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“The philosophical perspectives embedded in the text of the Zhuangzi are only just beginning to come to the attention of Anglophone scholarship, presenting an enormous task as well as huge potentials and challenges for the future of philosophy: for explosive synergies, radical rethinkings, redrawn parsings—a rich mine for discoveries of hitherto unsuspected questionings and unnoticed options toward solutions that open up vast new territories for metaphysical, ethical and social reflection. Professor Youru Wang’s book contributes significantly to this dawning endeavor with a new approach, an extended thematic meditation on a particular topic in the Zhuangzi corpus—the theme of forgetting—creating the first sustained monograph devoted to this topic. His work combines sensitive engagements with both primary and secondary sources—Chinese and Western, modern and classical—with deft interpretive interventions, an adventurous speculative spirit and a rigorous comprehensiveness that bring this theme into focus in a particularly fruitful way, fostering a level of detailed and probing dialogue between Zhuangzian and Western themes that brings the discussion to a new level of sophistication. This book, one hopes, is a harbinger of a new wave of Zhuangzi studies, which ideally will galvanize further dimensions of reverberations of this inexhaustible work in the realm of contemporary philosophical conversation.”

—Brook Ziporyn, Mircea Eliade Professor of Chinese Religion, Philosophy and Comparative Thought, the University of Chicago, USA



“Wang has carried out a particularly fruitful way of doing comparative philosophy. He has identified a cluster of ideas in the Zhuangzi that have to do with forgetting, and throughout his fascinating book explores the resonance of this cluster with an impressive array of Western philosophy, gracefully crossing the divide between continental work such as that of Ricoeur, Nietzsche, Levinas and Derrida and analytic moral philosophy such as that of Jonathan Dancy, Julia Annas, Linda Zagzebski, and Rosalind Hursthouse. Wang makes a strong and lucid case for a positive ethical philosophy of forgetting that incorporates many of the insights about forgetting that can be gleaned from this work and furthermore goes beyond them to constitute a distinctive Zhuangzian philosophy on how we might live well by connecting with the ideas of (relational) autonomy, letting go of fixed self-identity, attuning to others through empathy, and practicing friendship that embraces impermanence.”

—David B. Wong, Susan Fox Beischer and George D. Beischer Professor of Philosophy, Duke University, USA



“Youru Wang's monograph is a groundbreaking work on forgetfulness in at least three senses. It is the first comprehensive study of the theme of forgetfulness in the Daoist classic Zhuangzi; it brings this ancient Chinese text into a fruitful dialogue with contemporary Western philosophers, most prominently, Paul Ricoeur, on the issue of forgetfulness; and it presents a most cogent philosophical conception of forgetfulness, especially from an ethical perspective. Wang's impressive skills in textual analysis and admirable ingenuity in philosophical reconstruction are fully displayed throughout the book.”

—Yong Huang, Professor of Philosophy, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, and Editor of ‘Dao: A Journal of Comparative Philosophy’.



The Ethical Dimension of Forgetfulness

This book investigates the various meanings of forgetting and their ethical dimension in the Daoist classic Zhuangzi.

It responds to recent scholarship in the study of the ethics of forgetting, which has only emerged within the past two decades in the wake of the widespread memory-studies of the late 20th century. This book accomplishes two goals: First, it assimilates insights from contemporary scholarship, and specifically applies Ricoeur’s three areas of ethical examinations of forgetting, to the study of the Zhuangzi. It addresses a wide range of ethical themes related to acts of forgetting, such as the meaning of well-being and healing, the issue of personal identity and relational autonomy, the norm of spontaneity, naturalness and suitability, the capacities for being empathic, altruistic and responsive to others, and the values of accommodation, receptivity and all-inclusive friendliness. Second, it places forgetfulness in the wider context of the Zhuangzi’s ethical inquiry, and offers a novel understanding of this age-old notion and its exegetic tradition, bringing them into dialogue with Western philosophy and contributing to contemporary discourse on the ethics of forgetting.
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This book investigates the various meanings and uses of forgetting, especially in the ethical dimension, in the Daoist classic, the Zhuangzi, which are foundational to the Daoist, Chan Buddhist and broader Chinese intellectual culture of cultivated forgetting. These meanings and uses have been reaffirmed throughout the ages. While different exegetists of different ages may have followed different interests and shown different preferences in their interpretations of the text, this tradition of forgetting remains influential. My book does not intend to simply reiterate the major tenets of this tradition, but endeavors to present a renewed interpretation in the contemporary context through a fusing with the original context of the Zhuangzi. It responds to the most recent Western scholarship in the study of the ethics and politics of forgetting, which has only emerged within the past two decades in the wake of the widespread memory-studies of the late 20th century. This book is informed by and utilizes insights from Western scholarship, while simultaneously seeking to correct the lack of attention to East Asian traditions of forgetfulness in current studies of forgetting.

I aim to bring about two consequences through this investigation. First, by assimilating insights from contemporary Western scholarship, and specifically applying Ricoeur’s three ethical areas of the examination of forgetting, to the study of the Zhuangzi, this ancient tradition will be placed in an environment more familiar to contemporary readers. Ricoeur’s three ethical areas involve the therapeutic/pathological, the pragmatic and the social–institutional. I incorporate, in these areas, a wide range of ethical themes related to acts of forgetting, such as the meaning of healing, health and well-being, the issue of personal identity and relational autonomy, the capacities for being empathic, altruistic and responsive to others, the values of ethical diversity/plurality, accommodation, receptivity and so on. Second, the examination of Zhuangzian forgetfulness will not merely be a restoration of traditional views but a reinterpretation and rediscovery of them based on the “fusing of horizons.” This allows me to not only explore the unique Zhuangzian conception of forgetfulness, and place forgetfulness in the wider context of the Zhuangzi’s ethical inquiry, but also to pursue a novel understanding of this age-old notion, bring it into dialogue with Western ethical philosophy, address existing problems in current scholarship on forgetting from a Daoist–Zhuangzian perspective, and thus contribute to contemporary global discourse on the ethics of forgetting.

In doing so, the book will base its conceptual analysis and philosophical interpretation on a critical reading of the textual materials of the Zhuangzi, a careful utilization of the rich exegetic tradition of the Zhuangzi, as well as detailed attention to its linguistic–historical–cultural context. Although the book cannot avoid using Western concepts, whenever they are applied, they will be mindfully defined and their contextual differences with Zhuangzian philosophy will be explicitly noted. It must be acknowledged that the huge historical resource of commentaries on the Zhuangzi has not been fully used by contemporary scholars, especially philosophers. For a long time, these commentaries have been seen by modern scholars as uncreative, repetitive or even tautological. This is misleading. In examining these commentaries, I have found that many of the novel interpretations of Zhuangzian passages our minds eagerly search for already exist in some trace in these publications. They provide inspiration and support for a contemporary reinterpretation of the Zhuangzi. There are very few philosophical interpreters who have involved themselves in utilizing great works of this exegetic tradition, especially overseas, although it seems inevitable that we will move in that direction as our study of the Zhuangzi further develops. One of the difficulties in using them is that the later commentaries were impacted by either Confucian or Buddhist ideologies and terminologies (Fang 2008, vol. 1, 34). This requires contemporary users to identify these external influences and distinguish possible distortions of Zhuangzian thought from plausible and novel interpretations, even when they adopt or redefine vocabularies that did not originate in the Zhuangzi. This is the effort I make in my use of materials from the exegetic tradition. It is similar to what I do when borrowing concepts from Western philosophy. The key to a viable interpretation is not to forbid any use of new terms but to cautiously avoid any violation of the integrity of the original text.

Readers will find that this book involves some comparative studies between Zhuangzian and Western philosophical–ethical perspectives. Nevertheless, the book as a whole is not designed to be a project of neat comparison between Zhuangzian thought and other philosophical theories. Rather, it focuses on issues and philosophical–ethical themes. The presence of certain sections of comparative studies is only to serve the topic involved in my investigation of the Zhuangzi. I prefer to call this a topical or issue-focused approach, as opposed to a purely comparative approach. The advantage of an issue-focused approach is of course to refrain from spending too much time/space on systematic comparison. If some details are irrelevant to the topic at hand, even though they might be important to the system overall, they will not be allowed to reserve a place in our discussion, and will only be mentioned in passing. This approach runs the risk of failing to provide sufficient explications of background knowledge that may still be necessary for some readers. However, I try to counter this by doing my best to outline minimum background knowledge about the philosophical theories I have referred to as well as including references to some essential works in secondary literature.

I don’t want to conceal the fact that complexity arises whenever we try to narrow down our focus on forgetting itself or attempt to separate the scope of forgetting from other things. Oftentimes, the more we attempt to isolate forgetting from other parts of the human experience, capacities or acts, the more we find its inextricable connection with them. For instance, we cannot discuss forgetting without making any reference to remembering. Memory is a space on which forgetting works and vice versa.1 Memory involves forgetting, and forgetting presupposes memory. Many forms of motivated or cultivated forgetting, such as those in the Zhuangzi, require a certain degree of remembrance, the so-called “remembering to forget,” at least in the beginning stages. Scholars call forgetting “an elusive phenomenon,” “an instance of deprivation,” viewing it as “not so easy to grasp.” Because forgetting can also be a capacity or disposition, simply assigning negativity or passivity to it would not do justice to all the phenomena of forgetting (von Sass and Zachhuber 2015a, 11-12). Notably, Ricoeur’s phenomenological study investigates human acts or uses of forgetting, the pragmatics of forgetting, and hence the ethics and politics of forgetting (Ricoeur 2004a, 417). This Ricoeurian direction opens new territories for the study of forgetting, and my examination of Zhuangzian forgetfulness both benefits from it and attempts to expand its horizons. Still, even as territories or horizons are widened, the elusiveness of forgetting that von Sass and Zachhuber observed continues to accompany us. It is an elusiveness in the following sense: the study of forgetting itself will never be isolatable from its context; the underlying connection of forgetting with other parts of human experience will always need to be taken into account; the performance of forgetting as a personal capacity will always serve or be co-operative with other capacities. Thus, this study of Zhuangzian forgetfulness not only investigates concepts of forgetting and narratives about the capacities of forgetting but also other ethical-epistemic or pragmatical concepts and capacities that closely work with forgetting. Moreover, the meaning of forgetting itself is elusive too. Whereas negative meanings like loss, deficiency or failure are traditionally associated with forgetting, Zhuangzian forgetfulness preeminently features positive facets of forgetting, such as leaving behind, disregarding or letting go. Instead of those narrow or fixed meanings of forgetting, often used under the guise of clarity or precision, this study prefers broadness, inclusivity or even a certain degree of elusiveness if it is necessary for preserving connections. Nevertheless, this study does not abandon the indispensable tool of linguistic–conceptual analysis common to philosophical interpretations.

We face similar circumstances when trying to focus exactly on what is ethical. Oftentimes we do not distinguish between the ethical and the moral. What is ethical is often thought of as related to what is good and right, or how one should live. What is right is often connected to social–moral codes or systems. Not only are these moral codes diverse, but they are also formed by the broader (probably non-moral) customs and norms of their institutions (Brandt 1979, 164). Insofar as goodness or value is concerned, there are also different kinds, such as the religious, aesthetic, natural and so on. The Zhuangzi does not constantly pursue analytic rigor as modern philosophers do, but it does two things that are extremely meaningful to modern ethical inquiry. First, as we will see in the ensuing chapters, the Zhuangzi insists on a diversity of different goodness and values. Different things, beings and ways of life have their own values according to their heaven-endowed nature. Second, Zhuangzian ethical inquiry does not rely on drawing a sharp line between the ethical and non-ethical, or moral and non-moral. Under many circumstances, the ethical, epistemic, therapeutic, religious/spiritual and aesthetic values are co-existent, mutually involved and complementary to each other. The Zhuangzian stance very much resembles Williams’s no-big-deal attitude toward the vagueness of the broad conception of the ethical (Williams 1985, 7).2 It sees the advantages of inclusivity and connectivity from such “targeted” elusiveness. While this study continues to use linguistic–conceptual analysis whenever the critical interpretation or argument requires, it does otherwise follow the original Zhuangzian spirit to avoid cutting the ethical from the non-ethical and preserve the connections of different values in our investigation of Zhuangzian ethical inquiry.

With limited space, time, interest and ability, this examination cannot exhaust all layers and meanings of Zhuangzian forgetfulness and its ethical dimension. I consider this book a preliminary work on this subject, and more studies can, and should, certainly be pursued. What has helped me accomplish this book is what I have gotten from the best of contemporary ethical inquiries and studies on the Zhuangzi, and thus enabled me to proceed with the expectation that, without any misuse, it can somehow contribute to the development of scholarship in this specialized area. I am also aware that, while the use of materials and insights from both Continental and Anglo-American philosophy has been attempted by many scholars, it still offers challenges to me and may dissatisfy those who come from only one of the traditions and carry that knowledge and training in much more depth. I have done my best to meet these challenges and alleviate any possible dissatisfactions. Ultimately, my hope is that a dialogue between the Zhuangzi and Continental and Analytic philosophy will only serve to benefit everyone involved.


Chapter Outlines

Chapter 1 introduces the contemporary context of the study of forgetting, into which our ensuing examination of Zhuangzian forgetfulness is properly placed. Through a review of the major achievements and shortages of this study, I argue, first, that although Nietzsche was a pioneer in challenging the Western privileging of remembrance over forgetting, a more distanced other—the Zhuangzian tradition of forgetfulness—can be a non-Western philosophical site from which to further question Western assumptions on forgetting. Second, while some scholars criticize contemporary culture’s obsession with remembrance, new insights into the role of forgetting have grown out of memorystudies as a result of subverting that obsession. Third, Ricoeur’s phenomenological study of forgetting has suggested the plausibility of embracing forms other than involuntary forgetting, while simultaneously exposing its own limitations in being more inclusive of positive and productive forms of forgetting. Fourth, the current exclusion of non-Western traditions from the theorizing of forgetting must be abandoned, and the typology of forgetting will be greatly enriched by the study of Zhuangzian forgetfulness. Finally, a broader conception of the ethical from contemporary discourse will better equip us to get ever closer to Zhuangzian ethical thinking.

Chapter 2 starts with a criticism of Ricoeur’s Freudian treatment of blocked memory as an act of motivated forgetting, which fails to note the positive role forgetting also plays in Freudian psychotherapy. This chapter examines several examples of therapeutic forgetting in the Zhuangzi, upon which three major ethical meanings are elucidated. First, forgetting is a distinctive method of self-healing through a paradoxical self-emptying of preoccupied emotions and cravings and a self-attunement to floating existential situations. It characterizes the ideal state of a healthy and well-functioning heart/mind capable of sustaining the good of life and being responsive to others. Second, psycho-physiological health and well-being is an end in itself; it does not have instrumental values only. This attitude is surprisingly similar to Kant’s second categorical imperative, which affirms the intrinsic value in the existence of any human person, including self-preservation and bodily well-being, although the Zhuangzi does not share many other ideas with Kant. Third, forgetting does not require the extermination of the occurrence of emotions but simply letting them go and preventing damage to the heart/mind based on a profound awareness of the temporality of emotions.

Moving from Ricoeur’s study of how memory/forgetting serves one’s fixed identity to the positive notion of forgetting oneself in the Zhuangzi, Chapter 3 probes the senses of oneself targeted by Zhuangzian forgetting: an independent and separate sense of oneself, a unitary and unchangeable sense of oneself, a sense of hyper-mastery and own-making and so on. The Zhuangzian forgetfulness of oneself critically challenges these underlying assumptions. It comprises three domains of forgetting. First, detaching oneself from one’s physical identity; second, detaching oneself from those emotions or desires that are mistakenly regarded as the grounds of one’s illusory identity; third, deconstructing the identity of oneself as a thinking and evaluating subject, which includes both the identity of a subject as opposed to its other, and the identity of one’s thought and value system. Both cannot be stabilized. The last part of this chapter argues for the Zhuangzian notion of relational autonomy or agency, in consistency with the cultivation of a forgetful and empty heart/mind, to refute the interpretation that individual agency or personal autonomy simply does not exist in the case of practicing forgetfulness.

Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 are all related to the study of forgetting at the social–institutional level, although I only mention “forgetting at the social–institutional level” in the titles of Chapters 4 and 5. I use the term “institutional” in a broad sense, referring to areas of any social–cultural system, including language and any organized belief, practice or acceptance. Chapter 4 concentrates on the paramount concept of “ying (responding or responsiveness),” which links forgetfulness and other Zhuangzian capacities. Responsiveness is understood in terms of one’s adjustment or reconciliation with others, and one’s acceptance and accommodation of those carrying opposite views and values. A sense of “following along with,” “yielding to,” or deference is deeply embedded in the Zhuangzian conception of responsiveness. The Zhuangzi defines the mode of responding as a reversal of the host/guest role, as fully considering the other’s circumstances and needs, without any pursuit of self-gain. This resonates with the Levinasian–Derridean mode of responding and its other-centered approach. Levinas is probably the only contemporary Western philosopher who positively considers the possibility “to forget oneself.” However, unlike in the Zhuangzi, forgetfulness is neither thematized in the overall scheme of Levinas’ ethical philosophy nor treated as a capacity to cultivate.

Chapter 5 investigates capacities that work closely with the forgetting of one’s privileging mind (chengxin), the root of conflicts between different systems of rightness and value. Zhuangzian responsiveness accommodates all these different perspectives, understands them in the light of the holistic universe and circumstantially accepts them as they are. For example, one such capacity discussed is “walking two roads.” Its traditional interpretation involves the complementarity of opposite systems and the harmonization of oneself–other. Having reviewed neglected commentaries, I add a third theme: the transcendent, holistic perspective of the universe and the circumstance-bound perspective of humans can be reconciled in the sage’s capacity to practice responsiveness. The chapter then examines the Zhuangzian “use (yong)” of different rightness and value. This capacity presupposes three things: (1) All different things, views and ways of life have their own value; (2) the diversity or plurality of values itself has its own value; (3) these two kinds of valuableness serve the aim of responsiveness to others and contribute to the greater goal of “nourishing life” and wandering in the world. In conversation with contemporary scholars, I inspect how Zhuangzian naturalism supports the equal valuableness of different things according to their different natures.

Chapter 6 examines more meanings of Zhuangzian forgetfulness at the social–institutional level. It begins with the Zhuangzian insight into the suitableness (shi) and the circumstance-bond feature of rightness and value, which grounds its criticism of the invariable norms of benevolence and duty (renyi). From this criticism arises the question of whether the Zhuangzi upholds a form of ethical particularism. I define the Zhuangzian middle position between particularism and generalism in five aspects: using irony to dismantle the self-enclosure of theory; being forgetful of invariable principles but not principle per se; considering certain forms of generalization provisionally useful with the caveat that they must be forgotten subsequently; forgetfulness as a sign of the spontaneous feeling of fittingness and a state of excellency achieved through cultivation; the sage acting as an exemplar instead of establishing rules. Of these five aspects, three are central to the Zhuangzian forgetting of renyi. In commenting on Huang’s Copper Rule and patient-centered relativism derived from the Zhuangzi, I center on the critique of symmetrical reciprocity in both Continental and Zhuangzian philosophy, to go beyond the Platinum-Golden Rule debate. While placing patient-centeredness in a broader relation of oneself–other, I further explore the altruistic elements of the Zhuangzi and its author’s naturalistic constraints on them.

As contemporary scholarship strongly suggests a link between altruistic behavior and empathic capacity, Chapter 7 investigates elements of empathy in the Zhuangzi. It outlines four prominent aspects of current scholarship on empathy: different types of empathy; the other-centeredness of empathy; empathy as a process and the role empathy plays in responsiveness to others; and interaction between empathy and other capacities. Based on materials from the Zhuangzi that involve elements of empathy, I delegate them respectively to these four areas. While the Zhuangzi does not invent any specific term for an exclusive designation of the meaning of empathy, I attempt to show that the Zhuangzi does explore the phenomena of empathy to a great extent. It characterizes unique features of empathy, such as other-centeredness, perceptual directness, its function as listening, mirroring, qi-connecting and receptivity, how to cultivate one’s empathic capacity in everyday encounters with others, and especially how empathic capacity works closely with the Zhuangzian forgetfulness of oneself. The chapter also responds to the question of why the Zhuangzi seems to prefer empathy to sympathy or compassion, and how Zhuangzian philosophy integrates asymmetrical other-centeredness within its own framework of harmony and mutuality without falling into symmetrical reciprocity.

Chapter 8 probes Zhuangzian forgetfulness and friendship in comparison with Derridean friendship involving forgetfulness. Part one deals with the ethical focus of the discourse of friendship in Derrida and the Zhuangzi, which addresses the underlying relationship of oneself–other. Part two reveals how temporality and fleetingness as the element of friendship are recognized by Derrida and the Zhuangzi. While the Zhuangzi lacks the Derridean melancholic tone, this recognition helps both take the disruption, otherness and mourning of friendship into account. Part three relates the Zhuangzian mutual forgetfulness of friends through effortless action (wuwei) to the Derridean criticism of classical friendship as “the second self” and his assumption of difference, distance and disruption (the three “D’s”) for friendship. Embracing these three “D’s” leads Derrida and Blanchot to the structural ineluctability of forgetting friendship. However, the Zhuangzi characterizes its ideal friendship in a style of simplicity, calmness and openness, desiring less and avoiding extremity with an emphasis on naturalist suitability. Part four examines Derrida’s non-symmetrical lovingness toward all others, connects it with the Zhuangzian friendliness toward all things in the universe and addresses the tension between friendship and friendliness in both projects. The Zhuangzi equates its personal friendliness with all-inclusive benevolence and takes a middle position between Confucian partiality and Mohist impartiality while avoiding any utopian undertone like Derrida’s.

The epilogue answers two general questions about forgetting. The first involves Ricoeur’s claim on the impossibility of any carefree, happy forgetting, like the one promoted by Kierkegaard, as it contradicts the existential structure of care. I argue that authentic care and its resoluteness allow for the adjustment of concerns, including those influenced by established norms. This fits in with both the Kierkegaardian and Zhuangzian forgetting of worries, although the Zhuangzian forgetting does not rely on faith in God but on attunement to nature itself. In addition, happy forgetting is considered both virtuous and therapeutic. The second is about whether Zhuangzian forgetfulness can be a virtue. Theoretically, it can, since Zhuangzian forgetfulness meets the requirements of the eight categories of virtue set out by van Hooft. However, when exploring further questions such as “Does the context of the Zhuangzi allow or support defining forgetfulness as a virtue?” the answer is “no.” I conclude that forgetfulness as a disposition or capacity is not treated as a virtue in the Zhuangzi in an attempt to demarcate it from the Confucian virtue–ethical approach, and the contemporary translation of “de 德” as virtuosity is a more suitable choice.


Notes


	See, for example, van Sass and Zachhuber’s interpretation that “Plato has provided the wax tablet as memory space with the result that forgetting is seen as the wiping out, scratching off or overwriting the wax” (von Sass and Zachhuber 2015a, 11).

	Adams also expresses a similar attitude: “I am skeptical of sharp lines of that sort—between moral and religious value as well as between moral and aesthetic value” (Adams 2006, 19).




1 A critical survey of recent scholarship on human forgetting and its ethical dimension

DOI: 10.4324/9781003303367-2

The past two decades witnessed the emergence of a new wave of critical study and reflection on the phenomenon of human forgetting from Western scholarship and across a variety of academic disciplines, including philosophy, theological/religious studies, history, psychology, neuroscience, anthropology, sociology and cultural studies. The following outlines of some salient aspects of these studies aim to introduce a contemporary context in which our understanding of Zhuangzian forgetfulness will be better presented. In fusion with the historical context of the Zhuangzi, this contemporary context is both inevitable and unneglectable to our hermeneutical reading and reconstruction of Zhuangzian thought. It will not only provide inspiration for exploring the pragmatic and ethical dimension of Zhuangzian forgetfulness but will also help to engage Zhuangzian philosophy in contemporary global discourse on forgetting by addressing problems existing in current scholarship in terms of a Zhuangzian perspective.


1.1 Challenging mainstream Western tradition’s privileging of remembrance over forgetting

Forgetting and remembrance are two closely related basic realms of human experience and activity. Out of bias for about two millenniums, the West has sustained a hierarchy of conceptual opposition between remembrance and forgetting. In the mainstream Western culture, remembrance signifies the affirmative, life, presence, virtue or win, through a continuation with the human past; forgetting, on the contrary, signifies only the negative, death/dying, absence, failing or loss, through a discontinuation with the past. “Numerous reflections on memory throughout the history of Western art, poetry, literature, philosophy, and religion emphasize the inescapable devastations of forgetting” (Vivian 2010, 2). In the case of Western religion, the praise of memory has taken the form of “the sacralisation of memory – as if remembrance really is salvation.” “Such a sacralisation has a strong biblical foundation in texts such as Dt 26, 5–10,” where memory is a normative concept in the context of the covenant(s) between God and Israel (Stoellger 2015, 201, italic original). The New Testament expands this religion of the covenant memory through the salvific role that Jesus Christ has played through the events of his becoming a man and his crucifixion (Weinrich 2004, 21–22).

In philosophy, the cherishing of remembrance and the dismissal of forgetting can be traced back from Plato, via Augustine and Locke, to Heidegger. For Plato, all knowledge and memory about the truth or reality of things have their transcendent source and are the quality of the soul and the gift from the gods. Human earthly lives are marked by forgetfulness equivalent to their fallenness; their endeavor to recollect can only catch up with the likeness of the divine ideas since the human memory is nothing but an unreliable wax tablet (Cooper 1999, 212, 527; Weinrich 2004, 19–21). Augustine offers detailed accounts of a broad conception of memory, involving a certain capacity not derived from any sense perceptions (Augustine 1991, 10.12.19; Markus 1964, 89), but he continues the Platonic approach by stressing an indwelling and a priori “pre-remembering” of wisdom that can be developed and culminated in the knowledge of God. Only from the depth of memory does God send signs that “can help men discover the way out of the errors of their forgetting” (Weinrich 2004, 23–24).1 In Locke’s empiricist metaphysics of personal identity, memory is also assigned an exclusively determinant role because, for him, the memory of past actions and thoughts is essential for recognizing the unchanging personal identity and continuity through different times and places (Locke 1996, 138). Heidegger’s view on memory and forgetting is much subtler, as he grants forgetting an ontological condition for remembering,2 but he nonetheless demonstrates his disavowal of forgetting in favor of remembering. In his Being and Time, the forgetfulness of Being in the inauthentic mode of having-been-ness preserves possibilities of remembering, since one’s having-been-ness nonetheless discloses the horizon for bringing back one’s authentic potentiality-for-Being by remembering. In other words, in one’s authentic existence, forgetting (of Being) must eventually be overcome by remembering (Heidegger 1962, 389).3

The other of this long tradition of the neglect and dismissal of forgetting, and a precursor to the contemporary criticism of this privileging, is Nietzsche, whose “untimely meditations” on the importance of forgetting to human survival have now become so timely an inspiring source to the rethinking and rediscovery of human forgetting (Nietzsche 1983, 61–63). In one of his comments on Nietzsche’s legacy, Gadamer explains Nietzsche’s insight on forgetting in a framework of human hermeneutic experience and the “fusion of horizons”: “[F]orgetting is not merely an absence and a lack but … a condition of the life of mind. Only by forgetting does the mind have the possibility of total renewal, the capacity to see everything with fresh eyes …” (Gadamer 1989, 16). For Gadamer and many present-day Western philosophers, this neglected other must be put back to the center for our consideration and reflection. However, a more distanced other—the Daoist tradition of forgetfulness—completely outside the Western culture has not been widely noticed by Western thinkers or used as a non-Western philosophical site from which to question Western philosophy’s assumptions on forgetting and to reflect upon them in an original manner.4 This unfinished task still beckons us.5


1.2 Interrogating contemporary culture’s obsession with remembrance, and encountering self-subversion within memory studies

“The topic of memory is now ubiquitous” (Connerton 2009, 1). From the late 20th century to the early 21st century, the intellectual agenda of the West has been dominated by the imperative to remember and the effort to preserve the past for protecting the future and sustaining personal, communal or cultural identity and continuity in the face of fleeting situations. Someone has called this phenomenon contemporary culture’s obsession “with memory and trauma” (Huyssen 2005, 165). The causes for such an obsession are multiple and complicated. It may be a byproduct of the increasing pressure in dealing with the vast social, economic and political change the past decades have encountered, the unprecedented loss humanity has suffered from the crime of genocides, the growing feeling of alienation, fragmentation and frustration with the lack of meaning in life, the repetitive manipulation, distortion, and concealment on what has been done by the privileged and the powerful, and so forth. These are obviously among the legitimate reasons for treating the role of remembrance and its multidisciplinary study seriously.

To avoid denying the necessity of continuing memory-studies, recent scholarship—in questioning the omnipresence of remembrance and the overheating of memory-studies—still admits that modern memory-studies have demonstrated “profound sensitivities to the instability, transience, and fragility of collective remembrance and communal tradition” (Vivian 2010, 6). Despite such laudable sensitivities, it has been pointed out that the current obsession with remembrance assigns little “positive value to the operation of forgetting as a significant factor” in the formation of public memory. It is blind to the possibility that forgetting “can be a worthy alternative to memory in addressing either personal or collective dilemmas of the past” (Ibid., 6–7). To a great extent, this obsession is a continuation of the long tradition of privileging remembrance over forgetting that we have discussed above.

The powerful influence of this tradition can even be captured in some of the pioneering studies on forgetting in past decades. For instance, Augé’s Oblivion shares such insights as that “oblivion is the life force of memory and remembrance is its product” (Augé 2004, 21). However, when Augé likens forgetting to erosion and sea, and memory to shore and product, he falls back to the traditional hierarchy of substantial over unsubstantial assigned to memory and forgetting (Ibid., 20; cf. Vivian 2010, 45). Another example is Ricoeur. The considerable contributions Ricoeur’s Memory, History, Forgetting made to contemporary studies of forgetting have been widely appreciated. In spite of his contributions, the imbalance of his treatment of themes of remembrance and forgetting,6 his insistence on “the asymmetry between forgetting and memory” (Ricoeur 2004a, 503), and his lack of “a truly affirmative pragmatics of forgetting” (Vivian 2009, 98), all point to the problematics of eschewing the deeply rooted privileging of remembrance over forgetting, and call for further critique of that tradition.7

An interesting, somewhat ironic, but illuminating fact about recent studies of forgetting is that this new enterprise does not build itself on the ruin of the memory empire; rather, it comes with the development of memory-studies. Most of the philosophers, psychologists, literary historians or scholars of rhetoric and culture studies, who involve themselves in the study of forgetting, researched memory first, or have already concentrated on memory-studies for a while. It seems that the more they investigate how memory works and what is constitutive of memory, the more they start to see the other of memory—forgetting—playing an indispensable role there. It is not an exaggeration to state that the current movement toward rediscovering and reevaluating forgetting paradoxically marks a new level in our memory-studies. Our genealogy of memory has developed, and the new perception of the reciprocity, mutual involvement and interplay of forgetting and memory has widened our horizon, to such a degree that any old story about forgetting and memory, any marginalization of forgetting and centralization of remembrance, can no longer be justified. It is a self-subversion carried out within the hegemony of remembrance.

One great example of such subversion is memory specialist and psychologist Daniel Schacter’s The Seven Sins of Memory: How the Mind Forgets and Remembers. The seven sins of memory he examines are mostly forms of forgetting or counter-memory. The message the author plainly conveys is that these forms of forgetting are not actually sins, but virtues. Rather than being portrayed “as inherent weakness or flaws in system design,” “they provide a window on the adaptive strengths of memory” (Schacter 2001, 6). So, forgetting is inherent in the work of memory; it can no longer be defined as negative, destructive and dismissible, but positive, productive and undismissible. This recognition of positive forgetting does not lead contemporary scholars to another extreme: to establish a new hierarchy of privileging forgetting over memory in place of the old one. Instead, the leading view in recent studies of forgetting shows an accent on the balance, harmony, reciprocity and interplay between forgetting and memory, while continuing to pursue a better understanding of previously neglected positive, productive or healthy forms of forgetting. This trend will find a strong echo from the ensuing presentation of the Daoist notion of forgetfulness in the Zhuangzi.


1.3 Going beyond the voluntary–involuntary distinction, and calling for the study of motivated acts of forgetting

Umberto Eco asserts the impossibility of the art of forgetting by arguing that any strategy to effect forgetting is a self-contradictory strategy for remembering (to forget) in the first place; forgetting is supposed to be a natural or involuntary event. “There are no voluntary devices for forgetting” (Eco 1988, 259), and there is no way to produce or reproduce forgetting “as cultural and voluntary phenomena” (Ibid., 254). This mutually exclusive view of memory and forgetting by the distinction of voluntary/involuntary, and the rejection of their interplay, has been quite influential. Recently Avishai Margalit’s Ethics of Memory also uses the voluntary–involuntary distinction of memory and forgetting as one of his essential reasons for assigning moral or ethical duty to remembrance but not directly to forgetting involved in forgiveness (Margalit 2002, 201, 208). It is precisely this exclusive view, its rejection of the interplay between forgetting and memory, and its parochializing of the scope for the study of forgetting that has been drastically challenged in contemporary scholarship on forgetting. In this respect, Ricoeur’s contribution through his eye-opening phenomenological study of memory and forgetting holds a special place for critical discussion despite the aforementioned shortages.

Ricoeur starts with two separate realms of the study of memory: semantics and pragmatics. The former relates to the truth claims of memory, or to knowledge; the latter to the use or exercise of memory, or to actions of remembrance (Ricoeur 2004a, 5). For Ricoeur, a cognitive or objective approach cannot exhaust the phenomenological description of remembrance. He therefore proposes a pragmatic approach to memory, which focuses on acts of remembrance, seeing remembering as “a way of doing things,” as “a kind of action” (Ricoeur 1999b, 5). This decisive move might be called a pragmatic turn in the study of memory. As a result, his pragmatics investigates the good use of memory and the abuse, misuse, excessive or lack of use, of memory in a broad context. As Ricoeur suggests, once we begin to investigate and reflect on uses and abuses of memory and their connections, the ethical problems, that is, the problems of right/wrong, or ought/ought-not, will be brought to light (Ibid.) The pragmatic approach or the investigation of different acts of remembering thus prepares for the rise of the ethics of memory, which attracts increasing attention. The Ricoeurian broad context of the ethical problems of memory impressively involves therapeutic, practical (in relation to time and otherness) and more explicitly ethical–political (institutional) aspects as demonstrated by his typology of abuses of memory (Ricoeur 2004a, 57).8

Ricoeur, then, applies the same approach to the study of acts or exercises of forgetting, focusing on the uses and abuses of forgetting (Ibid., 417, 443). From this kind of pragmatics of forgetting, one can easily discern the possibility of an ethics of forgetting, even though Ricoeur insists that the duty to forget is much more limited than the duty to remember based on their asymmetrical relation (Ricoeur 1999b, 11).9 A noticeable problem with Ricoeur’s pragmatics of forgetting is that almost all cases of forgetting he examines are the negative ones—abuses of forgetting—except a minimum affirmation on the forgetting of “anger and hatred” with regard to forgiveness (Ibid.). He is suspicious of any “supreme form of forgetting, as a disposition and a way of being in the world,” which enables any carefreeness (Ricoeur 2004a, 505). Even his brief mention of Kierkegaard’s notion of the forgetting of worry shows a kind of ambivalence (Ibid.). In a word, Ricoeur’s study of forgetting is not inclusive enough for other positive, productive or healthy forms of forgetting.

However, to acknowledge Ricoeur’s certain failures should not entail any underestimation of the significance of his pragmatic turn to the study of forgetting as a whole. Ricoeur’s pragmatics of forgetting sends a very explicit message that studies of forgetting should not be restricted to just involuntary, natural forgetting. The phenomenon of involuntary forgetting should not be used as an excuse to shut out a wide spectrum of different forms of voluntary, active, intended, willful or motivated forgetting, the other of involuntary forgetting. The phenomenological study of forgetting must embrace forms other than solely involuntary forgetting. In a similar vein, the pragmatics of forgetting should include more positive, productive or healthy forms of forgetting in the area of its study, the possibility of which has undeniably been opened by Ricoeur’s own, though incomplete, study. The ensuing examination of Daoist forgetfulness in the Zhuangzi benefits from this new Ricoeurian direction. This direction enables us to focus on the pragmatic and ethical dimension of the Zhuangzi’s forgetfulness and to investigate its multiple manifestations. Zhuangzi’s forgetfulness will stand out as a unique example of the long-neglected types of active, productive, healthy or happy forgetting, and its study will, in turn, benefit our understanding of diverse forms of forgetting in different philosophical, religious or cultural settings.


1.4 Discovering the polysemic word “forgetting,” and different types/forms of forgetting

The meaning of the word “to forget” or “forgetting” is polysemic. Through his lexical analysis of the English verb “forget,” Weinrich finds its meaning—“to get rid (of something).” In everyday speech, he observes, the imperative “forget it” suggests that “something or someone is not to be taken seriously and need no longer be taken into account.” Also, negation is a common modalization of “forgetting.” “The ways of expressing forgetting can already be seen as lexical negations of memory” (Weinrich 2004, 1–3). While many see forgetting as the loss or failure of memory, contemporary psychologists think that forgetting for healthy people is more a matter of the temporary inaccessibility to, or unavailability of, memory (Wessel and Moulds 2008, 292). From a theological and healing perspective, Miroslav Volf defines the meaning of forgetting as “not-coming-to-mind,” to differentiate it from a broad range of meanings—“from unconscious ‘failure to notice’ something to intentionally and completely deleting what we once knew” (Volf 2006, 145). Perhaps different contexts and different uses of the term “forgetting” would demonstrate and denote different meanings. In any case, there is an increasing awareness that “[f]orgetting is not a unitary phenomenon” (Connerton 2008, 59). Attempts to unravel the different meanings clustered under a single term “forgetting,” namely, to describe and distinguish different types and forms of forgetting, have been carried out by a growing number of scholars in recent years.

Ricoeur is among the earliest to provide a typology of forgetting in addition to his distinction between definitive forgetting through the erasing of traces, and reversible forgetting as the reserve of forgetting (Ricoeur 2004a, 417). Following the pattern of his typology of memory, he differentiates three modes of forgetting: forgetting as blocked memory, basically taken from the Freudian analysis of pathological forgetting; forgetting as manipulated memory via the selective feature of narrative memory; commanded forgetting in amnesty (Ibid., 443–456). Most scholars deem these modes as constructive to the contemporary study of individual and collective forgetting. Besides Ricoeur, there are a number of configurations on “seven types of forgetting.” In the wake of Schacter’s seven virtues of forgetting (in the name of “the seven sins of memory”) mentioned previously, Connerton, a social anthropologist, proposes his own “seven types of forgetting” in personal, social–historical, economic or political realms: (1) repressive erasure; (2) prescriptive forgetting; (3) forgetting for the formation of a new identity; (4) structural amnesia; (5) forgetting as annulment; (6) forgetting as planned obsolescence; (7) forgetting as humiliated silence. The agents of these different acts of forgetting include individuals, couples, families, groups, states and other institutions (Connerton 2008).

More recently, Aleida Assmann, who specializes in cultural memory, puts forward her own version of “seven types of forgetting”: (1) automatic [or habitual] forgetting; (2) preservative forgetting; (3) selective forgetting; (4) punitive, destructive and repressive forgetting; (5) defensive and complicit forgetting; (6) constructive forgetting; (7) therapeutic forgetting (Assmann 2015). As Assmann admits, the first three forms of forgetting are morally neutral; they are close to Connerton’s structural amnesia and forgetting as annulment in my view. In other words, their users can opt for either a positive or negative purpose. The fourth and fifth types carry negative connotations. The last two “have distinctly positive connotations” (Ibid., 33). Overall, some forms of forgetting overlap within these different versions of the typology of forgetting. These differentiations are not final, but tentative and invite more contributions and further typological analyses. They are not exclusive to each other (an individual case may involve more than one type), nor to any types that hitherto have not been included or identified. To systematically evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of each typology here is beyond the scope of this chapter.

However, in connecting them with, and serving, the ensuing study of Zhuangzian forgetfulness, two things seem to be worth mentioning. First, none of these typological studies of forgetting uses or includes cases or materials from any non-Western traditions, let alone Daoism or Chan/Zen Buddhism in particular. Therefore, the applicability of these typologies in the global sphere is questionable and requires caution. Second, the following study of Zhuangzian forgetfulness will be instrumental in finding new types of active, positive, productive or happy forgetting (unfortunately Ricoeur denies the possibility of any happy forgetting; see Ricoeur 2004a, 502–503) or in revising current typologies. For example, in the Zhuangzi, we will find a kind of “forgetting as self-healing” (close to Assmann’s therapeutic forgetting but with differences), “virtuous forgetting” (or forgetting as a virtuosity), “forgetting as tolerance, acceptance or respecting of difference,” “happy forgetting” (close to, but also different from, Nietzschean “eudaemonic forgetting” as discussed by Volf 2006, 162) and so on. Investigation into these unique forms of forgetting will disclose a broad pragmatic and ethical dimension of the Zhuangzian notion of forgetting and forgetfulness.


1.5 A note on a broader conception of the ethical

When inquiring into new territory for the ethics of forgetting, one should also pay attention to the advent of a broader conception of the ethical in contemporary ethical discourse. Since the later half of the 20th century, a persistently growing number of Western philosophers have strongly challenged the tradition of ethical thinking. There is a shared tendency, by both Continental and Anglo-American philosophers, to favor a broader conception of the ethical than the traditional conception of morality as merely social codes or systems regulating individual conduct. This broader conception of the ethical includes at least two key elements: the primordial condition of the ethical and the mutual involvement between the ethical and non-ethical or between moral values and non-moral values.

For instance, Heidegger’s “original ethics” implied by his “fundamental ontology” opposes the traditional ethics’ “longing… for a peremptory directive and for rules that say how man … ought to live in a fitting manner” (Heidegger 1977, 231). This “original ethics” requires philosophers to think the sense “of what makes action as such, … of what puts action in the position of having to choose norms or values” (Nancy 2002, 66). In other words, an originary ethics must concern itself with, or take into account, what lies outside of ethics itself, what is already there before the advent of moral distinctions and criteria and what makes the latter possible. Levinas, while moving on from Heidegger’s ontology of Being to investigating the ethical response to the call of the other prior to Being, nonetheless echoes Heidegger in his criticism of traditional ethics as merely legislating/justifying rules for right conduct, and of everyday morality as consisting merely in “a series of rules relating to social behavior and civic duty” (Levinas 1984, 65). Among analytic philosophers, Williams clearly distinguishes the use of “ethical” as a broad term from the use of “moral” as a narrow term designating a special system. This broad approach allows for a wide range of different considerations to fall under the notion of ethical (Williams 1985, 6–7). The Socratic question “how should one live?” not only asks “for the reasons we all share for living in one way rather than another,” but also “for the conditions of the good life” (Ibid., 20). Such a question is seen as “ambiguous” by some philosophers simply because it sustains “both a moral and a non-moral sense” (Ibid., 5), but for Williams, such a connection is unavoidable and necessary. More recently, Adams points out:


[W]hen I speak of virtue as moral goodness, the territory of morality must likewise be understood very broadly. … [W]e do not allow our theories of virtue to depend heavily on where a line is drawn between moral and other types of value. I am skeptical of sharp lines of that sort.

(Adams 2006, 19)


For a virtue ethicist like him, moral goodness should include values in human lives, values of non-human creatures and their natural life, as well as aesthetic, religious and other values, which would contribute to living virtuously and excelling in caring for others.

