current knowledge claims as a starting point, but acknowledges (as do all good scientists) that it is always possible that we might be proven wrong. If there is even a fraction of a percent possibility that we might be wrong (and empirically, there always is), then we should remain open to discovering strong evidence that another explanation might be better supported by the new set of complete evidence. We do not consider our beliefs falsified in the absence of such strong evidence. Being pressured by politicians, however, is not an epistemological justification at all: it has effectively 0% plausibility for a fallibilist.

 

3Tsaturyan raises the question how much of my interpretation is my own philosophy, and whether I share the views that I attribute to the QWL. It is true that I engage with the philosophy as a philosopher (and not as a sinologist), and the process of hermeneutic philosophizing and the details of explication are indeed “mine” (that is, they are an authentic expression of where I stand philosophically). But the interpretation I attribute to the text is not necessarily a view that I share.

 

4I must distinguish an ethics of indeterminacy from Simone de Beauvoir’s (1908–1986) existentialist ethics of ambiguity: this latter is an ethics for a being that is both subject (and therefore free) and object for others (and therefore constrained): the ambiguity is that we are simultaneously subject and object, free and constrained.

 

5That is, even if vagueness is a linguistic phenomenon, in order to understand how natural language applies to the world, we must understand the penumbral regions of our concepts. Since we use vague concepts to categorize things in the world, there are real things that fall in the penumbrae of our concepts. To fail to accept this is to fail to apply our concepts correctly to real things.

 

6This is similar to what Derrideans call “logocentric” violence: denying the very meaningfulness and existence of such penumbral phenomena because of their absence from our logocentric language and ontology. To have no place for such things, to act as though they do not exist, is already a kind of violence against them, especially if they are sentient, and can result in other acts of violence, by omission.

 

7You could infer that if a relativist reading were somehow to be proved to be the “correct” one (whatever that means), then I would have no interest whatsoever in the philosophy of the QWL. I consider radical relativism itself to be not only ethically dangerous, but also philosophically boring (weak, incoherent, fruitless, and predictable). I believe the interpretations I propose, in terms of vastness and vagueness, to be much stronger, more coherent, more fruitful, and that they throw much interesting light on philosophical issues raised in Daoist texts. See note 13 below for a definition of radical relativism.

 

8David McCraw has given us reason to doubt that there was a single author even of the Inner Chapters, and Esther Klein has given reasons to doubt that we can confidently identify which passages of the Inner Chapters were written before the rest of the text (Klein 2011; McCraw 2010). After writing my first two books, I have come to be convinced by their arguments, and no longer refer to Zhuangzi as a philosopher, except for reasons of linguistic convenience. In this response, I shall sometimes refer to the Zhuangzi text, sometimes to the Inner Chapters, sometimes to specific chapters, or to authors of specific passages. I shall on occasion refer to the character of Zhuangzi as a shorthand, but this should not be taken to imply belief in an original author of a text with an original authentic meaning that can be reconstructed precisely.

 

9But note that this pluralism has limits: for obvious reasons, the Zhuangzi cannot be read as a treatise on the history of the discovery of DNA, or as a recipe for making vegan chocolate cake.

 

10But notice that the recommendation to rise above all disputations seems to be self-undermining: the Daoists still articulate their own practice as an alternative to the others. The Daoists say we should avoid disputation; the Mohists say we should not. Who is right? Or to put it another way: the rejection of disputation is itself a kind of disputation (against disputation).

 

11These passages take central place in my reading: “A discourse has what it says, but what it says is exceptionally indeterminate.” “There is a not yet beginning to be a not yet beginning to be…something.” “If you wish you affirm what you deny and deny what you affirm, it is best to used clarity.” “It is better to use a non-horse to show that a horse is not a horse that to use a horse to show that a horse is not a horse.” All of these are in the QWL. All translations are my own, specifically for this article, unless a reference is provided. The reader may also find these passages translated with philosophical commentary in Coutinho (2004: 384–390).

 

12Their interpretation, of course, has its origins in the Jin 晉 dynasty scholar Guo Xiang’s 郭象 (c. 252–312) influential commentary.