This tendency of inclusivity and connectivity is particularly relevant to the study of Zhuangzian ethical inquiry. The study of Daoist ethical thought has often been frustrated by its unfittingness to various categories of modern Western moral philosophy because of the latter’s narrowness or exclusiveness. Ancient Daoist thinkers did not write any books that were exclusively on ethics. Their ethical thinking is part of their wider concern with practical wisdom. The ethical and non-ethical are so often intertwined that it is no surprise for them to be regarded as ambiguous or lacking in purely formal notions (to borrow from Williams) by most Western moral philosophers. Perhaps it is now with this broader view of the ethical in contemporary philosophy that we are better equipped to get ever closer to Zhuangzian ethical thinking and be able to further appreciate the unique ethical dimension of the Zhuangzi.10

At this point, it seems necessary to turn to Ricoeur for his position on a broader conception of the ethical, which clearly guided his ethical inquiry into human acts of remembrance and forgetting. Ricoeur joins those who hold the primacy of ethics over morality, but with the difference that his ethical conception involves three levels, starting with a teleological level of aiming at the good life, via a deontological level of establishing norms and duties, and then returning to the level of situated practical application. The moral is therefore encompassed in the ethical through the latter’s intermediate level without being mistaken for the grounding of ethics and missing its situated applications, in a reconciliation of Aristotelian and Kantian ethics and a dialectic and comprehensiveness of the ethical.11 Although Ricoeur’s critical approach of reconciliation and moderation displays a sharp contrast with other more radical critics of modern moral philosophy, one thing is certain: Ricoeur endorses and moves along with the broad ethical perspective that they have offered and shared. This broad perspective enables his phenomenological description to be inclusive, in principle, to different types of goodness that human acts of remembrance or forgetting can aim or fail to achieve. Three levels or areas of ethical investigation are thus included in Ricoeur’s study, as mentioned above: the therapeutic/pathological level, which is basically excluded from modern moral philosophy12; the pragmatic level, which deals with the issue of individual and group’s self-identity in relation to time and otherness, is often related to metaphysics, and eludes ethical analysis in many forms of modern philosophy; and the institutional, more explicitly ethical–political level.

Of course, there could be different or even better categorizations regarding the areas or levels of ethical investigations of remembrance and forgetting, but as these three are useful expedients to start with, I will apply them, in general, to the ensuing study of Zhuangzian forgetfulness, based on my observation that they can cover a wide range of ethical analyses of forgetting and forgetfulness in the Zhuangzi. While these three areas of ethical investigation are capable of containing different types of acts of forgetting, Ricoeur’s investigation shows a surprising narrowness in his neglect of important types of positive, productive and healthy forgetting, which have not only been deemed significant by the Daoist Zhuangzi and other Chinese traditions, but also by some Western thinkers such as Nietzsche, Kierkegaard and Freud. Therefore, to overcome Ricoeur’s shortages when stepping into these three areas, I must also carry out some critical expansion, supplementation or even subversion to Ricoeur’s usages as they are necessitated by the critical examination of the content and context of Zhuangzian forgetfulness.


Notes


	Teske accepts the view that Augustine “held the Platonic doctrine of reminiscence in his early writings,” but “abandoned it in his later writings,” where he connected memory not only with the past but also with intuiting the present and anticipating the future (Teske 2001, 150–151). This observation about Augustine’s position makes a certain sense, but as Teske himself admits, “there is considerable disagreement among scholars about [Augustine’s] position at the time of the Confessions” (Ibid.). For me, Augustine’s later view is never cleared of Platonic influence although his theory about the function of memory becomes more sophisticated.

	Weinrich’s comment (after his discussion of Heidegger’s use of the Greek word aletheia, “truth”) seems fitting here:

for hundreds of years Western philosophical thought, following the Greeks, sought truth on the side of not-forgetting and thus of memory and remembrance; only in modern times has it more or less hesitantly attempted to grant forgetting a certain truth as well.

(Weinrich 2004, 4)



	Also cf. Casey 2000, 8–9; Ricoeur 2004a, 442–443.

	I am extending the Derridian term “non-philosophical site” here to include non-Western philosophy, as traditional Western philosophy would not consider Daoist thought to be philosophy. See Derrida 1984, 108.

	From those early publications that may be credited as the initiator of this new wave of study on forgetting, including Weinrich’s 2004 book (German original 1997), Augé’s 2004 book (French original 1998) and Ricoeur’s 2004 book (French original 2000), to a more recent anthology by von Sass and Zachhuber (2015b), no mentions are ever made to any non-Western tradition of forgetfulness. The notion and practice of forgetfulness held in high esteem by the Daoist tradition of the Zhuangzi and Chan/Zen Buddhism are never seriously included in contemporary Western scholars’ investigation into forgetting, even though useful materials can be found in some Western language textbooks about Asian philosophy and religion. The only short article on Zhuangzian forgetfulness that appeared in Nikulin’s 2015 anthology is Xia Chen’s, which unfortunately as an attachment to a chapter of this book, offers just a preliminary sketch on the notion of forgetfulness in the Zhuangzi. Furthermore, Chen’s article and most available examinations of Zhuangzian forgetfulness by Western scholars or overseas Chinese scholars who specialize in the study of Zhuangzian philosophy and ethics have thus far not directly connected themselves to the newest Western scholarship on human acts of forgetting. The latest example is Gad Isay’s 2022 article, which touches upon forgetfulness in the Zhuangzi in its survey of classical Chinese philosophical texts while showing insight into the ancient Chinese view on the interrelationship and mutual involvement between memory and forgetting. In spite of these shortages, the number of scholarly literature on Zhuangzian forgetting, in the English language, is still growing. For a neuro-scientific approach to Zhuangzian forgetfulness, see Kohn’s 2015 article; for a moral–psychological approach, see Fraser’s article of 2014a; for a me-ontological approach involving the ontic, ontological and cosmological dimensions of forgetting, see Chai’s 2019 book, chapter 5; for a pioneering analytic approach to the ethical dimension of Zhuangzian forgetfulness, see Cua’s article of 1977. In the midst of publishing this book, I’m happy to find that the first anthology devoted to the study of forgetting and memory in ancient China, including the Zhuangzi, has become available (Galvany 2023).

	Among three major parts and 12 chapters of Ricoeur’s Memory, History, Forgetting, only one chapter was devoted to “Forgetting,” an “all-too-brief chapter,” as Huyssen calls it (Huyssen 2005, 168). Moreover, “Although Ricoeur claims that the epilogue is a horizon of ‘forgive and forgetting’, his previous extensive account of forgetting appears to make little contribution to it.” “There are only six pages devoted to the theme of forgetting, out of an epilogue of some 50 pages” (Fiddes, 2015, 129).

	Huyssen sharply points out that this kind of “attempt to theorize forgetting, tell[s] an old story … forgetting in our post-twentieth-century world does carry a very specific burden” (Huyssen 2005, 168). Vivian also discerns that “[t]he notion that forgetting need not amount to amnesia, erasure, or loss of memory … remains conspicuously unorthodox” (Vivian 2009, 91).

	Also cf. Duffy 2009, 51–57; Hoskins 2011, 86–93.

	Later in his Memory, History, Forgetting, Ricoeur changed his position to that “one absolutely cannot speak of a duty of forgetting” (Ricoeur 2004a, 418). On another occasion, Ricoeur makes a different statement that he prefers the term “work of memory” to that of “duty to remember” (Ricoeur 2004b, 15; also cf. Junker-Kenny 2004, 28).

	Recently, to engage Daoist, and especially Zhuangzian, philosophy in contemporary ethical discourse, Hans-Georg Moeller defines Zhuangzi’s ethical thinking as “amoralist” and subsumes it under the category of “negative ethics” (Moeller 2009, 29, 35). I understand Moeller’s point that “amoral” is neither moral nor immoral; it does not simply dismiss morality. Rather, it attempts to step outside the entanglement of moral and immoral, to shed light on the limits of morality itself, and to deal with problems of life in terms of a non-moral perspective. As the ethical is not distinguished from moral, amoral in Moeller is equivalent to non-ethical, which is neither ethical nor un-ethical. It seems there are two related issues worth discussing with this categorization. First, no matter how negative in criticizing conventional ethics or the conventional way of doing ethics, it is still called a form of (negative) ethics, since it nonetheless addresses ethical concerns and issues, and has an impact on human ethical practices via negativa. Like Derrida’s deconstruction questioning Western philosophy from a non-philosophical cite, Moeller’s amoralist, Zhuangzi or others, questions ethical assumptions, distinctions or solutions from a non-ethical perspective. In my view, this non-ethical perspective is not separate from the ethical; it is nonetheless connected to the ethical, no matter how radical or wholly otherwise it may appear. It is an aporia, a path of non-path to the ethical and the paradoxicality of the ethical.
Second, as “there is never a moral perspective devoid of context” (Ibid., 31), all distrust or skeptical views of ethics—whether Zhuangzian or from others (mentioned in Moeller’s book)—have their own contexts too. They are often the distrust of certain forms of ethics, or certain ways of doing ethics, which claim their universality and exclusivity based on one particular kind of assumptions, distinctions or criteria, whether it is Confucian or from others. Zhuangzian ethical thinking does tend to expose the limitation of every fixed perspective of right and wrong. To discern the limitation, Zhuangzi puts every fixed ethical perspective in a larger context, revealing its underlying, primordial and prior conditions, which might be regarded as an outsider’s, or non-ethical (or amoral), perspective. Zhuangzi does not offer a God-perspective for ultimate ethical judgment, nor does he abolish all ethical views due to their limitedness. Instead, he recommends a dao-perspective of “going with flow” and “letting be,” which is to see each ethical perspective as it is in its limitedness, as mutually complementary with others, and to acknowledge the infinite possibilities of going beyond them, allowing the processual possibilities of endless revision or renewal of the ethical in meeting the need of life. The non-ethical perspective is necessary for disclosing the life context and the limitedness of the ethical since the ethical can never be isolated from the non-ethical or “other” aspects of life. In this sense, the non-ethical opens the ethical, offers the possibility of pulling the ethical out of its self-closure, involves an interplay with the ethical, and has a direct bearing on the ethical. I am afraid that Zhuangzi’s perspective of dao may simply not be identical to the non-ethical or amoral. The dao paradoxically re-turns to the ethical by a detour of the non-ethical. Based on this understanding, I think a broader conception of the ethical, as discussed in this section, should be able to accommodate the aspect of what Moeller terms amoral or “negative ethics.”.


	For Ricoeur’s elaboration on these three levels of the ethical, see the seventh, eighth and ninth studies of his Oneself as Another (Ricoeur 1992, 169–296) with short formulations, especially on pages 170–171 and 290–291; and his “Ethics and Human Capability: A Response” (Ricoeur 2002, 285–289). Also cf. Bourgeois 2001, chapters 10 and 11; Dallmayr 2002, 214–220.

	Nussbaum’s comparison of the Hellenistic schools and contemporary Western moral philosophy regarding therapeutic issues might be relevant here: “[T]he conception of moral inquiry as therapeutic leads the Hellenistic schools to a rich exploration of an element in ethics that contemporary moral theory has less often made central” (Nussbaum 1994, 488).




2 Therapeutic forgetting in the Zhuangzi
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2.1 Freud on therapeutic forgetting

In his investigation of the misuse or lack of memory at the therapeutic–pathological level, Ricoeur concentrates on the problematic of blocked or wounded memory by utilizing Freud’s psychoanalytic perspective. According to Freud, the repression of past traumatic experiences and memories at the unconscious level is the cause of the persistence of trauma and the further loss of psychic health. Ricoeur assimilates Freud’s interpretation of cathartic treatment as memory’s “working through,” and integrates it into his formulation of the positive “work of memory” (Ricoeur 1999b, 7; 2004a, 71; Freud 1958, 155). Ricoeur then extends this discussion of blocked memory to the discussion of forgetting without much further work (Ricoeur 2004a, 444–447), since obviously blocking a memory is an act of motivated forgetting even if it happens at an individual’s mental–psychological level. From a medical and broad ethical perspective, it is counter-productive and damages an individual human’s health and well-being. So, this is a kind of negative, pathological forgetting and needs to be treated and overcome by remembrance in a therapeutic process.

What Ricoeur seems not to realize is that while Freud’s contribution to the cathartic treatment and the diagnosis of pathological forgetting or repressed memory as the cause of neurosis and psychosis is well known, Freud nonetheless acknowledges the positive role forgetting can play in therapeutic practice (cf. Volf 2006, 153–157). As Freud states:


[A] person’s memory of a humiliation is corrected by his putting the facts right, by considering his own worth, etc. In this way a normal person is able to bring about the disappearance of the accompanying affect through the process of association.

To this we must add the general effacement of impressions, the fading of memories which we name “forgetting” and which wears away those ideas in particular that are no longer affectively operative.

(Freud and Breuer 1955, 9)


Clearly, forgetting can do more than an unfavorable repression of memory. Forgetting as a therapeutic strategy is also more than just passive “fading” of negative memories. It is closely intertwined with other methods of mental adjustment such as “putting the facts right,” considering one’s own worth, etc., in the Freudian process of “association” (i.e., referring to the isolated idea or mental state back to other elements in reality or situation).1 Freud mentions several times how his therapeutic procedure endeavors to “get rid of” pathological (or tormenting) memories day by day until their accessible stock is “exhausted” in patients (Freud and Breuer 1955, 90); or to stop their “cling[ing] to them emotionally,” and “get free of the past” (Freud 1957, 17). One of Freud’s most explicit descriptions of his use of forgetting for therapeutic purposes can be read from the following case:


I made it impossible for her to see any of these melancholy things again, not only by wiping out her memories of them in their plastic form but by removing her whole recollection of them, as though they had never been present in her mind.

(Freud and Breuer 1955, 61; italic original)


It could be derived from these descriptions that forgetfulness—such a state of mind—is what Freud wants his patients to attain in freeing them from their “fixation of mental life to pathogenic traumas” (Freud 1957, 17).

Unfortunately, Freud’s insight into the positive use of therapeutic forgetting is pretty much neglected or marginalized by mainstream scholarship, as in the case of Ricoeur and some others,2 partially due to the overwhelming influence of Freud’s discovery on the pathological source of forgetting and the success of cathartic treatment in the therapeutic practice of the 20th century in the West. Weinrich, at the end of his brief survey of the mainstream understanding of the Freudian notion of forgetting, proposes a distinction between “unpacified forgetting” (forgetting before psychoanalytic treatment) and “pacified forgetting” (forgetting after it), implicit in Freudian theory, to illustrate “a certain paradox in the Freudian art of forgetting” (Weinrich 2004, 136). This point makes some good sense and is open to the reinvestigation of the positive role of forgetting in Freud, which is absent from Ricoeur’s reading of Freud on forgetting, but it lacks the details that we have discussed above.


2.2 Analyses of textual materials about therapeutic forgetting in the Zhuangzi

For rich resources to the use of therapeutic forgetting, we must not forget to look, beyond Western traditions, into the Daoist tradition of the Zhuangzi. The Zhuangzi involves many therapeutic stories and narratives. Although these stories and narratives are far from the clinical records made by therapists on treating their patients or clients in any modern sense, they symbolize an ancient ideal of therapeutic counseling supposed to be practiced between Daoist sages and ordinary patients or students who seek advice from the former. By writing down these narratives, the authors of the Zhuangzi tend to share their therapeutic models, perspectives and experiences with a wide range of readers or hearers whose therapeutic practices may benefit from them, and whose living may be inspired by the Zhuangzian ethical goal of “nourishing life (yangsheng 養生)” and “rambling (xiaoyao you 逍遙遊)” throughout the life-world. The form of story-telling, use of gripping examples or appeal to readers/hearers’ imagination—all represent a “more complicated and indirect, more psychologically engaging” strategy than that of conventional, direct argument or abstract exposition, which “does little to engage the ordinary hearer, or to probe into and alter the hearer’s life.”3 Although the communicative and other practical functions of any story-telling require the reader/hearer’s capability of remembering, among therapeutic stories and narratives of the Zhuangzi, “forgetting” is a reiterated and prominent theme.

One of the typical therapeutic stories of the Zhuangzi introduces “forgetting” as one of the necessary methods to deal with anxiety when carrying a difficult task (9/4/35–10/4/44).4 Zigao, the Duke of She, is assigned a diplomatic mission by the King of Chu to the powerful state of Qi. Facing responsibility, uncertainty and otherness of things and people there, Zigao becomes very anxious. He remembers what “Confucius” (the pseudo name for the Daoist sage) once told him about the common plight of handling human affairs: if one fails one’s plan or task, there will surely be trouble from the way people react or make judgment in terms of conventional standards; if one succeeds, there will surely be trouble from the imbalance of yin and yang (after stressful work). Whether succeeding or not, both seem a case of loss to a personal self. Only a person of the highest efficacy or virtuosity (de 德), according to “Confucius,” would escape these suffering consequences (cf. Mair 1994, 33; Graham 1981/2001, 70). As Zigao links his particular situation with these general cautions, just within the same day of receiving his assignment, Zigao felt some sort of fever in his body, signifying that his anxiety had already begun to trouble his health even before his mission started, let alone the eventual failure of the mission inevitably causing people’s negative reaction or judgment. He realizes that these two kinds of suffering consequences are too much for him to cope with. So, he asks “Confucius” for advice.

The key advice that Zigao obtains follows Confucius’ mentioning to him two cases of “inevitable (budeyi 不得已)” conditions for individual human lives in general: one is a child’s love of his parents, the other a minister’s service as a duty to his ruler. As a member of a family and a political society, these (love and duty) are great constraints (dajie 大戒) or commandments that one cannot escape in everyday life (cf. Ziporyn 2009, 28; Graham, ibid). The Zhuangzian counseling through the mouth of Confucius then focuses on the following aspects:


To be at peace with wherever you may have to go to serve your parents is perfect filial piety (xiao 孝), and to be at peace with whatever you may have to do in serving your boss is complete loyalty (zhong 忠). In attending your own mind, do not let sorrow or joy easily influence you; and having understood that there are things you can do nothing about, be at peace with them as accepting your destiny—this is the culmination of virtuosity (de 德). Being a son or a minister, there will inevitably be things you cannot avoid having to do. Carry out your task at hand according to circumstances and forget about your own person. Then you will have even no leisure to indulge in life or abhor death. That would make this mission of yours quite doable!

(10/4/41–44; modified to Ziporyn 2009, 28 and Mair 1994, 34)


First of all, this Zhuangzian advice shows that it does not propose something so radical as to abandon or simply condemn social duties and moral values such as those often promoted by Confucianism. That is not a starting point for Zhuangzian ethical discourse in this highly representative case. On the one hand, the Zhuangzian sage calls on acknowledging and working within, social constraints. On the other hand, the Zhuangzian ethical orientation is not simply toward what to do or act ethically but more significantly toward how to do or act ethically.5 Out of these two basic concerns, the first thing the Zhuangzian sage recommends is to adjust Zigao’s, and in general each agent’s, attitude or mindset toward what one has to do, namely, toward what constraints or conditions the ethical agent or subject. Understanding and accepting what one has to do as what is inevitable, or as constraints of ethical life, would help make a person more open to, or readier to deal with and concentrate on, concrete and fleeting life-circumstances. It aids in avoiding being consumed by the nonviable obsession with one’s controlling plan, with likes and dislikes one has prioritized, or being overtaken by resulting emotions such as sorrow and joy. The story has indicated that as an assignment that Zigao could not possibly reject within its social/temporal context, the uncertainty and otherness of the situation, and its challenge presented to his function as an agent, is exactly what Zigao is unprepared for and worries, which becomes the source of his anxiety and affliction. The Zhuangzian counseling suggests transforming Zigao’s state of mind from reluctance to acceptance, from ignorance of constraints to acknowledging them, and from anxiety to responsiveness. It recommends a shift of his focus from his affective reaction to what is inevitable or beyond his control to an open and unobstructed functioning of his agency in dealing with constraints and relationalities, or to how he can do about more concretely and efficaciously in carrying out his task (cf. Fraser 2011, 102). It is within this context that the theme of forgetting is brought up.

The Chinese phrase “wang qi shen (忘其身),” translated to English either as “forget about your own person,” as “forget about your own existence,” or simply as “forget about yourself” in this context, is a version of the Zhuangzian notion of “forget about oneself (wangji 忘己)” closely associated with some other expressions such as “being without the sense of oneself (wuji 無己)” and “losing oneself (sangwo 喪我)” in the Zhuangzi.6 The meaning of forgetting about oneself, being without the sense of oneself, or losing oneself as the act of letting-go of fixed self-identity and the overturning of the privileging of oneself over others will be examined in detail in the next chapter on Zhuangzian forgetting that deals with the issue of identity in relation to time and otherness. Although there will be certain strands running through the current and next chapters, here in the therapeutic context of forgetting, the phrase “forget about your own person” primarily refers to “forgetting” as an attitude or disposition toward, or a capacity for handling, the person’s emotions and feelings. What one ought to forget target either directly or indirectly at these emotions and feelings, such as joy/sorrow, passion/hatred and personal likes/dislikes, including the worries about one’s success/failure, even about one’s life/death,7 in negotiation with challenging situations. One should forget about these emotions to the extent that their influence would be temporarily suspended or bracketed,8 and they would not be allowed to impede the effective functioning of the person’s mind as a relational agency for the good so that the person can concentrate on being responsive to flowing circumstances and achieving efficacy.

The essential meanings of the Chinese verb “wang” (忘 forget) in this usage are more than just losing memory or “do not remember.” They in fact involve the meanings of “to leave behind,” “to cast aside” (yiqi 遺棄 or sheqi 捨棄), “to disregard,” “to cease to think back of” or “to detach oneself from” (bu gunian 不顧念).9 One of the most illustrative examples is the metaphorical expression “forget liver and gall, cast aside eyes and ears” in chapter 6 of the Zhuangzi, where the author notably uses the character “yi 遺 (cast aside)” as the parallel and synonym to the word “wang 忘 (forget)” (18/6/69, Watson 1968, 87).10 It causes no difficulty for us to see that these Chinese meanings of wang 忘 correspond to two of the important meanings and usages of the English verb “forget”—“[t]o cease or omit to think of, let slip out of the mind, leave out of sight, take no note of” and “[t]o neglect willfully, take no thought of, disregard.” The Zhuangzian usage is also closer to the modern colloquial meaning and usage of the English phrase “forget about it” as “don’t let it trouble you,”11 or as “to let it go.” One can take another passage from Chapter 6 of the Zhuangzi:


The Genuine Human Beings of ancient times did not know how to delight in being alive or to hate death…. They neither remembered where they came from nor asked where they would go. Receiving life, they might be pleased; forgot all about it while giving it back.12

(15/6/7–9)


It is quite clear that the emphasis of the whole passage on “forgetting” here means to leave behind, let go or disregard the emotion of either delight or hatred toward the otherness and change between life and death or beginning and end.

Some other passages and stories of the Zhuangzi help to further demonstrate the therapeutic nature and function of this Zhuangzian forgetfulness of emotions, even though they may not directly use the term “forgetting.” These passages and stories guide readers to the same mental state of non-foreclosure and responsiveness to otherness and change, as those being highlighted under the theme of forgetfulness of emotions. One story tells how aging Ziyu fell ill, while “his mind was relaxed and unbothered” (Ziporyn 2009, 45). His friend Zisi went to visit him and asked him: “Do you resent it?” He replied with the following remarks:


No, why should I resent it?… Gain is a matter of the opportune moment, loss a matter of flowing along. Be at peace with the moment and dwell in the flow, allowing no sorrow or delight to enter [or affect us]. This is what in ancient times was called “release from bonds”. Those who are unable to win release for themselves are bound by things.

(17/6/50–53; cf. Mair 1994, 58 and Fraser 2011, 101)


As one can see, “allowing no sorrow or delight to enter [or affect us]” strongly resonates with the advice—“do not let sorrow or joy easily influence you”—offered in the aforementioned story about Zigao, which expresses one of the central concerns of Zhuangzian therapeutic forgetting. A crucial element reiterated here is the importance of being not troubled and foreclosed by emotions, or by emotional attachments to things, which are realized as a form of self-centeredness, blindness and incapability of moving along with the flow of life.

The term “not to enter (buru 不入)” used in this and other passages13 seems ambiguous about whether emotions are ever allowed to occur in terms of Zhuangzian perspective. However, in one story, the issue of whether human beings can have no emotions at all is clarified. Answering Huizi’s question of how a person can really be without feelings, Zhuangzi points out:


When I talk about having no feelings, I mean that a person doesn’t allow preference/fondness or aversion to get in and do him or her harm. He or she just lets things be the way they are and doesn’t try to add anything to the process of life.

(15/5/57–58; Watson 1968, 75–76, modified)


In a similar vein, the story about Mengsun Cai admires Cai for the reason that “his physical form may meet with shocks but this does not harm his mind,” and that “his life is to him like a morning’s lodging but this does not exhaust his refined vital energy [or essence]” (18/6/79).14 This Zhuangzian instruction on letting go of emotions rather than forbidding them is further supported by the well-known story of how Zhuangzi reacts to his wife’s death. The story admits that at the beginning just like any other ordinary person, Zhuangzi cannot help grieving for his loss, but once he places this seemingly isolated event of death in the larger context of universal change and transformation (to some extent analogous to Freud’s method of “association”) and to understand it as the inevitable otherness and temporization inherent in the process of existence, his sadness is stopped to influence him. He is able to beat a basin and sing at home as if he has forgotten her death although the narrator does not use the word “forgetting” in this story (46/18/15–19; Mair 1994, 168–169).15

Allowing no emotions to “enter” is therefore not tantamount to allowing no emotions to ever “occur,” “emerge” or “arise.” If we connect this advice of “allowing no emotions to enter” to other central Zhuangzian notions such as “nourishing what is central [to life or vitality] (yangzhong 養中)” (10/4/53) and avoiding to “shatter harmony (huahe 滑和)” (14/5/45), it would be very evident that in the Zhuangzian context, allowing no emotions to enter means to let no emotions upset or inflame one’s heart/mind (chest), causing their dominance over one’s person. It prevents them from forming the distorted basis for a foreclosed self and resulting judgments on others, impairing harmony and balance in mutual exchanges of internal/external and damaging the vital energy (qi 氣), its essence (jing 精) and spirit (shen 神). To forget, disregard or let go of, emotions is to minimize, marginalize or suspend these impacts of emotions on the openness of one’s heart/mind in the encounter with otherness, which is the pre-condition for a responsive and effective operation of the heart/mind. This is the essential meaning of allowing no emotions to enter (buru) as well as being forgetful of emotions. The Zhuangzian notion of the fasting of the heart/mind (xinzhai 心齋) points likewise to this state of forgetfulness as the emptiness (xu 虛) of the heart/mind that is free from being occupied with emotions including quasi-emotional states of preference/aversion,16 and capable of awaiting different upcoming things in order to respond to them efficaciously (xu er daiwu 虛而待物, 9/4/27–28). It makes the heart/mind operate like a mirror (yongxin ruojing 用心若鏡), being always responsive to things of alterity but not retaining or enclosing them inside itself and therefore being able to always go through and beyond any limited/particular things (in handling them) without harming oneself (shengwu er bushang 勝物而不傷, 21/7/32–33, cf. Ziporyn 2009, 54).


2.3 The ethical dimension of Zhuangzian therapeutic forgetting

Based on the above readings of these textual materials and our contextual analyses, the ethical meanings of therapeutic forgetting in the Zhuangzi are highly discernable and can be summarized as follows.

First, forgetting aims at releasing or preventing individual persons from damages caused by obstructive emotions to individual psycho-physiological health, well-being and its renewing process. Forgetting is a method for healing and surviving. It recommends the practice and cultivation of the capacity to forget and let go of emotions, which belongs to a kind of motivated forgetting, and involves the effort of “remembering to forget,” the shift of attitudes and mindsets, and other methods of associative adjustment. However, forgetfulness is also a characterization of the ideal state of a healthy and well-functioning heart/mind being not only able to survive in encountering changes in one’s life but also capable of sustaining the good of life throughout varied situations. After achieving such a state via persistent practice and cultivation, forgetting becomes habitual and spontaneous and keeps a person from afflictions of emotional attachment.17 The harmonious flow of vital energy (qi), the absence or removal of internal impeding obstacles, the constant openness of the heart/mind (emptiness) and the capacity of equanimity and responsiveness are essential elements deeply rooted in the Zhuangzian notion of health.

This vision of psycho-physiological health is an integral part of the Zhuangzian conception of the good life and of the wider ethical aim of “nourishing life” and “rambling” throughout the life-world, a Zhuangzian version of eudaimonia—the achievement of human flourishing by following the dao.18 The dao is not an external agency to human health and well-being. Rather, it is the inherent source of the latter. In this sense, the Zhuangzian therapeutic forgetting can be characterized as a distinctive form of self-healing through a paradoxical self-emptying and self-attunement based upon one’s existential potentiality realized in the encounter with otherness. As far as the main function of this self-healing is concerned, it succeeds by breaking self-enclosure and gaining the freedom of the heart/mind from the captivity of affective reactions. As far as its unique approach is concerned, it does not rely on any external provider (such as a therapist or healing master) but acknowledges the usefulness of the latter only on the condition that it can help to arouse the inner power of each human individual by stimulating the alteration of the various unhealthy or imbalanced ways of life. In other words, the power of healing, to a large extent, lies within each human being, within its psychosomatic and relational existence itself, and is determined by the personal relationship with the dao or the balance of nature. Zhuangzians believe that nature heals, but this nature (or tian 天) is inside each of us. Through sharing their experience of the dao, of attunement, with the students or patients, the Zhuangzian sages aim to prompt each individual’s own effort and cultivation of forgetting as one of the effective means to attain health and well-being.19 By appealing to the inner power of healing, this Zhuangzian approach offers a more patient-centered and potentiality-targeted alternative to modern Western pharmaceutical, drug-reliant or therapist-centered forms of healing, which can lend a hand to overcoming the negative consequences of the latter.20

Second, one of the meanings of this Zhuangzian vision of psycho-physiological health lies in achieving human thriving by dwelling on the flow of life situations, or in contemporary terms, on the ever-renewing encounter with otherness. In the Zhuangzian vision, psycho-physiological health is in itself an end for the good life, and is not seen as having only instrumental values. This attitude is surprisingly similar to Kant’s famous second formula of the categorical imperative that humanity, whether in one’s own person or in others, must always be seen as an “end in itself,” “never merely as a means” (Kant 2012, 40; italic original). Kant suggests that the existence of any human person, including its self-preservation and bodily well-being, is in itself an end, has its own worth, cannot be “traded off against, or compensated for or replaced by any other value” (Wood 1999, 115–116). In this respect, the Zhuangzi would agree with Kant. One of the major commentators of the Zhuangzi, Cheng Xuangying 成玄英, once summarizes the Zhuangzian manner of helping others as “not having to serve others by sacrificing one’s own life or existence” (buyong sheji xiaoren 不用捨己效人; Guo 1961, 623). I believe this is also implied in Kant’s formula. However, the Zhuangzi’s holistic view does not share Kant’s rationality-centric approach to the human nature of pure reason, nor does it rely on any universally applicable law irrelevant to empirical or subjective situations.21 Moreover, the Zhuangzian psycho-physiological health is based neither on the opposition of rational/sensible, nor on modern Western body-mind dualism. The function of the Zhuangzian embodied heart/mind and its vital energy (qi 氣), in a certain way, more resembles Merleau-Ponty’s “body schema”—an embodied ability to act in a particular situation—and Husserl’s ego-subject in a “living body,” which is situated in the life-world and co-exits through empathy with others (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 143; Hale 2019, 295; Husserl 1970, 107, 255; Murray and Holmes 2014, 20).22 It requires that psycho-physiological health is achieved not through isolation from human existential situations and human activities of adaptation and attunement. Acknowledging human limitedness and contingency in a constantly flowing universe, accepting the basic condition and constraints of life and avoiding affective reaction to what is beyond individual human control, is the lesson of the dao and the backbone of psycho-physiological health. Along these lines, the Zhuangzian therapeutic forgetting facilitates an ethical move from an obstructed heart/mind to a responsive and adaptive agent by realizing the shaping structure of relationality and makes ethical agency more effective in implementing tasks such as those demanded by love and duty.

This second point leads us to a deeper question about how the Zhuangzi comes to grips with the underlying conditions for the goodness of forgetting-about-emotions in regard to personal flourishing. The awareness of such conditions is reflected in its existential–phenomenological depiction of the flow of human emotions and lives, together with myriad things (wuhua 物化) in the universe. If there is any “ontology of emotion” in the Zhuangzi,23 it is first and foremost the ontology or primordial structure of the processual change and flux of myriad things in the universe, and only in such a large context is emotion acquired some of its most significant characterizations by the Zhuangzi.

The perspective of the dao in the Zhuangzi involves the understanding of the universe as an open-ended field and process for the otherness, change and transformation of myriad things. As the spacing condition, the universe provides boundless room for myriad different things to be, without interfering with their being or claiming its ownership. One of the best depictions of such a spacing condition of letting-things-be can be seen in the Zhuangzian metaphor of “the piping of heaven (tianlai 天籟),” which allows myriad different sounds to be blown out by the wind and co-exist simultaneously in their own ways (3/2/8–9). However, one of the Zhuangzi’s remarkable contributions to Daoist philosophy is its accentuation on temporality and temporization as the existential structure and primordial condition for all things and beings, and on the intrinsic inseparableness of letting-be, time and otherness. The perpetual otherness, change and transformation of all things (wanhua er weishi youji 萬化爾未始有極, 16/6/27) is possible because of the unending time and temporization. Nothing can escape or be cut off from this all-encompassing condition; myriad different things are coming into being from non-being and returning to the latter within the framework, or the horizon, of this perpetual temporality and temporization. In chapter 17 “Autumn Floods” we read: “The years cannot be held off; time cannot be stopped. … The life of things is a gallop, a headlong dash—with every movement they alter, with every moment they shift” (44/17/45–47; Watson 1968, 182). There is no cessation to the change of things, to the differentiation of lots, to the uncertainty of beginning and end, just as there is no stopping of time (42/17/15). This open-ended temporizing process of all things, as an underlying condition, ever renews itself through its own perpetuality that is the dao, the way-making of the universe. The dao reconciles and harmonizes not only spacing and temporizing, letting-things-come and letting-things-go (the latter as both the absence of, and the potential for, being) but also the perpetuality of temporality and the temporality of perpetuality, without being partial. Temporality is somehow transcended by the infinite or limitless emergence and transformation of the limited. Temporality is constitutive of perpetuality, but perpetuality nonetheless transcends, in its unendingness, any particular limitedness by paradoxically renewing and extending this limitedness of things to the infinite. In this way, temporality and perpetuality, the finite and infinite, the limited and limitless, are synthesized by the dao. The human preference for the presence of certain things, the foreclosure to otherness, the desire for not-letting-things-go, and its resulting assertion on hierarchies of right/wrong, in a fundamental way run against this perpetual temporizing process, against the primordial structure of all existence and life, and therefore against the dao.

For Zhuangzian sages, to understand this temporizing process, the process of encounter-with-otherness, is to understand the condition of possibilities for human flourishing, which in turn provides insights into guiding human actions including handling human emotions for the efficacy of a relational human agency. The Zhuangzian advice on handling emotions never deviates but is derived directly, from this deep appreciation of the overarching temporal condition of all existence and from its grasp of the possibilities for human flourishing. Here are two prominent passages on the temporal feature of human emotions from the Zhuangzi:


Pleasure and anger; sorrow and joy; worry and regret… These are all like musical sounds from empty tubes, like fungi produced from mere vapors – day and night they replace each other before us, no one knows where they sprout from.

(4/2/13–14; Mair 1994, 13, modified; also cf. Watson 1968, 38)



Our joy has not ended when grief comes trailing it. We have no way to bar the arrival of grief and joy, no way to prevent them from departing. How sad that the people of the world are only inns for things!

(60–61/22/81–82; synthesized from Watson 1968, 247 and Mair 1994, 222)


These passages convey an essential point of the Zhuangzi that emotions are intrinsically temporal: they are busy arriving and departing from time to time; while their occurrences may have some patterns, their otherness, transience and change, triggered by fleeting situations, is certain and beyond human control in general, just as all things of transience and change in the nature or universe always are. To halt or even exterminate the occurrence of emotions does not positively respond to the temporal nature and reality of emotions, nor does letting emotions to “lodge” in or occupy the space of one’s heart/mind. The Zhuangzi, instead, speaks favorably of a sage’s capacity like this: “his mind is forgetful, his visage calm, his forehead broad … his joy and anger go with the four seasons. He is compatible with all things but no one knows his limits” (15/6/10–11; cf. Mair 1994, 52; Watson 1968, 78). By showing such an openness to, and a willingness to go along with, the otherness and drift of emotions, the Zhunagzian sage is rather closer to Lacan than to Freud in avoiding a return to self-enclosure and illusory self-mastery under the name of normalization or successfulness.24 To note this difference of Zhuangzian therapy from Freudian or other conventional therapies in the West is crucial, as we come to conclude this study for the ethical dimension of Zhuangzian therapy. Again, the recommended ethical and practical stance toward emotions and their otherness, exemplified by the Zhuangzian sage in these passages, is to forget, or let go of, emotions, rather than keeping and installing them in the heart/mind or being overwhelmed by them. However, the key idea is clearer now that emotions, like the four seasons and all other transient things, are forever coming and going. To let them go is to be in tune with the original flowing nature of emotion and all things, to move along with, rather than running against, their temporality, transience and otherness, and thereby to achieve the renewable good for nourishing life. This achievement is obtained through constant changes, including the change of oneself, rather than a delusive, totally controllable stay outside of them.

In this respect, one might see, within the Zhuangzian ethical dimension of therapy, a naturalistic constraint on what is healthy. Being healthy is related to, or constrained by, following or realizing one’s own heavenly nature or one’s unique natural endowment. A therapeutic reading of the story in chapter 7 of the Zhuangzi indicates that the Emperors Shu and Hu’s neglect of Emperor Hundun’s natural appearance due to its lack of conventionally formed organs eventually causes the latter’s death when they impose an unnatural procedure to dig holes into his face. The story suggests that they should accept Hundun’s natural appearance and forget their fixed standard and resultant embarrassment (21/7/33–35), which is the source of their detrimental act. The prominent commentator Guo Xiang once wrote: any form of help should follow the direction of “letting all things [including both the agent and the patient] realize what they cherish (shi wuzhisuohuai gedezijin ye 使物之所懷各得自盡也; Guo 1961, 396)” in the sense of complying with their nature. Thus, a therapist or agent, according to the Zhuangzi, must avoid imposing any pre-conception or criterium about what is healthy on a patient and his/her situation. This naturalistic constraint indeed grounds the patient-centered approach for Zhuangzian therapy by asking one to carefully observe and follow the unique nature and singular situation of each patient. It has a direct bearing on the ethical dimension of therapy, which sees therapeutic assistance as a response and service to the other, while also going beyond the sphere of healing. I will come back to the issue of patient-centeredness in the context of asymmetrical self-other relationship in Chapter 7 of this book.

In sum, the phenomenological depiction of temporality and temporization, and the thrust of dwelling on and harmonizing with the flow and otherness of things and existence, provide a solid footing for the Zhuangzian notion of forgetting or letting go of emotions. This connection reminds us of the close relationship of Zhuangzian therapeutic forgetting with its wider ethical aim of wandering in the infinite universe. Both embody the Zhuangzian conception of the good life as being constantly achievable and renewable through moving along with the perpetual change of temporal things, or by unimpededly responding to and working with things of temporality and contingency. All things “under heaven” are limited, but the followers of the dao comprehend the limitless emergence and transformation of limited things and therefore do not hold fast to their limitedness. In this way, they can “leap into the boundless,” and make it their home (7/2/92; Watson 1968, 49). It is true that “easy wandering” is not just an ideal, but also a guide for action and a mode of activities. However, in order to act in wandering, the wanderer must have a mind of wandering (youxin 游心, 10/4/53) or be capable of letting the mind wander in the first place, namely, the capacity to wander through the ever-renewing and infinite world of limited things/beings with diverse otherness. It is for cultivating this mind of wandering that the Zhuangzi puts forward a series of methods or practices, which include emptying the heart/mind, using the mind as a mirror, being always responsive and adaptive to emerging things or others, and being forgetful, as we have examined above. The therapeutic forgetting as such is integral to the central ethical inquiry into the mode of “easy wandering” in the Zhuangzi, and especially contributes to the cultivation of the heart/mind that welcomes incessant moving along with otherness and enables the person to always wander.25 This final point suggests the view that a person of wandering is a decentered oneself, a non-self-centric person or a relational agent, to which my next chapter on Zhuangzian forgetting will turn.


Notes


	For the Freudian concept of “association,” see Laplanche and Pontalis 1988, 41.

	Also cf. Boothe 2015 for his discussion of forgetting and repression from a mainstream Freudian psychoanalytic perspective.

	See  Nussbaum 1994, 34–35. Although she is discussing the linguistic style of the Hellenistic therapeutic philosophy, what she describes is similar to the style of Zhuangzian therapeutic philosophy as we briefly mention it here. For a more detailed study of the linguistic strategy of the Zhuangzi, see Wang 2003, chapter 9.

	Otherwise indicated, all citations of the Zhuangzi in this book are from Zhuangzi Yinde 莊子引得: A Concordance to Chuang Tzu. Following the Yenching convention, all citations include the page, chapter and line numbers from the left to the right. English translations are mine unless the translators or consulted sources of translation are specified. About the authorship of the Zhuangzi, I am quite convinced by Esther Klein’s, among others, strong arguments against the traditional identification of Zhuangzi’s single authorship for the Inner Chapters and its privileging of the Inner Chapters over the Outer and Miscellaneous Chapters. I therefore, in this book, take a more open and inclusive attitude toward the anthology of the Zhuangzi as a whole, quoting textual materials based on their conceptual consistency or mutual complementarity, and referring to the thought or authors of the anthology Zhuangzi rather than to the single author Zhuangzi or being only limited to the Inner Chapters. See Klein 2018.

	Readers might think that here my distinguishing of what to act and how to act ethically in my interpretation of this episode is somehow under the influence of Ryle’s famous distinction between “knowing that” and “knowing how” (Ryle 2009, 16–20), which has been borrowed widely by scholars of the Zhuangzi, such as Arthur Danto, A. C. Graham, Ivanhoe, Yearley and Huang (see Huang 2010b, 1064). Among them, Huang offers more critical comments on Ryle’s approach and integrates the “knowing how” with its dispositional dimension in interpreting the Zhuangzi. Since the information about the distinction is widely available, I do not need to repeat the details. I would simply point out that some other philosophers’ distinctions in a broad sense may also influence my distinguishing of how from what or that. For example, Levinas’s distinction between the said and the saying, which, in my view, is another way of distinguishing how from what or that, namely, how to act in singular situations rather than following what is generally known or fixed (in an ethical rather than just linguistic sense). See Levinas 1985, 88. Kierkegaard elaborates on a similar point that as far as the communication in the ethico-religious realm of human life is concerned, or the human subject or agent is concerned, it is important to know that “subjectively the emphasis is on how it is said” rather than that “objectively emphasis is on what is said” (Kierkegaard 1992, 202, italic and bold printing original). Also cf. Wang 2003, 135.

	I have observed Deborah Sommer’s examination of how the Chinese character ji 己 differs from other terms for self, person or body, including shen 身, in early Chinese texts in her 2012 article. As Sommer indicates, “a shen 身 body,” or an embodied self, “is cultivated and is a site of family and social identity.” “[T]he character ji often appeared in passages alongside these other terms, but it seemed to be less embodied” (Sommer 2012, 18). “The shen body is a physical, psycho-physical, and social living entity that is the site of clan and social status” (Ibid., 26). These analyses underscore the subtle differences between the usages of these related terms. However, Sommer further points out that in the texts of Analects, Xunzi and Mencius, “ji and shen are occasionally interchangeable with one another” (Ibid., 36). I would add that this interchangeability can be applied to the passages of the Zhuangzi too, including the one we are discussing.
Based on her examination of early Confucian texts, Sommer states: “The ji self may be described as a proprietary field of one’s-own-ness. It is the sum total of what belongs to one’s-own-self as opposed to what belongs to other selves, and it is a site of ownership, worth, possession, or at its worst, hoarding. It can also be associated with things or attributes one would like to possess one’s self.” (Ibid., 38) This conception of oneself is strongly challenged by the Zhuangzi, as Sommer’s survey of passages of the Zhuangzi in her article also acknowledges. Different from Sommer’s linguistic-textual focus, the distinctive Zhuangzian critique on “one’s-own-ness” will be philosophically investigated and highlighted in the ensuing chapter’s exploration of the meanings of Zhuangzian forgetfulness of oneself.