 

13By “radical relativism” I mean the view that all views (systems, points of view etc.) are equal in some sense. Since no view can claim to be absolute, there can be nothing to prioritize one view over any other: all are in some sense “equalized.” The term “radical” is a synonym for “extreme.” It has nothing to do with radical politics. In fact, politically, radical relativism tends to be more conservative, as it tends to equalize the views of left and right, refusing to take a stand. The practical result of refusing to take a stand is to preserve the status quo.

 

14A. C. Graham’s (1919–1991) translation, for example, in order to consolidate this reading, regularly interpolated reference to points of view with language that is not in the original text at all: “And so we have the ‘That’s it, that’s not’ of the Confucians and Mohists, by which what is it for one of them for the other is not…”; “There they say ‘That’s it, that’s not’ from one point of view, here we say ‘That’s it, that’s not’ from another point of view” (Graham 2001: 52–53; italics added). The italicized text indicates interpolated words and phrases that have no counterpart in the original text. Further, bi 彼 and ci 此 (“that” and “this,” or “there” and “here”) do not by themselves necessitate reference to points of view. Take the statement “there is an evaluative judgment and here is an evaluative judgment,” there may be only one point of view implied, namely that of the person referring to the two judgments (compare “there is rock and here is a rock,” the words “there” and “here” by themselves do not imply that the rocks have points of view; “there” and “here” are relative only to the speaker’s position). However, if you first learn these sentences as referring to different points of view, it is hard to see later that they do not literally do that.

 

15Later in the semester, however, I did find it clearly and explicitly stated in some passages in the Qiu Shui. It struck me that this was also another contextual influence that shaped the popular reading of the Xiao Yao You and QWL.

 

16A “self-contradiction” (or “contradiction”) is a single proposition that has the logical form of a conjunction of two other propositions: affirming and denying something in one go, as it were, (P & -P). The term “self” is simply a reflexive, and has nothing to do with subjectivity. On the contrary, it is the relativistic attribution of a proposition and its negation to different points of view, or different subjects, (for example, “assert what the other denies”) that introduces subjectivity.

 

17These criticisms, it should be noted, are clearly inconsistent with the actual values promoted by the Ruists.

 

18A. C. Graham and Chad Hansen take the Mohists to be espousing a kind of realism, according to which there is only one way to draw the correct boundary for any linguistic term. See Graham (2001: 10–11) and Hansen (2000: 272). I did not follow their interpretation, but chose to study the text and make my own analysis.

 

19In the following I summarize my analysis of Later Mohist logic and philosophy of language. For a more detailed analysis and argument, I refer the reader to the relevant section in my first book (Coutinho 2004: 89–108).

 

20In the Canon, I find counterparts of the principle of excluded middle, and of the principle of non-self-contradiction (the principle that we cannot make an affirmation and deny it in the very same proposition). For a detailed justification of this interpretation see Chapter 5 of Zhuangzi and Early Chinese Philosophy (Coutinho 2004: 77–108).

 

21See Chapter 6 of Zhuangzi and Early Chinese Philosophy for an explanation of the logical structure of vagueness.

 

22I’m not sure that I would go that far. I’m inclined to think that mathematical concepts are not vague. But Russell was a better mathematician than I will ever be, so I refrain from taking a stand on this issue. I do, however, think that most, if not all, of our empirical concepts exhibit some kind of indeterminacy of meaning: whether vagueness, open texture, family resemblance or something else. See Chapter 7 of Zhuangzi and Early Chinese Philosophy for an explanation of these concepts.

 

23Also, “Using a zhi (指) to show that a zhi is not a zhi is not as good as using a non-zhi to show that a zhi is not a zhi” (See Hagen and Coutinho [2018: 386] for an alternative translation and commentary). “Zhi” means “finger,” but its precise significance here is unclear. These passages seem to be referring to the paradoxes of Gongsun Long 公孫龍 (c. 320–c. 250 BC), for whom the word “zhi” appears to be a technical semantic term of some kind, perhaps “referring,” “intending,” “indicating,” or “meaning.” Sometimes, it is rendered, problematically I believe, as “concept.”