	For the scope of emotion, I agree with Nussbaum that it is a “genus of which grief, fear, love, joy, hope, anger, gratitude, hatred, envy, jealousy, pity, guilt, and other relatives are the species” (Nussbaum 2004, 186).

	This is not to obliterate, erase, delete or blot out emotions, their memories and their impacts; the difference is discussed with the nature of forgetting as disregard or temporarily covering up involved in acts of forgiveness by Margalit’s 2002 book in chapter 6.

	See the meanings of “yiqi,” “sheqi,” and “bu gunian” in the multiple ancient usages of entry “wang 忘” in Hanyu Dacidian, vol. 2; Hanyu Dazidian, vol. 4. Although the entry’s examples of usage are not limited to the text Zhuangzi, I find these meanings comparable to, and illustrative of, many uses of wang in the Zhuangzi.

	Cheng Xuanying 成玄英 simply interprets “yi 遺” in this sentence as forgetting (Guo 1961, 270). Mair follows Cheng closely in his translation (Mair 1994, 61).

	See The Oxford English Dictionary, entry “forget, v.”.

	My translation is based on Wang Shumin’s exegesis on the second sentence of my quote from the original Chinese text, in which the word “wang 忘” is replaced with “zhi 志 (remember)” as exchangeable usage but being more suitable to the context (Wang 1988, vol. 1, 211; cf. Liu and Chew 2019, 84). For the contrast of mine to Ziporyn’s translation, see Ziporyn 2009, 40.

	The expression of “not to enter” can be found in some more metaphorical phrases in the text, such as those of allowing no emotions “to enter the Spirit Storehouse (ruyu lingfu 入於靈府)” (14/5/45), “to enter the chest (ruyu xiongci 入於胸次; ruhu qi xiongzhong 入乎其胸中” (55/21/32; 48/19/13–14), “to stir up the chest (dang xiongzhong 盪胸中” (64/23/69) and so on. As for the emotions that are not allowed to enter, the text includes pleasure (xi 喜), anger (nu 怒), sorrow (ai 哀), joy (le 樂), regret (tan 嘆), shock and fear (jingju 驚懼), anxiety and worry (youhuan 憂患), preference/fondness and aversion (haowu 好惡 or wuyu 惡欲) and so on. See Zhuangzi Yinde 4/2/13, 55/21/32, 48/19/13–14, 40/15/9, 15/5/57–58, 64/23/68.

	I use Ziporyn’s translation, with my modification based on Wang Shumin’s exegesis on the second sentence of my quote from the original Chinese text, and the similar exegesis by Chen Guying, both showing the plausibility of replacing “wuqingsi 無情死” with “wuhaojing 無耗精.” See Ziporyn 2009, 48; Mair 1994, 62; Wang 1988, vol. 1, 260–262; Chen 1990, 199–200.

	Against Fraser’s view that this story is a case of not fully mastering one’s emotion since Zhuangzi “first allows grief to ‘enter,’ and only later recovers” (Fraser 2011, 109), I would argue that the story shows that Zhuangzi succeeds in not allowing the emotion to enter his heart/mind and do harm to him. In addition, resilience and virtuosity do not necessarily conflict with each other. However, I agree with Fraser that there are diverse theoretical elements presented in different passages of the Zhuangzi, and that the radical view of the sage as having no emotions whatsoever “is too implausible” (Ibid., 108–109). I also think that the radical view is less prominent in the Zhuangzi than the one I presented here. Liu and Chew in their recent article propose a dynamic model for understanding Zhuangzian forgetfulness of emotions, which allows “the vacillation of the activity of mind between the state with and without emotions” (Liu and Chew 2019, 89). Their interpretation helps to modify our impression from those passages that describe the sage who has attained the state of forgetfulness as having no emotions whatsoever. In my view, “being forgetful of emotions” presupposes the occurrence of emotions in the first place. After going through the process and cultivation of forgetting, one is then able to act without the dominance of emotions; once the person acquires this high capacity of forgetfulness, as a person of de, emotions can possibly be minimized, marginalized or suspended. However, it does not mean that emotions would never occur when a sage engages him- or herself in the everyday world.

	In the text of the Zhuangzi, the Chinese words “haowu” or “wuyu” (cf. note 13 above), translated as like/dislike, preference/aversion or passion/hatred, are sometimes co-listed with other emotions/feelings such as happiness and sorrow, and seen as causing internal damage to psych-physiological health if they are allowed to “enter” one’s heart/mind. Some contemporary Western philosophers have argued that the clear-cut distinction between emotions/feelings and beliefs/values/judgments cannot be justified. They are not only intertwined with each other but the latter is also constitutive of the former (see Nussbaum 2004; Solomon 2004). Among recent interpreters, Fraser takes a stance closer to this position (Fraser 2011, 104). Other scholars differ from Fraser in contending that the Zhuangzian sage allows some natural emotions to occur, but distances him- or herself from them by the capacity of forgetting and thus eschews judgments of right/wrong (shi/fei) that are often connected to emotions (Liu and Chew 2019, 88; Machek 2015, 535). In my view, it is hard to deny any underlying mutual connections and influences between emotions and value-laden judgments even though the latter’s impact on the former can be either explicit or implicit, prior to or after the occurrence of the former or simply co-arising. The feeling of preference, dislike, passion/desire or aversion/hatred may look like involving more value judgments than elementary happiness or unhappiness could, but that difference is just a matter of degree. The Zhuangzi seems to confirm more about their similarity than their difference when these emotions are placed together and treated with the same attitude to stop their hindrance to efficacy or virtuosity (for example, 惡欲喜怒哀樂六者累德也, 64/23/68–69). They all need to be handled by detachment, forgetting and letting go, to avoid resulting in further judgments of right/wrong (shi/fei).
As for the relationship between shifei 是非 and haowu 好惡, chapter 2 “Qiwulun” has a conspicuous focus on the problematic of shifei judgments in their cognitive and evaluative functions. While chapter 27 uses “haowu shifei” together (75/27/13) and chapter 12 has “shifei meiwu 是非美惡” together (32/12/74), the only one of the inner chapters that closely connects shifei and haowu is chapter 5 “Dechongfu,” at the end of which Zhuangzi clarifies the idea of “having no feelings” as not allowing preference/fondness or aversion (haowu) to get in and do a person harm (15/5/57–58). In a paragraph previous to this clarification, the author introduces the idea that the sage has no feelings, therefore right/wrong (shifei) cannot get at him (14/5/54, 無人之情, 故是非不得於身). While in this context shifei and haowu are related, I do not think that shifei here is subsumed under the category qing 情 by the Zhuangzi, especially when we read the sentence “是非吾所謂情也” as “this is not what I mean by feelings” instead of as “judgments of right/wrong (shifei) are what I mean by qing,” in following Wang Shumin (Wang 1988, vol. 1, 201), Chen Guying (Chen 1990, 166) and others rather than following Guo Xiang’s early reading (Guo 1961, 222). In terms of the larger context of the Zhuangzi’s advice on forgetting about emotions/feelings and avoiding letting them occupy the heart/mind and form the distorted basis for further judgments of right/wrong, this reading is actually consistent with those recent interpretations of how the Zhuangzi deals with emotions by Machek and Liu and Chew as mentioned above. I am aware that even in the Zhuangzi, the term qing is polysemic, but to investigate all usages and meanings of qing in the Zhuangzi is beyond the scope of this chapter. For the broad semantic range of the term qing in the Zhuangai and in early Chinese thought, see Eifring 2004 and Puett 2004.


	In discussing the intertwined relationship of forgetting and forgiveness, Margalit points out:

The word forgiveness denotes both a process and an achievement, just as the word work denotes both the process of working and the work that is accomplished. The forgiver makes a conscious decision … to enter a process whose end-result is forgetting.

(Margalit 2002, 205)


Forgiveness and forgetting as such are “a case of overcoming resentment and vengefulness, of mastering anger and humiliation. Such overcoming is a result of a long effort” (Ibid., 204), since it requires undergoing a change and shift of one’s mental state in handling one’s emotion accompanying the memory rather than just making a decision (Ibid., 203, 208). This analysis of the process and achievement of forgiveness/forgetting is illuminating and somewhat similar to the Zhuangzian view of the cultivation and achievement of forgetfulness I examined here. However, Margalit gets stuck with the distinction of voluntary and involuntary between memory and forgetting, and only reluctantly acknowledges some “elements of forgetting that can be voluntary,” which “should matter a great deal both morally and ethically,” while believing that overall “forgetting itself is involuntary” (Ibid., 205, 193). This position becomes one of the reasons that makes Margalit’s ethical inquiry into memory and forgetting not only ambiguous at some points but also impossible to embrace a notion of motivated forgetting like the Zhuangzian one and its ethical values.


	For the meaning of the Greek word eudaimonia as “human flourishing,” see Nussbaum 2004, 190; Nussbaum 1994, 15. For a discussion of Zhuangzian conception of human flourishing “comparable in some respects to eudaimonia,” see Fraser 2014b.

	When comparing the Hellenistic ethics of therapy with modern psychoanalysis, Nussbaum points out that the Hellenistic therapeutic/medical model

resembles the challenge confronting a psychologist who tries to deal with mental disturbance or disease…. [M]any of the concerns and even procedures of Hellenistic ethics anticipate those of modern psychoanalysis—but with one striking difference. Psychoanalysis has not always been willing to commit itself to a normative idea of health … The Hellenistic philosophers … [insist] that they need to operate with a normative idea of the flourishing life.

(Nussbaum 1994, 26)


These points could be fairly applied to the comparison between Freudian psychoanalytic forgetting and Zhuangzian therapeutic forgetting. Like Hellenistic philosophies, Zhuangzian philosophy involves its own normative idea of health, as we discussed in this chapter.


	See Mijares’ critique of the modern Western pharmaceutical approach ( Mijares 2016, xxvi). For the discussion on the Daoist approach of natural healing, see Tong 2016, 152, and Chen 2006, 91.

	I have noticed that Julian Wuerth has argued against the mainstream interpretation that Kant believes that humans are nothing but pure reason or rational nature. For Wuerth, it is fundamental to Kant’s view of humans that they are also sensible beings (Wuerth 2021, 70).

	I will come back to the details of the function of the Zhuangzian embodied heart/mind in the everyday world and its empathic understanding of others in  Chapter 7 of this book.

	See the section “Zhuangist Ontology of Emotion” in  Fraser 2011, 103–104.

	For a Lacanian ethical critique of the Freudian return from the heteronomy of the human subject to an illusory self-mastery and self-centeredness in psychoanalysis, see Lacan 2008, 373; Laplanche 1999, 66–71; Kirshner 2012, 1226–1227. For an interesting discussion of Lacan’s relationship with the Zhuangzi and the latter’s influence on Lacan, see Yuan Wang 2017.

	For an ethical account of the Zhuangzian mode of wandering, including its five features: transcending contingency, no fixed direction or norm, understanding alternative forms of life, readiness to go beyond limits of values and carefree attitude, see Fraser 2014b, 551–552. The reader would find my discussion somewhat different from certain aspects of Fraser’s characterization, although I do share some of his interpretations. For a different discussion on various aspects of the Zhuangzian “wandering heart/mind”, see also Helsing 2019, section 5.
I am aware that there have been tendencies to treat philosophy as therapy or to take a therapeutic approach to dissolve philosophical problems as misconceptions ever since Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations (Wittgenstein 1953, 51e). Although this kind of therapeutic philosophy shares something with Zhuangzian philosophy and both deserve more studies, my investigation of Zhuangzian therapeutic forgetting basically follows the Ricoeurian phenomenological–ethical approach and its three-fold typology of forgetting, and therefore focuses on the psychoanalytic or moral–psychological aspect of Zhuangzian therapeutic forgetting. For a Wittgenstein-like style of therapeutic philosophy aiming at dissolving misconceptions in the Zhuangzi, see Wang 2003, chapter 9.





3 Forgetting oneself or personal identityin relation to time and otherness
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3.1 The Ricoeurian problematic and Zhuangzian contribution

At the practical level of his ethical investigation of uses and abuses of forgetting, Ricoeur continues the approach he took in his early examination of remembrance—centering on the intersection of the use/abuse of memory/forgetting with the problematic of identity, that is, the fragility of personal or collective identity, caused by its relation to time and otherness. As Ricoeur reveals, various manipulations of memory, via the selective function of memory and its ineluctable mediation by narrators, aim at enhancing self-sameness, self-constancy or “the inflexible rigidity of a character” in the face of changes produced by time or temporality that is constitutive of such proclaimed and reclaimed identity. In addition, manipulated memories in narrative and ideology work for intolerance, rejection and exclusion of others based on the felt threat to one’s own identity from others, or the inability to bear “the fact that others have different ways than our own of leading their lives, of understanding themselves, of inscribing their own identity in the web of living together” (Ricoeur 2004a, 81–82). In retaining this focus, Ricoeur makes “manipulated memory” a common theme in both his investigation of abuses of memory and of abuses of forgetting. Ricoeur presumes that the abuses of memory are legitimately “also abuses of forgetting” (Ibid., 80, 448). We can understand his point as referring to the two sides of one coin: an act of manipulated remembrance, involving motivated forgetting, negligence and omission, is not only a negative and abusive act of remembrance in the sphere of memory but is also and at the same time a negative and abusive act of forgetting in the sphere of forgetting. They occur in respective contexts and in the inseparable intertwinement of memory and forgetting in human experience. Unfortunately, as a result of Ricoeur’s treatment, his ethical investigation of forgetting at the practical level becomes indeed a small extension of his examination of manipulated memory.1

This problem has two consequences. First, his ethical investigation of the intersection of forgetting with the problem of identity in relation to time and otherness is much less substantial and less developed, than in his investigation of memory. There could be a partial solution to this problem. We can use his section on the crossing of acts of memory with the problem of identity in relation to time and otherness, to supplement this section on forgetting, as we see that the intertwinement of memory and forgetting has been very clearly inscribed in these two sections, and certain insights in his analyses are still inspirational. Second, the shortage of his treatment demonstrates an oversight of some positive, productive and healthy forms of motivated forgetting, as discussed in Chapter 1 and Section 1.3. This problem cannot be solved within Ricoeur’s heritage, despite some of its elements, such as the relation of uses of memory/forgetting to the problem of identity in dealing with time and otherness, that can nonetheless stimulate our mind and facilitate us to move beyond his heritage. One such kind of “moving beyond” lies possibly in the Zhuangzian forgetfulness of oneself or self-identity. The Zhuangzian discourse on forgetting in this area differs from the Ricoeurian one in two principal aspects. First, while the Ricoeurian diagnosis of the fragility of self-identity in terms of time and otherness resonates with some Zhuangzian views, the Zhuangzian forgetfulness of oneself or self-identity is not a negative or abusive act of motivated forgetting but a positive, productive and healthy one, which is missed entirely by Ricoeur’s ethical investigation of forgetting. Second, while theorizing issues of memory/forgetting in relation to identity, otherness and time, Ricoeur extensively utilizes materials from historians, sociologists and cultural anthropologists in addition to philosophers. The Zhuangzi as an ancient text, on the contrary, is rather famous for utilizing parables, tales and anecdotes to convey critical viewpoints. However, this literary style does not impair the text’s critique of self-identity in relation to time and otherness, which is, in my view, no less powerful than Ricoeur’s.


3.2 Analyses of textual materials about forgetting oneself or personal identity

Let’s start our examination of the Zhuangzian forgetfulness of oneself with the following story. In chapter 6 of the Zhuangzi, Lady Yu describes to Nanbo Zikui how she teaches and watches over Puliang Yi in a cultivation (probably a form of meditation) process for attaining the dao of the Zhuangzian sage: after three days, “he was able to put the world outside himself (waitianxia 外天下)”; after seven more days, “he was able to put things outside himself (waiwu 外物)”; after nine more days, “he was able to put life [or personal existence] outside himself (waisheng 外生)”; after that, “he could then see with the clarity of morning light” and “could envision uniqueness” (17/6/39–41; respectively from Watson 1968, 83 and Mair 1994, 57). In this story, three successive expressions of “to put … outside oneself (wai 外)” are commonly understood by both ancient and modern interpreters as synonymous with “forgetting” in the sense of “to disregard,” “to let slip out of mind,” “to cease or omit to think of,” “to leave behind” or “to cast aside.”2 The passage accentuates a graduate process of cultivating or practicing forgetting to the end of becoming a person of the dao. It begins with forgetting about the external world in general, moves toward forgetting about more particular or closer things around oneself, and finally toward the forgetting of personal existence (waisheng) or simply the sense of oneself. Only by practicing these forms of forgetting can one attain the clarity of understanding and discern uniqueness wherein one is able to harmonize or embrace all changes of things and to move along with them without end, namely, to realize the dao, as the remaining part of the passage indicates. This process of forgetting presupposes the equal necessity of all three forms or stages of forgetting; however, as the process deepens, the forgetting of personal existence or the sense of oneself is considered pivotal.3 Even if a Zhuangzian sage whose mind is forgetful (Watson 1968, 78) claims that she can forget about everything (wubuwangye 無不忘也, 40/15/7), and among so many things to forget, the sense of oneself or self-identity is targeted as the most crucial. Even though the expression “forget about oneself (wangji 忘己)” literally appears only in chapter 12 (30/12/45), the same idea has been illustrious in the inner chapters, as we can recall the exhortation “forget about your own person (wang qi shen 忘其身)” in the story about Zigao as discussed earlier. Both the ji 己 and the shen 身 allude to one’s own person (as a whole and without implying a mind-body dualism).

Other two notable expressions of “being without the sense of oneself (wuji 無己)” and “losing oneself (sangwo 喪我)” are often closely associated with the notion of “forgetting about oneself (or one’s own person).”4 The term “wuji” appears only in the first chapter once, and is used to describe the character of “the perfected person (zhiren 至人).” Though Guo Xiang 郭象, in his commentary, does not directly define the meaning of “wuji,” he reveals its usage in the context: “Being without the sense of oneself, one is able to get along with [the change of] myriad things (shunwu 順物). Getting along with [the change of] myriad things, one is able to reach the perfection” (Guo 1961, 21). Wang Shumin explains the meaning of “wuji” more straightforwardly: “Wuji is equivalent to saying ‘wangji’ (forgetting about oneself). The perfected person merges her- or himself with [the flow of] myriad things in one body [the whole universe]. Therefore, it is ‘forgetting about oneself’ (Wang 1988, vol. 1, 21).” Both are testaments to the existential and everyday-behavioral context of this Zhuangzian guide for being an ideal, open and non-self-centric person in moving along with the flow of myriad things. Nothing indicates a metaphysical category of the self and its negation—“non-self.”5 “Wuji” reappears in chapter 11, when a passage refers to how the great man roams in the boundless universe, who


can reconcile his speech and bodily acts (songlun xingqu 頌論形軀) with the great commonality [the dao]; [reconciling with] the great commonality is without the sense of himself (datong er wuji 大同而無己). Being without the sense of himself, how then could he possess what he has?

(28/11/65–66; cf. Mair, 1994, 101; Ziporyn 2020, 96)6


The whole passage is about the great man’s conduct (xing 行 or you 游) and how he deals with things, people, the environment and the world. His conduct is modeled after the dao, his being is not centered on himself; he is not disconnected from others and things, and not concerned exclusively with himself, but his person is not denied either. Again, Wang’s comment subsumes this “wuji” under the category of “wangji (forgetting about oneself)” (Wang 1988, vol. 1, 407).7 In other words, being a not-self-centered person amounts to “forgetting” about oneself in a Zhuangzian sense.

Another phrase “I lost myself (sangwo),” used in an anecdote about Nanguo Ziqi in chapter 2 of the Zhuangzi to describe his mental state, seems much closer to “forgetting about oneself” even literally, since the Chinese character “wang 忘” is composed by both the characters of “losing (wang 亡)” and of “heart/mind (xin 心),” which etymologically signifies an indispensable component of the meaning of forgetting as “losing one’s heart/mind about…” or “losing the sense or consciousness of …” “Losing” sounds passive and involuntary; to a certain degree, this passivity of “losing” is true in so far as the story hints that the Zhuangzian sage, in particular, stops engaging himself in calculated or manipulated activities with surrounding things, and in general, lets the dao or the process of nature guide himself. However, in the Zhuangzian context, “losing” is not merely passive and involuntary, it is also active, voluntary and motivated; it is a goal or an ideal state of being for one to attain through one’s effort and cultivation, for example, the practice of the fasting of heart/mind or “sitting in forgetfulness (zuowang 坐忘).” Once the level of attunement is reached, it comes out naturally, as Nanguo Ziqi proclaims (3/2/3). “Losing myself (sangwo)” is, as it were, a shortened expression of “losing the heart/mind that centers on myself (wangwo),” a signification of “letting go of the heart/mind that primarily focuses on myself” or a different way of saying “forgetting about myself (or my identity).” Guo Xiang puts his understanding of it in this fashion:


The phrase “I lost myself” means that I forgot myself; once I forgot myself, nothing was left in the world for conventional perception. Therefore, by forgetting both the external [things as the objects of conventional perception] and the internal [oneself as the subject of applying conventional standards of cognition and evaluation], the sage could transcend all things while being along with all of them.8

(Guo 1961, 45)


The theme of “forgetting about oneself,” as such, operates as a thread connecting all these different expressions. While they are scattered with different sections or chapters, the contexts of uses of these terms inform us unequivocally what kind of sense of oneself is particularly heeded and calls for forgetting. It would seem at least to include: an independent and separate sense of oneself, a unitary and unchangeable sense of oneself, a sense of hyper-mastery and “own-making” by oneself, a foreclosed or disconnected oneself from the flow of things and environment, and a self-centered oneself. The suggested point, by Guo Xiang, of forgetting oneself as a conventional cognitive–evaluative subject distinct from things as objects of use and value is also noteworthy. In addition, “forgetting about oneself” seems inevitable to include forgetting about one’s sense of identity or personal sameness, which is believed to persist but troubled by temporality and change in reality.9

This last point is manifested in the wake of the aforementioned episode of (pseudo-) Confucius and Yan Hui’s conversation about the fasting of the heart/mind in chapter 4 of the Zhuangzi, in which the emptiness of the heart/mind as a capacity is required to cultivate, in order to be fully prepared for meeting and responding to various upcoming things (9/4/27–28). A while later, Yan Hui tells Confucius:


Before I was able to exercise fasting of the heart/mind, I had a full and real sense of personal identity as Hui. But after I was able to exercise it, I no longer had my identity as Hui. Can this be called emptiness?


“Precisely,” Confucius replies (9/4/28–29; Mair 1994, 32–33, modified).10 The fasting of the heart/mind, as such, is used to empty not only emotions (as discussed previously) but also one’s sense of identity. Wang’s commentary unhesitatingly ties this expression—“no longer had my identity as Hui”—to what the term “forgetting about myself” means (Wang 1988, vol. 1, 133; cf. Chen 1990, 121). The strong message this story sends out about forgetting one’s sense of identity or self-sameness, and its habitual fixation, is of great import and supported by many other passages in the Zhuangzi.

One instance is the story about Mengsun Cai in chapter 6 of the Zhuangzi, who is identified for his fame in being a good manager at people’s funerals and his legendary behavior of crying at his mother’s death without tears. Confucius in the story, however, resends the message about forgetting one’s identity when he dismisses the question about whether Mengsun’s behavior conforms to his identity and points out that Mengsun only does what fits (yi 宜) the situation: when people cry, he cries too (18/6/80, Wang 1988, vol. 1, 262). “It is the kind of fitting that follows along with things [and environment] (shunwu zhiyi 順物之宜)” (Cheng Xuanying, in Guo 1961, 277). So, for this Zhuangzian sage, one’s identity should not be considered fixed or beyond any change; doing something suitable to a situation or environment and being an adaptive person is more apposite than complying with established or assigned identity no matter whether it relates to fame, rank/position or personality. Confucius then further interrogates the general presumptions of personal identity and personhood: “[W]e go around telling each other, I do this, I do that—but how do we know that this ‘I’ we talk about has any ‘I’ to it” (18/6/80, Watson 1968, 88)? It seems Confucius is asking a number of sub-questions implied in this interrogation in terms of a Zhuangzian perspective. (1) How could it make sense to abstract an “I” or the “I-ness” from the other or others constitutive of the process of event or “doing”? (2) How could there be a full presence or total control of an “I” or the “I-ness” in my accomplished activities, with the absence of constraints or influences from others (or other things/factors)? (3) How could the “I-ness,” “mine-ness” or the sameness of oneself be free of constantly dispossessive and subversive interruptions from precariousness and transience of life situations? Unless all these sub-questions are answered on the basis of critical examinations of life experiences, the supposed “I-ness” or sameness of oneself remains misleading. I think the Zhuangzian advice on forgetting one’s self-identity is a critical and practical response to these questions based on the Zhuangzian understanding of the invalidity of those available assumptions. It corresponds to a philosophical critique on the illusion of fixed self-identity, its resulting incapacity to deal with temporality, otherness and change, and its damage to human flourishing.

A passage from chapter 2 of the Zhuangzi epitomizes these Zhuangzian concerns with illusory self-identity and its ramifications on personal life and praxis:


If you regard what you have received as fully formed [identity] once and for all, unable to forget it, all the time it survives is just a vigil spent waiting for its end. In the process, you grind and lacerate yourself against all the things around you. You gallop forward on your course never able to stop. Is this not sad? All your life you labor, and nothing is achieved. Worn and exhausted to the point of collapse, never knowing what it all adds up to—how can you not lament this? There are those who say that at least we are not dead, but what’s the good of it?

(4/2/18–20; synthesized and modified from Ziporyn 2009, 11 and Mair 1994, 14)


In this view, wasting one’s lifetime, forfeiting the value of life or bringing about despair and frustration along with endless struggles and conflicts, has much to do with one’s ignorance of the relationality involved in one’s life situations, and the resulting malfunction of one’s interaction with things, people and environment. However, these problems are all rooted in the clinging to one’s illusory self-identity. It is true that the currently quoted passage is more often seen as addressing primarily the issue of one’s physical identity since it uses the Chinese term “xing 形,”11 but one’s physical identity here is treated as a component of one’s self-identity. The issues with one’s self-identity are addressed at multiple levels in the Zhuangzi. In what follows, I will outline three domains in the Zhuangzian discourse on forgetting of fixed self-identity.


3.3 Three domains of Zhuangzian conception on the forgetting of fixed identity

First, many Zhuangzian terms such as “forgetting about physical forms” (xing yousuo wang 形有所忘, 14/5/51), “dropping off limbs and body” (duo zhiti 墮肢體, 19/6/92) and “casting aside physical form” (lixing 離形, ibid.) in “sitting in forgetfulness,” convey the meaning of detaching oneself from one’s physical identity. One of the Zhuangzian strategies to problematize one’s self-identity is showing that no human physical form can ever escape from change. As far as their physical forms and lives are concerned, human beings most obviously consist of change; changes and their accompanying otherness are constitutive of, and inherent to, human personhood. Only in the process of change do they become human beings, and their lives await some more upcoming changes that they have not known about yet. In the story about his wife’s death, Zhuangzi uses her as an example to reveal the inevitable absence of one’s physical sameness in a broad ecological world of transformation.


Intermingling with nebulousness and blurriness, a transformation occurred and there was vital breath; the vital breath was transformed and there was form; the form was transformed and there was birth; now there has been another transformation and she is dead. This is like the progression of the four seasons.

(46/18/17–18; Mair 1994, 169)


The story about aging Ziyu in chapter 6 of the Zhuangzi hints at this theme too. Ziyu is described as being aware: “My back sticks up like a hunchback and my vital organs are on top of me. My chin is hidden in my navel, my shoulder are up above my head, and my pigtail points at the sky” (17/6/48; Watson 1968, 84). However, he is not shocked or saddened by losing of his physical identity:


Supposing that my left arm were transformed into a chicken, I would consequently go looking for a rooster that could call out the hours of the night. Supposing that my right arm were transformed into a crossbow, I would consequently go looking for an owl to roast. Supposing that my buttocks were transformed into wheels and my spirit into a horse, I would consequently mount upon them.

(17/6/50–52; Mair 1994, 58)


The images in these two stories of transforming from a breath, a new-born baby, to an aging and dead one, from a human to a chicken, a crossbow or a cart, without one’s resentment, symbolize the attitude of a Zhuangzian sage who is fully able to forget about one’s identity. Instead of seeing one’s identity as riveted and unchangeable, it is regarded as fluid and contingent. Instead of seeing one’s identity as separate and cut off, it is regarded as relational. Instead of seeing identity as something one must hold fast to, it is regarded as something one can let go.

Second, if physical form does not provide grounds for the identity or continuity of oneself, neither do feelings, emotions, desires, moods and even temperaments. The Zhuangzi, as we have noted in the previous section, likens the transience and replacement of human feelings or emotions to that of day and night or four seasons. Even though humans prefer happy feelings to unhappy ones, they have no way to stop their arrival and departure. However, people often identify themselves with their preferred feelings and emotions in various ways, attaching to them as if attaching to their identity. This is described by one passage of the Zhuangzi as a traveler finding a lodge in order to gain stability and rest, and yet this type of attaching to one’s illusory identity is just like “escaping from the inescapable”—the reality of flow (61/22/83). The solution is to forget feelings/emotions and the sense of oneself and one’s identity altogether.

Third, the Zhuangzian discourse on forgetting of one’s self-identity especially involves its critique of the identity of oneself as thinking and evaluating subject. The identity of the thinking and value-judging subject presupposes two things: first, the identity of subject as opposed to its other, including other humans, other beings and things as objects; second, the identity of one’s thoughts and of one’s value system. Both aspects are critically examined in the Qiwulun and other inner chapters. With regard to the first aspect, the Qiwulun makes it crystal clear: “Without other there is no I; without I no choice between alternatives” (4/2/14–15, Hansen 1983, 41, which modifies Graham 1981/2001, 51). It challenges the centrality or sovereignty of oneself or the subject over manageable others or controllable objects in the oneself–other or subject–object relationship by admitting that any oneself or “I” is dependent and contingent upon others. No one person can exist in and by herself, be own-made or accomplish things in a self-sufficient way.12 Further, the other, or others, in a broad context, is prior to (e.g., the aforementioned bio-ecological metamorphosis leading to the life of oneself), presupposes and constrains, oneself. This other or otherness as the existential–structural condition of oneself, is constitutive of any “I,” and more profound than just causal in an ontic-factual sense, although the Zhuangzi does not reject causal relations.13 This point would help us to better understand the puzzling statement that “a ‘this’ (shi 是) is also a ‘that’ (bi 彼)” (4/2/29). If we pair Qiwulun’s usage of “this” vs. “that” with “I” vs. “other,” this statement could be reasonably rendered as saying that an “I” is also an “other” (recalling Ricoeur’s famous title “oneself as another”) because of this persistent “other” constitutive of “I”—the other within, the less visible tie of “I” to the other, which is impossible to unknot. The other or otherness is therefore both outside and inside oneself, and defines oneself.14 Accordingly, the question about an exclusive sense of identity arises: “Do we absolutely have a ‘this’ and ‘that’ [in a mutually exclusive sense without presupposing each other], or do we no longer have such a ‘this’ and ‘that’?” (4/2/30). The Zhuangzian answer to this question seems obvious in terms of its understanding of the contingency and conditionality of oneself and the ambiguity and elusiveness of one’s self-identity.15 This Zhuangzian phenomenology of oneself (beyond just a social ontology of self) standing behind its maxim of “forgetting one’s self-identity” paves the way for the second aspect of the Zhunagzian critique, the illusorily supposed self-identity of one’s thought and value system.

The second half of the above-quoted statement, that without I, there is no choice between alternatives, calls attention to the factor that the supposed self-identity and foreclosure of the thinking and evaluating subject is at the root of various formations of privileged conceptual and value systems. This subject operates, above all, as the mind of privileging hierarchical concepts and values (chengxin 成心), by always asserting/affirming and denying/excluding something to establish and sustain its self-identity. The Zhuangzian subversion of self-identity then focuses on the subversion of this privileging mind, on the concealed limitations of all privileged conceptual and value hierarchies. The Zhuangzian discourse explicates that every privileged conceptual and value hierarchy can in no way maintain its closure outside the field and process of change, outside the networking of interdependence, and its alleged self-identity is only built on running water. The Zhuangzian argument is very telling that whenever one discriminates and prefers something, one loses sight of something else (bianyezhe, youbujianye 辯也者, 有不見也. 5/2/58). Something else is just covered up by one’s discrimination and preference.16 Whatever is established as an identity or a preferred system is always based on a suppressed and excluded “other,” which will never disappear and can always resurface itself. Therefore, one’s discrimination and preference can never secure or stabilize the self-identity of one’s privileged concepts and values. However, one often believes that one is distinguished from others in what one privileges, and wishes to enlighten others through one’s privileging (5/2/44–5; cf. Mair, 1994, 17–18). This is to use one’s privileging mind to justify one’s privileging, “but who will not have such a privileging mind?” (4/2/21; cf. ibid., 14). Since everybody has this privileging mind and can privilege something, one person’s mind and its privileging can never justify its superiority over others in any ultimate sense.17 As a consequence, it is not legitimate for anyone to claim that he or she is able to judge what is absolutely right or absolutely wrong. The Qiwulun’s point is very clear: a person’s privileging cannot justify the self-identity of privileged concepts and values, nor can this privileging justify the self-identity of this person as thinking and evaluating subject. I think this is one of the sources of what the Zhuangzi means by forgetting about one’s system of “praising Yao as right” (yuyao 譽堯) and “condemning Jie as wrong” (feijie 非桀, 16/6/23)18 or simply “forgetting about right and wrong” (wang shifei 忘是非, 50/19/63). Its ethical aim is, by relativizing different systems of right and wrong, to transform the mind of privileging one’s fixed concepts and values to the mind of renouncing ignorance and ethical violence, accepting and accommodating others, so that one can engage and live with others in an ever-renewing universe of harmonious flow. It is to these bio-social–ethical meanings and implications of Zhuangzian forgetfulness that my next chapter will turn. However, before the move, a note about the role of individual agency, in the Zhuangzian acts of forgetting, should be added. It is related to an issue central to our understanding of the Zhuangzian notion of relationality, which shapes its response to otherness and contingency, and underlies the Zhuangzian form of autonomy.


3.4 Relational autonomy or relational agency in the Zhuangzi

We have noticed in our early examination that the Zhuangzian practice of the fasting of one’s heart/mind, or sitting in forgetfulness, is a gradual, deepening process of cultivating and exercising one’s capacity to open oneself and respond to others or otherness, to cast aside one’s sense of fixed identity, self-enclosure and self-privileging. Its goal is to shift one’s attitude, mindset and outlook, to transform one’s mental–psychological state and entire personhood, to be a forgetful person, a person of the dao, capable of moving along with diverse changes and otherness of all things in the universe. It takes a practitioner’s initiative to start the process, via her accessibility to Daoist–Zhuangzian methods of training, for example, learning from her teachers or friends, but her achievement of the goal would not be caused or determined by them. The completion of the process or the realization of the goal requires the practitioner’s persistent effort, which includes remembering to forget, rational decision- and choice-making on how to continue the practice in one’s concrete situations, mindfulness and critical reflection, constant modification and adjustment, a certain degree of the control of oneself, a certain degree of self-direction and self-determination and so on19—quite common to many executions and accomplishments of individual human plans and goals contributing to the flourishing of human lives, and characteristic of an autonomous agent or agency indispensable to each of such performances.

This autonomy or autonomous agency is not only presupposed by the Zhuangzian notion of acts of forgetting conceptually but also exemplified by stories of Zhuangzian sages or virtuosos in the Zhuangzi.20 Zhuangzian virtuosos, no matter what they do, whether being a butcher, a wheelwright, a swimmer, a boatman, a cicada-catcher or a carpenter, all demonstrate their mastery of necessary information and skills, and excellent capacities of implementing their desired goals when dealing with different objects, things and their environment. They are the possessor of the so-called “autonomy competency,”21 including most of its primary qualities I have mentioned above. The interesting thing is that most of the stories about virtuosos in the Zhuangzi allude to the integration of the fasting of the heart/mind and forgetfulness into the execution process of their varied action plans, or address them in different degrees. This integration and the absence of mutual exclusion at least indicates that while the Zhuangzian emptying/fasting of heart/mind and forgetfulness fosters the mental–psychological state of non-obstruction and openness, this state of mind is equipped for discovering and utilizing more options and perspectives, directed toward actions in accordance with such openness, inclusiveness and accompanying adjustment, and therefore becomes one of the conditions of the autonomous agency.22

It should be noted that such autonomous agency works within the relational constraints of oneself interacting with others and the environment, or in the universal web of relationality and interdependency, that is, the dao. Autonomous agency, in Zhuangzian terms, is meant to find the way of efficacy in dealing with constraints, to find the opportunity and possibility for novel solutions and changes out of adaptivity. Creative solutions and adaptivity are not absolutely opposite, nor isolated from each other, but intrinsically connected. The creative solution emerges from one’s responsiveness, which presupposes otherness as a constraint to agency and as a call for the agent to respond. This is the paradoxicality of agency: to choose and decide according to one’s will or one’s intended goals but upon conditions that seriously limit them. Many times one faces and must negotiate difficult and potentially hostile conditions. An autonomous agent must make a realistic assessment and reach a balance between uncompromised goals and opportunities or possibilities for change. Moreover, the choices and decisions one may be able to come up with are already shaped by the underlying forces and influences of not one’s own. In any case, an agent must work through the web of relationality. So the Zhuangzian notion of autonomy would never overemphasize the aspect of self-control, self-direction, self-determination and its “ownness” involved in implementing agency while acknowledging the possibility and necessity of autonomy. The work of personal autonomy in the Zhuangzi is far from the function of an abstract, atomistic, totally free, rational chooser and actor in conformity to a self-legislating universal law, independent of any social–historical context and empirical determination. Based on the post-structuralist and feminist critique of the modern Western conception of self, subject, agency, autonomy and freedom, Anglo-American feminist philosophers have redefined the concept of autonomy in a relational fashion.23 In our attempt to understand how individual agency and autonomy play their part in Zhunagzian forgetfulness, it seems instrumental to borrow and use the concept of relational autonomy, with some modifications required by the context of the Zhuangzi, and with the caution that contemporary views of relational autonomy are not unified and that the Zhuangzian view of relational autonomy may be still very different from them and could provide challenges to them.

To get a further picture of how individual agency and personal autonomy play a certain role in Zhuangzian forgetfulness and virtuoso performances, let’s take a couple of examples from the anecdotes of the Zhuangzi. Carpenter Ziqing describes the process of how he made a marvelous bell stand as follows:


When I am going to make a bell stand … I always fast in order to still my mind. When I have fasted for three days, I no longer have any thought of congratulations or rewards, of titles or stipends. When I have fasted for five days, I no longer have any thought of praise or blame, of skill or clumsiness. And when I have fasted for seven days, I am so still that I forget I have four limbs and a form of body. By that time, my lord’s court does not exist for me. My skill is concentrated and all outside distractions fade away. After that, I go into the mountain forest and observe the natural quality of the trees. If I find one of superlative form, and I can see a bell stand there, I put my hand to the job of carving; if not, I let it go. This way I am simply matching up my natural capacity with the natural quality of the trees (yitian hetian 以天合天). That’s probably the reason that people wonder if the results were not made by daemonic beings.

(50/19/54–59; Watson 1968, 205–206, slightly modified)


In such a typical practice of the fasting of his heart/mind, Ziqing reaches the level of forgetting the sense of his self-identity surrounded by concerns with his fame, success and profit. Overcoming these concerns seems to be part of his self-determination and concentration, which would enhance, presumably, rather than impair his autonomy. However, the remaining part of the story shows that as a forgetful person, Ziqing has no fixed plan, no preference or preset principles of his own; even if he had one, probably he would have renounced it, as he learned the art of the dao from his experiences. What he concentrates on or what he discovers as his art is to use his natural disposition or capacity, not under the control of his own preference or fixed preconception, to match up with the natural quality or structure of the trees. His product is then seen as being likely made by “daemonic beings.”

This approach of staying away from personal preference, from making raw materials fitted for one’s preset principles, or even from merely using ordinary perceptions for instrumental rational choices, is affirmed by a more famous story about Cook Ding. Ding summarizes his successful experience of carving an ox as “caring about” the dao, which “is beyond skill”: he “meets ox with what is daemonic [or intuitive]” in him (yishen yu 以神遇), does not look at it with eyes (buyimu shi 不以目視); where his “sense perception stops” (guanzhi zhi 官知止), he lets “the daemonic [or intuition] moves as it wants” (shen yuxing 神欲行); he “relies on natural structuring” (yihu tianli 依乎天理) and “follows what is inherently so” (yinqi guran 因其固然) (7/3/5–7).

It appears that there are two central themes of Zhuangzian autonomy shared by both of these episodes. First, to efficaciously deal with constraints, an autonomous agent must open and adapt him- or herself to natural conditions, qualities and their structuring; one must acknowledge and accept them as a point of departure to act with them and thereby find the possibility for a new relationship with them, rather than neglecting them, or simply imposing the agent’s own preferences or pre-conceived concepts on them. Rather than conquering things or coercing them, the agent ought to match up his/her ability, or reconcile it, with the nature of things (yitian hetian). This is a strictly relational agency, implying that without this relationality, the agency cannot effectively work, but it could be facilitated by the agent’s concentrating awareness of relations and relationality. The disruption and dispossession of an agent’s original plans, or intended goals, could pave the way for the refashioning of an agent’s preferred ideas and principles, improving his/her performance and changing the course of action. This indispensable revisioning exposes the limitations of any foreclosed designs or pre-conceived orders. This leads us to the second theme of Zhuangzian autonomy, the function of the agent’s natural disposition or capacity. This natural disposition or capacity is distinguished from abstract, instrumental rationalization and its categorization, from human manipulation, calculation and artificiality.24 The human agent is internally relational too. Personal autonomy or its autonomous capacity has a relationship with non-principled, intuitive and integrative sensibility, potency and energy, originating from the sediment of individual and collective experiences, from the inflow and outflow of vital energy qi, and from attaining the cessation of the calculative (jixin 機心, 31/12/56) or privileging mind (chengxin).25 It is marked by qualities such as direct discernment, penetrative observation, subtlety, refinedness, wondrousness and free-spiritedness—what Cook Ding calls “shen 神.”26 Huang translates it as “mystical intuition” (Huang 2010b, 1051), and Yearley as “the daemonic” by following Graham (Yearley 1996, 164). Indeed, the meaning of the term “shen” in the above-mentioned two stories displays some nuance. In the story about Carpenter Ziqing, “shen” is combined with “gui (ghost)” so that it could be reified as an entity while it is used with less certainty by adding the adverb “likely (you 猶)” to the attributed agent, different from the case of Cook Ding, in which “the daemonic” defines Ding’s extraordinary inner capacity, and is interpreted by Yearley as being produced by one’s “transcendent drive,” one of the three primary drives of the self, distinguished from other two—dispositional and reflective ones (Ibid., 154).

A problem with Yearley’s interpretation of “the daemonic” and “transcendent drive” is that according to him, individual agency or personal autonomy simply does not exist in the Zhuangzian spiritual dimension. “[P]eople possessed by the daemonic cease to be normal agents, that is agents who manifest either dispositional or reflective drives” (Ibid., 176). Instead, either of these two drives “will be removed by transcendent drives.” The practitioner “will reach a state where Heaven rather than he is the agent” (Ibid., 162). Such a cancellation of individual agency and autonomy is, in my view, not supported by the textual materials and ideas from the above-mentioned two stories. The keynote of the two stories is to reconcile or harmonize human agents with the natural power or structure of things (hetian), to follow what is natural. It seems acceptable to see the Zhuangzian agent as a transformed agent from the conventional agent, or as a relational agent, but it seems not acceptable to think the Zhuangzi believing that humans are only the puppet or mouthpiece of the dao, or that Heaven or nature is the real agent.27 That seems to read a different version of ideology into the Zhuangzi and deviates from the Zhuangzian ethical aim of nourishing life and wandering in the life-world.

It is acknowledgeable that there are psychological or mental states of overcoming the absolute distinction between subject/agent and object, or doer and what is done, when one engages oneself and objects in the flowing process of activity, a comprehensive process encompassing both, appropriating both, and often obscuring their distinctions. Nevertheless, from the teleological or end-orienting perspective of ethical and practical work, there are still ethical subjects/agents, even though they can be called a relational agent, or a transformed agent in the process of doing. We don’t have to deny the spiritual dimension of the Zhuangzi, but the philosophical text definitely allows the possibility for a more secularized interpretation of the Zhuangzian term “shen,” as I did above. In fact, if we pay attention to ancient exegeses, we would find that its traditional interpretation seems to be more on the side of philosophical/secular interpretation rather than spiritual/religious ones. Guo Xiang comments on the story of Carpenter Ziqing: “It [the bell stand] is replete with the wondrousness of following [the nature of] things, and therefore people suspect if it were not made by daemonic beings.” Cheng Xuanying remarks: “Although grasping the opportunity for change requires adding human labor, the nature of the trees always follows what is inherently so, and therefore we must match up (or reconcile) with nature (hetian).”28 Both confirm that Zhuangzian virtuosos are autonomous, productive agents, who can efficaciously work within varied constraints, fully capable of adapting themselves to the natural quality and structure of other beings, things and environment, discovering and grasping opportunities for change and then implementing the change whenever it is possible. This view does not deny the moment of forgetting one’s fixed self-identity including the status of being an agent. On the contrary, by motivated forgetting, a Zhuangzian practitioner lets him- or herself work as a relational agency, a participatory agency, partaking in the co-agency of the universe. Therefore, individual agency or personal autonomy is not abolished at all. Once one spontaneously participates in the co-agency of the universe, one needs not to be motivated to forget anymore; in that sense, forgetting itself could be forgotten.29

Scholars have attempted to distinguish between “personal autonomy” and “moral autonomy.” “Moral autonomy,” invented by Kant, refers to a rational being’s will to subject oneself unconditionally to universal moral law and to act upon it, which is the ground of any moral obligation (Kant 2012, 5, 16, 56). “Personal autonomy,” by contrast, “is meant as a morally neutral (or allegedly neutral) trait that individuals can exhibit relative to any aspects of their lives, not limited to questions of moral obligation” (Christman and Anderson, 2005, 2). The aforementioned theory about “autonomy competency” and procedural–structural, content-neutral approach to autonomy quite match this characterization of the contemporary understanding of “personal autonomy,” although they are nonetheless relevant to the broad scope of ethical inquiry. Thomas Hill has delineated three categories of the contemporary conception of personal autonomy: autonomy respectively as individual person’s right, capacity and ideal in terms of ethical and political considerations. Despite the difference between Kant’s conception of autonomy and contemporary ones, Hill still thinks that Kant’s framework of autonomy provides a basis for developing all three spheres of autonomy involved in contemporary ethics (Hill 2013). This view attests to the connection of these two different conceptions. In my view, the contemporary conception of autonomy, especially the notion of relational autonomy, is not only richer and broader than Kant’s in content and scope but also more instrumental to a cross-cultural dialogue with the Zhuangzian form of autonomy. The Kantian claims on the unity and universal validity of moral law, and on the self-legislation of moral will as the self-identical rational principle and subjectivity,30 cannot stand up to the critical force of the Zhuangzian view of relationality illustrated by its forgetfulness of self-identity. Apart from these two notorious problems, the autonomy of ethical subject or agent is not missing from Zhuangzian discourse. Its unique function will be further demonstrated in the examination of the ethical dimension of Zhuangzian forgetfulness at the social–institutional level.


Notes


	For the imbalance of Ricoeur’s treatment and other criticisms of his book, see Chapter 1 of this book, Section 1.2 and note 6.

	See  Guo 1961, 253; Wang 1988, vol. 1, 238; Chen 1990, 185; Wang 2004, 169.

	Cheng Xuanying interprets this process as “forgetting (or casting aside) gradually deepens,” as one attains the forgetting of oneself (坐忘我喪 … 遺遣漸深也). See Guo 1961, 254.

	Jochim’s detailed survey of key terms in the Zhuangzian conception of personhood cautions us to be careful in translating and interpreting terms such as “wuji,” “sangwo” and “wangji,” to avoid reading the modern Western concept of the self into the Zhuangzi, which involves the unitary essence of all “selves,” an inner subjectivity that each individual as the subject supposes to possess in opposite to external objects, and an independent and autonomous agency, obviously not being shared by the Zhuangzi. In their critique of this modern concept of self or subject, various contemporary Western thinkers have shifted their focus to a more relational, open-ended and de-centered concept of personhood or self, which is to some extent closer to the Zhuangzian concept of personhood, in my view, notwithstanding all differences. While appreciating Jochim’s contribution, I don’t think that applying highly selective and carefully defined contemporary Western concepts and insights, that emerged from their critique of the modern concept of the self, to our interpretation of the Zhuangzi in general, and the Zhuangzian forgetfulness of oneself in particular, would carry too much “cultural baggage” from the West (Jochim 1998, 58). While Jochim rejects any concept of self that could be applied to the Zhuangzi, he admits that the Zhuangzi “does imply a self/other contrast,” and there is “[t]he philosophical potential of this contrast” in it (Ibid., 53). This potential topic on the relation of self to the other should, no doubt, be fully addressed, even with carefulness. In this section, I translate “wangji,” “wuji” and “sangwo” into “forgetting about oneself,” “being without the sense of oneself” and “losing oneself,” as a tentative response to Jochim’s caution, while still addressing the Zhuangzian view of the self-other relationship.

	While my translation and interpretation of the Zhuangzian terms of “wuji,” “sanwo,” and “wangji” seem somewhat different from the previous ones in my 2003 book, I still maintain the same position that “wangji” is a kind of third category that escapes from the trap of the conceptual-hierarchical opposition between self and non-self, or between egocentrism and nihilism, either in terms of the perspective of intellectual history or in terms of the perspective of linguistic strategies (Wang 2003, 42–43).

	The Chinese term “Songlun xingqu” here is understood as speech and bodily acts. See Cui 1988, 360.

	The term “wuji” appeared in chapter 17 of the Zhuangzi, as quoting the similar sentence from chapter 1, but again, the whole paragraph leading to the quotation focuses on the conduct of the great man (43/17/28).

	“吾喪我, 我自忘矣; 我自忘矣, 天下有何物足識哉! 故都忘外內, 然後超然倶得.”

	This sense of personal identity or sameness regardless of time and change is analogous to Locke’s theory of personal identity persisting in different times and places through consciousness and memory ( Locke 1996, 138). The Zhuangzi would be sympathetic to Ricoeur’s criticism of the sense of idem-identity, namely, sameness-identity by overlooking or denying the temporality and contingency of oneself (Ricoeur 1992, 2–3).

	This description of Yan Hui’s loss of his personal identity after practicing the fasting of his heart/mind is a valuable part of the discussion about the xinzhai, but most philosophical analyses about the xinzhai end up focusing on the listening with the breath (qi), stopping the conventional perception, attaining emptiness (xu) and its resulting readiness to respond to upcoming things (daiwu). In fact, forgetting about one’s sense of identity is one of the principal contents of the xinzhai, illustrating the function of an empty mind. As a relatively rare case, Brindley, in his recent work, provides a model of interpreting the Zhuangzian loss of personal identity and self-willed agency as an interconnected–individualistic conformism to the impersonal, transcendent force of Dao (Brindley 2010, 55–63). While admiring his attempt, it is difficult to accept, for one thing, his subsuming of the Zhuangzi under the category of conformism no matter how special this “conformism” is. Dao is not an external force to which the follower must simply conform. Dao is internal—“Tian zai nei 天在內 (44/17/50).” Dao is not a substantial entity and it can be deconstructed according to some passages of the Zhuangzi. For the other, a complete giving up of individual agency and seeing individual person merely as the manifestation of the cosmic Dao is also not convincing and lacks sufficient textual support.

	For example, both Mair and Watson translated “xing” as “physical form” or “bodily form” (Mair 1994, 14 and Watson 1968, 38). I prefer Ziporyn’s, as it takes a subtler understanding of the sentence and words.

	D’Ambrosio has recently argued that the Zhuangzian notion of genuine personhood “has little in common with existentialist authenticity. Key aspects such as uniqueness, authorship and ownership are completely lacking in the Zhuangzi” (D’Ambrosio 2015, 375). My interpretation of the Zhunagzian forgetfulness and critique of self-identity, self-mastery or own-making resonates with his view, even though it does not mean that the Zhuangzi encourages conforming to fixed social roles, expectations and norms, as D’Ambrosio has also confirmed on that. Authenticity (zhen) in the Zhuangzi “could refer to what is natural as opposed to human artifice and falsity,” among other things, as Chong’s investigation has shown (Chong 2011, 337).

	In a similar vein, “bishi fangsheng 彼是方生 (4/2/28),” translated as “ ‘this’ and ‘that’ give birth to each other” (Watson 1968, 38), should not be understood in a simply causal sense. It is an existential-structural relationality and interdependency that makes each other’s existence possible, a mutual conditioning of, and mutual involvement with, each other. This Zhuangzian emphasis on mutual conditioning and mutual involvement could imply a critique of both the modern Western prioritizing of self-identity over difference and the post-structuralist prioritizing of otherness over self-identity. The Zhuangzi offers a more balanced view, which seems often missing in contemporary Western philosophy. However, I do think Zhuangzian philosophy shares and echoes the insight brought up by the post-structuralist critique of modern Western philosophy’s privileging of self-identity over difference. My use of any vocabulary similar to post-structuralist terminology, in my interpreting of the Zhuangzi here, is based on my awareness of the resemblance between post-structuralists and the Zhuangzi in certain aspects of their approaches, meanwhile avoiding any violation of the integrity of the Zhuangzi text.

	The Zhuangzian story about Zhuangzi’s dreaming of being a butterfly, and his wandering of the obscure relation between the identity of Zhuangzi and that of the butterfly (7/2/95), symbolizes an interesting point about the other (butterfly) within oneself (the unconscious and conscious Zhuangzi), and the complicated “outside in” or “inside out” condition in the oneself–other relationship, from the perspective of either psychoanalysis or philosophy.

	As I have mentioned in note 13 above, the Zhuangzi shares certain views with post-structuralists on the critique of one’s exclusive and riveted sense of identity. The problem will not arise directly from borrowing insights from post-structuralists, but from neglecting or denying differences between post-structuralists and the Zhuangzi. In addition to the difference I have addressed in note 13, here I would add two more points. First, post-structuralist ethical philosophers, Levinas, Judith Butler and others, continue a tradition of humanism with an anthropo-centric tendency despite its possibility of being open to non-human categories (see Stark 2014, 95, about the “space where the categories of human and non-human are negotiated” in Butler’s work; also Butler 2005, 136. For a more explicit criticism of anthropo-centric tendency in Levinasian–Butlerian ethics, see Taylor 2008, 60–61; Iveson 2012, 37. David Wood also comments that Levinas’ ethical ontology “operates on implicit humanistic premises, premises from which Buddhism’s generalized respect for sentience, for example, seems free.” See Wood 2005, 57. I would not hesitate to add the example of Daoist Zhuangzi here). However, Zhuangzian tradition is more post-humanistic (a form of post-Confucian-humanism) with overt bio-ecological and cosmological dimensions beyond any human-centric horizon. The Zhuangzian concept of otherness addresses the otherness of non-humans or animals more broadly than just using it as a metaphor for other humans. Second, some post-structuralist philosophers, or philosophers under its influence, develop the theory about narrative identity (e.g., Butler 2005) in critiquing the sense of a full self-presence without being mediated by the narrative language in which the other constrains anyone’s self-expression. This is lacking in Zhuangzian discourse. The Zhuangzi acknowledges that the meaning of language is constructed, but Zhuangzian discourse also shows insight into the polysemic use of language and is more interested in developing unconventional strategies of language to play at the boundaries of language in responding to otherness and change in life. For the differences and a certain sharing between post-structuralists and the Zhuangzi in regard to strategies of language, mediation or senses of indirectness, see Wang 2003, chapters 6 and 9.

	Cf. Wong’s drawing of further epistemic and ethical implications from this important Zhuangzian point, as he mentions: “[T]he Zhuangzi presents the exploration of other perspectives as genuinely revealing of things our own perspectives conceal …” (Wong 2005, 94).

	Yong Huang interprets the “chengxin” as the kind of mind that “regard[s] one’s own standard of right and wrong as the universal standard, to which everything should conform” (Huang 2010a, 79). I think this universalizing tendency of the chengxin is implicated in the Zhuangzian message. However, here I problematize the self-identity of one’s mind of privileging and its privileged concept/value system as inherently suppressing, and excluding of, the other or others, and therefore it is the basis for all forms of self-centrality, self-superiority and resulting “ethical violence” (to borrow Butler’s term). To recognize this intrinsic limitation, the Zhuangzi requires the practice of the fasting of heart/mind, to make possible emptying of this “chengxin,” transforming it to the mind of openness and accommodation, which is the basis for all successful attunement and adaptation. I see mine as a bit different interpretive approach, not necessarily incompatible with Huang’s. In fact, they are subtly related.

	Yao is often portrayed by Chinese mythology as a morally perfected and intelligent sage-king. Jie is the last emperor of the Xia Dynasty, traditionally regarded as a tyrant and corrupt king.

	Here I take Oshana’s view that “the capacity for autonomy is a matter of degree” ( Oshana 2003, 102) and Meyer’s that “the autonomy of a life is a matter of degree inasmuch as distinct undertakings can be autonomous” (Meyers 1987, 625).

	About ethical meanings or dimensions of these so-called knack stories in the Zhuangzi, Wong states: “Insofar as the Zhuangzi recommends such activities as part of a good life, it very much presents an ethic” (Wong, 2008/2021). Huang further points out: “[T]he main function of all of these stories about the proper relationship among different species in the Zhuangzi is to tell us, analogically or metaphorically, how we human beings should act with each other” (Huang 2010b, 1056). I will come back to this social–ethical domain in the next several chapters. Here, I am limited to exploring the Zhuangzian form of relational autonomy demonstrated by these stories and including it in the broad ethical scope of Zhuangzian forgetfulness.

	Cf. Meyers 1987, 627; Mackenzie and Stoljar 2000, 17–19.

	In analytic feminist philosophy, “autonomy competency” is seen as a procedural, more formal and psychological approach to the issue of autonomy. A substantive approach to autonomy places emphasis on more or less content-specific conditions for autonomy, on the changes brought about by autonomous agency to the course of action and the condition of life, and on exercising of positive freedom (cf. Oshana 2003, 101; Mackenzie and Stoljar 2000, 12–21). I have noticed that Valmisa’s recent article has taken a weakly substantive and constitutive account of Zhuangzian autonomy as “the active, purposive, and responsive fashioning of one’s conditions that has a positive effect on the agent’s situation” (Valmisa 2019). Her interpretation is meaningful and refreshing. Here, I tend to think that the Zhuangzian form of autonomy is able to encompass insights from both psychological and substantive approaches while placing autonomous agency within relational constraints.

	For a survey of Anglo-American feminist philosophers’ discussion of relational autonomy and agency, see Mackenzie and Stoljar 2000, 21–26; Stoljar 2018, among others.

	This theme on “the function of the agent’s natural disposition and capacity” is embedded in the Zhuangzian conception of human nature in terms of a kind of “ethical naturalism” (borrowing this term from Hursthouse’s Neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics. Hursthouse 1999, 206) with emphasis on one’s own nature (xing) as evolved from and connected with the broader universe (tian) and on its naturalness/spontaneity. Many scholars of the Zhuangzi have articulated on the theme explored here in various ways, although they may not use the term “ethical naturalism” as contemporary Neo-Aristotelian ethicists do. Cf. Zheng Kai’s analysis of the Zhuangzi’s naturalistic theory of human nature (ziran renxing lun) in Zheng 2016, 182–183, and Wang Zhongjiang’s referring to the Zhuangzian notion of nature (tian) as Zhuangzian ideal and value in Wang 2001, 231. I think the Zhuangzi holds both a holistic and naturalistic view of human nature, which acknowledges the conditioning of the universe beyond human control (but not exactly a kind of objectivity understood by the Neo-Aristotelian ethicists) and uses naturalness as the norm of values. However, one of the key differences between Zhuangzian naturalism and Neo-Aristotelian naturalism is the Zhuangzi’s deeper awareness of the limitation and boundary of human rationality as my discussion attempts to reveal.

	I agree with what Wong said of human intuition and its place in Western philosophy: “Very rarely is there a positive characterization of what the intuitive style is” (Wong 2006a, 238). Intuition even “was a dirty word” when “ethicists appealed to moral intuitions we hold in common to overturn theories” (Kaspar 2012, 38). Moreover, because of its contrast with analytic reasoning or inferential knowledge, which is regarded as the basic component of human rationality, we often think intuitive knowing is hard to delineate, lacking in evidential/scientific explanation, and therefore categorize it either as “mystic” or “spiritual.” In fact,

[p]eople are more likely to use the intuitive style in response to situation in which there are many, continuously appearing ‘cues’ or salient features that are displayed simultaneously and apprehended perceptually, and in which there is no explicit principle, theory, or method available for organizing the cues into a judgment.

(Wong 2006a, 239)


I think that our understanding of Zhuangzian emphasis on intuitive knowing could be well benefited from recent efforts in Western philosophy to define intuition as an intellectual capacity and acknowledge its rational, action-guiding role (see Chudnoff 2013, 1, 20) rather than placing it totally outside human rationality or denying interconnection between the two, to ground intuition in the natural world, and to reexamine moral intuition or intuitionism from meta-ethical, moral–epistemological and moral–psychological perspectives (cf. Kaspar 2012, 62; Hernandez 2012, 8–9). For obvious reasons, this is not an occasion for a more detailed discussion on intuition.


	Cf. Tao Jiang’s similar interpretation of “daemonic” in a different context (Jiang 2012, 77).

	Carr and Ivanhoe’s view seems somewhat softer than Yearley’s, as we read:

[S]ince the sage’s pre-reflective inclinations are themselves manifestations of the dao, in an important sense his actions are not his own: They do not manifest the individual intentions of an autonomous agent. Rather, the sage serves as a locus for the spontaneous operation of the Way. When acting in such a mode, the movements of a sage are all in complete harmony with the great dao.

(Carr and Ivanhoe 2000, 38)


However, if we acknowledge the agent’s action as being harmonious with the dao, it cannot be merely seen as being completely taken over by the dao, or as the manifestation of the force of the dao. It is, in my view, the work of the sage’s relational and participatory agency partaking in the co-agency of the universe.


	Guo Xiang: “盡因物之妙, 故乃疑是鬼神所作也.” Cheng Xuanying: “機變雖加人工, 木性常因自然, 故以合天也” (Guo 1961, 660).

	A passage in chapter 19 of the Zhuangzi mentions that knowing to forget is “the fitting of the heart/mind.” “Once the fitting starts and never ceases, it is the fitting that forgets itself” (50/19/63–64). I take it to imply the necessity of forgetting about motivated forgetting.

	Cf. O’Neill’s and Sensen’s interpretations of Kant’s concept of “self-legislation” in regard to moral autonomy (O’Neill 2013 and Sensen 2013).




4 The ethical dimension of forgetting atthe social–institutional level (I) The conception of responsiveness to othersin relation to forgetting oneself
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4.1 The Zhuangzian context for responsiveness to things and others

We have learned, in our previous discussion, that the Zhuangzian forgetting about oneself or forgetfulness of self-identity is a chief element in the practice of fasting of the heart/mind, and closely related to the sage’s capacities of rambling in the fluid world, including its use of the mind as a mirror. If we further scrutinize the relationship between forgetfulness and other capacities such as using the mind as a mirror, we would find that a paramount concept, the Chinese term, “ying 應,” underlies and links both. The meanings of this verb “ying,” as exhibited by the usages of Chinese classical texts including the Zhuangzi, involve responding, being responsive and sensitive, replying or answering to questions or calls, dealing with, coming to terms with, receiving or accepting, fitting in with, matching up with and so on.1 The “Qiwulun” chapter accentuates “[being capable of] responding to infinite changes and transformations of things” (yiying wuqiong 以應無窮, 4/2/31), and the point is resonated throughout the text. For instance, chapter 14 uses a similar expression—“[being capable of] responding to things endlessly” (yingwu er buqiong 應物而不窮, 38/14/37). The term “yingwu (應物)” does involve the sense of “dealing with,” “coping with” or “handling” things in other classical usages, which is close to “managing,” or even “controlling” things and situations. However, holding on to its primary meaning of “responding” or “being responsive,” the Zhuangzian usage stays away from the understanding of “ying” as having the sense of “managing” or “controlling” things and people, which obviously runs against the Zhuangzian notion of de-centralizing and forgetting of oneself. Chapter 24 paradigmatically recommends the attitude of “responding to the changing circumstances of heaven and earth without opposing them (ying tiandi zhiqing er wuying 應天地之情而勿攖, 65/24/24).” This expression shows one of the examples that the Zhuangzi connects the meaning of responding more with the meaning of receiving/accepting, opening oneself to, matching oneself up with or reconciling oneself with.

A statement in chapter 22 makes this distinctive Zhuangzian usage of ying more explicit:


How can one ever find enough reasons to define Yao as right and Jie as wrong? Even fruits have their inherent patterns [or structural coherence]. Though the relationships of human beings [involving precedence and order] are much more complicated, they are nonetheless neighboring in the universe [like the co-existence of teeth]. When encountering people of difference, the sage does not oppose them; when the encounter is over, he is open to more encounters [without staying or satisfying with what he has done]. To respond by adjusting oneself [or matching oneself up] with others is called virtuosity; to respond by accommodating people of opposition as one’s accompaniment is the dao.2

(59/22/37–39; translation adopts interpretations listed by Cui 1988, 591–592; cf. Mair 1994, 216; Watson 1968, 239–240; Ziporyn 2020, 177)


The Zhuangzian understanding of ying, as such, places the ethical subject’s responding or responsiveness in the broad and infinite networking of co-existence and interrelationship with other human beings, with those of difference and opposition, rather than in the subject’s own sovereignty on what is right and wrong. Being thrown into this network of neighboring and co-existence without personal choice is the condition prior to, and constitutive of, any specific responding or responsiveness. Moreover, based on the intelligibility of this network of “being-with-others,” responding here is understood in terms of one’s adjustment, attunement or reconciliation with others (tiao er yingzhi 調而應之) or in terms of one’s acceptance and accommodation of those carrying opposite views and values (ou er yingzhi 偶而應之). Responding is never a self-preferred management and appropriation of others. An ethical subject him- or herself must undergo change and transformation when responding. Any genuinely responsive action, or reaction, from the subject can be implemented only through a detour of passivity. As a result, a sense of “following along with,” “yielding to” or deference (shun 順) is so embedded in the Zhuangzian understanding of responding that the uses of the term “shun” and “ying” are intimately related in the Zhuangzian vocabulary (e.g., shunwu 順物, 20/7/11; shunren 順人, 74/26/37; shunzhi yi tianli 順之以天理, yingzhi yi zhiran 應之以自然, 37/14/16).

Another example is the phrase “ying er bucang 應而不藏” (21/7/33), with regard to the descriptions of the empty/unoccupied mind operating like a mirror. Some interpreters of this much-discussed phrase have suggested rendering it as “responding without acquisition/possession” instead of the more literal rendition “responding without storing/retaining.” They attend to the inherent connection between the meaning of the phrase and the meanings of the sentences prior to it. The main parts of its preceding sentences read as follows:


…

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

Not doing, not being the one in charge of what has to happen;

Not doing, not being ruled by your own understanding;

In this way, … fully realize whatever is received from Heaven, but without thinking anything has been gained thereby.

It is just being empty …3 

(21/7/31–32; Ziporyn 2009, 53–54)


The passage renews Laozi’s teaching of non-ordinary-doing, or acting out of passivity (wuwei 無為), in the Zhuangzian context by pointing out that the mirror-like responsive functioning of the empty mind is devoid of any obsession with one’s pre-conceived plans/arrangements, one’s desires/efforts for control or one’s own criteria of judgment. The Zhuangzian way of responding abides by what is natural, or what is constrained by the network of co-existence, without any consideration of personal acquisition, possession or self-gain (wu jiande 無見得). By virtue of this understanding, Qian Mu 錢穆, in agreeing with Wang Kaiyun 王闓運,4 suggests that the meaning of “bucang 不藏” lies in its connection to the preceding phrase “wu jiande (無見得),” namely, being without acquisition, possession or self-gain, and therefore it is responding without acquisition/possession (Qian 1985, 66). This interpretation directs us back to the theme of forgetting about oneself (wangji) or de-centralizing of oneself (wuji) and reveals the strong bond between the forgetting, humbling or emptying of oneself and the genuine responding: the latter requires the former, and the former defines the latter.5

An equally illustrative case for the Zhuangzian meaning of responding (ying) can be found in chapter 11, from one of the three scattered passages about “the great man.”6 As one of the sources for the Zhunagzian notion of forgetfulness of oneself examined in the preceding chapter of this book, it is about how the great man acts and forgets about himself (wuji) in accord with the dao. The author writes: “The guide offered by the great man is like shadow to shape, echo to sound. When being asked, he responds with all he could possibly do, to serve (or to match himself up with) people in the world” (28/11/63–64, my translation).7 It starts with the phrase “daren zhi jiao 大人之教,” commonly translated as “the teaching of the great man,” but the great man’s teaching is not the conveyance of objective knowledge, nor sharing his internal thought, but the ethical guide, based on practical experiences, to the students’ conducts. The author, in this passage, depicts the virtuous conducts of the great man and uses them to guide the students’ actions; in other words, the virtuous conducts themselves function as the guide to others. The centering on the conducts of the great man shares the same focus with the passage on “daren zhi xing 大人之行 (the conducts of the great man)” in chapter 17.8 We should not understand the “daren zhi jiao” in the literal sense of oral or written answers, nor should we confine someone’s “wen 問 (asking)” to just oral or written questions. “Wen 問 (asking)” could be understood more broadly as “calling,” “making request,” or “demanding” for response. This understanding would help us further divulge the unique context of the Zhuangzian conception of “responding (ying).”


4.2 The asymmetry of calling and responding, and the interruption of agent-centeredness

The conception, first of all, clarifies the relationship between calling and responding. Responding presupposes the being-caught-up in the network of “being-with-others,” presupposes calling from others, or the encounter with others’ needs and concerns that has taken place. The use of the similes of “shadow to shape” and “echo to sound” characterizes the priority of passivity and companionship that constrains any responding, and a kind of demanding/yielding-to or host/guest (if not exactly master/servant) relationship in the ethical encounter (different from a solely cognitive inquiry and answer).9 Guo Xiang comments on this relationship: “Calling [or asking] plays a primary role (wenzhe weizhu 問者為主); responding thus plays a supporting role (ying gu weipei 應故為配)” (Guo 1961, 396). Cheng Xuanying elucidates that the person (calling for help) feels the problem, desire and need first, and therefore this feeling (or felt need) is central (xiangan weizhu 先感為主, ibid.). Lin Xiyi 林希逸 interprets the Chinese term “pei 配” as being “guest (bing 賓)” (bing weipei 賓為配), which, along with Guo’s and Cheng’s, subverts and de-centralizes the status of the respondent conventionally conceived as the subject or host to take charge (wo weizhu 我為主; Lin 1997, 177). Xuan Ying 宣潁 also agrees: “Calling precedes [responding] (wenzhe weishang 問者為上) and responding matches up with it (yingzhe weipei 應者為配)” (Xuan 1977, 99). These efforts to define the calling/responding relationship seem, at first glance, to be nothing more than commonsensical views, but indeed they lay bare the condition, structure and nature of responding. So, in terms of the Zhuangzian ethical perspective, the other, or others, who asks, requests or demands help, is the center in the event of encounter or responding, but not the respondent whose role is to support, assist, serve or match up with the former (though the importance and value of this supporting role itself is not denied either).

The insight into the mode of “responding” with regard to the forgetting or subversion of the centrality of oneself is likewise inscribed in another sentence of this passage—“jinqi suohuai 盡其所懷.” Different from what I translated above as “he [the great man] responds with all he could possibly do,” some traditional interpreters have expounded another layer of its meaning. For example, Guo Xiang explains it as “letting all things realize what they cherish (shi wuzhisuohuai gedezijin ye 使物之所懷各得自盡也)” (Guo 1961, 396), and Cheng Xuanying’s comment affirms it (Ibid.).10 Zhong Tai further elaborates on it:


‘Letting all things realize what they cherish’ … not only means that a person who responds should do all he or she can in following the dao, but also means to let the person who asks get full consideration [from the respondent] for his or her circumstances.

(Zhong 1988, 240)


In this view, the interpretation that I and others took (“he responds with all he could possibly do”) is not excluded by Guo’s exegesis, but supplemented with another critical point that the respondent must take into full consideration the circumstances of the person who asks for help, the situation in which the person lives, and therefore respond to the latter’s needs, interests, and concerns. “Letting all things realize what they cherish” unequivocally places the “caller”s circumstances, needs and interests in the priority of the respondent’s consideration, and at the center of their ethical encounter. This critical point reverberates with the more fundamental Zhuangzian understanding of the way of the universe as described by the metaphor of the “piping of heaven”—letting all things make their sounds in their own way naturally without the hegemony of one privileged sound, or a dominating oneself appropriating the others—and indicates that the Zhuangzian conception of “responding” follows the dao, embodies and serves the ideal and goal of the “piping of heaven.”

We can imagine further how this “caller”/respondent, or guest/host relationship, is reversed when the encounter takes place. Suppose the “caller” is like a guest or visitor who calls to somebody’s house or knocks on the door of a house to call for help. The event of calling would definitely interrupt the “normality” or peace of a host’s life in his or her own house (a life or existence centralized in oneself is “called” into question by the interruption of the other, as Levinas suggests in his ethical philosophy).11 He or she may need to step outside of his or her house (or the territory of his or her own interest) to greet the caller and to respond. So, the event of interruption is the beginning of the reversal of the guest/host role, since the calling summons, demands in the first place, and also stimulates and inspires one’s responding. This condition of passivity and the dispossession of the respondent’s original position as host is undeniable. It is on this centrality of the others’ call upon oneself, which determines the event of responding, of which the “I” or oneself is only a requested respondent, whose action comes out of passivity and receptivity as a pre-condition, that the authors of the Zhuangzi would probably agree with Levinas, appreciating his elaboration on “the gravity of the other,” without using more radical Levinasian terms such as “the traumatic effect of persecution” by the others, or oneself as “a hostage” of the others (Levinas 1981, 118, 112). I understand the need for these stunning words to signify the severity or weight of one’s unchosen responsibility for the other and the necessary breakup of the fixation on the ego (ibid., 116, 118), with the quasi-therapeutic purpose of shocking one away from the obstinate dominion of oneself over the other, but don’t they sound, to a certain degree, depressing and frightening, if not just confusing? Many passages of the Zhuangzi can go as far as Levinas does in highlighting the challenge of infinite otherness and criticizing the human “violence of the encounter with the non-I” (Levinas 1987, 49). However, the joyful or cheering tone of the Zhuangzian vision of “easy wandering,” by happily putting oneself through endless encounters with the others and their otherness, by endlessly responding to them, happily forgetting of oneself, to achieve harmonious co-existence with things and people of different values, seems missing in Levinas’ ethical discourse and in his philosophical protest to the tyranny of the self-same. This contrast shows the difference between their philosophical styles, linguistic strategies and historical–ideological–cultural underpinnings.

It should be noted that the Zhuangzian understanding of responding as “doing all one can possibly do [to serve the other],” including the full consideration of the other’s circumstances and needs, self-adjustment, attunement to others, and acting to reconcile oneself with the others, characterizes the Zhuangzian way of being responsive and responsible. It goes without saying that a Zhuangzian sage is excellent and virtuous in being a responsive and responsible person. However, while the Zhuangzi takes on the theme of responding and responsiveness, elaborating on its condition and underlying structure, it seldom directly addresses concepts of responsibilities in the sense of obligation, duty, accountability, or even in the form of maxim, rule or law. I can display two examples of this Zhuangzian attitude. One is the passage in chapter 17 about “the conduct of the great man,” which involves “never taking a course to harm others”; “his move never pursues any profit for himself”; “he does not despise the gatekeeper waiting for a tip” and so forth (43/17/24–25). These are portrayals of exemplary behaviors of a Zhuangzian sage, which would never be meant to be abstracted from living experience, and to fill in a repository of general precepts or rules. That is not the task that the Zhuangzian thinkers/writers would like to set up for themselves. They do not aim to specify what obligations or responsibilities there are for people to follow, even though they do not simply oppose or renounce all available ones. The task of prescribing obligations or responsibilities seems to have been taken mainly by Confucian philosophers at that time, to elaborate on moral principles or virtues, such as benevolence and righteousness. Another example from the Zhuangzi sheds the same light on this attitude, a case that has been discussed in Chapter 2 of this book, which involves the pseudo-Confucius’ advice to Zigao about how to better perform the latter’s responsibilities regarding benevolence and righteousness. The case reflects that the Zhuangzian ethical concerns are more with how one can be responsive to the others, and how genuine responding is possible, but less with what specific responsibilities are, since they have been discussed quite often by Confucian philosophers, and the Zhuangzian ethical teaching tends to take off from there, moving toward fulfilling its own ethical mission by uncovering what is unthought of. This Zhuangzian focus indeed quite resembles Levinas’s ethical approach. The latter does refer to “Thou shalt not kill” or non-violence from time to time, but his task does not consist in constructing a programmatic ethics of duty or responsibility, as he confesses: “I only try to find its meaning. … One can without doubt construct an ethics in function of what I have just said, but this is not my own theme” (Levinas 1985, 90). The authors of the Zhuangzi would perhaps like to say something very close: they are not offering a systematic ethics on responsibilities; they rather focus on how responding is possible, and how one can be responsive to the others. Systematic ethics can be developed from Zhuangzian ethical inquiry, but that is not its central concern.


4.3 A further comparison with Levinasian thought and its mode of forgetting oneself

An analysis offered by Derrida might be useful to our understanding of the matter. Derrida explicates “a brief grammar” of responding in terms of three modalities of “to answer for,” “to respond to” and “to answer before.” One always “answers for (for self or for its intention, its action or discourse), before,” and “by first responding to” (Derrida 1997, 250, italics original). In Derrda’s view, although the modality of “answering for self” and for its intention, among three, is not completely negated, it is put into question necessarily, as he discerns that


[O]ne does not answer for oneself in one’s own name, one is responsible only before the question, the request, the interpellation, the “insistence” of the other. On the other hand, the proper name structuring the “answering for oneself” is in itself for the other – either because the other has chosen it … or because, in any case, it implies the other in the very act of naming, in its origin, finality and use. The answering always supposes the other in a relation to self, it keeps the sense of this dissymmetrical “anteriority” down to the apparently most interior and most solitary autonomy of the “as regards self”…

(Ibid., 251, italics original)


Similarly, “answering before … seems first to modalize the ‘responding to’. One answers before the other because, first of all, one responds to the other” (Ibid., 252., italics original). Therefore, among the three modalities, “responding to” is the most “originary” and “fundamental” (Ibid., 250). In other words, one’s having to respond to the other or others is the most essential mode of one’s ethical relationship with the other or others.12 The term “anteriority” here takes the place of Levinas’s “exteriority” (not in denying of it, and Levinas’ philosophy implies the notion of anteriority too), to denote the other-centered and temporalized structure of one’s responding to the other, and its passivity and conditioned freedom or autonomy.

This mode of “responding to” reaffirms the point that the other is prior to, and constitutive of, oneself, which is held not only by post-structuralists but also by Zhuangzian discourse (see Chapter 3 of this book). The primal mode of responding to the other, which encompasses both “responding for the other” and “responding before the other,” presupposes the other-centeredness in the grounding relation of the other to oneself, and its determination of the possibility of any ethical action from oneself. This Levinasian–Derridan perspective can no doubt find its resonance in many relevant passages of the Zhuangzi. The Zhuangzian perspective of the dao does involve the other-centered approach and its de-centralizing of oneself, as noted above. The Zhuangzi has defined the mode of responding as the reversal of the host/guest role, as fully considering the other’s circumstances and needs, as doing all one can possibly do for the other, and as opening oneself to, being in tune with or reconciling with the other, without any pursuit of self-gain. Nevertheless, discerning this aspect of resemblance almost at the same time directs us back to the significant differences between these two ethical inquiries. One such difference worth elucidating here is not only about the limitation of the Levinasian approach, revealed by the recent criticism of Levinas’ ethical philosophy (and of Derrida’s), but also informs us how the Zhuangzian approach may contribute to the overcoming of some problems in contemporary ethical thought.

Levinas is probably the only contemporary Western philosopher who considers positively the possibility “to forget oneself, to detach oneself from oneself” (Levinas 1981, 109), and affirms its ethical significance to the breakup of one’s fixation on the ego, and to subjecting oneself to the inescapable responsibility for the other. In his critique of the Heideggerian ontology of being that possesses its self-sameness, Levinas uses categories of an ontology of the Other while “transform[ing] them into ethical terms” (Ibid., 115). This ontology of the Other proposes that “[t]he oneself cannot form itself; it is already formed with absolute passivity” (Ibid., 104). This passivity is the fundamental exposure of oneself to the other, the relationship with exteriority.


In the exposure … the oneself is provoked as irreplaceable, as devoted to the others, without being able to resign, and thus as incarnated in order to offer itself, to suffer and to give. It is thus one and unique, in passivity from the start, having nothing at its disposal that would enable it to not yield to the provocation.

(Ibid., 105)


So, for Levinas, forgetting oneself and detaching oneself from oneself simultaneously means to attach oneself to the other or others. It is “an attachment that has already been made, as something irreversibly past, prior to all memory and all recall” (Ibid., 104). The forgetfulness of oneself, the immemorial and unmemorable anteriority of the other to oneself, undercuts all ontology of self, from Locke’s recollection-based self-identity to Heidegger’s Being that can be recovered from forgetfulness through Dasein’s memory in the so-called authentic existence. However, the Levinasian notion of passivity is not just a distanced anteriority, it is a recurrence, in which “the expulsion of self outside of itself is its substitution for the other”; it is “what the self emptying itself of itself.” “This recurrence would be the ultimate secret of the incarnation of the subject: … an indebtedness before any loan, not assumed, anarchical, subjectivity of a bottomless passivity, made out of assignation, like the echo of a sound.” It would undergo a transference from “from-the-other” to “for-the-other,” even with an absolute patience, since “from-the-other” is already the “for-the-other.” “This transfer … is subjectivity itself” (Ibid., 111), or in my words, subjectivity at work or being realized. It is in this critical transference, Levinas refers to forgetting again: “This self is out of phase with itself, forgetful of itself, forgetful in biting in upon itself, in the reference to itself which is the gnawing away at oneself of remorse” (Ibid., 115). Forgetfulness of oneself, as such, seems to have an important role to play in the functioning or realization of the subjectivity of oneself, which has been defined by Levinas as “I am ‘in myself’ through the others,” “the other in the same, without alienating the same” (Ibid., 112), the “hold[ing] on to oneself while gnawing away at oneself” (Ibid., 114) or even “behind the distinction between rest and movement, between the being at home with oneself (chez soi) and wandering, between equality and difference” (Ibid., 108). It is so striking to see Levinas’ use of these terms—“forgetting,” “emptying,” “echo of a sound,” “wandering” and so on—which are among the favorite vocabulary of the Zhuangzi, and the proximity of their thinking out of two extremely different traditions. However, despite the abundant implications of these descriptions worth exploring, forgetfulness is neither thematized in the overall scheme of Levinas’ ethical philosophy nor treated as a capacity to cultivate, as we see in the Zhuangzian tradition.

A major problem with Levinas’ ethical thought, and in contrast to the Zhuangzi, is that while his philosophy sometimes hints at coinciding “activity and passivity” (Ibid., 115), and acknowledges the necessary moment of holding on to oneself and undergoing transference in realizing subjectivity, Levinas nonetheless attributes this undergoing of transference to “the force of an alterity in me” (Ibid., 114) in order to emphasize the conditioned-ness of one’s responding to the other and to uproot any laten nostalgia for self-centricity. He pushes the overdetermination of the Other to such an extreme that any sense of act or “possibility of putting oneself in the place of the other,” or any reference to one’s capability to respond, is completely denied, or deemed as unnecessary or unjustified (Ibid., 117–118). In other words, any ethical response is straightforwardly generated by the power of the Other. When one reads through Levinas’ major work, on the one hand, one could be awed and shocked by his excessive language,13 such as “the victim of a persecution” (Ibid., 104) and “a hostage” (therapeutic effect notwithstanding); on the other hand, one may wonder after that round of shock: It is awesome, but is that all? Is there anything else to be accounted for ethical responsiveness? What remains there after this philosophy of exteriority and passivity? As Ricoeur correctly observes, “[T]he theme of exteriority does not reach the end of its trajectory, namely, awakening a responsible response to the other’s call, except by presupposing a capacity of reception, … a capacity of discernment and recognition” (Ricoeur 1992, 339). Such a capacity of oneself “would enable it to respond.” “[I]f there were no self there to hear the injunction and respond to the other, then no asymmetrical relationship would be possible” (Hutchens 2004, 159).14 Other critics also take notice of the unaddressed issues of the quality of one’s response and one’s capacity to respond. David Wood expounds: “My obligation to the other is inseparable from my acquiring the insight (and even knowledge) that would enable me to reach out and help the other” (Wood 2005, 58). Even a scholar, who accepts Levinas’ concept of “infinite demand” from the other and “honors fully the logic of heteronomy,” “still wants to address the motivational deficit” in Levinas’ and post-structuralist philosophy (Altieri 2015, 243).

It is precisely in contrast to this Levinasian shortage or limitation that the Zhuangzian approach to ethical responding and responsiveness becomes more significant. While the Zhuangzi resonates with Levinas in underlining the challenge of infinite otherness and the conditioning of oneself by the other, the Zhuangzi nonetheless pays great attention to the reconciliation of oneself/other or passivity/activity, to the space of negotiation between the two sides, to the ways of responding, how to respond, and especially one’s capacities for responding and how to cultivate them, including one’s capacity for forgetting or decentralizing of oneself. As discussed in my previous chapter, the Zhuangzi upholds the relationality of oneself to the other, and the notion of relational agency. If Butler has somehow modified Levinas to tackle the issue of the “operation of agency,” admitting nevertheless its “tak[ing] place in the context of an enabling and limiting field of constraint” (Butler 2005, 19),15 it is more so in the Zhuangzi. What is referred to as the “struggle” of an “ethical agency (Ibid.),” as being “prompted to act (Ibid., 136)” by Butler, what is required by Foucault “to act upon himself, to monitor, test, improve, and transform himself” as an ethical subject (Foucault 1985, 28), or what is suggested by Altieri that “the self chooses in the name of the other rather than in the name of [absolute] freedom” (Altieri 2015, 243), all have to do with this equally inescapable and fundamental capacity to respond. To be fair, I would say that Levinas’ ethical philosophy can still indirectly contribute to developing one’s capacity for responding to the other in general, since it can help to enhance the awareness of the problematic centrality of oneself, but the theme of one’s capacity for responding and how to respond itself is utterly disregarded by Levinas’ philosophy. The Zhuangzian elaboration on how to respond, and how to cultivate one’s capacities for responding and responsiveness, in my view, certainly provides insights into the issues left unaddressed by Levinasian philosophy. I will inspect several aspects of this Zhuangzian approach to support this thesis, which will also further display the ethical meanings of Zhuangzian forgetfulness at the interpersonal and social–institutional levels.