 

24In the case of the natural kind “horse,” this phenomenon is not strictly due to linguistic vagueness, but to another kind of linguistic indeterminacy, namely, what the philosopher of science, Friedrich Waissman (1896–1959), called the “open texture” of the concept (more literally, its “porosity”). Other philosophers of language have noted other kinds of linguistic indeterminacy, which have similar logical peculiarities: J. L. Austin’s (1911–1960) “extraordinary cases,” and Wittgenstein’s (1889–1951) “family resemblances.” These are explained in Chapter 7 of Zhuangzi and Early Chinese Philosophy.

 

25By “atrocities” I mean actions that deliberately cause the extreme suffering or loss of life of others, especially (though not necessarily) in large numbers, either for the perpetrator’s own personal benefit, or acting out of sheer hatred or indifference.

 

26On the other hand, it is not clear if there is any ethical theory that can guarantee that its application will always and necessarily be atrocity-free. For example, both utilitarianism and deontology have the potential to lead to different kinds of atrocities: the utilitarian sacrifice of an innocent person to benefit the many; or Kant’s (1724–1804) deontological insistence that we must always tell the truth, even if is likely to help a murderer commit a murder.

 

27At one point he suggests that it can become what I call a weak relativism, and says that I have fallen into a trap because I reject weak relativism. In fact, I do not reject weak relativism. I do say that it is not a philosophical position, but this is because there is no one who is not a weak relativist. It is just another name for recognizing that judgments are relative to contexts. There is no danger of becoming a weak relativist in this sense, because we all should be weak relativists in this sense. It is just common sense.

 

28By “incommensurable,” here, I mean only that the two sides have radically different values and criteria by which to make judgments. It does not necessarily entail any kind of mutual incomprehensibility.

 

29Which I shall interpret for the purpose of this discussion as airen 爱人 (caring about others), following Kongzi’s (Confucius) 孔子 (551–479 BC) answer to Fan Chi 樊遲 in Analects, 12:22.

 

30Remember, we are here talking about his overall ethical character, not about any specific act (though we could have run the exercise with a series of increasingly less inhumane acts). With the Confucian we might insist that in simply choosing to cultivate ren, he is already on the path of ren, and therefore already manifesting ren, even though he is not ren. If this is correct, then Ruist judgments would not be far from the kind of ethics of indeterminacy that a Zhuangzian Daoist, of a penumbral sort, might offer. Of course, the Zhuangzian Daoist might in all probability reject the cultivation of humanity, from a vast perspective (which I express concerns about below). Which ethical values or virtues the Zhuangzian Daoist would cultivate remains an important question yet to be answered, especially given the apparent inconsistency with the Cosmic point of view, which leaves human concerns far behind.

 

31Of course, there is the question of exactly what justifies our claim to know that the act of atrocity is clearly not humane. But this is a question for anyone of any philosophical view who makes the same judgment. The epistemological question is not confined to those who recognize the existence of vagueness and penumbrae.

 

32I’m referring to the many radical relativist students (and some professors) that I have had the tremendous misfortune of attempting to discuss these issues with. They even suggest that in making a mere judgment I am being unjust to the killer. Their outrage is on behalf of the indiscriminate killer: they seem to find the indiscriminate killing itself less offensive than the judgment that indiscriminate killing is bad.

 

33Consider the following scenarios: (a) Running into a building with a raging fire, and rushing through smoke to the second floor to help a disabled person down the stairs. (b) Walking into a building with just a little smoke to help an able-bodied person who is close to the door. (c) Refusing even to go close to a building with just a little smoke in case anyone sees and expects you to help a kitten that is on the porch. (a) is clearly courageous, and (c) is clearly not. If you are thinking you know exactly whether (b) is courageous or not, then modify it in your imagination until you begin to feel uncertain.

 

34Many professors regularly face this kind of ethical quandary when grading papers. We are forced to decide with a borderline paper whether it is a B+ or an A-. Students may not understand how excruciatingly difficult it is for us to do this. To the astonishment (and confusion) of my American students, I often refused to decide for a mid-term paper. But on the final, I could not leave any grade in the borderlands between. I was forced by the computer input system to make a final judgment. This, I believe, did an injustice to the student, although a relatively minor one.