Notes


	See the entry “ying” in Zhonghua Guhanyu Dacidian, 1315 and in Hanyu Dacidain, vol. 2.

	“奚足以為堯桀之是非. 果蓏有理; 人倫雖難, 所以相齒. 聖人遭之而不違, 過之而不守. 調而應之, 德也; 偶而應之, 道也.” I have noted that Ziporyn translates “li 理” as “coherence.” As he explains it in his note on the li, his translation implies the meanings of “Coherent Structure,” “Guideline,” “Perforations,” “the Way Things Fit Together,” “the How and Why of Things,” and so on (Ziporyn 2020, 280). It stays away from the traditional translation of li as principle, which fails to distinguish li from the Western connotation of abstract essence in seeking the objective truth of things and to consider “the subjective position of the apprehender” since li is also a valued and intelligible “togetherness” (Ziporyn 2013, 44). Although Ziporyn admits that the translation of li as “pattern” “comes closer to the sense of the term,” it is nonetheless unable to distinguish itself from “a strictly and exactly repeating motif” in English, which suggests “the same in each instance.” Ziporyn argues that such a meaning “is lacking in this Chinese word” (2020). While I appreciate Ziporyn’s discernment, my translation here presents both alternatives of “inherent patterns” (also taken from Ziporyn’s explanation) and “structural coherence.”.

	“… 無為謀府; 無為事任; 無為知主; … 盡其所受乎天而無見得, 亦虛而已.”.

	Wang Kaiyun王闓運, a famous educator and scholar of classics, and literary writer in the late Qing Dynasty, who widely published, including his Zhuangzi Yijie 莊子義解 and Zhuangzi Zhu 莊子注.

	Zhong Tai also discerns this close bond among “wu jiande,” “xu,” “ying er bucang” and “wuji (wangji)” (Zhong 1988, 179).

	A. C. Graham has assigned the author(s) of these three scattered passages of “great man,” in the outer and miscellaneous chapters, to a distinctive group in the school of Zhuangzi (Graham 1981/2001, 143–144; 115).

	“大人之教, 若形之於影, 聲之於響. 有問而應之, 盡其所懷, 為天下配.”.

	When A. C. Graham mentions passages of the “teaching” and the “conduct” of the great man, he seems missing their shared common focus on the conduct (Graham 1981/2001, 143).

	Huang Jinhong does interpret “wei tianxia pei 為天下配” as “to serve people in the world” (Huang 1996, 152).

	Although Guo and Cheng’s exegeses were not widely adopted by later scholars of the Zhuangzi, I think they are tenable and make good sense to the Zhuangzian conception of “responding” as long as we acknowledge the polysemic meanings of the sentence.

	On one occasion, Levinas writes: “The absolutely other is the Other … the Stranger who disturbs the being at home with oneself” (Levinas 1969, 39). With tangible influences from Levinas, Derrida provides an acute characterization of this self-interruption in one’s encounter with the other, which seems quite compatible with the Zhuangzian analysis of responding (ying) I presented here: “Just as there would be no responsibility or decision without some self-interruption, neither would there be any hospitality; as master and host, the self, in welcoming the other, must interrupt or divide himself or herself” (Derrida 1999b, 81).

	Levinas interprets “responding to” as that “before the face [of the Other] I do not simply remain there contemplating it, I respond to it.” “Responding” is distinguished from “contemplating” in the sense that “responding” is equivalent to “greeting the Other,” “answer[ing] for him” and the ethical “saying” (Levinas, 1985, 88).

	Ricoeur, one of the prominent critics of Levinas, comments on Levinas’ Otherwise Than Being or Beyond Essence: “[P]articipating in hyperbole is the evocation of being-assigned, which is not to be considered the other side of any activity, … the language becomes more and more excessive … reaches its paroxysm: ‘… A subject is a hostage’… This expression, the most excessive of all, is thrown out here in order to prevent the insidious return of the self-affirmation of some ‘clandestine and hidden freedom’ maintained even within the passivity of the self summoned to responsibility” (Ricoeur 1992, 338).

	Hutchens here is rephrasing Ricoeur’s criticism of Levinas from  Ricoeur 1992, 355. As Hutchens rightly points out, “Ricoeur in Oneself as Another clearly admires Levinas but politely queries the premise of asymmetry” (Hutchens 2004, 158). Olthuis criticizes Levinas in a similar way: “There seems to be no room, ontologically, for the possibility of a self, of its own initiative, to reach out, attentive and open to the other” (Olthuis 1997, 141).

	One of the most prominent followers of Levinas in the USA, Butler strongly defends Levinas and never conceals her view that “those critics [of Levinas] miss the point of the challenge” (Dumm [interview with Butler] 2008, 104), but she nonetheless starts to acknowledge the possibility “to cultivate a mode of responding,” and that “there are ways of acting with others” (Ibid., 103, 105), about which Levinas’ ethical philosophy, in my view, is silent.




5 The ethical dimension of forgetting atthe social–institutional level (II) The Zhuangzian capacity for responsiveness to others
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5.1 Leaving behind one’s privileging mind, embracing differences and reconciling with others

When interpreting the Zhuangzian notion of the empty heart/mind which operates like a mirror, the 17th-century philosopher Wang Fuzhi 王夫之 remarks: “It is by being devoid of the privileging mind that one is able to be responsive to people in the world” (wuchengxin yi yingtianxia 無成心以應天下; Wang 1976, 75). Wang perceptively grasps a key element of the Zhuangzian ethical concern—one’s capacities for responding to others and the world. One such capacity is this “being devoid of,” or emptying of, the privileging mind (chengxin 成心). To Wang Fuzhi, it is also “forgetting” the privileging mind (Ibid., 69). As mentioned in the previous chapter, the “chengxin” characterizes a type of mindset that always privileges one’s own system or hierarchy of what is right and wrong (shifei). It is an opinionated and parochial mind, foreclosed to otherness, which has become the root and source of endless conflicts between different systems of rightness and value, or different ways of life. The Zhuangzian recommendation for “forgetting about right and wrong,” for example, forgetting the widespread view of “praising Yao as right” and “condemning Jie as wrong,” and “the rights and wrongs of the Confucians and Mohists (4/2/26),” does not mean erasing all differences between right and wrong. Any act of forgetting, in this context, presupposes the advent of right and wrong, and therefore cannot erase them and their traces in their entirety. The Zhuangzian forgetfulness rather aims at abolishing the mindset that attempts to suppress differences and promotes uniformity based on one’s own preferences. For the Zhuangzi, this “being devoid of” the privileging mindset, as a dispositional and motivational capacity for dealing with the phenomena of right and wrong, is central to avoiding any ethical violence and maintaining a harmonious world. The Qiwulun chapter states that it is impossible for one to judge right and wrong without already having the mind of privileging one’s own framework of judgment (weichenghuxin er youshifei 未成乎心而有是非, 4/2/22). The chapter particularly criticizes Confucians and Mohists for “each affirming what the other negates and negates what the other affirms” (4/2/26; Ziporyn 2009, 11). Chapter 27 depicts the effect of such a negative mindset: “Men would be responsive only to what agrees with their own views and reject what does not,” and “would consider to be right what agrees with their own views and wrong what does not” (75/27/2–3; cf. Watson 1968, 303).1 It is this narcissistic mindset, the obsession with one’s hierarchy of right and wrong, and its unwillingness to follow the dao and be responsive to others that are the target of Zhuangzian forgetting and the criticisms it involves at the interpersonal, social and institutional level.

The Zhuangzi stresses that, by cultivating or practicing forgetfulness and leaving behind this narcissistic and parochial mindset, the sage is able to attain a state of heart/mind that is broad rather than narrow; empty and accommodating rather than foreclosed or preoccupied. A sage’s mind is endowed with such capacity that he or she “is able to embrace differences of things (shengren huaizhi 聖人懷之),” distinct from ordinary people who use the “chengxin” just to “discriminate them and show off to each other (zhongren bianzhi, yi xiangshi ye 眾人辯之, 以相示也, 5/2/58).” This capacity of opening oneself, embracing, accommodating and accepting differences, rather than promoting or even imposing on others one’s own standard of right/wrong, is the Zhuangzian foundation for ethical responsiveness. It resounds throughout the text, especially in the accentuation on responding by one’s adjustment and reconciling with others and by accepting and accommodating opposite standards of rightness or value (調而應之, 偶而應之), as examined earlier. The Qiwulun chapter further delineates this capacity:


A sage uses various rights and wrongs to reconcile (or harmonize) him- or herself with others while staying at the point of rest on the potter’s wheel of Heaven (or Nature) (shengren hezhiyi shifei, er xiuhu tianjun 聖人和之以是非, 而休乎天鈞). This is called “letting both alternatives [of right and wrong] proceed” (liangxing 兩行) or “walking two roads.”

(5/2/39–40; my synthesis of Ziporyn 2009, 14 and Graham 1981/2001, 54)


The meanings of these notions, “letting both alternatives proceed” and “staying at the point of rest on the potter’s wheel of Nature,” need some further examination, and to obtain a better understanding of them we must take into consideration another passage in the Qiwulun as well (4/2/29–31):


What is circumstantially right can be also circumstantially wrong, and vice versa. Thus, the sage does not proceed from any one of them alone but sees them all in the light of nature, circumstantially accepting “this” for what it is (modified to Ziporyn 2009, 12 and Mair 1994, 15). … When “this” and “that”—right and wrong—are no longer coupled as opposites—that is called the dao-axis (Ziporyn 2009, 12; modified). Only when the axis finds its place in the center of the circle of things can we respond to their infinite transformations. The transformations of “right” are infinite and so are the transformations of “wrong.” Therefore, it is said that nothing is better for responding to them than lucidity.2

(Mair 1994, 15–16, modified)


The fundamental concern of the author here is, time and again, with human responsiveness to infinite changes and transformations, or infinite otherness. This task of responding has no end since the changes and otherness of things and beings themselves are endless in the first place and their endless occurrence constitutes a primordial condition for human existence. The Zhuangzian ideal of “easy wandering” revolves around this mode of responding to infinite changes. It is, however, noteworthy that the Zhuangzian conception of endless transformation and the otherness of things contains human systems of rightness and value. In other words, these hierarchies or standards of rightness and value are themselves not fixed or static, but in unavoidable flux and transformation. They are inextricable from the infinite process of the floating universe itself. It is therefore impossible for the Zhuangzian capacity of responding to endless and diverse “rights and wrongs” to be founded on favoring one hierarchy of right and wrong over the other, assuming one as the best while downplaying the other, and thus establishing its universal indefeasibility by repressing any systems of heterogeneity. The Zhuangzi plainly shows the implausibility of any such unifying standard of rightness or value via the exclusion of the other and uncovers two related aspects of its problematic.

The first problematic is its opposition to the primordial condition for the possibilities of the co-existence of different things in the universe. Illustrated by “the piping of heaven” in which myriad different sounds occur simultaneously in their own ways, Zhuangzians regard human and non-human beings in different locations and environments as having different but equally legitimate values that are suitable to their way of life and nature. The Qiwulun chapter alludes to different ways of living by listing humans, eels, monkeys and other creatures who all have their starkly different but nonetheless preferred places to rest, food to eat or model of beauty. The interlocuter Wang Ni raises a critical question about this phenomenon: Which of these creatures truly knows the right place to rest, the right taste or the right standard of beauty?—a question that counters his friend Nie Que’s assumption about a unifying right standard (wu zhi suotongshi 物之所同是) governing all different things. Wang Ni then extends this interrogation to common moral standards of benevolence and duty, without hesitation admitting that they are all too complicated and confusing, and beyond his ability to judge. In this way, Wang Ni reinforces his earlier reply to Nie Que: “How would I [or anyone] be able to find that [one unifying standard]?” (6/2/64–70). This conversation unmistakably conveys that such a unified standard of right and wrong is inconceivable and inapplicable. Another oft-quoted story is about Lady Li (li zhi ji 麗之姬), who had to leave her home and live in the palace when she married the Duke of Jin. Although she is initially resistant to this new and totally strange environment, her attitude and behavior gradually shift, reflecting her changing value judgments, until she is ultimately able to enjoy this new way of life (6/2/79–80). The story attests to the same point: that it is implausible to have a unifying system subsuming different ways of life or different standards of rightness, which are often determined by shifting positions or by diverse contexts in the universe of co-existence.

The second problematic is about the inherent contradiction of any intended unifying standard to the temporizing process of things, which, much like spacing, brings about inevitable changes, multiplicity and otherness to the standard of rightness and value. In Chapter 2 of this book, I have examined how the Zhuangzi places its understanding of the temporal nature of human emotion in the context of the open-ended temporizing process of all things in the universe, thereby finding the way of letting go of, or forgetting, emotions. Similarly, the Zhuangzi directs us to the underlying condition of time and temporization that shapes the change and transformation of human hierarchies or standards of rightness and value, thereby undermining the plausibility of such privileged unifying systems. When the Qiwulun chapter refers to the common phenomenon of people discriminating “this” from “that,” the author points out that affirming “that” involves a standard/system of right and wrong, while affirming “this” involves another standard/system of right and wrong (bi yi yishifei, ci yi yishifei 彼亦一是非, 此亦一是非, 4/2/29–30). Finding a dominant place for any uniform standard in such a reality of multiplicity and plurality is obviously questionable. The passage then emphasizes responding to infinite changes and transformations of numerous “rights” and “wrongs.” Responding to the never-ending differences between rights and wrongs requires a mindset of “lucidity,” which involves understanding the condition of time and temporization that limits every standard/system of right and wrong and gives rise to their endless changes and transformations. The above-mentioned story about Lady Li implies this dimension of time and temporization too, since the change in her value judgments occurs only once time has passed. Chapter 25 of the Zhuangzi includes the story of Qu Boyu, a famed minister in the state of Wei, who is 60 years old and has changed his mind about right and wrong 60 times.


There was not a single instance in which what he called right in the beginning he did not in the end reject and call wrong. So it is uncertain if what he calls right today is not in fact what he called wrong when he was 59 years old. … Can we call this anything but great perplexity [to the mind of preferring unified knowledge or standard of right and wrong]?3

(71/25/51–53; Watson 1968, 288, modified)


Cheng Xuanying comments:


What was thought wrong last year becomes what is right this year; what is thought right this year could be wrong next year. From this we can know that obsessing with fixed right and wrong, or fixed new and old, is against the flow.4

(Guo 1961, 905)


This flow of life, the temporizing process, while subverting any fixed hierarchy of value/disvalue and dismantling its universal imposition, is not negative from the Zhuangzian point of view. The Zhuangzi recommends people cultivate the capacity to go with the flow, and accordingly to accept, accommodate and embrace different systems of rightness and value.


5.2 The capacity of liangxing 兩行: Two basic themes and their larger contexts

The capacity to accept, accommodate and embrace different systems of rightness and value is best represented by the Qiwulun chapter’s view of “letting both alternatives [of right and wrong] proceed (liangxing 兩行),” as quoted previously. This leads us back to the pending analysis of the Zhuangzian notion of “liangxing 兩行.” Traditional exegetes of “liangxing” have presented two different interpretations, according to Cui’s observation: (1) letting both alternatives of right and wrong proceed or allowing for the co-existence of two different value hierarchies; treating them as complementary or an accompaniment to each other instead of mutually exclusive or conflicting, and (2) allowing for the co-functioning or reconciling of oneself and external things after detaching oneself from the unifying principle of right and wrong; allowing both oneself and external things to function according to their nature without impeding each other by renouncing one’s privileged hierarchy of right and wrong.5 In theme (1), oneself or the subject neither directly appears nor is thematized, although it implies that one would be open to, but not necessarily involved with, any of the two alternatives. Theme (2) adds something to theme (1) by thematizing the function of oneself in complementary relation to the function of external things, including other beings in general. Theme (2) seems to imply that oneself could be the carrier of one of the two alternatives; theme (1) is vague on this point while not excluding the possibility. Although theme (1) could be seen as the basic meaning of liangxing as far as the secondary literature of the Zhuangzi is concerned, theme (2) provides more context to it, and centers on the point that one’s own detachment from the unifying standard underlies liangxing. As such, theme (2) highlights, more than theme (1) does, the importance of one’s capacity for forgetting or leaving behind one’s own preferred value hierarchy and accepting and embracing differences from others. In any event, theme (2) does not oppose theme (1) but reconciles itself with theme (1) in terms of a clearer focus on one’s capacity for renouncing one’s fixation on a preferred value hierarchy. “Liangxing” thus contains both the meaning that, if one’s own value hierarchy is different from others’, one allows both to proceed, and that, if oneself faces two opposing value hierarchies advocated by others, such as those of Confucians and Mohists, this oneself does not have to endorse one and condemn the other, but likewise allows both to proceed. In both cases, one’s mindset and capacity to accept, accommodate and embrace difference is essential.

However, to give a more thorough account of the Zhuangzian concept of liangxing, it is necessary to look deeper into its context, especially those closely related notions of “seeing all things in the light of nature (zhaozhi yutian 照之於天),” “the dao-axis (daoshu 道樞)” and “staying at the point of rest on the potter’s wheel of nature (xiuhu tianjun 休乎天鈞),” as quoted earlier. These Zhuangzian terms all seem to suggest a holistic and “transcendent” perspective, either as the perspective of nature, the perspective of the universe or the perspective of dao. This perspective acknowledges the inherent unending limitedness of all value hierarchies without proposing a competing one at the same level and lifts us out of the enclosure of every value hierarchy whose unwarranted universal application results in insoluble conflicts. Chad Hansen has categorized this as a meta-perspective, a perspective on all perspectives (Hansen 1992, 284). However, to distinguish it from metaphysical conceptions and “absolute mysticism,” Hansen interprets it in terms of relativism and skepticism. In doing so, the theme of relativism—a dao that allows any daos—becomes a meta-perspective itself, and the so-called Zhuangzian skepticism is defined by this relativistic theme (Hansen 1983, 48). Although Hansen admits that the nature of this Zhuangzian meta-perspective is a “prescriptive discourse” (Ibid., 37), showing his acceptance of the pragmatic intent of Zhuangzian discourse, and denies the view that no value can be derived from relativistic skeptical insights (Hansen 2003, 149), he maintains this interpretation on Zhuangzian linguistic, epistemic and ethical relativism and skepticism.

Since Hansen’s interpretation of the perspective of dao concerns our examination of the Zhuangzian conception of one’s capacity for ethical responsiveness, it is useful to briefly summarize three aspects from current scholarly responses to Hansen’s claim of Zhuangzian relativism and skepticism that are relevant to our discussion. First, the relativizing or relativistic theme, expressed as the perspective of dao or nature in the Zhuangzi, is not a meta-perspective as Hansen claims, but a perspective without “meta.” It is used in the Zhuangzi as a therapeutic strategy “to free us from the confines of our cramped and narrow perspective and give us a greater and more accurate appreciation of our true place in the world,” as Ivanhoe defines (Ivanhoe 1996, 210). The same holds true of Hansen’s claim of Zhuangzian skepticism. Unlike Ivanhoe, however, Wong places constraints on such a claim by distinguishing Zhuangzian “interrogative skepticism” from ordinary “declarative skepticism”: the former lacks the assertion of any skeptical thesis and the latter argues for it (Wong 2005, 99). For Wong, “[t]he skeptical stance is a virtue of the Zhuangist dao,” or an enactment of this virtue, “not a set of conclusions or beliefs” (Ibid., 103). Although Wong attempts to balance between Hansen and Ivanhoe, or between skepticism and engagement, it seems to me that he is fairly close to, or at least assimilates, the view that the skepticism of those passages in the Zhuangzi “does not appear to be aimed at the theoretical but at the practical in the most profound sense” (Ibid., 94). In this way, Wong undermines those interpretations of “giving priority to the skeptical themes” (Ibid., 92) as well as Hansen’s claim of the standard skepticism of the Zhuangzi.6

Second, Ivanhoe argues that the Zhuangzi implies its own ethical norm toward which the attitude of the Zhuangzi is neither relativistic nor skeptical. For example, if “a given action or activity accords with [n]ature’s pattern and processes then it is fitting and proper” and “is in harmony with the [dao]” (Ivanhoe 1996, 201). Huang similarly points out that the Zhuangzian central concern with the moral patient/receiver’s own uniqueness and valuableness to any agent’s action shows that Zhuangzi is “not a moral relativist” (Huang 2005, 403). Lai specifies that “Zhuangzi is neither skeptical about plurality, nor is skeptical about the validity of each assertion made from a singular perspective. But he is skeptical about the underlying universality and objectivity” (Lai 2006, 365). In other words, the Zhuangzian attitude toward limited perspectives accepts their particular meaningfulness in particular contexts but not in all contexts (Lai and Chiu 2013, 537). Thus, according to these scholars, the Zhuangzi as a whole “is neither skeptical nor relativistic in ethics,” even though the text involves skeptical and relativistic (or relativizing) passages (Huang 2010a, 74).7 Although I am more in line with these scholars than Hansen, I have no intention of further involving myself in this debate by clarifying all these views in greater detail, as it will lead me astray from the focus of my project. Suffice it to say that these refutations to Hansen’s claim help fathom the ethical-practical dimension of the Zhuangzian forgetfulness of universalizing one’s own value hierarchy, and recognize the value of plurality and heterogeneity and the capacity for openness, acceptance and respect, in regard to the concept of liangxing and other related notions.

Third, there are additional complexities in understanding the “transcendence”—the higher level—of dao or nature over the limitedness and relativity of all human hierarchies of rightness and value. I have stated above that Hansen has used the relativistic theme of a dao as a meta-perspective that recognizes the limit and legitimacy of all daos. He also defines this meta-perspective as “non-evaluative perspective” (Hansen 1992, 290); for him, once evaluated, it loses its own “meta” status and becomes one of the limited perspectives of right and wrong that it tends to transcend. This treatment makes his “meta-perspective” and “non-evaluative perspective” resemble those “conditions of the possibilities” of all perspectives, whether epistemic or ethical. Hansen does not seem to have any interest in this kind of metaphysical exploration, and, in my view, only uses relativism as his weapon against the enclosure of metaphysics. However, some scholars nonetheless take issue with the transcendent feature of Hansen’s meta-perspective and non-evaluative perspective. For instance, Ivanhoe contends that the meta-perspective and strong relativism attributed to the Zhuangzi by Hansen seems to assume “a god’s-eye view of the world,” from which any human claim of meaning recedes into insignificance. “But there is no evidence in the text to support such an interpretation” (Ivanhoe 1996, 202). The Zhuangzian terms, “in the light of nature” and “resting on the potter’s wheel of nature,” “do recommend taking the Heavenly perspective into account, but they do not seem to recommend abandoning the human point of view for the Heavenly.” “The therapeutic use of the Heavenly point of view does not entail that human beings should view the world only from this perspective” (Ibid., 200–201, italic original). Ivanhoe seems to allude here to the important relationship between the transcendent perspective of dao or nature and human limited perspectives, between tian 天 and ren 人, a central topic in the Zhuangzi.

As for Hansen’s “non-evaluative perspective” in relation to relativism, Ivanhoe thinks it runs the risk of rendering the Zhuangzi as “thoroughly amoral” (Ibid., 209) or being without ethical concern at all. Lai and Chiu likewise respond to Hansen’s “non-evaluative perspective,” pointing out that the enlightened perspective “does not necessarily entail that the sage withdraws from engagement” with human limited views, but only means that the sage “does not engage with them at their level” by being “aware of the shortcomings of the shifei views” (Lai and Chiu 2013, 536). Echoing Ivanhoe and the others, Wong’s elaboration on the dialectical relation between interrogative skepticism and human engagement, to a certain extent, reconciles what is referred to by Ivanhoe as the god’s-eye view and human limited view (Wong 2005, 97–98). In my opinion, all these discussions benefit, through different approaches, our further understanding of the Zhuangzian conception of liangxing, which involves a reconciliation of the perspective of the universe and the perspective of humans, integrating them into the human capacity for responding and responsiveness to other beings and things in the universe.


5.3 The third theme of liangxing and the capacity to integrate the perspectives of tian 天 and ren 人

I would submit that this reconciliation and integration of the perspective of the universe and the perspective of humans is precisely the third theme implied by the Zhuangzian conception of liangxing, in addition to the two others we have examined. Scholars often write about the reconciliation and integration of the two perspectives in the Zhuangzi, but they seldom connect it specifically to the concept of liangxing, as we can see from its omission in Cui’s summary. However, despite often being disregarded by scholars, the third theme does exist in the exegetic tradition of the Zhuangzi. I refer here to Cheng Xuanying’s comment on liangxing, which is more sophisticated than Guo Xiang’s although mainstream interpretation mostly inherits from the latter. Cheng writes: “Without being parted from right and wrong, one attains what is beyond right and wrong. Therefore, it is called ‘letting both alternatives proceed’ (or ‘walking two roads’)” (Guo 1961, 74).8 I acknowledge that, in the context of this third theme, “walking two roads” might be a better translation, but the context does allow the meaning of letting alternatives proceed without excluding each other (as Guo Xiang indicates).9 Cheng’s interpretation of “two (liang)” here more explicitly refers to the transcendent perspective of tian over those rights/wrongs and the limited perspective of human (ren) within those rights/wrongs.10 What is remarkable about Cheng’s comment and fundamental to our understanding of this third theme is its keynote of the relationality, interconnectivity and mutual involvement between the two perspectives, which makes their reconciliation possible. To understand this theme of relationality, interconnectivity and mutual involvement between the two perspectives, I propose the following analyses.

First, we need to understand the relationality of the two perspectives in terms of their ontological continuum and linguistic–conceptual linkage. The holistic perspective of dao or nature places every perspective of right and wrong in the flow of infinite perspectives of right and wrong, namely, in the larger context out of which every standard of right and wrong emerges and from which the human limited perspective can be blind. Since this holistic perspective discerns the limitedness of every human hierarchy of right/wrong, it helps undermine the legitimacy of any fixation on limitedness and recommends going beyond that fixation. In this sense, it “transcends” the particular limitedness of any perspective. Although embedded in the Zhuangzian understanding of “the deep structure of the pattern and processes of the world” (Ivanhoe 1996, 201), this perspective does not involve any content other than the disclosure of this limitedness of perspectives, nor does it argue for a particular standard of right and wrong among others. The perspective of “going beyond” is obtained from the examination of human experiences with the world and merely illuminates “what is already ‘there’” (Lai and Chiu 2013, 536) without presupposing the existence of any metaphysical entity outside the world, any mystic source, or ontological gap with limited human perspectives. To a certain extent, one could even say that the higher, transcendent perspective is parasitic on the phenomena of limited human perspectives linguistically and conceptually. If there are no limited perspectives and no human fixations on them, there will be no need for this higher perspective to transcend them. The higher perspective shows its differences with the limited perspectives but nonetheless stays within the same ontological domain as them by simply disclosing their epistemic and ethical limitedness that are “always already” there and in incessant transformation. This is the primary aim the higher perspective serves. It does not negate the meanings of any limited perspectives in their own limited contexts but rather their applicability to all contexts. This understanding offers its own kind of justification for the relationality and interconnectivity of the two perspectives and reveals the possibilities for an ethical subject to integrate them.

Second, we need to understand the relationality in its practical context and in terms of the capacity of the ethical subject to integrate and reconcile the two perspectives. A closely related Zhuangzian notion to liangxing—the daoshu 道樞 (dao-axis)—exemplarily demonstrates the sage’s practical wisdom and capacity to accommodate, embrace and be responsive to different standards or hierarchies of right and wrong. This capacity is to be with the dao-axis or to take a position at the center of the circle of things in order to respond to and accommodate myriad different things and their own values in the ever-flowing world. It depends upon one’s ability, through the practice of the forgetting or emptying of one’s privileging mind, to avoid being preoccupied by any one standard of right and wrong. This acquisition and use of the transcendent perspective or what Cheng describes as “being beyond right and wrong” does not abolish, or withdraw from, limited perspectives of right and wrong. Rather, one circumstantially accepts, accommodates or embraces limited perspectives for what they are (yinshi 因是). Thus, a Zhuangzian sage is able to engage him- or herself more flexibly and less obsessively with limited perspectives of right and wrong, be readier to accommodate different rights/wrongs and shift his or her own perspectives wherever the circumstances require, without being responsive to only what he or she prefers. These meanings, I think, lie in the context of what Cheng means by “without being parted from right and wrong.” The transcendent, holistic perspective of the universe (tian) and the limited perspective of humans (ren) can be well integrated and reconciled in the sage’s capacity to practice responsiveness. In other words, it is the sage’s practical wisdom and state of mind that embodies the integration of the two perspectives with the capacity to carry them out integrally or simultaneously in responsive actions. The reconciliation or integration here is not merely a theoretical possibility. Although one needs to learn and practice this, there is no doubt in the Zhuangzi that this capacity can be cultivated and developed.

The other notion, “resting on the potter’s wheel of nature (xiuhu tianjun 休乎天鈞),” is as paradigmatic as the notion of the dao-axis in highlighting the third theme of liangxing. “Tianjun 天鈞” in the Chinese exegetic tradition denotes the pattern of equalizing/balancing myriad things by nature,11 or the natural process of subverting oppositional hierarchies such as this/that and right/wrong. Since it is the natural process of equalizing/balancing things, the term tianjun denotes the natural change and transformation of things themselves as well (Feng 1992, 222). “Tianjun,” as it were, involves the meanings of both equalizing/balancing and natural change (Cui 1988, 71). The English translation of tianjun as “the potter’s wheel of nature” palpably conveys both meanings: they “converge in the consideration of the even distribution of clay made possible by the constant spinning of the wheel … its constant motion, is what makes things equal” (Ziporyn 2009, 14), as things are relativized and changed fundamentally by spacing and temporization. Moreover, by using the irony of resting at the center of the constantly spinning wheel (the metaphor for nature’s cyclic changes), it signifies the reconciliation of both the transcendence (putting opposite rights/wrongs temporarily at rest) and the accommodation of ever-renewing rights/wrongs (constantly going with their flow), without deliberately eliminating them at all—a unique characteristic of the capacity for walking two roads (cf. Ibid.).

One passage in chapter 6 of the Zhuangzi further illustrates how the “genuine person” (zhenren 真人) reconciles these two perspectives. The holistic, transcendent perspective in the Zhuangzi sees myriad things as co-existing in the whole body of the universe or, in this sense, in the oneness. This perspective is therefore, on occasion, equivalent to the perspective of oneness. According to the passage, while a genuine person may involve him- or herself with like and dislike (right and wrong), he or she would never lose sight of this wholeness or oneness; namely, he or she would always be aware of the limitedness of like/dislike and the relationality of right/wrong. So, when taking the holistic perspective, he or she is with wholeness or oneness; when taking the dualistic perspective of like/dislike or right/wrong, he or she still has wholeness or oneness in mind. The latter would facilitate him or her to change whenever the circumstances call for it. Thus,


when taking the holistic perspective, he or she is a companion of nature [or the universe]; when taking the dualistic perspective [of like or dislike], he or she is a companion of humans. When the perspective of nature and the perspective of humans do not attempt to win over each other, it is called the genuine person.12

(16/6/19–20; my translation)


A genuine person who can reconcile the two perspectives, as such, is a person who can reconcile or harmonize nature (tian) and humanity (ren), who is not only able to be part of nature or the universe by holding the higher, transcendent perspective, but also never leaves, or is still part of, the human world by engaging him- or herself in various distinctions of right/wrong. In this way, he or she can embody the two perspectives altogether in his/her life of rambling in the floating world, make possible their co-functioning in his/her everyday living and let them guide his/her responsive actions simultaneously.


5.4 From the third theme of liangxing to the use/value of diverse viewpoints and ways of Life

Once freed from both self-enclosure in one’s preferred standard of right/wrong and disengagement from the conditioned human world, the Zhuangzian sage pays special attention to the pragmatic “use (yong 用)” of various rights/wrongs, or the everyday functioning of various human perspectives, based on awareness of their limitedness. This “use (yong)” no longer just refers to the therapeutic use of the higher, transcendent perspective of nature, but also to the broadened practical-ethical use of varied human perspectives in terms of an accommodating attitude of “letting-be” without neglecting their context-specific suitableness. Several commentators in the exegetic tradition have provided insightful comments on the practical function and use of varied human perspectives as a result of integrating the two perspectives (liangxing), although these comments have not been fully appreciated by modern scholars. One scholar suggests that recognizing the perspectives of tian and ren as being not opposed to each other implies that this reconciliation preserves their respective uses or functions (geyou qiyong 各有其用; Cui 1988, 233). In other words, their respective uses do not replace each other but find their own roles to play after being integrated or reconciled holistically. Another scholar points out that, when being engaged with different rights and wrongs, and not with wholeness or oneness only, a genuine person is primarily concerned with their usefulness (qi buyi zhe, yongye 其不一者, 用也; Zhong 1988, 139),13 as he or she can dialectically return to diverse alternatives after gaining the holistic perspective.

A more incisive and inspiring comment on the related passage and the meaning of liangxing comes from Qian Chengzhi 錢澄之, who writes:


The dao connects everything into a oneness. Only someone, who is good at accepting the contingent “this”/“that” (or right/wrong), can utilize all dualistic options [of right and wrong] instead of using oneness [only]. Dualistic options (or differences) are what oneness lodges in.14


This comment further highlights the dialectical relation between a higher oneness (or wholeness) and the “many” dichotomous options of right/wrong, or between the two perspectives. The integral implementation of the two perspectives first frees an ethical subject from his or her adherence to one standard of right and wrong. This ethical subject is then able to utilize the acquired freedom to engage him- or herself flexibly in accommodating, understanding and working with different, or even diverse, standards of right and wrong because he or she realizes the contingent and circumstance-bound nature of all preferences of right and wrong. In such a dialectical reconciliation, the higher or greater perspective, the perspective of oneness or wholeness, mainly functions to widen one’s horizon, open one’s mind to all possibilities and opportunities, and facilitate the accommodation of difference and plurality. This is why the genuine person can embrace various alternatives and differences without ever attaching to any oneness isolated from where it lodges, and can therefore treat them equally or allow them an equal shot, as Wang Yu 王雩 perspicaciously clarifies (zhenren bao’er buyi, suoyi tongye 真人抱二不一, 所以同也).15

Notwithstanding their penetrative grasp of the meaning of liangxing, I acknowledge that all these comments strongly reverberate with the Qiwulun chapter’s well-known focus on strengthening the ethical subject/agent’s capacity for responsiveness. The chapter underscores that a person who understands the dao thoroughly “would not define right/wrong in any one particular way but would let them lodge in the everyday functioning [of things]. The everyday functioning means useful; the useful means interconnecting; the interconnecting is what one supposes to get” (4/2/36–5/2/37; my translation).16 Much ink can be spilled over this succinct statement, but one point seems clear: a thorough understanding of relationality and interconnectivity would enhance an ethical subject/agent’s capacity for responsiveness, and enable him or her to “use various rights and wrongs to reconcile him- or herself with others (hezhiyi shifei 和之以是非).”17 Since both the original text of the Zhuangzi and its commentators bring to light this Zhuangzian pragmatic focus on “use (yong),” it is necessary to synopsize the prominent meanings of this Zhuangzian concept. Use or usefulness in the current context denotes valuableness, and the meaning of this valuableness has evolved in three facets. First, usefulness means that all different things, views and ways of life have their own value. In general, Zhuangzian discourse holds a holistic and relational perspective on intrinsic and instrumental values of things. However, when coming to terms with the ethical significance of difference and plurality, the Zhuangzi is more concerned with the intrinsic valuableness of different things, views and ways of life, which a human ethical subject/agent must respect and accommodate, before any other practical-ethical uses.18 This does not mean that the Zhuangzi is blind to the instrumental values of things, especially the possibilities and opportunities for discovering unforeseen uses and values of things after shifting one’s preexisting perspective, as we can see from the aforementioned story about Lady Li’s changing value judgments.19 Second, given that different things, views and ways of life have their own value upon which our understanding of a world of pluralistic values becomes more intelligible and justifiable, the Zhuangzi furthermore affirms that the difference, diversity or plurality of values itself, as a state of affairs, has its own value too. In this sense, forgetting the obsession with one’s preference of rightness opens one’s mind to, or entails, a new value of accommodating difference, diversity or plurality. Finally, these two kinds of valuableness, by facilitating an ethical subject to accommodate varied systems of rightness and value, serve the aim of being responsive to, or reconciling oneself with, others, and eventually contribute to the greater goal of “nourishing life” and rambling throughout the life-world—the Zhuangzian version of human flourishing. I will add more details below to these outlines of the Zhuangzian conception of the valuableness of things.

When addressing the Zhuangzian understanding of the intrinsic value of different things and ways of life, scholars of the Zhuangzi cannot ignore the widely known Zhuangzian notion of equalizing all things, as the title of chapter 2, “Qiwulun,” suggests. Besides the title, we also see the use of the Chinese character “qi 齊” as an adjective or verb denoting “equal” or “equalize,” in expressions such as “wanwu yiqi 萬物一齊” (myriad things are all equal, 44/17/44) and “qiwanwu yiweishou 齊萬物以為首” (equalizing myriad things is the most important, 92/33/43). However, this use does not appear with high frequency in the text. Rather, a closely related character, “tong 同,” with a similar meaning appears more often. Furthermore, the term “tianjun 天鈞” in the Qiwulun conveys the idea of “equalizing/balancing [things] by nature,” as discussed earlier. When used as a compound with the character “yi 一,” such as in “yiqi 一齊” and “yi er tong 一而同 (55/21/32),” the qi or tong may be mistakenly thought to imply the meaning of “identical” or “same.” However, when the Zhuangzi elaborates on the interconnectivity or relationality of things, and accordingly questions the fixed distinctions of things and any fixed self-identity of human persons, its stance is inseparable from the Zhuangzian aim of following along with the infinite change and otherness of things. Therefore, what Levinas in particular and post-structuralist philosophers in general criticize as the Western tendency to maintain the identity of self-sameness by “equalizing difference” or suppressing otherness (Levinas 1981, 107), is not shared by any of these Zhuangzian usages.

Far from suppressing difference or letting the differences of all things be replaced by the oneness of the dao, the Zhuangzi consistently calls attention to difference, and encourages the letting-be of different things within the universe or the dao, as we can see from the affirmation that “myriad blows [of sounds] are never identical (or same) (chuiwan butong 吹萬不同, 3/2/9)” in the “tianlai” and many other cases. It is true that Zhuangzian usages are often paradoxical, but the Zhuangzian idea of preserving, accommodating and reconciling differences is a common thread running through the text. For instance, chapter 12 involves the expression: “Allowing different things to be seen as equally valuable is called greatness” (butong tongzhi zhiweida 不同同之之謂大, 29/12/8). This can also be translated as “treating different (or unequal) things as equal is called greatness.” Both translations are appropriate in terms of the Zhuangzian context. Feng Youlan’s interpretation of the Zhuangzian treatment of “qi 齊” and “buqi 不齊” offers another glimpse into the Zhuangzian embrace of difference in the face of this discussion of “equalizing.” Feng writes: “Since things are so different, it is right that they should be allowed to remain different. This is called ‘to equalize things through [preserving] differences’ (or ‘to treat different things with equality’).”20 So, in Feng’s account, the buqi (difference) is fundamental, and the qi is the right way of preserving or accommodating differences by acknowledging both the difference and equal valuableness of things, or by treating the differences of things with equality. For the Zhuangzi, different things, different ways of life and their intrinsic values independent of any outsider’s appraisal are part of reality and the everyday human experience with the dao even if people of the privileging mind (chengxin) are blind to them.


5.5 The equal valuableness of different things and its naturalistic assumptions—conversations with contemporary interpreters

While the equality or equalizing of different things has been discussed in the traditional exegeses, in modern times Feng is probably among the earliest, in the 1930s, to present this Zhuangzian view from an angle of moral and social–political philosophy, even though his discussion is very preliminary (Feng 1992, vol. 1, 216–223; Fung 1983, vol. 1, 226–235).21 Among more recent scholars, Wong and Huang have delved into a number of critical issues in the Zhuangzian idea about the equal valuableness of different things, perspectives and ways of life. Wong uses the Zhuangzi to show how “moral relativity,” or the suspension of looking at others through our own evaluative categories, would help “mak[e] good on the principle of equal worth,” which in turn would assign “equal weights in moral consideration to interests that are equally important to the different people having them” (Wong 1984a, 198). Wong’s study, and later Huang’s, provides inspiration, as follows, to my further exploration.

First, Wong begins with the common idea of “equal worth”; that “every person has certain rights (such as those of freedom and well-being) and deserves equal consideration of his or her interests” (Ibid.). However, when Wong assimilates Williams’ “human point of view” on equality, he follows Williams’ broad ethical conception of equality,22 and concentrates on the pluralistic element that he derives from Williams’ account:


To look at people from the human point of view is to look at them from their point of view, being concerned with what it is for them to have their lives and to do their actions, in their characters.

(Wong 1984a, 202; italic original)


This interpretation nicely bridges one of Williams’ central concerns with the issue of equality and the Zhuangzian concern with treating different perspectives and ways of life equally. The modern Western idea of equal worth or respect is very much rooted in Kant’s principle of humanity, which states that the existence of any human (rational) being is an end in itself, not just a means, and has unconditional worth (Kant 2012, 40). Williams moves from this Kantian injunction on “respect” to the ampler consideration of seeing the world from different people’s points of view instead of suppressing them, by stressing that they are not the same, and should not “be abstracted from certain conspicuous structures of inequality [or difference—in my term] in which we find them” (Williams 2007, 87). The Zhuangzians would welcome such a move. However, Wong leaves unaddressed a certain incompatibility between Williams’ “human point of view” and the Zhuangzi’s perspective of dao. According to some interpreters, for example, Paul Russell, Williams’ making sense of ethics “from a human point of view” contrasts with “some God-like, impartial and impersonal perspective,” or even “the point of view of the universe,” since the former centers on basic human “desires and interests to structure and direct our reflections about how to live” (Russell 2018). In my view, it is true that the Zhuangzian perspective of dao is often equivalent to the perspective of the universe or nature, but as discussed earlier, the perspective of the universe or dao in the Zhuangzi does not have to oppose human perspectives; they can be reconciled as one. In other words, after acquiring the perspective of the universe through human experience, the pluralistic perspectives of humans can be embraced as they are. So, the Zhuangzians can encompass Williams’ human point of view while also maintaining a perspective of the universe without appealing to some God-like entity and its ultimate moral judgment. The perspective of the universe and the perspective of humans can channel each other; the former facilitates the recognition of the pluralistic values of human perspectives without imposing its own unifying value. This Zhuangzian dialectical reconciliation of the two perspectives could well be an alternative to what Russell claims as Williams’ attempt to rescue ethics from collapsing under the result of being tied to “the point of view of the universe” for too long (Ibid.).23 I think Wong’s later book shows a certain insight into this Zhuangzian alternative as well by his interpretive formulation of the Zhuangzi’s perspective of the universe and the perspective of humans as detached and engaged perspectives, and his addressing of their dialectical reconciliation: “[T]he 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 2006a, 236).

Second, in his 1984 book, Wong exposes the difficulties in his examination of several representative Western theories focusing on certain qualities that human moral agents must possess, in order to form “the ground of equal worth.” Through these criticisms, Wong indicates that having “a groundless and unconditional attitude toward” equal worth is more plausible than seeking those qualities, taking inspiration from Feinberg’s social ethical theory (Wong 1984a, 198–203; Feinberg 1973, 93). To overcome the vulnerability of this groundlessness to any perfectionist attacks, Wong supplements it with the Zhuangzian emphasis on moral relativity and the suspension of unified evaluative categories (in relation to decentralization) as a way to justify and promote unconditional equal worth. Wong also explores ways in which human dispositions toward equal worth can be cultivated by social structure (Wong 1984a, 210–211). In doing so, Wong touches upon the Zhuangzian theme of “cultivat[ing] the part of us that spontaneously identifies with others,” “a natural part of our nature” (Ibid., 208, 211). This consideration of one’s nature is no doubt a crucial component of Zhuangzian philosophy, although Ivanhoe thinks that Wong’s ambiguous reference to that part of one’s nature is not enough to address the central concern of the Zhuangzi regarding “the character of human nature” (Ivanhoe 1996, 209).24 In my opinion, Wong is somewhat echoing Williams’ “human point of view,” which implies a reorientation of ethics toward moral psychology and the related assumption that our ethical dispositions themselves can serve as the ultimate supports of ethical value (cf. Russell 2018). There seems to be plenty of room for Wong to elaborate on how the tian or one’s own nature plays a role in the Zhuangzian notion of the equal valuableness of things. For instance, corresponding to the exhortation to “fully realize whatever is received from nature (tian)” in chapter 7 of the Zhuangzi (21/7/32), chapter 8 hints at the equal valuableness of different forms of life due to their different nature:


The duck’s legs are short, but if we try to lengthen them, the duck will feel pain. The crane’s legs are long, but if we try to shorten them, the crane will feel grief. So, we ought not to amputate what is by nature long, nor to lengthen what is by nature short.

(21/8/9–10)


Evidently, such materials in the Zhuangzi are not fully explored by Wong. In his 2006 book, Wong takes a clearer naturalistic approach to pluralistic moralities, and considers human nature, including human needs, desires and purposes, along with the human condition and particular circumstances of groups at a given time, to be constitutive of moralities (Wong 2006a, xv, 36). However, he does not use more details from the Zhuangzi to support his theory.

Different forms of naturalism are applied in ethical inquiries. Wong’s broad naturalistic approach, as briefly mentioned above, seems inclusive to the Zhuangzi’s naturalism, but the naturalism of the ancient Stoics seems much more compatible. As Annas presents, the Stoics confers two roles on human nature (as part of the nature of the cosmic world): (1) it is human’s most general and overall features, the inevitableness or constraint that humans must work with and (2) it is a given potential for humans to develop, and an ethical ideal for natural life. This represents “a more sophisticated use of nature which combines the idea of nature as the inevitable aspects of ourselves with nature as indicating a goal of development” (Annas 1995, 214–215). Much the same can be said about the Zhuangzi.25 Although the Stoics and the Zhuangzians are different traditions,26 it is this kind of similarly sophisticated naturalism that supports the Zhuangzian position on the equal valuableness of different things according to their different natures. I will look into a few more specifics about the Zhuangzian conception of the nature (xing 性 or tian 天) of things, including the nature of human beings, which any agents must deal with.

Let me start with what Huang distinguishes as two senses of the xing or tian. One is the natural structures or patterns of different things and beings, which are acquired from, or manifestations of, the way-making of the universe.27 This sense of the xing is most conspicuous in the knack stories of the Zhuangzi. As Huang points out, either analogically or metaphorically, these stories tell us “how to perform morally appropriate actions to other human beings” (Huang 2010b, 1054, 1056; italic original), namely, by respecting their different xing. The other is the natural dispositions or inclinations of different things and beings, which seem more related to sentient beings, their needs, desires and purposes. Among various examples that Huang takes from the Zhuangzi, one is from chapter 9: “As for horses, to tread on frost and snow with their hoofs, to withstand wind and cold with their hair, to feed on grasses and drink water, and to prance with their legs—this is the true nature of horses” (22/9/1). However, when the horse tamer Bo Le neglects their uniqueness, denies their inclinations and violates their nature, the only result he receives is the death of many of them (Ibid.; Huang, 2010b, 1055). What I would add to these two senses is that the Zhuangzian concept of xing is not abstracted from individual lives and their dynamism, nor is a single changeless essence contained in all living beings. Different things and beings have different xing. Moreover, while xing involves given potentialities or directionalities for living, which could be inborn, generic or environmental, this “givenness” must be manifested or realized in the process of existential change and growth.28 This dynamic and cultivational aspect of xing separates it from any theory of essential human nature. It is evolutionary and developmental with regard to physiological and psychological constituents and capacities. It is an inherent guide for living a natural and spontaneous life.29 With these points of Zhuangzian naturalism in mind, it becomes clearer that the Zhuangzian recognition of the equal valuableness of things/beings is based on the acknowledging/following of their different nature and on the naturalistic attitude of letting things be the way they are without interfering with or violating natural processes.

Third, in addition to acknowledging the equal worth of different perspectives and ways of life, Wong refers to the practical implications or consequences that such a view of equal worth would have. These implications or consequences involve “accept[ing]” others “for what they are,” “liv[ing] with people who have conflicting evaluative standards,” or “mak[ing] confrontation with a diversity of moral perspectives a regular part of our lives.” Equal worth and respect do not only mean that “tolerance and mutual acceptance should be exercised between religious, ethnic, and economic groups” but also means that “members of internally diverse groups exercise mutual acceptance with respect to each other, even though no set of values is shared” (Wong 1984a, 208, 211–212). I can see, from Wong’s account, that admitting the equal valuableness of different perspectives, values and ways of life is not only related to the use and value of respect but also to the use and value of acceptance and tolerance in living together with diversity. The attitude and good that the notion of equal worth promotes is basically respecting, accepting or living with each other through difference. These attitudes are of course worth promoting and are very positive and progressive in a world where self-centrality and self-preference remain overwhelming. However, they do not explicitly address the interactive aspect and outcome of genuine openness to different views and values in relation to treating them equally. Wong’s 2006 book seems to move in the latter’s direction, and his exploration develops from the notion of equal worth to “the value of accommodation.”


5.6 The passive and interactive value of accommodation implied by the Zhuangzi

The value of accommodation includes the following: acting on one’s ethical position in a way that minimizes potential damage to one’s broader relationship with others of opposite positions and maintains a relationship of respect and non-coercion rather than being an uncompromising opponent; selecting foci for more attention on specific instances than generality and increasing options for realizing each other’s ethical value, which minimizes the opportunity for serious disagreement; maximizing the understanding that disagreements are the result of different choices “peoples” have made and that different emphasis and priorities are given to things of values that peoples even commonly share (Wong 2006a, 254–256). Wong reveals that accommodation, presupposing opposed moral standards, is grounded on the following two important things: (1) maintaining relationships with people of different moral standards is valued as ends in themselves and (2) accommodating moral differences with others is necessary for cooperating with others to promote any common ends. Overall, living with others in productive ways, despite mutual moral differences, is itself “morally valuable,” “a particularly strong form of respect for persons,” and “a sign of moral maturity” (Ibid., 251–252). It seems that, while this new value of accommodation is an advancement in Wong’s ethical theorizing, in some respects it is still in line with the old notion of equal worth as somewhat passively respecting, tolerating or co-existing with others.

However, what most interests me is that Wong, at the same time, leans toward a Zhuangzian perspective, namely, toward what is “more than mere acceptance” while maintaining one’s original stance, or toward the point that “[r]ecognizing the worth of other ways of life can and often should have a deeper and wider effect on one’s original moral commitments” (Ibid., 236). Wong translates the Zhuangzi’s famous statement of “bianyezhe, youbujianye 辯也者, 有不見也 (5/2/58)”—an epistemic/ethical double play—in completely ethical terms:


[T]here are plural ways to satisfy those [human] needs, none of them the best because each succeeds in honoring certain basic values at the cost of sacrificing others. Every coherent moral code cuts out something of genuine value. Every coherent code, in defining what is right, also requires what is wrong.

(Wong 2006a, 235)


So, the Zhuangzi’s appreciation of diversity, or its promotion of accommodation, is itself an ethical stance, and of ethical value, as Wong claims, a stance that, at the same time, “constitutes a distancing from one’s own original moral commitments” (Ibid.). Wong calls this distancing a detached perspective, or in my own terms, a certain “transcendent” perspective, the perspective of the universe or dao, based on the recognition that either others’ commitments or one’s own are merely partial selections from a universe of value, and that, though such commitments concern genuine value, they can never exhaust all value (Ibid., 236). This kind of distancing, as all our previous discussions about forgetfulness and its ethics have likewise suggested, is an openness. For Wong, if one opens one’s mind to new sources of value, one should go beyond mere acceptance of the new, toward “incorporating it into one’s commitments.” One should seek to affirm certain values underlying that other way of life by balancing one’s efforts to absorb them in relation to the values one already affirms (Ibid., 237). In this sense, Wong advocates an openness to being influenced by others, or the willingness to bridge differences, by “a preparedness to expand one’s conception of the good and the right upon further understanding and appreciation of other ways of life,” “a more vivid and detailed appreciation of what it is like to live their ways of life, an appreciation that can only be achieved through significant interaction with them” (Ibid., 257).

These more “interactive” meanings of the value of accommodation are, it seems to me, introduced or at least implied in the Zhuangzi. The tale of a monkey trainer who reverses his chestnut-feeding order of three in the morning and four in the evening for each monkey is a key example from the Qiwulun chapter, as he accommodates the monkeys’ standard of value, and revises or expands his own original standard. The author praises the trainer’s accommodation, the timely revision of his original value hierarchy as “utilizing the difference of the monkeys’ happiness/anger without losing (overall) appropriate description and substantial arrangement” (symbolizing the common goal of thriving) and uses it as an example of “relying on circumstantial rightness” (5/2/39).30 I think Wong’s and the Zhuangzi’s value of accommodation that allows the openness to the influence of others and incorporating others’ values does not violate the equal valuableness of both others’ or one’s own, nor fail to avoid any coercive results by imposing others’ standards on one. Accommodation is based on equal valuableness as its underlying presupposition, but it does not shut one off from any possible interaction to which a genuine openness accompanying accommodation can often lead.

Huang assimilates Wong’s notion of equal worth and respect for different moral standards or ways of life and further develops and elaborates on them in his study on the Zhuangzian ethics of respecting difference. For Huang, two things are central to his project. One is “difference,” and the other is the equal value of different things, which is the source of respect for difference. As for “difference,” I have extensively discussed it earlier. However, Huang’s two clarifications of the Zhuangzian ethical notion of difference are still worth mentioning here: (1) the Zhuangzian emphasis on difference “does not claim that things (people) are completely different from each other; rather it recognizes that there are important differences among them, and we need to pay attention to those relevant to our moral considerations” (Huang 2010a, 72, note 5; italic mine) and (2) for the Zhuangzi, “things are not only different but also of equal value” (Ibid., 73, note 7). One of the strongest arguments for this equal value derives from the Qiwulun chapter where one cannot ultimately decide which way is “more valuable” when comparing the eels’ preference to live in mud with the monkeys’ preference to live in trees (Ibid.) since one cannot find a unified standard of value. These different ways of life are valuable to these creatures themselves and based on their own nature so we must respect and accommodate them. I agree with Huang on (1) but would like to add some more clarifications on (2).

“Equal value,” more accurately, denotes equal valuableness in the sense that different things and peoples all have their own value based on their own nature and way of life, or are always of some value even if it is not shared by others. There is no single valid or necessarily universal standard to judge their value/disvalue. Therefore, ethically speaking, one must acknowledge others’ own valuableness even if they do not meet one’s own standard of value or conflict with one’s values, and treat their different values with equal respect and accommodation. The expression that different things and people have “equal value” does not mean that there is a specific “similar” or “same” value shared by all of them. The fact that different things and peoples have their own values means, according to the Zhuangzi, that there are different values, or that values are different among different things and peoples, but they are equally valuable, or equally of some value. Here, the term “of some value” uses “value” in a general sense, and basically signifies “valuableness.” One accepts the valuableness of different values equally. I think this characterizes a significant Zhuangzian ethical stance toward the difference of values. In the end, the difference, diversity or plurality of values itself is a value to human flourishing and the spacing-temporizing process of the universe, a value that is relatively new and progressive in the current world, yet surprisingly already affirmed by the Zhuangzi more than 2000 years ago. It seems that this value of difference, diversity and plurality is one implicitly shared by many participatory, supplementary or co-existent values even as they compete and differ from each other, as the perspective of dao teaches us.


Notes


	“與己同則應, 不與己同則反. 同於己為是之, 異於己為非之.” In addition to these passages, chapter 11 of the Zhuangzi not only contains a similar statement but also goes deeper into the underlying theme of why privileging one’s own choice of rightness is always worse than working with the diverse views of others:

Ordinary people of the world are always pleased when others agree with them and displeased when others differ with them. The reason they want people to agree with them and don’t want people to differ with them is because of their intention to be someone, to go beyond the ordinary multitude. But precisely because they have desire to go beyond the ordinary multitude, they fail to go beyond the ordinary multitude! They depend on the multitude to settle themselves into a position they have derived from it, but that is never a match for the real multitude of talents/skills possessed by the multitude!

(28/11/57–59; Ziporyn 2020, 95, modified)


I have noted that scholars differ in interpreting the last sentence of the original Chinese passage. Ziporyn’s translation, as he admits, follows Wang Xianqian’s interpretation (Ibid., 97), which differs from those of Guo Xiang and his followers in both punctuation and explanation. Wang Xianqian’s interpretation is close to some other Qing Dynasty scholars’ readings (Wang 1992, 67; Cui 1988, 358). Examining in detail these two different readings is beyond the limits of my project. However, the implication of this passage on the capacity of responsiveness and on the functioning and usefulness of diverse views foreshadows the rest of the discussion in this chapter.


	“因是因非, 因非因是. 是以聖人不由而照之於天, 亦因是也. 彼是莫得其偶, 謂之道樞. 樞始得其環中, 以應無窮. 是亦一無窮, 非亦一無窮也. 故曰莫若以明.”.

	In this passage, the Chinese term “wushijiu 五十九” is translated as “when he was 59 years old,” following the interpretation by Zhang Mosheng (Zhang 1993, 590). This is also implied by Cheng Xuanying’s comment as he refers to “qunian zhi fei 去年之非,” but not the past 59 years (Guo 1961, 905).

	“去年之非, 於今成是; 今年之是, 來歲為非. 是知執是執非, 滯新執故者, 倒置之流也.”.

	Cui 1988, 71. In his account, those who elucidate theme (1) include Guo Xiang (Guo 1961, 74) and Lin Xiyi (Lin 1997, 27). Those who elaborate on theme (2) include Xuan Ying (Xuan 1977, 14: “Both oneself and things accommodate [two alternatives of rightness] (Woyuwu jietingzhi 我與物皆聽之)”) and Chen Shouchang 陳壽昌 (in Cui 1988, 71). To the latter, I would also add Zhang Mosheng (Zhang 1993, 111: “將是非調和起來 … 則物與我各得其所, 兩不相妨”). His interpretation has been integrated into my description of theme (2).

	In a more recent article, Wong changes what he calls “interrogative skepticism” in the Zhuangzi into “constructive skepticism,” which combines the ends of “combatting human pretensions to know the world” and “rediscover[ing] the world through fresh eyes,” “a more constructive relationship with Nature” (Wong 2017, 53).

	Readers may feel somewhat confused when Huang agrees with Ivanhoe and Lai that the overall stance of the Zhuangzi is neither skepticism nor relativism while interpreting the text as a patient-centered moral relativism (see Huang 2014a and 2018). I think Huang’s exact position is to acknowledge the co-existence of relativistic and non-relativistic passages of the Zhuangzi, and the higher axiological plane of non-relativistic passages over relativistic ones, as he endorses Allinson’s categorization—the asymmetrical relativism of the Zhuangzi (Allinson 1989, 122–126). For those relativistic passages, however, Huang believes that his interpretation of patient-centered moral relativism “makes a better sense of the text” (Huang 2010a, 73–74). So, for Huang, there is no contradiction between his two claims. I admit the significance of Huang’s insight in bringing up the issue of patient-centeredness and its contribution to our further understanding of the ethical dimension of the Zhuangzi, but I am hesitant to confine our interpretation to the category of relativism no matter what form it takes. I am one of the firm believers of the distinctive Zhuangzian message of rambling beyond any “-isms” that the text conveys. I will come back to the relation between Zhuangzian ethical responsiveness and patient-centeredness in the next chapter.

	“不離是非而得無是非, 故謂之兩行.” Fung Yu-lan (Feng Youlan) also writes: “[H]is attitude does not abolish the distinction of right and wrong, but transcends them, an act which may be called ‘following two courses at once’ (其態度, 即是不廢是非而超過之, ‘是之謂兩行’)” (Fung 1983, vol. 1, 233; Feng 1992, vol. 1, 222).

	“任天下之事非” ( Guo 1961, 74).

	Guo Xiang does mention the genuine person (zhenren)’s capacity to reconcile tian and ren in his other comments but it is not a direct comment on the “liangxing” (Guo 1961, 240). I have noted that, recently, Ma and van Brakel have also centered their interpretation of liangxing on the walking-two-roads of tian and ren, similar to mine here. They see the liangxing as constitutive of “the most significant ingredient” of Zhuangzi’s overall stance (Ma and van Brakel 2019, 142). Their concept of “stance” is broader than just attitudes or perspectives. While appreciating their adoption of “stance,” my study focuses on the two perspectives and the Zhuangzian sage’s capacity to integrate or reconcile these perspectives. In terms of this modality, resting on the perspective of tian is not exclusively “internal” or “mental,” which may even be supported by some textual materials such as the phrase “waiquzhe 外曲者, yuren zhi weitu 與人之為徒” (9/4/20; Ma and van Brakel, 2019, 147; cf. Jiao Hong’s comment translated by Ziporyn 2009, 149). The Zhuangzi’s reconciliation of the two perspectives is based on the recognition of the relationality, interconnectivity and mutual involvement of the two perspectives that go beyond the dichotomy. In addition, since the Zhuangzi stresses the use/value of different views/positions, as I will explore below, the term “not using (buyong)” in the phrase “weishi buyong er yuzhuyong 為是不用而寓諸庸 (4/4/36)” should not be regarded as generally referring to “not using things” but rather to avoiding fixed use or the use of fixed things/distinctions (Ma and van Brakel, ibid., 145).

	Cheng Xuanying: “天均者, 自然均平之理也” (Guo 1961, 74).

	“其好之也一, 其弗好之也一. 其一也一, 其不一也一. 其一與天為徒, 其不一與人為徒. 天與人不相勝也, 是之謂真人.” I have noted that Ziporyn admits that the meaning of tian 天 is “perhaps closer to ‘Nature’,” although he points out that “the implication of Nature as an ordered and knowable system, running according to ‘Natural Laws,’ which are rooted in the wisdom of a divine lawgiver, is profoundly alien” to early Chinese thought. He therefore prefers translating the tian as “the Heavenly” to the substantive “Heaven,” denoting “a quality or aspect of purposeless and agentless process present in all existents” (Ziporyn 2020, 285–286). These analyses make good sense. Just as “heavenly” can be distinguished from the Western concept of heaven, “nature” or the “universe” in translating the tian can also be distinguished from the Western meaning of nature as the object of natural science. The Zhuangzian usage of tian often designates the overall purposeless condition to human activity and what is beyond human manipulation. Recently, inspired by Ziporyn’s and others’ translations, Perkins draws more attention to the “use of heaven as a modifier” in the Zhuangzi, and to the reinterpretation of heaven from an element of the world to “a way of occurring and arising,” and “a matter of going along with things as they are, not adding to life or forcing the world into our desires and categories” (Perkins 2022, 130). These attempts of reinterpretation and clarification are worth further exploration.

	Zhong also points out: “When taking the holistic perspective (or the perspective of oneness), he or she [the genuine person] is reconciled with the whole body of the universe (qi ‘yi’ zhe, tiye 其 ‘一’ 者, 體也)” (Zhong 1988, 139). Here Zhong employs the pair of the category ti 體 and yong 用 to interpret the Zhuangzian passage. It should be noted that the mature and widespread use of the pair of the category ti and yong only started with the philosophers of the Dark Learning of the Wei Jin (魏晉玄學), much later than the text of the Zhuangzi. The Zhuangzi offers some of the earliest usages of the concept of the yong 用 and the concept of the ti 體, but they are not used as a pair (for the development of the pair of the category ti and yong, see Zhang 1982, 6; Zhang 2002, 241–243; Ge 2001, 308–311). However, this is not meant to deny Zhong’s worthy interpretive effort.

	“錢澄之曰: 道通為一, 惟善因者能不用一而用兩. 兩者, 一之所寓也.” Quoted by Ma Qichang (Ma 1989, 14). Qian Chengzhi 錢澄之 was a famous poet, literary writer and scholar of classics in the late Ming and early Qing Dynasty of the 17th century. His scholarly work on the Zhuangzi is titled Commentaries on the Seven Inner Chapters of the Zhuangzi 莊子內七詁.
Again, the oneness in the Zhuangzi means the whole body or the wholeness, a holistic perspective on the universe, combining the boundless field and the open-ended process as the overall condition of possibilities of all things (for a similar view but more refined interpretation of the Zhuangzian oneness, see Ziporyn 2003a).


	This is from Wang Yu’s Nanhua Zhenjing Xinzhuan 南華真經新傳, quoted by Jiao Hong (Jiao 1979, 66). The quoted sentence follows Wang’s preceding statement: “The genuine person does not center the mind on his or her preference and aversion, and therefore attains oneness [with the universe]” (zhenren wuxin qi hao’e, suoyi yiye 真人無心其好惡, 所以一也. Jiao, Ibid.). Wang Yu 王雩 is a misnomer for Wang Pang 王雱, an accomplished scholar and the son of the famous literatus and politician Wang Anshi 王安石 of the Song Dynasty.

	“为是不用而寓諸庸. 庸也者, 用也; 用也者, 通也; 通也者, 得也.”.

	Ziporyn’s translation of “和之以是非” as “uses various rights and wrongs to harmonize with others” ( Ziporyn 2009, 14) is both contextually appropriate and insightful in grasping the Zhuangzian pragmatic focus on the ethical subject’s capacity of using various perspectives, rather than a unifying one, to reconcile with others and with the flow (I have made only minor modifications to his translation). Only a sage or “genuine person” can make use of varied perspectives without either being confined to one hierarchy of right/wrong or disengaging him- or herself from all rights/wrongs. At this point, it has also been quite clear that although the Chinese character “liang 兩” in the Zhuangzian concept of liangxing refers to the basic phenomenon of dualistic options or opposite possibilities of right/wrong, value/disvalue, this phenomenon takes a variety of forms. Therefore, as explicated earlier, the issue of “liangxing” involves the Zhuangzian attention to the multiplicity and plurality of these dualistic options, which is an underlying presumption for the Zhuangzian conception of the “use” or value of different perspectives.

	The distinction between intrinsic and instrumental values/goods in Western philosophy can be traced back to Socrates (see Plato’s Republic, Book II, in Plato 1997b, 998–999). Kant’s second categorical imperative that requests the distinction of humanity as an end rather than a means also implies the separation of intrinsic and instrumental values of human person (see my discussion of Chapter 2, section 2.3). For the contemporary distinction of intrinsic and instrumental values, see Hurka 2006, 359. Hurka also uses the definition of “intrinsic” in a looser sense, allowing the view that “a state [of affairs]’s intrinsic goodness can in principle depend on its relations” (Ibid.), namely, the relation to other goodness. The Zhuangzian relational perspective, of course, acknowledges the value or goodness of a thing in relation to other values or goodnesses. However, what I discuss here is not a specific intrinsic value distinguished from other, or more instrumental, values; I am focusing on the “intrinsic valuableness” of different views and ways of life, which have values of their own even if they are incompatible with other systems of value.

	Two of the most famous examples illustrating the Zhuangzian attitude toward overcoming the obstructed mind (peng zhi xin 蓬之心) and being open to the unforeseen instrumental values of things can be found at the end of chapter 1, “Xiaoyaoyou 逍遙遊,” where Zhuangzi teaches Huizi to embrace the different instrumental values of a huge gourd and a big, “useless” tree (2/1/35–3/1/47; Watson 1968, 34–35).

	“物之不齊, 宜即聽其不齊, 所謂以不齊齊之也.” Feng 1992, vol. 1, 217; cf. Fung 1983, vol. 1, 228.

	As if echoing Feng to some extent, Wong argues that Daoism, including the Zhuangzi, “is more of a social philosophy than most have recognized” (Wong 1984b, 165). I couldn’t agree more with Wong on this point. This also indirectly attests to the importance of examining the social-ethical dimension of Zhuangzian philosophy, including its notion of forgetfulness on which the preceding, current and ensuing chapters all work together.

	For example, Williams claims that, while his “human point of view” on equality has a good deal to do with politics, it “has nothing specially to do with political equality,” such as the idea that opposes any form of hierarchical society (Williams 2007, 88). Williams’ broader interest is to move “via the idea of ‘respect,’ to the different notion of regarding people not merely under professional, social, or technical titles, but with consideration of their own views and purposes” (Ibid., 87). Wong uses Williams’ “human point of view” exactly in this sense.

	Of course, some other contemporary Western moral philosophers would disagree, too, with this position of separating the point of view of humans from the point of view of the universe in order to transform ethics. For example, Peter Singer writes: “If we take the point of view of the universe we can recognize the urgency of doing something about the pain and suffering of others, before we even consider promoting other possible values” (Singer 1997, 276).

	Ivanhoe and Huang think that Wong confuses the Zhuangzi with the Mencius when Wong uses “tz’u (ci 慈, compassion)” to illustrate that part of human nature (Ivanhoe 1996, 206; Huang 2010b, 1060).

	Annas’ characterization of the Stoics’ ethical naturalism is also quoted and used by Rosalind Hursthouse in her Neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics ( Hursthouse 1999, 223). When Hursthouse states that ethical naturalism “is usually thought of as not only basing ethics in some way on considerations of human nature, but also as taking human beings to be part of the natural, biological order of living things” (Ibid., 206), we can see some compatibility with the views of the Zhuangzi. However, the Stoics’ ethical naturalism, used by Hursthouse, is an ancient example of seeing nature as the source of both the objectivity and normativity of ethics. This has caused some criticism of Hursthouse’s virtue ethics as involving an insoluble dilemma—impairing the primacy of virtue in virtue ethics. This problem does not exist in the Zhuangzi because the Zhuangzi does not claim the primacy of virtue in place of the primacy of the dao, the way of nature. As Fraser, following Hansen, rightly observes, “For the Zhuangzi, de is not normatively basic, but is understood through its relation to [d]ao, a source of normativity conceptually prior to it” (Fraser 2014b, 562, note 53; Hansen 1996, 174–175). Zhuangzian virtuosity or efficacy (de) is, no doubt, determined, conditioned or explained by the dao. For a useful survey and engaged discussion on the dilemmas of Hursthouse’s virtue ethics, see Huang 2011. A detailed exploration of the problems of ethical naturalism, as analytic ethicists did to Hursthouse’s, is beyond the scope of this project.

	Some differences have been shown in several scholars’ comparative studies of them. One interesting study from a moral–psychological perspective is Wong’s 2006b paper involving a comparison of the Zhuangzi and the Stoics on detachment and resilience.

	In this sense, “xing” is close to the meaning of “de 德” (the efficacy or virtuosity obtained from the dao). Xu Fuguan clearly mentions this point in his analysis of “xing 性” in the Zhuangzi (Xu 1969, 372). However, I disagree with his interpretation of de (virtuosity) as more abstract than xing 性.

	See a similar point in  Chiu 2022, 551. Based on A. C. Graham’s early analysis, Chiu investigates different notions of xing 性 by primitivists, followers of the Huang-Lao school and authors of the knack stories in the outer chapters, while acknowledging their connections with certain themes of the inner chapters. Chiu’s study on the topic is quite balanced and useful. I cannot pursue a more detailed discussion on the Zhuangzian conception of xing here, although I think that the inner chapters implicitly addressed the issue of xing rather than being totally silent on it.

	Tang Junyi, in his extensive study on renxing (human nature), clarifies that the classical Chinese conception of xing is concerned primarily with the ideal of each living human being (rensheng lixiang 人生理想) and its realization (shixian 實現). The xing is discussed from a practical and dynamic perspective. The meaning of xing involves directionality, relationality and existential–practical development in the face of change (Tang 1984, 3–4, 10–11). Tang’s characterization is inclusive to the Zhuangzi. Resembling Tang, A. C. Graham does his etymological investigation on the Greek and Latin root of the English word “nature,” which echoes both the meaning of “being born with” and “nourishing/growing” in Chinese xing (Graham 1986, 7). However, these root meanings are not all reflected in the Western philosophical notion of essential human nature. Cf. Ames’ discussion on xing following Tang and Graham (Ames 1991, 147, 151).

	“名實未虧而喜怒為用, 亦因是也.”.




6 From suitableness and the forgetting of invariable norms, to patient-centeredness and altruistic elements
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This chapter will further examine the various meanings of Zhuangzian forgetfulness and related contents at the social–institutional level, although I will proceed first with my remaining commentary on Huang’s study of Zhuangzian ethical thought.


6.1 A focus on the suitableness (shi 適) to the nature of things

Huang’s greater contribution to the recent discussion on the equal valuableness of different standards of value and rightness is his inquiry into a patient-centered approach in the Zhuangzi. Huang does two distinct but related things to advance this inquiry. First, he formulates a “Copper Rule,” based on the Zhuangzian idea of “treating others as they would like to be treated”; second, he invents a model of “patient-centered moral relativism” to interpret major components of Zhuangzian ethical thought. Here, I will inspect them both since they seem pivotal to the Zhuangzian capacity for responsiveness to others.

Huang starts with a systematic elaboration on the ethical significance of the Zhuangzian idea and capacity of “treating others as they would like to be treated,” characterizing it as a “Copper Rule” alternative to the Golden Rule (Huang 2005, 403–404). Huang derives his theme from four stories of the Zhuangzi (as well as a couple of similar expressions from Confucian thinkers). Of these four stories, I have mentioned in the previous chapter the story of Bo Le, who learns a lesson from not treating his horses as they would like to be treated, as well as the case of how we should not violate ducks’ or cranes’ natures to lengthen or shorten their legs at our disposal. Another story from chapter 7 of the Zhuangzi describes the foolish Emperors Shu and Hu, who dig seven holes in Emperor Hundun’s face out of a good intention to pay back Hundun’s kindness, but ultimately cause his death. However, the clearest message comes from the story of the Marquis of Lu and the seabird. To help readers understand the framework and context, within which the Zhuangzian theme of “treating others as they would like to be treated” is placed, I offer a citation lengthier than the story itself that has been used in several of Huang’s papers:


… Destinies [of lives] are brought out by conditions; physical forms are suitable to uses. You can’t add to or take away from them (47/18/31–32; cf. Watson 1968, 194).1 … Once a sea bird alighted in the suburbs of the Lu capital. The [M]arquis 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 (47/18/33–35; Watson, Ibid.). This was treating the bird as the Marquis himself would like to be treated, and not as a bird would like to be treated.2 Had he treated it as a bird would like to be treated, he would put it to roost in the deep forest, allowed it to wander over the plains, to swim in rivers and lakes, to feed upon fishes and minnows (47/18/35–36; Huang 2005, 404, modified), to follow the rest of the flock in flight and rest, and live the way it prefers (47/18/36; Watson 1968, 195, modified). … Try performing the [Xianchi] and Nine Shao music in the wilds around Lake [Dongting]—when the birds hear it they will fly off, when the animals hear it they will run away, when the fish hear it they will dive to the bottom. Only the people who hear it will gather around to listen. Fish live in water and thrive, but if [humans] tried to live in water they would die (47/18/37–38; Ibid.). They are inherently constituted by alterity from each other, so their preferences and aversions are different.3 Therefore, the ancient sages did not unify talents/abilities of all these creatures nor made them all do the same thing. Their designations do not exceed real circumstances, and their concept of rightness was founded on what was suitable. This is what is called the hub keeping hold of its spokes by letting each one individually run its course [in the sense of the wheel’s functioning well without obstruction].4

(47/18/38–39; synthesized from Ziporyn 2020, 147 and Watson 1968, 195; also cf. Wang 1988, vol. 2, 656–657)


We can see from the above that, in the wake of the story of the Marquis of Lu and the seabird, as well as the other parallel episodes, the author further articulates normative ideas exemplified by the behavior of ancient sages.5 Wang Shumin’s exegesis on this part identifies the use of the metaphor of a hub-spoke, in the Chinese term tiaoda 條達 and fuchi 福持 or fucou 輻輳), for the meaning of “running one’s course without obstruction (tongchang wu’ai 通暢無礙)” and “gathering/reconciling (self-others or agent-patients) without shortage (juhe wucha 聚合無差).” They correspond to the meaning of the preceding sentences, especially the emphasis on the suitableness of human designations and concepts of rightness to real circumstances (ming zhiyu shi 名止於實, yi sheyu shi 義設於適; Wang, Ibid., 657). Wang follows Qian Mu’s reading and cites Qian’s comment on the final sentence:


In terms of exteriority it is called “letting each of spokes reach its end without obstruction”; in terms of the center of the circle [responding to endlessly changing circumstances] it is called “reconciliation (or holding together like a hub to spokes).”6

(Qian 1985, 142; Wang, Ibid., 656)


Evidently, multiple ideas central to the Zhuangzian capacity for responsiveness are reiterated and integrated here: recognizing circumstantial suitableness common to all systems of rightness, relinquishing uniformity that suppresses differences, and being able to act at the position of dao-axis apart from self-preference and unresponsiveness. Indeed, Qian’s comment distinguishes two important aspects of this capacity. The first aspect is the deference to the exteriority of one’s own existence, to things and people whose demands must be met in one’s response. “Running one’s course without obstruction (tongchang wu’ai)” in the Zhuangzian sense is never meant to be total control on the part of the agent who simply realizes his or her own telos or desires through action upon patients. Rather, it is “letting each of things/beings reach its end without obstruction (tiaoda)” as symbolized by the hub-spoke metaphor. It reminds us of the aforementioned great man’s teaching—“When being asked, he responds with all he could possibly do, to serve people in the world”—and Guo Xiang’s interpretation of “letting all things realize what they cherish” (see Chapter 4 of this book). The second aspect of Qian’s comment redirects our attention back to the function of the agent at “the center of the circle (zhong),” leaving behind one-sidedness and self-preference, who, in responding to changing circumstances, reconciles oneself with others (fuchi).

It should be noted that, although Qian Mu and Wang Shumin’s exegeses on the section show a different focus than classical commentators Guo Xiang and Cheng Xuanying’s reading, the comments Guo and Cheng offer are nonetheless insightful to the central concerns expressed by this passage and many others. These are evolving concerns about the qualities or criteria of one’s responsiveness arising from ethical experience and representing the Zhuangzian guidance on how to respond or be responsive. Among Guo and Cheng’s comments, two are most preeminent. One is “to follow each thing’s circumstances (gesui qiqing 各隨其情)” characterized by Guo Xiang (Guo 1961, 623) or “to match up with each thing’s circumstances (gecheng qiqing 各稱其情)” by Cheng Xuanying (Ibid.). The other is “to follow the nature of things (yinxun wuxing 因循物性),” “to be suitable to the nature of things (shixing eryi 適性而已)” by Cheng Xuanying, or “to always grasp the nature [of things] (xing changde 性常得)” by Guo Xiang (Ibid.). I do not see Qian and Wang’s comments as opposing these interpretations but rather supplementing them. As one of the fundamental constraints on the conception of human responsiveness in terms of a naturalistic perspective,7 this point of following, or being suitable to, the nature of things indeed becomes the Zhuangzian normative idea of responsiveness. I will rephrase what I have written in Chapter 4 of this book on this normative idea: the respondents need to take into full consideration the circumstances of each individual requester, come to terms with his or her unique needs, interests and concerns, and be fully able to carry out genuine responsiveness. What I will add here is a more defining point about Zhuangzian responsiveness: one needs to respond differently to different things and beings since their needs, interests and concerns are different according to their different nature. In other words, the agent needs to be attuned to the unique nature, natural structures or patterns, and natural dispositions, inclinations or desires of different things and beings; otherwise, harm to patients or disastrous consequences will follow despite good intentions. This general point is well-illustrated by all the stories mentioned above. It is precisely based on Zhuangzian observation and reflection upon these stories of ordinarily lived experiences (though some are in the form of legends) that the insight into “treating others as they would like to be treated” is reached.


6.2 The Zhuangzian middle position and the meanings of forgetting renyi 仁義


6.2.1 Forgetting renyi as a critique of invariable norms

The text of the Zhuangzi does not provide this generalized dictum of “treating others as they would like to be treated.” It is abstracted from the original sentence:


This was treating the bird as the Marquis himself would like to be treated, and not as a bird would like to be treated. Had he treated it as a bird would like to be treated, he would put it to roost in the deep forest, allowed it to … live the way it prefers.


The idea of “treating others as they would like to be treated” is incomplete without the context of the Marquis of Lu’s treatment of the seabird, or the other similar stories. It is Huang who draws it from these stories and somehow universalizes it as the “Copper Rule”—“Do (or don’t do) unto others as they would (or would not) have you do unto them”—an alternative to the traditional “Golden Rule” (Huang 2005, 403). To my knowledge, an idea similar to Huang’s “Copper Rule” has been termed the “Platinum Rule” in contemporary Western ethical theory by some philosophers and scholars since the 20th century, although more ethicists have simply critiqued the “Golden Rule” without proposing an alternative.8 Huang seems to be the first scholar to delve into its Chinese form in ancient philosophy, especially in the Zhuangzi. However, before moving on to a more detailed commentary on Huang, I must first address the Zhuangzian notion of forgetting invariable moral principles or norms.

One famous characteristic of sitting in forgetfulness (zuowang 坐忘) in the Zhuangzi is “forgetting benevolence and duty (wang renyi 忘仁義)” (19/6/90).9 If we look into its context, its purpose is revealed to be “in tune with the Great Transforming Openness (tong yu datong 同於大通).” This “being in tune with” the datong or dao means doing away with all fixed preferences (tong ze wuhao 同則無好) and “being transforming” means no fixation on invariableness (hua ze wuchang 化則無常) (19/6/93; cf. Ziporyn 2020, 62). The emphasis on leaving behind (by forgetting) any invariable, indefeasible or situation-free principles/norms of benevolence and duty is a point that pervades the Qiwulun chapter of the Zhuangzi. I have used the episode of the sage Wang Ni’s refusal to endorse a unifying moral standard of right and wrong from the Qiwulun chapter in my earlier discussion. It is noteworthy that, at the end of the story, Wang Ni contends that the rules of benevolence and duty, and the paths of right and wrong, are all so hopelessly snarled and jumbled that he cannot discriminate between and decide on them with certainty (6/2/70; cf. Watson 1968, 46).10 Chapter 17 of the Zhuangzi resonates with this view by asserting that we must understand all distinctions/principles of right and wrong as variables (zhi fen zhi wuchang ye 知分之無常也; 42/17/17) and recommends that we do not simply follow a unifying principle for our conduct, but instead go along with uneven and varied circumstances as following the dao (wuyi erxing, yudao cancha 無一而行, 與道參差; 43/17/42–43; cf. Ziporyn 2020, 138).11 Since fluid circumstances regarding whether an agent’s actions are benevolent or not are always uneven and varied, the Zhuangzi suggests that our judgment on benevolence cannot rely on an invariable and universally applicable principle of benevolence. A passage of chapter 14 compares the decorum and rules of the past sage kings to different fruits whose flavors can vary as long as they taste good and therefore concludes that decorum and rules should change in response to different times (38/14/39–40; cf. Mair 1994, 137).12

This position against invariableness may be best expressed in the following statement from the Qiwulun chapter: “If [the principle of] benevolence is [made] invariable, it cannot be all-encompassing” (ren chang er buzhou 仁常而不周; cf. Ziporyn 2020, 18; Chen 1990, 74).13 No constant, unalterable norm of benevolence can command our judgment about benevolence in all situations. This implausibility of an invariable and all-encompassing moral principle is grounded in the Zhuangzian recognition of the inherent structure of every hierarchical conceptualization of right/wrong or value/disvalue. That is, there are always other situations, reasons or ways of conceptualization, in our floating life, that have been, and will be, left out, marginalized or even concealed by our current and available generalization or principle (辯也者, 有不見也; 5/2/58). This type of lack or limitation is genealogical and structural to all generalizations or conceptualizations, out of which an overall reason or a one-size-fits-all rule is often established due to conventions of morality. The Zhuangzi repeatedly hints to us that no foundational principle, or atomistic reason (to borrow a contemporary term), can function in all cases or situations. As illustrated, some people see heaven and earth as small as a grain of rice while others see the tip of a hair as large as a mountain range simply because of their different experiences, and if we recall, their reasons are always circumstance-bound. So, variance cannot be eliminated; it constitutes reality. “Once you can understand the sense in which east and west are opposed to each other and yet indispensable to one another, then you can discern the degree of functions [of different reasons]” (43/17/33–34).14 This realization helps one stay away from the tendency to rely upon atomistic categories/principles to understand every circumstance, or the tendency to abstract them from variable concrete contexts and situations, with which the Zhuangzians are deeply concerned.15


6.2.2 The middle ground between particularism and generalism

One might find that the Zhuangzi’s holistic view echoes contemporary ethical particularism, especially Jonathan Dancy’s “holism, or variability of reasons” for moral belief and action, when he states: “what is a reason in one case may be no reason at all in another, or even a reason on the other side” (Dancy 2017, §3).16 The Zhuangzi would agree with Dancy on fighting the theoretical demand of “sameness in the way in which one and the same consideration functions” in every situation (Ibid.) as well as in support of holism and against atomism.17 However, whether Zhuangzians can be counted as particularists as opposed to generalists is a complicated question. We see, even in the West, some contemporary generalists who have admitted that general moral principles can play less of a role in moral thought than has often been claimed (Raz 2001, 58), and some particularists who have confessed that while particularism dethrones moral generalizations, it can hardly exile them (Little 2001, 304). Both strong and weak positions of particularism have also been identified by scholars (Crisp 2011), and Dancy’s own position now seems to sway between them. On the one hand, he sees little to no role for moral principles and generalizations in ethics and attempts to abandon “the mistaken link between morality and principles” (Dancy 2004, 1). On the other hand, he acknowledges: “Is there no such thing as general moral knowledge that one can extract from experience and bring to bear on a new case? Particularists need not to deny this possibility” (Dancy 2017, §3). This attitude allows scholars from both sides to find a middle ground between generalism and particularism (Ridge and McKeever 2010, 637), grand theory and anti-theory (Fotion 2014, 306) or absolutizing principles and discarding useful inductive guides (Little 2013, 781).

Perhaps the Zhuangzi can contribute to our contemporary finding of this middle ground. It is true that various passages of the Zhuangzi do seem to display a sentiment that is very dismissive of general principles and categories, including moral codes. Consider one example: the sage Xu You, in chapter 6, suggests that, once the rules of benevolence and dutiful conduct or the rules of right and wrong are imposed, people will become incapable of wandering on a path of free-roaming and experiencing infinite transformations (19/6/83–84). It would not be surprising if some described their impression of Zhuangzian thought as anti-theory or even anti-general-knowledge.18 However, by setting aside those overtly contradictory materials possibly caused by the varied authorship of the Zhuangzi and seeking relatively consistent views within the text itself, we can still find coherent answers about its position equivalent neither to particularism nor generalism. There are five cases that can clue us in on this position. Among them, three also demonstrate the major meanings of forgetting renyi.


6.2.3 Five cases of the Zhuangzian middle position and three meanings of forgetting renyi

First, the Zhuangzi frequently uses “self-deprecating irony,”19 to first present a thesis, either about “being” or “non-being,” right or wrong, “dreaming” or “waking,” identifying as a butterfly or as Zhuang Zhou, and then questions it to dismantle the self-enclosure of theory. This all presupposes the variability and uncertainty of theories and generalizations (cf. Wang 2003, 38, 158). Aiming at the critique of theory, this strategy is similar to Derridean deconstruction,20 parasitic on proposed theses, even by oneself, and points to the realization of a differentiating or transforming process that makes possible both the advent of a theory/generalization and its ineluctable displacement by other theories/generalizations. So, its aim is not to abolish all theories/generalizations but to call for their infinite possibilities and unending substitutions. This reminds us of what Kierkegaard refers to as “…tip[ping] all existence out of its fixed consolidation,” since this kind of ironic thinking “rejects nothing”—whether they are theories, categories or principles—“but for which nothing endures, either, not even the most significant” (Kierkegaard 1989, 302).