 

35There are different ways of articulating logics of vagueness. One might introduce a third truth value (sometimes N, or “neither”). More intuitively one might introduce degrees of truth. These are usually assigned a numerical value, though it does not seem appropriate to assign precise percentages to ethical characteristics. Perhaps some kind of non-numerical degree would be more appropriate.

 

36Tsaturyan did not ask whether such an ethics of indeterminacy corresponds to anything that we might find in the Zhuangzi text. That is a separate question that requires more research. One example that springs to mind is not from the Zhuangzi but from the Liezi 列子. The story of the old man and the horse: the old man continually refuses to choose between saying whether he is lucky or unlucky. This could be interpreted through a skeptical lens, but it could also be interpreted as making a penumbral judgment (he is both lucky and unlucky to some extent).

 

37Expansion of ethical inclusiveness could also be a possible mode of vastness, but whether the Zhuangzian Daoists are including or rejecting ethical inclusiveness is precisely what is in question. Also, I do not make any such conditional statement regarding distance and sensitivity to others, because I don’t believe it to be true.

 

38Even if we think beyond the human, the growth need not be spatial. We can start including our pets, our neighbor’s pets, farm animals, animals that look less cute, rats and snakes, for example, all in the same small village. The child extends their concern beyond their parents and siblings and human friends to include the mosquito on their arm, or the bacteria in their guts. We have extended ethical concern beyond the human to the animal world without any expansion of physical space.

 

39As Zhuangzi’s Kongzi says, “they wander beyond the realm; I wander within it” (Hagen and Coutinho 2018: 358).

 

40Which certainly includes the philosophies we now know as “Daoist.” This does not exclude the possibility that there could be a type of Cosmically oriented philosophy that was not Daoist.

 

41See Coutinho (2014: 38–43, especially 42).

 

42Tsaturyan refers to Moeller’s interpretation of returning to the stage of the baby, the first step, as though it is offering a diametrically opposed account. In fact, I see this as a different metaphor for the same phenomenon. Since vastness is not an ethical path, but a return to our naturalness, it involves undoing (wuwei) the artifices created by humanity. We return to ever more natural states until the characteristics of the highest state seem like the undifferentiated state of the baby. This, to me, is simply another way of stating what I, unlike Moeller, take to be an ethical problem.

 

43“How can it be only the body that has blindness and deafness? The understanding has them too.” (Hagen and Coutinho 2018: 338).

 

44“You, sir, are certainly inept at making use of the vast” (Hagen and Coutinho 2018: 340).

 

45“And you can’t discuss the way with bent-over scholars, because they are tied down by their doctrines” (Hagen and Coutinho 2018: 343).

 

46“Now, with your wits unable to understand the limits of dichotomous evaluation, you still desire to examine the discourse of Master Zhuang…Isn’t this to be a frog in a well?” (Hagen and Coutinho 2018: 351).

 

47We can criticize societies that practice slavery, even if they are unable to see what is wrong with it. Indeed, we are obliged to do so. I also maintain that we can and should criticize our own society for torturing animals for food production, even though most people do not know that it is happening, or (if they do know) are not able to see what is wrong with it. The brutality of what we do is not lessened just because we remain unaware of how brutal it is. And our ethical duty to point out the brutality is also not lessened. We can try to understand why people do what they do, and thereby continue treating them with respect, but we ourselves are ethically obliged to take a stand and make an ethical judgment.

 

48See my analysis of the ontological and phenomenological relations between xiao and da in Dao Companion to the Philosophy of the Zhuangzi (Coutinho 2022: 163–178).

 

49Are we really supposed to accept Zhi’s account of his own dao at face value? In Chapter 29, Robber Zhi, he and his gang of thieves are enjoying a tasty snack of human livers when they are interrupted by Kongzi. To be clear, the stories occur in the “Utopian” chapters (Graham’s Primitivist and Yangist), and the purpose of equalizing the two daos is to show that they both result in harm. Thus, despite the superficial appearances, this particular episode is not in fact promoting an unethical dao. However, this is the philosophy of the Utopian strand of Daoism, which retains a principle of no harm, and thereby saves itself from this line of critique. The philosophy of Zhuangzian Daoists of the Inner Chapters, however, recommends that we abandon concern with benefit and harm, and so is precluded from this line of defense.
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