This deconstruction of certainty and invariableness through irony leads us to the second point about the Zhuangzian position: the more direct, aphoristic statement I mentioned above—“If [the principle of] benevolence is [made] invariable, it cannot be all-encompassing”—renders it clear that the Zhuangzi does not oppose theory or generality per se but mainly objects to the specific problematics of absolutizing principles or codes and their hegemony over varied particularities and situations. The Zhuangzian forgetfulness of Confucian moral principles and categories is thus meant to forget the absolutized, invariable ones in the first place. Scholars have noticed that the Zhuangzi never indicates that the sage “either would violate, or would be sure not to violate, those socially sanctioned rules of conduct” (Kupperman 1999, 83). However, some textual evidence from the Zhuangzi supports the view that the Zhuangzian attitude does not exclude the role of received Confucian ethical paradigms in routine practice (Eno 2019, 124). The most significant example of this is from the passage detailing pseudo-Confucius’ advice to Zigao on how to successfully carry out the Confucian moral requirements of benevolence and duty by forgetting affective reactions and self-centeredness (10/4/41–44), as discussed earlier. The advice given in this passage assumes that these general requirements are unavoidable constraints of the society in which Zigao lives. This example demonstrates quite convincingly how complementary Zhuangzian ethics of forgetting can be to Confucian ethics.

Although many knack stories of the Zhuangzi, such as Cook Ding’s, have been seen as containing radical messages against all theory or generalization in favor of epistemic and ethical intuitionism and particularism, Behuniak has recently singled out evidence against such inaccurate claims about the Zhuangzian position. He finds that the Cook Ding story alludes to the general “ox-ness” with the word “quanniu 全牛” (I would also add another term, “wufei niuzhe 無非牛者”—nothing but the ox-ness) when Cook Ding first learns to cut oxen (7/3/5–6). As Cook Ding becomes a virtuoso, he triumphs in negotiating varied particularities or irregularities and leaves behind the general ox-ness in order to make good judgments and decisions. The generalized content or theory for Cook Ding to achieve equilibrium or dao is “wholly provisional and merely instrumental.” It is “a point of departure in the process of perfecting.” Once used, “generalization disappears and is forgotten” (Behuniak 2010, 167–168). This highly metaphorical discourse effectively expresses the Zhuangzian attitude toward ethical principles or generalizations: while fully aware of its limits, the Zhuangzi is not blind to the role generality plays in ethical inquiry, learning and cultivation, and puts it in its appropriate place. This is the third clue to the Zhuangzian position on generalism and particularism as well as the second sense of the Zhuangzian forgetfulness of moral principles, in addition to the point about opposing the invariableness of principles. This second sense of forgetfulness embodies the Zhuangzian practical wisdom of letting go of, or moving beyond, provisional and instrumental generalizations or formulations. The strategy of forgetfulness here bears a “family resemblance” to Wittgenstein’s metaphor of throwing away the ladder after climbing up it. From a Zhuangzian perspective, an amateur could use generalized ideas as guidance, but similarly, “he must surmount these propositions; then he sees the world rightly” (Wittgenstein 1922, 189) in both an epistemic and practical sense.21

The fourth aspect of the Zhuangzian position is that the Zhuangzi subscribes to the ideal of moral actions or performances, not as the result of intended (voluntary or involuntary) compliance with general moral principles or codes, but rather as the natural or spontaneous flow out of the agent’s mode of being or its dispositions. This accentuation on naturalness or spontaneity is both a salient feature of Zhuangzian ethical naturalism and the third central meaning of the Zhuangzian forgetfulness of Confucian moral establishments or codes, outside the other two meanings I have discussed. Chapter 12 of the Zhuangzi, in displaying exemplars of Zhuangzian virtuosity (deren 德人), refers to these exemplars as “being upright and proper without the awareness that this is ‘dutiful conduct,’ and loving and caring for each other without the awareness that this is ‘benevolence’” (32/12/80–81; cf. Ziporyn 2020, 106). 22 Chapter 25 of the Zhuangzi expresses the same view:


Other people stick a name on the sage’s love for mankind. But if no one tells him about it, he will not know that he loves mankind. Yet whether he knows it or not, whether told of it or not, his love is unceasing and the comfort it brings to others equally so, for to be that way is just his nature (xingye 性也).23

(70/25/12–14; Ibid., 209)


I find a passage from chapter 19 of the Zhuangzi to be the best footnote to the above quote. It states: “A shoe fits when you forget about your foot; a belt fits when you forget about your waist; the mind fits when you forget about right and wrong” (50/19/62–63; Mair 1994, 184). This passage confirms, at the very least, the following viewpoints: (1) Whether a shoe on one’s foot, a belt on one’s waist, or a standard of right and wrong in the mind, the key issue is if it fits. Suitability to particular persons, cases or circumstances in order to do the right thing, in the right manner, at the right time, is given more weight than just conforming to any general axiom. (2) Ethical virtuosity is devoid of any unfittingness, external imposition or internal ordeal of conflict, or any conventional form of effort, deliberation or self-control because it shines forth from the agent’s natural disposition. In other words, it occurs in the sense that one’s nature is inherently capable of meeting familial-social ethical demands without relying on external general requirements or codes, and this potential capability is endowed by the dao or tian 天 (nature) and can be realized through cultivation. It is analogous to Confucius’ final stage of virtuous development, which is attaining harmony between external moral requirements and the internal desire of the individual heart/mind (Analects 2.4; Ames and Rosemont 1998, 76). However, the Confucian final stage only comes after a long time of learning from convention and cultivating oneself in terms of paradigms of self-control. Zhuangzians, echoing the Dao De Jing’s strategy of “daily decrease” (risun 日損; Ames and Hall 2003, 151), undergo a different type of cultivation by losing and forgetting self-control to attain or “return to” the state of spontaneity.24 This cultivation of “no-conventional-cultivation” presupposes and implies a received custom of using general guides at the beginning stages but with the ensuing goal of unlearning them. Even such an unconventional cultivation or effort must be relinquished according to Zhuangzian virtuosos. So, in my view, the distinction between “untutored spontaneity” and “cultivated spontaneity” cannot be clear-cut when applied to the Zhuangzi.25 (3) Forgetting or forgetfulness is both a motivated strategy to return to spontaneity and the mark of the attained state of spontaneity. It functions as both a means and an end, as we have seen in the discussion of other areas of Zhuangzian forgetting.

The fifth clue to the Zhuangzian special treatment of general moral codes or rules is that it is very much like contemporary virtue ethicists’ treatment of the relation between virtues and rules. Contemporary virtue ethicists claim that they do not simply exclude all deontic rules, but have done two things to differentiate their analyses from others. First, contemporary virtue ethics is not rule-based anymore. Whether one follows rules is only a secondary question to virtue ethics, and rule loses the foundational or a priori status that it had with Kantianism and rule-consequentialism (Chappell 2014, 83). This non-rule-based stance still “allows genuine moral standards to govern our actions, but the standards it advocates operate and bind, so to speak, from within” (Slote 1997, 215; italic original). There is a superseding or “a progress from the mechanical rule- or model-following” to the development of an agent’s disposition to decide on and act out skillful responses that “are sensitive to the particularities of situations” (Annas 2006, 518). Second, there is not only a shift in the status of rules but also a shift in the functioning of rules or standards. Hursthouse proposes the concept of “v-rules” (rules in virtue ethics) to describe how virtues function as rules: “Not only does each virtue generate a prescription—do what is honest, charitable, generous—but each vice a prohibition—do not do what is dishonest, uncharitable, mean” (Hursthouse 1999, 36). In my understanding, these v-rules could be called quasi-rules or indirect rules. Virtues are character traits or dispositions of excellence; they are not directly formulated codes or rules for agents to follow. However, virtues can perform certain functions like those of rules, namely, playing the role of norms or regulations. I believe Zhuangzians would welcome these two virtue-ethicist reforms, especially the first, because it is similar to the traditions that the Zhuangzians have followed. Regarding the second reform, I am more interested in Annas’ term, “model-following.” Although Annas juxtaposes “rule-following” and “model-following” in the context of a lack of dispositional development, certain discussions of contemporary virtue ethical theory do draw attention to the normative role a virtuous person or moral exemplar can play in contrast to, and as a replacement for, rules or codes. For example, the recent exemplarist theory or the theory of a virtuous person elucidates the view that virtuous persons embody ethical requirements in a way that is not abstracted from concrete situations or reliant on codification. “An exemplar is a paradigmatically good person” and “is most admirable.” Many basic moral concepts “originate in the experience of admiration for the figures the text vividly describes” (Zagzebski 2010, 54). So, in an ethical–philosophical genesis, identifying or recognizing the exemplars of goodness is prior to any criteria for goodness (Zagzebski, 2004, 41). It functions as a particularly different type of rule that endows its followers with “the ability to ‘go on’ in a particular realm” (Eylon 2014, 147), without codification or being misled and hindered by fixed rules. Zhuangzian ethical discourse appeals greatly to the exemplarity of the person of dao or the person of virtuosity, too, through numerous stories by which a great deal of ethical ideas are conveyed or derived. The Zhuangzi does not propose to obliterate all social–ethical codes or general rules, but neither is it interested in promoting them.


6.3 Patient-centeredness as a critique of reciprocity, and asymmetrical, altruistic elements in the Zhuangzi


6.3.1 Is patient-centeredness a Zhuangzian rule or a capacity beyond the Platinum-Golden Rule debate?

Let us now return to our pending discussion on Huang’s Copper Rule after this momentary detour. As we can see from citations of the Zhuangzi, it not only tells stories, describes images and provides examples or exemplars, but also reflects on them, makes inductive reasoning and generalizes (though cautiously). Establishing universal laws or rules, however, is not the central approach of Zhuangzian ethical inquiry, nor is it what the authors of the Zhuangzi intended to do. Although Huang’s Copper Rule is inspired by Zhuangzian philosophy, and Huang has the freedom to take a deontological approach and explore the possibility of such a rule, it seems difficult to regard Huang’s Copper Rule as a truly “Zhuangzian rule” for the reasons I have mentioned. Nevertheless, I have other reasons to continue this discussion. First, my analysis has shown that the Zhuangzian stance is not to eradicate all moral principles or rules. It rather attempts to leave them in their proper place and recognize their limits. In terms of this understanding, we can still discuss possible principles or rules within the framework of Zhuangzian philosophy as long as we do not overstep these boundaries. Second, as Huang later clarifies, the Copper Rule can be seen as “generated by” the Zhuangzian “virtue of respecting the equal value of diverse ways of life” (Huang 2010b, 1061). This reinterpretation of the Copper Rule as a “v-rule” throws new light on the Zhuangzian idea of “treating others as they would like to be treated” and on Huang’s original rule-ethic approach. It suggests something unique, more truly Zhuangzian and well worth examining, especially in regard to the capacity and dispositions of an agent for responsiveness to others, not only to external rules. This leads us to the third reason: a discussion of the Zhuangzian idea of “treating others as they would like to be treated” may help reveal the Zhuangzian perspective on the empathic dispositions included in the capacity for responsiveness to others and on its patient-centered ethical awareness and orientation. The significance of these perspectives will go far beyond just setting up a system of rules.

Huang’s involvement in the contention about the Golden Rule and Platinum/Copper Rule is a recent example of Chinese philosophy’s participation in, and contribution to, contemporary global philosophical/ethical debates. His work on this subject has not only drawn the attention of Western scholars of Chinese philosophy but also Western philosophers who concentrate primarily on their own intellectual tradition. Among the six prominent examples of arguing for the Platinum Rule by philosophers, scholars and writers before and around the turn of the century, Huang’s has been regarded as “the best” and “the strongest” (Rönnedal 2015, 223, 230).26 Huang makes four major arguments for the “superiority” of the Platinum/Copper Rule over the Golden Rule. (1) Focusing on the unique needs of the recipients of one’s moral action avoids using how one would treat oneself as the criterion for how to treat others, namely, ignoring the often-different preferences of a moral agent and his/her patients/recipients (Huang 2005, 406). For Huang, this solves the widely criticized problem of the Golden Rule.27 (2) The Platinum/Copper Rule considers not only the autonomy of the agent but also the autonomy of the recipients. (3) The Platinum/Copper Rule incorporates the element of altruistic love since it “asks us to act according to the likes and dislikes of the recipients of our action, without the expectation of their doing the same to us.” (4) The Platinum/Copper Rule treats marginal agents, mentally deficient persons, children and animals more adequately than the Golden Rule since the Golden Rule cannot be applied to them (Huang 2005, 406–408). Huang also provides further qualifications for how the Platinum/Copper Rule deals with cases of flawed desires in recipients, which include incorporating “the duty to oneself,” respecting/following people’s rational desires and using one’s own rational judgment (Ibid., 410–416). In addition, Huang responds to concern about the practicability of the Platinum/Copper Rule by recommending “to study” others, “have conversation with them, and even work and live with them” as the best way to know and understand what their true needs are (Ibid., 409).

Huang’s arguments for the moral benefit and practicability of the Platinum/Copper Rule, and for a rational solution to the case of flawed desires in the recipients, provide compelling answers to commonly perceived problems with this rule. I have noted that Huang’s qualification of following rational desires seems to have assimilated aspects of Gewirth’s “rationalized” Golden Rule (Gewirth 1978, 138).28 This reminds us that similar problems can occur when using either the Platinum/Copper or Golden Rule. Interesting endeavors have been made to explore the relationship between the Platinum/Copper and Golden Rule. Some scholars have taken sides between the two, either seeing the Platinum Rule as “the Inversion of the Golden Rule” (Singer 1963, 297), interpreting the Golden Rule as “more platinum than platinum” (Cunningham 1998, 108), reformulating the Golden Rule to meet the challenges of the Platinum Rule by adding “a same-situation clause” (Gensler 2013, 13),29 or simply replacing the Golden Rule with the Platinum Rule (Huang 2005; Bennett 1979, 421–422). More recently, the two rules have even been considered complementary to each other in addition to deriving from each other (Rönnedal 2015, 236). This can lead to further discussion; however, I will not further examine this relationship to avoid deviation from my central project. Rather, I will examine a few underlying assumptions that are not only crucial to the Golden vs. Platinum Rule debate but also helpful in illustrating how the idea of “treating others as they would like to be treated” informs the Zhuangzian recognition of the asymmetrical relation of the other to oneself within the overall context of mutuality and living-togetherness.


6.3.2 The asymmetrical relation of the other to oneself, and the critique of symmetrical reciprocity

The Golden Rule has been characterized in many ways, for instance, either as a principle of consistency, autonomy or reciprocity, in terms of its various fundamental assumptions (Wattles 1996, 136, 145–146). The principle of reciprocity itself has also been considered to involve the principle of equivalence or equity. I have noted that, compared to other assumptions, the concept of reciprocity, along with its involvement with the controversy of the Golden Rule, has been more widely critiqued by philosophers and scholars, especially in France recently. This critique provides us with a vantage point to reassess the Golden–Platinum Rule debate and appreciate the Zhuangzian idea of “treating others as they would like to be treated” for its distinctive place in the broader arena of ethical theory.

The term “reciprocity” (or “reciprocal,” “reciprocation”) is polysemic; its meanings and usages are manifold and context-bound. For example, in The Oxford English Dictionary, the entry “reciprocation” includes the definitions “complementarity,” “interdependent action,” “practice of offering a response (in kind), or of doing one thing in return for another,” “motion backwards and forwards,” and so on. “Reciprocal” includes the definitions “made, given, etc., in response; answering,” “given and received mutually; traded, exchanged,” “inversely corresponding,” and so on.30 Despite such a variety of meanings and usages, a dominant or popular tendency among Western moral philosophers or ethicists is to define reciprocity as “[t]he practice of making an appropriate return for a benefit or harm received from another” (Blackburn 2016) or


the practice of making a fitting and proportional return of like for like: of good for good, and evil for evil. … In some settings, it amounts to little more than direct, tit-for-tat exchanges of equal measures of the same thing.

(Becker 2001, 1464)31


It is precisely this symmetrical or equivalent feature of the meaning of reciprocity as exchange, resembling commercial trade, that becomes the principal target of Levinas’ criticism.32 For him, the ethical relationship between the “I” and the Other is non-symmetrical. The Other is an unconquerable height to the “I,” which structurally determines that “I am subjection to the Other,” and the Other “ordains me to serve him.” In this sense, Levinas stresses that “I” must be “responsible for the Other without waiting for reciprocity, were I to die for it” (Levinas 1985, 88, 97–98; italic original). Levinas’ rejection of reciprocity is notably based on his criticism of modern Western philosophy’s obsession (from Descartes to Husserl) with self-sameness in its egological construction of oneself–other relationships. In this constructed system, the identification of oneself or the “I” becomes the “transmutation of the other into the same”; it dissolves “the other’s alterity” (Levinas 1987, 49–50; italic original). If one has to move outside oneself, that will only bring these outside elements back toward oneself. It is the enclosure of the self-same. However, in exterior realities, the other cannot simply be reduced to the same. Even “[t]he ego, the oneself, … does not remain invariable in the midst of change” (Ibid., 48). Genuine ethical “Work,” for Levinas, is rather “[a]n orientation that goes freely from Same to Other,” or “a movement of the Same toward the Other that never returns to the Same” or “to its origin” (Levinas 2003, 26–27; italic original). So, the ethical relationship between oneself and the Other must break up the enclosure to be other-oriented or patient-centered and necessarily altruistic since one must be responsive to others without expecting anything in return, and that kind of openness makes possible “every sacrifice for the other” (Levinas 1981, 115). On other occasions, Levinas sees an obliged self for the other as simply being “[b]eyond egoism and altruism” (Ibid., 117). The distance he keeps from the term “altruism” or “altruistic” is because he consistently accentuates the structurally asymmetrical ethical force of the Other over the “I” and the first-order passivity of one’s response to the other.33 The vulnerable, naked face of the Other then imperatively compels one to respond: “[T]he face summons me to my obligations and judges me” (Levinas, 1969, 215).

This asymmetrical ethical relationship between oneself and others is one of Levinas’ most important contributions to ethical philosophy and has been widely accepted and assimilated by contemporary philosophers and scholars, even those who disagree with other elements of Levinas’ philosophy.34 As a result, the conventional concept of reciprocity in multiple ethical traditions is put into question. When Levinas states: “In the reciprocity of relationships [characteristic] of civilization, the asymmetry of the intersubjective relationship is forgotten” (Levinas 1978, 95–96), this “civilization” inevitably involves the invention of the Golden Rule and its popular interpretations, although Levinas does not explicitly indicate this.35

Ricoeur more directly critiques the Golden Rule and its presupposition of reciprocity. On the one hand, Ricoeur assimilates the primacy of the Other into his definition of the ethical perspective—“aiming at the good life with and for others”—in which the other is presupposed from the outset in one’s ethical aim (Ricoeur 1992, 172; Hénaff 2019, 129). On the other hand, he uses the Levinasian term, “dissymmetry,” differently from Levinas to designate the initial power an agent often holds in its action over the recipient and the occasion of violence resulting from it (Ricoeur, Ibid., 220). It is the Golden Rule or the rule of reciprocity “which makes patient and agent equivalent” (Ibid., 223). However, in his other articles on the Golden Rule, Ricoeur acknowledges: “[T]he [G]olden [R]ule, through its demand for reciprocity, remains within the parameters of the lex talionis: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” (Ricoeur 1995, 300; italic original). Understood in this way, the Golden Rule can “be constantly drawn in the direction of a utilitarian maxim whose formula is do ut des, I give so that you will give” (Ricoeur 1991, 200; italic original). These comments parallel what Levinas rejects as exchange or commerce in the meaning of reciprocity. Ricoeur, then, does two things to solve the problematic of the Golden Rule or the rule of reciprocity. First, he interprets the New Testament’s commandment to love one’s neighbors including enemies, and to do good to them and expect nothing in return, as a supplement or “a corrective to rather than a replacement for” the Golden Rule, demonstrating tension and a dialectic between asymmetry and symmetry or “between unilateral love and bilateral justice” (Ricoeur 1995, 300–301). However, asymmetrical, unilateral or altruistic love based on the primacy of others is at least necessary in Ricoeur’s ethical philosophy. Second, Ricoeur develops the concept of “mutuality” to designate the ethical condition and norm of “living together,” out of the concept of reciprocity, in which the “ties of mutuality constitute only one of the ‘elementary forms’…” (Ricoeur 2005, 157–158, 233). More importantly, “mutuality” would not be “eclipsed by either a genesis based on the Same, as in Husserl, or a genesis based on the Other, as in Levinas” (Ricoeur 1992, 183). In other words, mutuality is a dialectic reconciliation between the two autonomies of agent and patient and between two asymmetries of an agential power of action upon the other and the pressure of the other’s demand on the agent. Within this interactive bond of mutuality, a state of peace and the cessation of conflict—agapé—could be achieved in which generous gift-giving without expecting anything in return or a symbolic mutual recognition (beyond identification, reciprocity or equivalence) would be freely exercised.36


6.3.3 Altruistic, non-symmetrical or non-reciprocal elements in Zhuangzian thought

These related insights of Levinas and Ricoeur bring us to the forefront of post-Levinasian ethical philosophy in the contemporary arena with two key concepts—the primacy of otherness or the asymmetrical relation of the other to oneself, and the concept of mutuality—along with the issue of how to reconcile them. This discussion offers a refreshing context in which the contemporary significance of the Zhuangzian idea manifests. In Chapter 4 of this book, I have shown how the Zhuangzi defines genuine responsiveness as being in tune with or reconciling with the other, reversing the priority of oneself to the other or from the host to the guest, fully considering the other’s circumstances and needs, and doing all one can possibly do for the other without any pursuit of self-gain. I have also examined what Zhuangzians cultivate as the capacities for responding to others, including “walking two roads” (or “letting both alternatives proceed”), which not only uphold a transcendent perspective of the universe over the limitedness of human perspectives but also simultaneously utilize varying human perspectives on circumstance-bond basis. This capacity of “walking two roads” is further invigorated by acknowledging and respecting the other’s own valuableness based on the equal valuableness of different things, perspectives and ways of life. These prominent components of Zhuangzian ethical thought indicate its strong leaning and openness toward the asymmetrical relation of the other to oneself and the legitimacy of otherness in life. This leaning is consistent with the central themes of the transformation of things, embracing alterity rather than rejecting or suppressing it, and forgetting oneself in order to go along with changes and alterity—the mode of “happy wandering” with ever-renewing things instead of validating the self-same. It may be true that the primacy of otherness is secondary to the primacy of the dao in Zhuangzian philosophy, but embracing otherness is nonetheless substantive to the Zhuangzian dao.

The idea of “treating others as they would like to be treated” further illustrates this asymmetry in Zhuangzian ethical thought. This idea, regardless of whether it is seen as the Copper/Platinum Rule or not, guides personal conduct toward others in an asymmetrical, non-reciprocal and altruistic manner. It draws a sharp contrast to the idea of symmetry, equivalence, exchange or reciprocity which characterizes the Golden Rule in popular interpretation, and therefore resonates with the main points of Levinasian and Ricoeurian critique.37 Moreover, according to this Zhuangzian idea, ethical responsiveness is supposed to be patient- or receiver-centered in terms of its genuineness and efficaciousness. It puts the other or the patient “at the central stage of both our moral actions and our moral deliberations” (Huang 2014a, 169). It suggests through the stories of the Zhuangzi that “the patient standard be used to judge not only actions affecting the patient negatively … but also actions that an agent thinks are beneficial to the patient” (Ibid., 177). This is the basic meaning of patient-centeredness or other-centeredness that Huang derives from the passages of the Zhuangzi and that is first used by him in the name and form of the Copper Rule (Huang 2018, 885). Huang then develops this into his theory of “patient-centered moral relativism” to oppose agent-centered moral relativism and critic/appraiser-centered moral relativism. As he argues, in terms of this patient-centered ethical approach, what really counts in judging whether an action upon a patient “is moral or not is not what an appraiser or agent thinks about it in light of his or her own morality but what the patient thinks in light of his or her, the patient’s, own standard” (Huang 2014a, 169). However, “in literature on moral relativism in particular and on moral theories in general, the concept of ‘patient’ is either entirely absent or relegated to the background” (Huang 2018, 885). Huang notices that the concept of the other or the patient does appear in the common sense morality of the Golden Rule, but even then it “starts from what ‘you,’ the agent, think about others, the patients, and not what they, the patients, think about themselves” (Ibid.). Huang’s aim is to find what is missing in mainstream ethical philosophy rather than dismissing the role of agent and appraiser in ethics entirely. In doing so, he places the primacy of the otherness of the patient/receiver—constitutive of any genuine responsiveness from the agent—into the scope of our ethical consideration.38

My interest here is to pull the rug out from under Huang’s table of relativism and to consider the asymmetrical relation of the other/patient over oneself/agent within the overall horizon of ethics. Doing so is not only justified by the perceived problem of confining Zhuangzian ethical thought to relativism, as I outlined earlier, but also by Huang’s own point that the absent primacy of the interests and values of the patient in our agent- or appraiser-relevant moral consideration is a major weakness for the entirety of ethical theory instead of merely for relativism. I will therefore address the related issues with this patient-centered ethical approach of the Zhuangzi instead of patient-centered relativism.

The normative ethical relationship of oneself and the other, or how to deal with the relation of oneself and the other ethically, has never ceased to be a central issue for various ethical inquiries and underlying different theories, whether the focus is on duty, virtue or acts of maximizing good. Categories such as self-interest vs. the well-being of others, self-regarding concerns vs. other-regarding concerns, egoism vs. altruism, and agent-centeredness vs. patient-centeredness can be subsumed under the overall category of the oneself–other relationship. Questions also arise from inquiries into this relationship: do these two sides completely oppose each other, can they be reconciled or balanced, and how can this relationship define or be shaped by the ethical? Debates on the asymmetrical and symmetrical relationship of oneself–other by European Continental philosophers have attempted to answer these questions. Anglo-American moral philosophers have long debated about this relationship as well.

According to Annas, “intuitively ethics is thought to be about the good of others,” not about one’s own good (Annas 2007, 205). Slote regards this position as the self-other asymmetry in common sense (or ordinary) morality, but he also thinks that similar asymmetry exists in formalized ethical theories such as Kant’s. In Kant’s account of the contents of duties and obligations, Slote finds that “[w]e have a duty to seek the happiness of others and a duty to perfect ourselves morally … but no duty to seek our own happiness or to seek the moral perfection of others” (Slote 1996, 109; Kant 1964, 44–47). It appears that Kant joins common sense morality in “asymmetrically emphasizing our obligations to others at the expense of any clear notion or understanding of our moral obligations to ourselves” (Slote 2020, 239).39 Contrastingly, Slote argues from a standpoint of “self-other symmetrical ethical thinking” in his common sense virtue ethics (Slote 1992, 138). The question becomes, then, what kind of symmetry, or how much symmetry, does this thinking tend to promote? Slote is ambiguous about this. On the one hand, he indicates that his ethics does not seek to promote “an exactly or approximately even or equal balance as between self- and other-concern”; it only recommends “some degree of balance” between them (Ibid., 107). On the other hand, he emphasizes bringing them “closer together,” making them appear “more of a piece,” united (Ibid., 138). It seems that, for Slote, “unity,” “reconciliation” and “symmetry” mean the same thing. To support his argument, Slote highlights, among others, a fundamental attitude “both against exclusively self-regarding and against exclusively other-regarding forms of disposition and activity,” and an acknowledgment of “connection” between, for example, self-regarding virtues such as honesty, trustworthiness and loyalty and “the different kinds of other-regarding honesty, trustworthiness, and loyalty” (Ibid.). These elements of Slote’s argument—against the polarization and irreconcilability of self-regarding and other-regarding concerns—seem to be more or less recapitulated in the views of some other contemporary ethicists, although they do not make it clear if they accept the idea of symmetry (cf. Annas 2007, 206; Falk 2007, 230). Interestingly enough, however, in his 2020 “Replies to Commentators,” Slote announces his acceptance of self-other asymmetry after his sentimentalist turn and defends a “commonsensical asymmetrical virtue ethics” based on the recognition of other-directed disposition of empathy and its potential role in moral thought and action (Slote 2020, 239–240). I do not see Slote’s newly emphasized self-other asymmetry as being directly influenced by the Levinasian notion of the asymmetrical relation of the other to oneself. While it is apparent that he reaches his conclusion of self-other asymmetry via a non-Levinasian approach, I still view this as echoing one of Levinas’ central arguments.

I would like to clarify some points from the above survey through a detour of my discussion of the oneself–other asymmetry in the Zhuangzi. I will start with a more direct examination of what Huang calls the “altruistic element” in the Zhuangzian tradition of accepting and respecting the standards of rightness and value of patients. Kirkland has notably criticized “the long-standing supposition that the value of [D]aoism were intrinsically egocentric” (Kirkland 1986, 60). In this version, Daoism is asymmetrical in the opposite way that altruism is. Kirkland argues that, for Laozi, “selflessness is an essential quality of the [D]ao itself, the transcendental origin and guiding force of the universe: the [D]ao benefits all things with no expectation of praise or reward” (Ibid., 69). In a later article, he continues his study on the Laozian view of self-fulfillment through selflessly benefiting others, even though he does not use the word “altruism” (Kirkland 2002, 33). Jung Lee has cast doubt on the aptness of using altruistic ideals “in characterizing early Daoist ethics” (Lee 2014, 27). In my view, Kirkland only claims altruism “as an element of the [D]aoist tradition” (Kirkland, 1986, 60) without using “an ethics of altruism” to comprise the entire Daoist tradition as Lee has accused him of (Lee, Ibid., 26). Kirkland’s characterization of some elements of the Dao De Jing as altruistic does not contradict contemporary definitions of altruism (see note 33 of this chapter), including the qualifications Lee quotes from Monroe (Ibid.; Monroe 1996, 6–7). A central problem of Daoist ethics in meeting Lee’s qualifications seems to be the “intentional purpose” of furthering the welfare of others since early Daoist texts emphasize spontaneous altruistic conduct, but Daoist spontaneity only comes after motivated cultivation. This cultivation does not exclude any intention or motivation of altruism at the early stage of the practice. Another problem seems to be that early Daoist texts like the Dao De Jing and the Zhuangzi provide general guides and recommendations to conduct oneself with a focus on attitudes, motivations, dispositions or capacities, but not specific codes for altruistic behaviors. However, this is not a reason to deny the fact that there are altruistic elements in these Daoist texts. As Blum rightly observes, philosophers have defined altruism as involving, in addition to action:


some other-directed motivation—a regard for the well-being of others for its own sake. … Some use it implicitly or explicitly to refer to any such regard for others; some restrict it to a placing of the interests of others ahead of those of oneself. The latter seems to correspond more to ordinary usage, while the former has become the definition of choice for most philosophers and many psychologists.

(Blum 2001, 50)


The altruistic elements of the Zhuangzi seem to fit at least the “former” definition in Blum’s terms.

A surprising shortfall of Kirkland’s study of Daoist altruism is that it does not include the Zhuangzi for the reason that, in comparison to the Dao De Jing, the “moral ideas” in the Zhuangzi “are far less apparent” (Kirkland 2002, 25).40 Kirkland jumps to his conclusion too quickly here. Not only does the Zhuangzi quite obviously involve altruistic elements, but it also presents them in a unique way. In affirming the social engagement aspect of Zhuangzian philosophy, Feng points out how the Zhuangzi moves away from Yangzhu’s (楊朱) ethical egoism. Yangzhu advocates “everyone just for oneself (weiwo 為我),” notoriously refusing to pluck out even a single hair to benefit the world, and “valuing oneself (guiji 貴己) [over others].” While the influence of Yangzhu’s view of “downplaying material things and holding life in high regard (qingwu zhongsheng 輕物重生)” can still be seen in the Zhuangzi, its egoistic accent can no longer characterize Zhuangzian philosophy (Feng 1992, vol. 1, 130–131, 138; cf. Fung 1983, vol. 1, 133, 143).41 The notions of forgetting oneself (wangji) and being without the sense of oneself (wuji) that I have examined in Chapter 3 of this book provide a meta-ethical foundation for, and directly impact, the non-egocentric, other-directed and altruistic elements of Zhuangzian ethical norms. In addition to what I have explicated in Chapter 4 of this book about the notion of “responding without acquisition/possession (ying er bucang)” and “doing all one can possibly do to serve people in the world (jinqi suohuai, wei tianxia pei),” here I will add a few more examples to support this argument about Zhuangzian altruistic elements. Chapter 7 of the Zhuangzi contains a sage’s teaching on “following along with other things in their self-so-ness without retaining one’s selfishness (shunwu ziran er wurongsi yan 順物自然而無容私焉)” (20/7/11; Wang 1988, vol. 1, 283; cf. Graham 1981, 95). Chapter 6 of the Zhuangzi recommends following the dao in “reconciling the myriad things without counting it as righteousness; benefiting the myriad generations without counting it as benevolence” (19/6/88–89; Chen 1990, 203; cf. Mair 1994, 63).42 Earlier in the same chapter, a similar sentiment is expressed:


[The sage’s] benefits and bounties may spread to ten thousand generations yet it is not thought of as loving-kindness to people. Hence he may take active delight in helping different beings reach their success yet it is not counted as being a sage.43

(15/6/11–12; cf. Ziporyn 2020, 54)


Chapter 12 refers to a person of virtuosity in this way: “To share profit with all others within the four seas is his satisfaction, to look after their needs is his peace” (32/12/74–75; Watson 1968, 137, modified).44 If applying a simple definition of altruism as “other-regarding benevolence” (Adams 2006, 65), these statements from the Zhuangzi do not show any negative attitude toward “other-regarding benevolence” itself. Rather, the Zhuangzian ethical norm presupposes it. What seems negative in this rhetoric really has to do with the depreciation of the lack of spontaneity or naturalness in benevolence; the Zhuangzian sages are those who can carry out benevolent and righteous acts spontaneously without relying on related moral categories or codes. Altruism or “great benevolence (daren 大仁 or zhiren 至仁)” has become their intrinsic mode of being, which enables them to be flexible in response to different times and circumstances in wandering through life (38/14/40, 51–52).

I do not deny that there are mixed messages from the Zhuangzi about the value of public service. One famous story involves Zhuangzi rejecting an invitation from the king of Chu to be a minister, preferring a life like a tortoise dragging its tail in the mud to being contained in a sacred box like a dead corpus (45/17/81–84; Watson 1968, 187–188). It is believed that this story symbolizes the tendency to prioritize personal interest and freedom over service to the state or a collective of others. However, upon further inspection, we can find a neglected reason behind many similar stories and attitudes, not for excluding altruistic elements, but for suggesting important qualifications for being altruistic. For instance, in a passage from chapter 6 of the Zhuangzi, the author laments that “[h]e who works for a name and thereby loses himself is not a truly noble man,” and “[h]e who goes to his death on account of anything but his own genuineness is not a true man of service” (15/6/12–13; Ziporyn 2020, 54).45 Guo Xiang, in his comment, synopsizes the author’s point as opposing those who “sacrifice themselves to serve others,” or “unreasonably follow others to harm themselves” (Guo 1961, 233).46 These statements show that the Zhuangzians are concerned with unqualified other-regarding conducts. This greatly resembles Slote’s denunciation of the self-denying or “agent-sacrificing (or other-favoring) asymmetry we find in common-sense morality” of Western tradition (such as Victorian culture) “under the safer or higher moral category of altruism” (Slote 1992, 11, 107). Comparable to Slote’s view, one of the more updated contemporary examinations of altruism has proposed to “be careful to distinguish purely altruistic behavior from self-sacrificing behavior” because they are not equivalent. “[T]he former involves no gain for oneself,” but it could involve “no sacrifice” either (Kraut 2020, §1.1). The latter can involve cases of unhealthily treating the loss of oneself as desirable without questioning its necessity (Slote 1992, 106).47 For contemporary analytical ethicists as well as for the Zhuangzi, self-denying or life-sacrificing is an extreme form of self-other asymmetry. Authentic altruism does not have to tie in with this extreme form, even though some disruption or degree of loss to certain aspects of one’s well-being may be inevitable as the result of altruistic acts in day-to-day situations (Kraut 2016/2020, §1.2).


6.3.4 Zhuangzian naturalistic constraints on altruistic elements

Beyond this shared view between contemporary Western ethicists and the Zhuangzians, we must note the different underpinnings of their qualified conceptions of altruism. For Slote, it is the “deeper understanding of human psychological phenomena” that challenges the traditional equation between “totally self-sacrificing” behavior and altruism (Ibid.). For the Zhuangzians, it is the naturalistic constraint or qualification that plays an important role in defining their norms for other-regarding and altruistic conduct. To expound on this point, let me recall the naturalistic thesis Guo Xiang and Cheng Xuanying configured using the hub-spoke metaphor at the end of the story of Marquis Lu and the seabird: to follow, or to be suitable to, the different nature of various things and beings. It directly corresponds to the meaning of “fully realizing whatever is received from nature (jinqi suoshouhutian)” central to the passage on “responding without acquisition/possession” in chapter 7 of the Zhuangzi. Guo Xiang’s interpretation of “doing all one can possibly do [to serve people] (jinqi suohuai)” as “letting all things realize what they cherish” in chapter 11 of the Zhuangzi conveys the same point. A notable idea from all these passages is that, in addition to clarifying the Zhuangzian criteria for patient-centered, genuine altruistic conduct, they also set a limit for the agent who is willing to involve him- or herself in an altruistic relationship with others. It assists the agent and appraiser to be aware of whether a type of altruism “is healthy for the agent [him- or] herself,” which, according to a contemporary theory of altruism, is essential (Blum 2001, 51). As this naturalistic motive allows everything or everyone to realize what is endowed by nature in performing altruistic acts, one is not encouraged to be against one’s own nature, capability and potentiality, or natural life. In other words, one’s voluntary service and dedication to others can be carried out without sacrificing one’s life in many circumstances. Cheng Xuanying states: “It is just because of the suitableness to nature of things that we are not required giving up our lives to serve others (shixing eryi 適性而已, buyong sheji xiaoren 不用捨己效人)” (Guo 1961, 623). It is in this sense that the Zhuangzians would agree to distinguish “unselfishness” from “selflessness” as Adams suggests (Adams 2006, 83). For example, they would agree that someone who is incapable of swimming should not risk his or her life by plunging into a raging torrent to rescue a child’s favorite toy. That would not be a case for the virtue of altruism but for the vice of folly.48

Since this naturalistic qualification sets a reasonable limit on the healthiness of altruism for the agent in addition to criterium for the quality and effect of altruistic acts upon patients, it seems that the aspects of self-regarding and other-regarding are balanced in Zhuangzian ethical thought. Slote may have resonated with this balance in his early proposal about ethical symmetry. I do not deny that balance is a prominent theme in Zhuangzian philosophy, and I will return to it at the end of the next chapter. For the time being, I will simply say that balance is a dialectic process. There are different asymmetries, as Ricoeur’s legacy suggests: the asymmetries of an agent’s power of action upon the patient and upon the agent itself, and of the pressure of the patient’s demand on the agent and the other agent’s power upon oneself as the patient. The dialectic process of balance is filled with the tension of asymmetries. One asymmetry can occur in the process of balancing the other. For this reason, some degree of asymmetry might be necessary, and there are different ways of balancing this as well. I would argue that the asymmetrical relation of the other to oneself in Zhuangzian ethical thought remains preeminent even after a naturalistic constraint is imposed on the other-regarding, altruistic elements. Wyschogrod has offered a quasi-Levinasian explanation of altruism: “[A]ltruism is contingent on relating to the other not as a content of one’s own consciousness … but rather as an ethical datum that makes a claim on the self to engage in other-regarding acts.” Any responses “presuppose a prior and irreducible relation to the other” (Wyschogrod 2002, 29–30). Levinasian asymmetry highlights this anteriority and primacy of the relation of the other to oneself, which is assimilated by Ricoeurian and post-Levinasian ethical philosophy. The Zhuangzi acknowledges and espouses this prior and asymmetrical relation of the other to oneself as well, but under the more familiar terms of going along with myriad changes and transformations without end (wanhua er weisi youji 萬化而未始有極).

Lee has characterized Zhuangzian ethical thought as an “ethics of attunement” to dao (Lee 2014, 10), and Fraser has affirmed this with his own use of the “ethics of dao and de” (Fraser 2022a, 573). “Attunement” is a useful word for describing the features and content of Zhuangzian ethics. Etymologically, the English verb “attune” comes from either the verb or noun “tune.” The noun “tune” has a higher frequency of use than the two verbs, as we more often see the phrase “in tune with,” meaning “in harmony with some person or thing” (Oxford English Dictionary 2020). The verb “tune” also has the meaning of “to adapt, put into accordance, or make responsive” (Ibid.). The preposition “with” in the phrase “in tune with” or “in harmony with” indicates a necessary meaning of “relating.” While philosophers have widely discussed the existential or ontological meaning of “being with,” here I want to focus on how the Zhuangzians balance themselves with the otherness of the world. The meaning of “in tune with” or “in harmony with”—matching the meaning of the Chinese word “tiao 調” or “shi 適”—presumes a prior, asymmetrical and infinite relation of the otherness of things and persons to oneself. It is asymmetrical in the sense that the otherness of others is beyond any control or appropriation by oneself. Response from oneself is always passive in the first place. If it is not, then it is not called “responding.” One must always open oneself, adapting, accommodating, yielding or deferring to the otherness of others rather than rejecting or isolating oneself from the latter. This is the Zhuangzian way of being “in tune with” or “in harmony with.” Something of the other is prior to the agent’s act, conditioning it and making it subject to the otherness. The Zhuangzian way of balancing or harmonizing is to flow together with things and persons. Zhuangzian ethical thought can be adequately pinned down as an ethics of attunement to dao, but the Zhuangzian dao has an explicit message of being in tune with, or wandering through, myriad changes and transformations in the life-world without end. This defining characteristic is both meta-ethical and normatively ethical for the Zhuangzians, on which the altruistic elements are based. In addition, the so-called ethics of skill or skillfulness in the Zhuangzi can only be legitimized within this general theme of dao but does not overtake it.

Returning to the Zhuangzian norm, with its naturalistic constraint on the quality and effect of other-regarding and altruistic conduct, it is not difficult to see the connection between the understanding of the unique good/value of others in terms of their own nature and patient-centered, altruistic motives. One may object to connecting the understanding of the value of others to altruism if his or her definition of altruism is restricted only to acts, but as we have cited from Blum, philosophers now generally consider “some other-directed motivation” as also being involved in altruism (Blum 2001, 50). More specifically, some philosophers have started to suggest that understanding the other’s good should be included in the definition of altruism. “[I]f the agent is truly concerned with the other’s good, then she must be concerned to understand that good” (Ibid.). As Matthieu Ricard claims, “[v]aluing the other and being concerned about his situation are two essential components to altruism” (Ricard 2015, 21), and this valuing must base itself on understanding the inherent good of others. Furthermore, understanding the other’s good is crucial to the effect of altruism. Oftentimes, a mere desire for another’s good may not guarantee that the good of the other is actually served by this altruism: “the agent has no understanding of the other’s good, and his action subverts that good rather than furthering it” (Blum 2001, 52). Nothing is more illustrative of this point than the story of Marquis Lu and the seabird. Additionally, contemporary philosophers suggest that the autonomy of others should be included as “part of the overall good for which an agent can have altruistic concern” (Ibid.). Slote recently pointed out: “[A] morality of empathic caring requires one to respect other people’s autonomy and not just or simply to be concerned with their welfare” (Slote 2007, 57). All these contemporary views offer a broader conception of altruism than ever before and are marks of progression in the philosophical study of altruism. They enrich the meaning of ethical asymmetry and remind us of the significance of Huang’s study on patient-centeredness and other asymmetrical, altruistic elements of Zhuangzian thought.


Notes


	“命有所成而形有所適也, 夫不可損益.”.

	“此以己養養鳥也, 非以鳥養養鳥也.”.

	“彼必相與異, 其好惡故異也.” My translation follows the punctuation of Guo Qingfan (Guo 1961, 621), which is different from the one in A Concordance to Chuang Tzu.

	“故先聖不一其能, 不同其事. 名止於實, 義設於適. 是之謂條達而福持.”.

	Chad Hansen argues that Daoist philosophers like Laozi and Zhuangzi “do not propose a straightforward, alternative normative” dao-ethics. There is an “absence of thin, categorical, verbs of duty—ought and should … the absence of explicit prescriptive connectives” in their language (Hansen 1996, 186, 177–178; italics original). While I appreciate Hansen’s insight and acknowledge the invitational, recommendatory, counseling and engaging style of Zhuangzian ethical discourse, I think it still involves normative ideas even though they may be expressed indirectly or implicitly.

	“由外言之曰條達, 由中言之曰輻持.”.

	To maintain consistency with my belief in the distinctive Zhuangzian message of rambling beyond any “-isms” conveyed by the text of the Zhuangzi (see note 7 of Chapter 5 of this book), I must say that if there is any “-ism” to which the Zhuangzi looks like it is committing itself, it is probably “ethical naturalism” in the sense that the text does not define its position as naturalism, but we still have reason to place Zhuangzian ethical thought in this category although it differs from many other forms of naturalism (cf. note 25 of Chapter 5 of this book too). For the definition of ethical naturalism and its different forms in traditional and contemporary Western philosophy, see Sturgeon 2006, 91–93, and Frey 2018, 51–60.

	Harry Gensler mentions four examples of “platinum thinkers,” and Huang seems to be the fifth (Gensler 2013, 201–202). Both Huang and Gensler have referred to several philosophers who defend and amend the “Golden Rule” although Huang leans more toward problematizing it while Gensler strongly defends it (Huang 2005; Gensler 2013).

	The other characteristic is “forgetting ritual and music (wang liyue 忘禮樂)” (19/6/91). Benevolence, duty, ritual and music are all indispensable components of Confucian moral requirements and cultivational practice. However, here I focus only on “forgetting benevolence and duty,” because it is more frequently used by the text of the Zhuangzi for critiquing invariable moral principles relevant to my current discussion. It seems that forgetting benevolence, duty, ritual and music is still part of the early stage of the practice of sitting in forgetfulness according to the text, likely because it belongs to a domain of exteriority and social relationships. The remaining part of sitting in forgetfulness seems to go deeper, leading the practitioner from the social or exterior environment to the more interior (somatic and mental) domain by detaching him- or herself from his or her physical identity and from generalized knowledge and understanding that are based on perception and intellect (duo zhiti 墮肢體, chu congming 黜聰明, lixing quzhi 離形去知; 19/6/92). The goal is to realize the dao, or to be in tune with the Great Transforming Openness (tong yu datong 同於大通19/6/92–93). It is a dialectical process of meditation practice.

	I follow Watson, Mair and Graham’s translation of the Chinese character “duan 端” (Mair 1994, 21; Graham 1981/2001, 58) as rules or principles. The other two Chinese scholars interpret the “duan” as either theory or standard (lunshuo 論說 or biaozhun 標準; Chen 1990, 84; Huang 1996, 75), which are close to the former. These translators and interpreters have followed Guo Xiang and Cheng Xuanying’s exegesis, which emphasize the lack of invariability (wu chang 無常) or lack of definitive/foundational generalization of benevolence and duty (wu dingfa 無定法) (Guo 1961, 95). It forms one of the central meanings of “forgetting benevolence and duty” (or forgetting socially sanctioned moral codes) conveyed by the text of the Zhuangzi. The other meanings, either suggested or elaborated by the text, involve seeing the general formula of moral standards as only a provisional guide to, or something that can be left behind by, concrete moral practice and requiring the naturalness or spontaneity of benevolence and dutiful conduct without any intended compliance with general principles or codes. I will briefly discuss them hereafter.

	The meaning of “yudao cancha 與道參差” is understood negatively as “at odds with the dao” by mainstream interpreters (cf. Mair 1994, 157; Watson 1968, 181; Chen 1990, 426; Huang 1996, 207; Wang 1988, vol. 2, 607; Guo 1961, 585). Ziporyn’s recent translation seems to render it as positive. In my view, there are no grammatical constraints or obstructions to this alternative rendering in the original Chinese text. Furthermore, this rendering is coherent with the context that the dao embraces difference and variableness characteristic of the reality of all things, values and systems of rightness, which grounds the Zhuangzian argument against invariable moral principles and codes.

	“故譬三皇五帝之禮義法度, 其猶柤梨橘柚邪. 其味相反而皆可於口. 故禮義法度者, 應時而變者也.” Chapter 14 also uses the metaphor of performing music, echoing the notion of the “piping of heaven” in chapter 2, which indicates that the musical sounds commonly and consistently change and transform without fixing on past conventions and principles of invariableness (bianhua qiyi 變化齊一, buzhu guchang 不主故常, 37/14/20).

	Following the majority of scholars of the Zhuangzi, “bucheng 不成” in 5/2/59–60 is rectified here as buzhou 不周. As Chen interprets, “The phrase ‘renchang er buzhou’ means that if benevolence is fixed on one kind of conduct or the same situation, it cannot be all-encompassing” (Chen 1990, 77).

	The authors of the Zhuangzi seem to differ from modern analytic ethicists who use precise cases or examples when analyzing moral problems. In addition, epistemic and ethical issues are often addressed together since they are connected and intertwined. The Zhuangzi often uses metaphorical language too, but the ethical sense is undeniable, as the passage continues:

[I]f we judge something to be right because there is some way to view it as right, then no thing is not right. If we judge it to be wrong because there is some way to view it as wrong, then no thing is not wrong. … From this point of view, the propriety of struggle or of yielding, the conduct of a Yao or a Jie, is given different values at different times, none of which can be taken as invariable.

(43/17/34–35; Ziporyn 2020, 137, modified)


Regarding Yao and Jie, see note 18 of Chapter 3 of this book.


	The Zhuangzians demonstrate reasons to oppose such tendencies, but this does not mean that Confucian ethics and virtue theory are entirely equivalent to these absolutizing tendencies. Robert Eno has alluded to something very interesting in his discussion of Zhuangzian skeptical attitude and criticism toward the certainty, absolutization and authorization of Confucian ethical principles or categories of virtues: “[T]he most sustained criticism along these lines actually come from Confucianism itself, especially in the Xunzi, which is merciless in its attack on contemporary ‘vulgar’ Ru” (Eno 2019, 124). The Zhuangzian skill masters in fact “share features with the Confucian ideal of the rule-transcending sage” (Ibid., 127).

	Jung Lee has argued that Daoist ethics “may be considered a form of moral particularism” (Lee 2014, 47), and that the Zhuangzi even “tends to promote a stronger version of particularism” (Ibid., 147, note 43). The following sections of this chapter can be seen as my response to Lee’s interpretation. For a view different from Lee’s claim of Zhuangzian particularism and a more detailed clarification on the Zhuangzi and particularism, see Fraser’s recent article “Zhuangzi and Particularism” (Fraser 2022b). Fraser seems to interpret Zhuangzian ethical thought as a form of pluralism and contextualism but denies Lee’s claim of particularism. In doing so, Fraser does not seem to distinguish the Zhuangzi from generalism but combines or constrains Zhuangzian generalism with pluralism and contextualism. This could be a meaningful approach. However, in my view, the Zhuangzi does not commit to generalism; rather, it shows a strong skeptical attitude toward it. So, a better understanding of the Zhuangzi is perhaps to find its middle position between generalism and particularism, or at least to distinguish weak generalism from strong generalism. For an interesting article on the Song Dynasty Neo-Confucian Cheng brothers’ middle position between particularism and generalism, see Huang 2013.

	However, Zhuangzian holism is not just one of the reasons, like Dancy’s. It is also one of emotion, perception and linguistic signs.

	For instance, Eno expresses his disagreement with the Zhuangzi because of its inability to offer “a coherent ethical theory” (Eno 1996, 142). In a recent article, he describes these “ethical limits” as an “absolute rejection of theoretical knowing and pre-set ethical goals” (Eno 2019, 124). However, Eno has changed his position within the same article from criticism of the Zhuangzian ethical limits to an acknowledgment of the tension between his early claim about the Zhuangzi’s “rejecting the constraints of any conventional or doctrinal ethics” and “the deeply ethical imagination we see in the text’s many anecdotes, almost sentimentally celebrating kindness and friendship.” He concludes that “the Zhuangzi was not designed to displace Confucian ethics but to shift the balance of authority for ethical interpretation from teachers and texts to individuals who could explore ethical perspectives beyond traditional ones. … the Zhuangzi was not intended to offer a systematic ethics; its ethical vision is a reformist commentary on Confucian ethics” (Ibid., 126). “[I]ts guiding purpose was to reform the conventional ethics of the educated elite by attacking unqualified certainty in its authority” (Ibid., 129). These views are helpful in our attempt to identify the Zhuangzian position between generalism and particularism.

	I borrow this term from Eno ( Eno 2019, 126). A famous ironic anecdote used in the Zhuangzi describes Zhuang Zhou questioning whether he is asleep or awake after dreaming of being a butterfly (7/2/94–96). In other words, Zhuang Zhou questions the certainty of his awakening by introducing an uncertainty.

	Caputo’s interpretation of Derrida may help clarify the Zhuangzian position between theory and anti-theory. For Caputo, Derrida offers a quasi-theory, but Derrida is also not a philosopher in the sense that “you cannot come up with anything like a philosophical theory, … at least not for long. For sooner or later the differential play in what your theory is trying to stick together will make it come undone.” This differential play applies to Derrida’s own theory of différance, archi-writing and deconstruction too (Caputo, 1993, 159). Derrida uses irony to define his différance as neither a word nor a concept because “once it sediments and becomes part of the established vocabulary of ‘deconstruction,’ he has to move on and try it another way” (Ibid.). The Zhuangzi’s attack on the invariableness and unqualified certainty of increasingly authorized Confucian moral principles and codes is similar to the Derridean attitude toward Western theories despite considerable differences (cf. Wang 2003, chapters 2–3).

	Later, Wittgenstein shows a more radical view on using a ladder, which seems to express more doubt about the benefit of using a ladder, mediation or pre-conception:

[I]f the place I want to get to could only be reached by way of a ladder, I would give up trying to get there. For the place I really have to get to is a place I must already be at now. Anything that I might reach by climbing a ladder does not interest me.

(Wittgenstein 1980, 7e)


This attitude could give rise to a more holistic and intuitive approach. It seems, however, that Wittgenstein never repudiates his earlier use of the metaphor of throwing away the ladder after using it. Both of these views expressed by Wittgenstein can be similarly found in the Zhuangzi.

In his comments on Behuniak’s interpretation of the Cook Ding story, Eno indicates his dissatisfaction with the story’s minimization of the role that general guidance plays in the learning and cultivation process. For Eno, the Zhuangzi “is silent about ‘general method,’ any initial debt the cook may have owed to teachers or professional canons of meat carving” (Eno 2019, 125). It is true that the specification of general methods of studying classics and ethical teachings is a salient feature of Confucian philosophy, and the criticism of the Zhuangzi from a Confucian perspective is understandable. However, Eno later admits that the Zhuangzi pursues “an entirely different enterprise” (Ibid.), which I have discussed as well on several occasions in this book. Here, the Cook Ding story convincingly shows that the Zhuangzi does not exclude the provisional role of general ideas.


	The original Chinese for this translation is “端正而不知以為義, 相愛而不知以為仁.”.

	A passage in chapter 14 refers to the forgetting of a sage’s benevolence, which is a bit different from the sage’s forgetting of his/her own merit, although the two are related: a sage’s virtuosity bestows its nourishing bounty on 10,000 generations without anyone in the world knowing (37/14/11). A prior passage conveys a similar message:

To be filial out of love is easy; to forget parents is hard. To forget parents is easy; to cause parents to forget you is hard. To cause parents to forget you is easy; to forget the whole world is hard. To forget the whole world is easy; to cause the whole world to forget you is hard.

(37/14/10–11; Watson 1968, 155, modified)


The passage seems to suggest a gradual expansion of forgetting: from the spontaneous love of parents (without being aware of the object of one’s love) to causing parents to forget their child’s love because the child’s love is so natural, purposeless and effortless that parents have gotten used to it; from a spontaneous benevolence to the world (without being aware of the world as the target of one’s benevolence) to causing the world to forget this person’s benevolence because it is so natural, purposeless and effortless as well.

Chris Fraser has been a major interpreter of Zhuangzian ethical thought among contemporary scholars of the Zhuangzi. In his unpublished manuscript “A Daoist Critique of Morality,” he describes the Confucian tendency to identify the dao with norms that are “constant” or “regular” (chang), in contrast to the Daoist depiction of the dao as continually shifting and transforming, following no fixed or predetermined boundaries. His point coincides with what I presented earlier in this chapter as one of the main meanings of the Zhuangzian forgetting of ren and yi. Fraser also discusses how the dao and de (virtuosity), as simpler and more direct guides to action than appealing to benevolence and righteousness, rest on an un-codifiable responsiveness to particular concrete situations. This element is also proximate to what I present here as another meaning of the Zhuangzian forgetfulness of ren and yi—the immediate and spontaneous performance of benevolent and righteous acts without relying on external norms. Fraser includes these two meanings in the Zhuangian critique of morality. I agree that the forgetting of ren and yi can be seen as a form of the Zhuangzian critique of morality. Many of Fraser’s interpretations are insightful. However, when he moves his discussion from a critique of ren and yi to a critique of morality in general, I see several problems. First, whether morality as a practice should be abandoned or left aside depends on what kind of morality we are referring to: whether it is a “special system” (Williams 1985, 7), a universally applicable norm for action (Fraser 2022a, 563) or a natural, spontaneous moral feeling and relationship inseparable from concrete circumstances. These are all moral “ways”; the last is Zhuangzian, a broader morality in contrast to the earlier two narrower moralities. In Chapter 1 of this book, I endorse the distinction between the broader “ethical” dimension and the narrower “moral” dimension. I have noted that Fraser in his 2022a article takes this distinction into consideration as well. I believe that taking a broader definition of either ethics or morality into consideration is a better approach than just abandoning the concept of morality, which may not be a proper characterization of the Zhuangzian position. Second, Fraser admits that Zhuangzians “seem to advocate an unselfish, perceptive responsiveness to others, arguably a quintessential moral attitude,” while still suggesting that they do not offer “an alternative conception of morality” since the “unifying ideal” of the Zhuangzi “is not moral.” I do not think it is persuasive to add an equation between a unifying approach of the Zhuangzi and the lack of concern with alternative morality. Zhuangzians are not ethicists; Confucianism, rather, seems to have more of such a focus. However, acknowledging its unifying approach as something else, such as a philosophy of finding a fitting path in each particular situation of life, does not necessarily deny its own concern or perspective on morality. Third, at the end of his article, Fraser mentions that the “Daoist approach is to start by provisionally accepting the values we find ourselves with and going on from there.” This is exactly what Zhuangzians are, in many stories, doing with Confucian benevolence and righteousness, as I have discussed several times in this book. There is no total break with morality per se but only with conventional or traditional morality. Based on these reasons, I am reluctant to accept Fraser’s message that the Daoist critique of morality suggests an abandonment of morality.


	The Zhuangzi shows us an interesting intimacy between practices of forgetfulness and attainments of spontaneity. I have recently found the following analysis of virtue ethics by a contemporary Western ethicist: “Within the practice of love as a virtue, there is a place for trying to match birthday present to recipient … but there is also a place … for spontaneity or immediacy or, indeed, self-forgetfulness” (Chappell 2014, 82). By starting to acknowledge the relation between spontaneity and forgetfulness, contemporary virtue ethics and Zhuangzian philosophy may find common ground in an important realm of ethical inquiry, despite their differences. For a discussion on the Zhuangzian conception of ethical spontaneity in terms of the perspective of virtue ethics, see Huang 2010b, 1060–1066.
I have previously noted Huang’s keen observation of the difficulty in finding coherent explanations for the Zhuangzian emphasis on cultivating natural disposition and ethical spontaneity without assuming the notion of a “second nature” or an inherently good nature like what Mencius claims (Ibid.). I agree with the view that Zhuangzian emphasis is placed upon cultivated ethical naturalness/spontaneity when acting out of one’s capacity or disposition for benevolence or righteousness. The Zhuangzi barely makes clear that this kind of ethical property and disposition is something one is born with. However, in the passage above from chapter 25 of the Zhuangzi, we do see the use of the word “xing 性” several times. The common English translation for this is “nature” or “inborn nature” (See Ziporyn 2020, 209). To avoid mixing the Zhuangzian perspective with the notion of an inborn good nature, Huang simply translates “xing” as “natural,” which does not seem like a satisfactory rendering. Huang interprets the naturalness of moral action as the result of one’s naturally knowing what “one personally experiences through one’s heart” or by “hav[ing] inner experiences of, Dao” (Huang, Ibid., 1064). In my opinion, the Stoics’ view on ethical naturalism as summarized by Annas (quoted in Chapter 5 of this book) may provide a more satisfactory interpretation. Seen from the perspective of the Stoic paradigm and in terms of the Zhuangzi, the Zhuangzian notion of xing does not only refer to natural structures/patterns and natural inclinations/dispositions but also to potentialities and directionalities bestowed, in general, by nature or dao. The natural physiological and psychological constituents, features and capacities of people are developmental. This development is the realization of a given potential; in other words, it is carried out within the constraints of nature. Nature and cultivation are not isolated from each other. This is a more dynamic notion of xing; it is not something one is simply born with. The Zhuangzian xing lacks a distinction between original nature and second nature; it goes beyond these categories. Recently, Chiu has argued that the Zhuangzian notion of nourishing or cultivating xing cannot be subsumed under either the traditional category of nature or nurture (Chiu 2022, 551). This view is applicable to the distinction between original nature and second nature. Thus, one could say that when the sages successfully cultivated their ethical dispositions rooted in nature, the latter became part of their developed nature. The performance of moral actions is thus a spontaneous flow from their nature. I have also noted Huang’s elucidation that because Zhuangzians see the sage’s supreme good (zhishan 至善) equivalent to something beyond relative good and evil, the sage’s cultivated nature is beyond good and evil too, although the Zhuangzi does not indicate if human inborn nature is definitely beyond good and evil (Huang, Ibid., 1066). This could be one interpretation of the Zhuangzian “supreme good,” and an alternative could be that the supreme good is understood as fluid or shifting well beyond any fixed distinction of good/evil. The unfixed good is therefore the supreme good. It is in this sense that the Zhuangzi suggests that great benevolence is not conventional or regulated benevolence (daren buren 大仁不仁). For the non-essentialist clarification of the xing in Zhuangzian usage, see Chong 2023, 252.


	Ivanhoe has introduced and carefully examined these two types of spontaneity in early Chinese philosophy. I am especially impressed by his insight that these two models in practice “often represent more a difference in emphasis than wholly distinct types,” and “[t]he mutual interaction and exchange between them can be discerned when we look more carefully at the two traditions chosen to represent them” (Ivanhoe 2010, 194). It can be said that both Zhuangzian Daoism and Mencian Confucianism belong to a tradition of cultivated spontaneity, although their rhetoric and strategies are different within their different conceptual schemes.

	Of these six examples, Huang’s is the latest. Gensler lists five advocates of the Platinum Rule or related ideas, including George Bernard Shaw, Karl Popper, Milton Bennett, Tony Alessandra and Michael O’Connor (co-authors of the book The Platinum Rule) before Huang (Gensler 2013, 201–202). Rönnedal adds to Gensler’s list Georg Henrik von Wright, author of Varieties of Goodness (see Rönnedal 2015, 223, 230). I agree with Rönnedal that clear discussions of the Platinum Rule are very few among professional philosophers since it is “a more recent invention.” However, it is “a quite popular principle among non-philosophers” (Rönnedal, Ibid., 223), such as scholars of medical ethics and business ethics. For references to Huang’s Copper Rule by Western scholars of Chinese philosophy, see, for example, Kohn 2014 and Komarzyca 2019.

	Although Gensler defends and reformulates the Golden Rule, he admits, “[H]ow we want to be treated is a poor indication of how we should treat others. … Platinum shows greater respect for others than does gold” (Gensler 2013, 199–200. Italic original).

	As we can see from Gewirth’s reformulation of the Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you would rationally want them to do unto you” (Gewirth 1978, 138).

	Gensler’s reformulation of the Golden Rule is as follows: “Treat others only as you consent to being treated in the same situation” (Gensler 2013, 22).

	I owe this investigation of the multiple linguistic meanings and usages of “reciprocity” to Romero-Iribas and Smith’s article ( Romero-Iribas and Smith 2018, 4), although they examine the concept of reciprocity only within the sphere of friendship. I will address the issue of friendship in the Zhuangzi with regard to Zhuangzian forgetfulness in Chapter 8 of this book.

	For Becker’s more detailed study of the concept of reciprocity, see also his 1986 book, especially chapter 3. There, Becker mentions that “the norm of reciprocity is not equivalent to the Golden Rule … That rule concerns more than exchanges” (Becker 1986, 81). However, the meaning of exchange, including “an eye for an eye,” or lex talionis, as mirroring “good for good,” is so often entangled with the reciprocal characteristic of the Golden Rule that it has presented problems either to its theory or its practice. When Becker emphasizes that “Good is to be returned for good, but not necessarily for evil” (Ibid.), he seems to attest to the problematic nature of the Golden Rule and therefore contradicts his other interpretation (cf. Gensler’s comment on the principle of reciprocity in Gensler 2013, 182–183). Among some contemporary philosophers, Ricoeur is most representative of the increasing awareness that the limit of reciprocity is also the limit of the Golden Rule, and that the Golden Rule needs to be complemented by an altruistic love ethic, as we will see in the ensuing discussion. This sheds light on our further understanding of the Zhuangzian idea of “treating others as they would like to be treated.”.

	Cf. Hénaff 2019, 71, where he summarizes the concept of reciprocity that Levinas targets as “based on the model of symmetrical exchange alone; in the end—as Levinas explicitly notes—its typical form is commercial exchange.”.

	Another reason for Levinas’ reluctance to use the term altruism or altruistic is that such a term still affirms the agent’s free will or intentionality in a context that “the fabric of the same, self-possession in a present, is never broken” (Levinas 1981, 111–112). The passivity and subjection of oneself to the other—the Levinasian nature of ethical responsibility—is covered up by such a term. As a result, the entire range of the capacities of one’s responsiveness to others is left out by Levinasian philosophy, as discussed in Chapter 4 of this book. Contrary to Levinas, Ricoeur considers altruistic love, loving one’s neighbors and enemies without expecting anything in return, represented by the New Testament, as an example of breaking with the symmetry of exchanging goods and with the enclosure of the self-same. I use the word “altruistic” or “altruism” in a sense similar to the Ricoeurian designation of one’s unilateral, asymmetrical and non-reciprocal loving relation to others based on the primacy of others in one’s pursuit of a good life. Among various definitions of altruism used by philosophers, I suggest looking at Williams’, which states that altruism is “a general disposition to regard the interests of others, merely as such, as making some claim on one, and, in particular, as implying the possibility of limiting one’s own projects” (Williams 1973, 250), and Nagel’s, which states that it is “the direct influence of one person’s interest on the actions of another, simply because in itself the interest of the former provides the latter with a reason to act” (Nagel 1970, 80). Both indicate the meaning of the primacy of the interests of others in defining the disposition or action of altruism within the limits of the different approaches of these two philosophers. It is noteworthy that these conceptions of altruism share the idea of the primacy of others with Levinasian ethical philosophy, although they wrestle with it from two different angles. Levinas’ emphasis is on the exteriority and anteriority of this primacy of the other while leaving unaddressed the meaning of altruistic disposition or capacity for the ethical subject or agent. Despite difficulties, one can develop an ethic of altruism from Levinasian philosophy since Levinas does not deny altruism per se, but rather challenges our modern Western historical context of altruism and its philosophical usage.

	To name a few, Derrida, Ricoeur, Marion and Hénaff, among others.

	Cf. Tatranský 2008, 307, note 11: “Levinas’s ethics is practically irreconcilable with the so-called Golden Rule (plainly confuting the incommensurability of the other).”.

	These ideas are elaborated upon in  Ricoeur’s 2005 book, especially chapter 3, “Mutual Recognition.” Due to the limits of my project, I will only mention them in passing here and focus on the ideas useful to the interpretation of the Zhuangzi. For a fair and detailed review and criticism of Ricoeur’s concepts of mutuality, reciprocity and mutual recognition in relation to the reading of French sociologist/anthropologist Marcel Mauss’ work on the ritual exchange of gifts, see Hénaff 2019, especially chapter 6 on Ricoeur.

	In interpreting one of the Zhuangzian maxims—“doing something for one another by doing nothing for one another” (18/6/61)—Mollgaard points out that “it suspends all reciprocal relations”; it “breaks with the idea of reciprocity that is fundamental to Chinese culture and to Confucianism in particular.” For Mollgaard, the Daoist experience “mediates a non-reciprocal and truly ethical relationship to the other” (Mollgaard 2007, 120). I share a similar view to him. I will return to this Zhuangzian maxim in Chapter 8 of this book regarding the study of forgetfulness and friendship.

	When commenting on Huang’s patient-centered relativism, Fraser’s position seems ambivalent. On the one hand, he clearly has a negative view of the theme of “appropriate treatment of other agents” and thinks it “is not the primary focus” of Zhuangzian ethical thought. For Fraser, the primary focus of Zhuangzian ethics is “dao and de.” The appropriate treatment of other agents comes from “a concern with dao and de.” As far as the conceptual scheme of Zhuangzian philosophy is concerned, calling it an ethics of dao and de seems acceptable. However, Fraser further explains that the “focus” of the ethics of dao and de “is on how one proceeds and the path one pursues—the manner of our agency (de) and the course we follow (dao). The ideal is an ongoing, resilient, adroit flow of agency responsive to features of our circumstances” (Fraser 2022a, 573). Contrary to his earlier dismissal of the theme of how to treat others, these explanations imply that how to treat others can be part of the Zhuangzi’s focus on dao and de. Indeed, Fraser references “treating others” many times in his article: “the appropriate way to interact with others may not be to take our own preference or needs as a model for how to treat them” (Ibid., 567); “[o]ur treatment of others must fit their needs” (Ibid., 568); “the appropriate course lies in switching from one’s initial way of treating others to a different course” (Ibid., 572); “[t]he dao virtuoso avoids mistreating others” (Ibid., 575); and so on. It seems that Fraser is unable to stay away from the importance of the theme of how to treat others in the Zhuangzi. I understand that he tends to define Zhuangzian ethics as an ethics of dao and de or as a unique form of interpersonal ethics. In my view, how to treat others is a crucial part of both.

	In Lectures on Ethics, we can also find Kant’s asymmetrical view on self-regarding duty and other-regarding duty. Kant rejects the common view of pursuing one’s own well-being and happiness as a duty to oneself: “[T]he principle of self-regarding duties is a very different one, which has no connexion with our well-being or earthly happiness” (Kant 1964, 117). He acknowledges the “primary importance” of our duty toward ourselves as “the prior condition of our duty to others” since “we can fulfill the former only insofar as we first fulfill the latter” (Ibid., 118). Here, Kant seems to affirm that the value of one’s self-regarding duty is dependent on its utility to one’s other-regarding duty. However, he also states:

It is true that a person can serve as a means for others (e.g., by his work), but only in a way whereby he does not cease to be a person and an end. Whoever acts in such a way that he cannot be an end, uses himself as a means and treats his person as a thing.

(Ibid., 120)


So, while Kant does not make ambiguous the asymmetry of other-regarding duty over self-regarding duty, he uses his doctrine of humanity to avoid what Slote refers to as extreme cases of other-regarding asymmetries, such as a denial of oneself or a sacrifice of one’s life. For a more detailed review outside of the symmetry/asymmetry debate of Kant’s standpoint on self-regarding duty in relation to other-regarding duty, see Wood 2008, 171 as well as Huang 2005, 412. In distinguishing self-regarding and other-regarding duties, Kant sheds light on the fundamental relationship of self/other and their mutuality and interactivity, even though this relationship is not symmetrical.


	Csikszentmihalyi’s article “Altruism in Chinese Religions” does not include the altruistic elements of the Zhuangzi either (Csikszentmihalyi 2005).

	Graham also views the Zhuangzi as taking steps away from Yangzhu’s ideas and offers the insight that Zhuangzian thought “is the polar opposite of the Yangist ‘valuing self’ and, one might suppose, of any kind of individualism” (Graham 1985, 79). For the most updated coverage on contemporary scholarly debates about how to interpret the Yangist position, and whether it is ethical egoism, individualism or concerned with the private or personal, see Jiang 2021, 298–303. Among those different interpretations, one view that changes Yangzhu’s refusal of “plucking out one hair to benefit the world” into “plucking out one hair to benefit from the world” seems far-fetched.

	“Jiwanwu er buweiyi, zejiwanshi er buweiren. 齏萬物而不為義, 澤及萬世而不為仁.” The Chinese characters in the original sentence are also from《莊子 - Zhuangzi》in the Chinese Text Project https://ctext.org/zhuangzi. For the English translation also cf. Legge 1962, vol. 1, 256. I follow Chen, Mair and Legge to render the meaning of “ji 齏” as “blending” or “reconciling” (tiaohe 調和), the exegesis of which can be found in Cui 1988, 273 and Wang 1988, vol. 1, 267 too.

	“Lize shihu wanshi, buwei airen. Gu letongwu, fei shengren ye. 利澤施乎萬世, 不為愛人. 故樂通物, 非聖人也.” These sentences are found in a highly controversial passage in the text. Traditionally, scholars have believed that they are stylistically similar to passages of the outer chapters and cast doubt on whether they are written by the same author of the inner chapters. For this reason, some interpreters and translators have chosen to exclude them from chapter 6 (Chen 1990, 172–173; Zhang 1993, 190–192; Graham 1981, 92; Mair 1994, 53). As indicated earlier, I agree with some contemporary views on the anthological and multi-authored nature of the Zhuangzi while being cautious about the use of particular passages and basing it on interpretive consistency or coherence. For different readings of these original sentences, see Ziporyn’s detailed analysis (Ziporyn 2020, 65).

	“德人者 … 四海之內共利之之謂悅, 共給之之謂安.”.

	“行名失己, 非士也; 亡身不真, 非役人也.”.

	“舍己效人, 徇彼傷我者.”.

	Lawrence Blum has carefully analyzed the issue:

If altruism is defined as requiring suppression, negation, or belittling of the self—as involved in valuing of the other above the self—it is more open to Nietzsche’s criticisms than if it merely means concern for others. Scheler (1874–1928), while affirming Nietzsche’s view that concern for others can be a product of self-disvalue and self-escape, pointed out that a concern for others can also be rooted in a strong and confident self, one which can attend to the plight of others and react with fellow feeling or compassion precisely because it is able to take care of its own needs without great self-absorption and continual bolstering of its sense of self-worth.

(Blum 2001, 51)

Blum also comments further on the complexity of the value of altruism and suggests that one basis on which to assess altruism as either good or bad has to do with whether it is healthy for the agent him- or herself.

[I]f the agent’s altruism (toward some individual, or even in general) helps maintain an unhealthy (e.g., dependent, un-self-knowing) structure of character or mode of life, then even if it is perfectly genuine the altruism is unhealthy and in that respect bad.

(Ibid.)

The Zhuangzian position can align itself with these contemporary views of altruism, namely, opposing any forms of extremism and finding a rational and practical middle ground while maintaining the other-directed, altruistic and asymmetrical elements in the oneself–other or interpersonal relationship.

	I took this example from Adams with some minor revisions ( Adams 2006, 20).




7 Empathic capacity in the Zhuangzi and how it works with the forgetting ofoneself
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Contemporary scholarship has produced strong evidence for the link between empathy and other-directed, prosocial or altruistic behavior for decades.1 It is one of the reasons for the ongoing outpouring of publications on various topics or aspects of empathy by scholars from either philosophy, psychology, neuroscience or sociology. This chapter focuses on the elements of empathy in the Zhuangzi and how it works with forgetfulness, as Huang has captured the altruistic element of the Zhuangzi, but empathy has not been investigated yet. Some may wonder if I can find from this ancient text any significant contributions or even useful information to the contemporary study of empathy since it is common knowledge that the English term “empathy” and its German original “einfühlung” started to circulate only in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and Western scholarship on empathy can roughly be tracked back to the Scottish sentimentalist philosophers such as Hume and Smith in the 18th century. My chapter does not aim to refute such doubts but simply lets facts and textual evidence speak for themselves while appealing to the interpretative force by using the best of contemporary theories of empathy without violating the textual integrity of the Zhuangzi. Below, I outline four prominent respects of current scholarship on empathy: different types of empathy; the other-centeredness of empathy; empathy as a process and the role empathy plays in responsiveness to others; and interaction between empathy and other capacities. I connect those materials of the Zhuangzi involving elements of empathy to each of these four areas, in an attempt to show that to a great extent, the Zhuangzi has explored them, taken unique approaches to them and can contribute to our contemporary conversations about them.


7.1 Different types of empathy

As a general background, empathy is a phenomenon that has many faces (Maibom 2012; Read 2019, 3). It has been called a “plural capacity,” or “a host of different capacities, all merged under the umbrella term ‘empathy’” (Aaltola 2014, 243). Such a multifaceted phenomenon cannot be defined in a singular sense. Therefore, some scholars seem to take a broad approach, encapsulating many different ideas or aspects under the rubric of “empathy” (Maibom 2020, 6). Others think that there is no reason to delimit empathy to affective states only. “[I]t is possible to empathize with the cognitive, affective and conative experiences of the other, i.e., with his or her beliefs, perceptions, feelings, passions, volitions, desires, and intentions” (Zahavi 2017, 40). However, among these different aspects or dimensions of empathy, two are the most widely categorized—affective empathy and cognitive empathy.2 As Maibom states, “empathy is either a way of relating cognitively to others, by taking up their perspective, or a way of being emotionally sensitive to them” (2012, 260).3 While these two types are separately analyzed and defined, under many circumstances they “are all intimately connected” (Maibom 2020, 6) or co-present in cases of empathy. For example, in order to experience the full range of affective empathy, one needs “to have relatively intact cognitive empathetic abilities as well” (Maibom 2012, 254).

As an ancient text, the Zhuangzi is far away from these modern analyses or categorizations of empathy, but it does seem to involve cases of both affective and cognitive empathy. Chapter 6 of the Zhuangzi includes the story of renowned funeral manager Mengsun Cai, who was able to cry with funeral-goers (renku yiku 人哭亦哭). This is an example of affective empathy because it is not based on a kind of involuntary emotional contagion but on his “special understanding (tejue 特覺),” which is other-oriented and suited (yi 宜) to people’s feelings and situations (18/6/80; Wang 1988, vol. 1, 262) without going against reason (buguai renli 不乖人理 by Cheng Xuanying’s exegesis, in Guo 1961, 277).4 Other cases in the Zhuangzi seem closer to cognitive empathy and so-called perspective-taking. In addition to the story of Marquis Lu’s insensitivity to the seabird and its disastrous consequence that we discussed earlier, chapter 7 of the Zhuangzi relates the parable of Emperor Hundun, who was born with no eyes, ears, nose and mouth. As a reward for his generosity, emperors Shu and Hu carve seven holes into Hundun’s face in order to give him a more standard human appearance, but this misbegotten kindness only results in his death (21/7/33–35). These are negative examples but they nevertheless enjoin us to be necessarily empathic to the patient’s own desire, need, purpose or living condition. They recommend that we shift to the patient’s perspective and norm from our own. The following statement is also based on the author’s empathic understanding of how the duck and crane feel about themselves, aiming at taking their perspectives to see how different their natural features and desires are from each other and especially from “strange” human ideas:


The duck’s legs are short, but if we try to lengthen them, the duck will feel pain. The crane’s legs are long, but if we try to shorten them, the crane will feel grief. So, we ought not to amputate what is by nature long, nor to lengthen what is by nature short.

(21/8/9–10)


The main point here is not to express a kind of sympathy toward these creatures but rather an empathic understanding of their own nature and preferences.


7.2 The other-centeredness of empathy


7.2.1 Contemporary arguments about the other-centeredness of empathy

To properly define the nature of empathy, one must not overlook this essential feature of other-directedness or patient-centeredness. It is a relation of “asymmetry” involving “the other-centered givenness of the empathically grasped experience” (Zahavi 2017, 38). To use Steinberg’s terms:


[E]mpathy is … a way of gaining insight into what it is like to be another person. While it might well be that in trying to ascertain what it is like to be another, one must begin by imagining what would be like for one to be in another’s circumstances, if one is to gain empathic knowledge, one must, at the very least, make compensatory adjustments for known distinctions between self and other.

(2014, 50)


This position can be traced back to Scottish sentimentalist moral philosopher Adam Smith. For Smith, empathy with others means “imagining being them, feeling as they are believed to be feeling” (Persson and Savullescu 2018, 185; italics original).5 In these terms, our common saying—“to put one’s feet in the other’s shoes”—seems too ambiguous toward the nature of empathy. In putting one’s feet in the other’s shoes, does one aim at finding out how oneself would feel or how the other feels?6 If it only focuses on how oneself would feel, the other’s perspective and its situation may not be fully understood. These two attitudes can thus bring about very different results. Maibom differentiates them as two “ways of taking others’ perspectives”: “imagine-other perspective” and “imagine-self perspective.”7 The former “encourage[s] the subject to stop and think in more detail about the other person. It helps focus the attention on the details of the situation that the other is in.” The latter “imagine[s] how one would think and feel oneself if one were in the other person’s situation” (2012, 255). While Maibom admits that, in such a simulation, one projects oneself “into the other’s situation” and only considers one’s “own responses to the situation,” he believes that it can still be used “to understand those of others better” (Ibid.). Some scholars express their opinions rather differently. For example, Coplan proposes to exclude “pseudo-empathy”—“self-oriented perspective taking”—“from the category of empathy.” “Genuine empathy” is only “other-oriented perspective taking” (2011, 53).

A phenomenologist’s emphasis on the “other-centered givenness” for empathic experience (Zahavi 2017, 38) may resonate much with analytic philosophers’ discussions of empathy. However, phenomenologists make their unique contributions to current scholarship on empathy. First, phenomenologists seem to reject all those accounts of empathy that base themselves too much on internal imagination, simulation or projection from the side of the empathizer and on its mindreading function by using the theory of mind (Zahavi, ibid., 39, 41). As Gallagher points out:


Our understanding of others and their situations, and hence the possibility of empathizing with them, is not based on attempts to get into their heads in a mentalizing fashion, since we already have access to their embodied actions and the rich worldly contexts within which they act.

(2012, 377)


With this idea of contextual embodiment, phenomenologists pay more attention to how verbal and facial expressions, expressive gestures and meaningful behaviors are primary parts of our experiential access to others’ life situations. We experience them in a holistic, bodily fashion, “not merely imagining” them, “simulating” them or “theorizing” them (Zahavi, 2017, 40). Second, phenomenologists emphasize the “intuitive” or directly perceptual feature of empathic experience. Rephrasing Husserl, Zahavi writes: “[T]he mind of the other, his thinking, feeling, desiring, is intuitively present in the gestures, the intonation, and in the facial expressions.” It is this expressivity of the embodied other, imbued with psychological meaning from the start, that allows our empathic understanding (Ibid.).8 Empathic experience is therefore not a detached observation of an object, but “a relational accomplishment,” and “an embodied perception as a starting point for interaction” (Gallagher 2017, 163). Third, as a way of engaging with others’ experiences, empathy “involves suspending the usual assumption that both parties share the same modal space” along with openness to the “phenomenological difference” between oneself and others “that are not usually acknowledged” (Ratcliffe 2012, 483). As Scheler insightfully states: empathy as a kind of fellow feeling “is a genuine out-reaching and entry into the other person and his individual situation, a true and authentic transcendence of one’s self” (2008, 46). This notion of self-transcendence and openness to the differences of the other highlights the ethical significance of going beyond or overcoming the centricity of oneself through empathic experience, not in the sense of negating oneself but in the sense of an authentical “being with” others.9 Another related but not yet widely discussed idea is the “self-forgetfulness” involved in empathic experience, a term used in a somewhat negative context by Edith Stein. Stein refutes Theodor Lipps’ interpretation of the phenomenon of self-forgetfulness in empathy as a feeling of oneness.10 For Stein, the distinction between empathic (non-primordial) experience and the other’s primordial experience still exists. The barrier separating one “I” from another is not entirely broken down. Empathy is the “I” co-experiencing another. “[F]rom the ‘I’ and ‘you’ arises the ‘we’ as a subject of a higher level” (Stein 1989, 17).11 In this way, Stein seems to affirm the role of both empathy and self-forgetfulness in avoiding to “take the self as a standard,” to lock us “into the prison of our individuality” and let “[o]thers become riddles for us” (Ibid., 116). These notions not only demonstrate her subtle difference from her fellow phenomenologists12 but also provide inspiration for our study on empathy and self-forgetting in the Zhuangzi.


7.2.2 Direct empathic knowing and understanding in the Zhuangzi

The following anecdote regarding Zhuangzi and Hui Shi’s exchange about “fish happiness” (45/17/87–91) is a favored theme, attracting numerous comments from scholars of the Zhuangzi. Hui Shi challenges Zhuangzi with the question “How do you know the happiness of fish if you are not a fish?” (Zifei yu, anzhi yuzhile 子非魚安知魚之樂). Although much ink has been spilled over the conversation, I find it is a case of empathic knowing or empathic understanding (zhi 知), which has not been directly addressed by anyone except in passing and with uncertainty in a footnote of an article on “fish happiness.”13 I have noted that, in addition to the happiness of fish and the theme of knowing or how to know (anzhi 安知), the story involves the use of a pun with the word “you 遊.” “You” offers the possibility of connecting the scenes of swimming (you) by fish and strolling (you) by Zhuangzi and Hui Shi with the central theme of the Zhuangzi on free and easy wandering (xiaoyao you 逍遙遊). The plausible connection between this specific anecdote about the joy of fish and the broader theme of happy rambling suggests to us that the theme of knowing in this episode is not, or should not be, isolated from the more fundamental concern of Zhuangzian philosophy—to wander in the ever-floating world or go along with infinite changes and transformations of things. However, the connection itself does not insinuate that this anecdote has nothing to do with the Zhuangzian view of knowing, nor does it imply that knowing is simply not important or cannot find its place in Zhuangzian philosophy. The truth is that, from the very first chapter of the Zhuangzi, the issue of knowing or knowledge has been addressed by the author(s). What makes a difference in the Zhuangzian view of knowing is its focus on the different ways of knowing, and its disclosure of the condition of possibilities for knowing and the limitation of rationalistic, inferential knowing in terms of its one-dimensional instrumentality and artificiality. The passage does offer some basic details about the fish’s state of being: they swim at leisure in the River Hao and demonstrate their happiness (tiaoyu chuyou congrong 鯈魚出遊從容, shi yule ye 是魚樂也). Just as in many other usages of classical Chinese, the character “shi 是” here is not necessarily used as a verb. By understanding “shi” as a verb, a Western reader or even a modern Chinese reader may make an inferential relation between the observed evidence of carefree swimming fish and the conclusion that they are happy (cf. Hansen 2015, 56, 58). However, the character “shi” is in fact used as a pronoun, meaning an emphatic “this.” The inferential and generalized answer to Hui Shi’s question is not Zhuangzi’s answer at all. If it was, Zhuangzi should have just stated this inferred conclusion rather than saying something almost tautological and ambiguous: “I know it here, on the bridge, over the river Hao.” Nor does Zhuangzi in the story follow Hui Shi’s suggested line of thinking to impute an inner or subjective state to the fishes as the result of knowing their happiness (Ibid., 60). Zhuangzi’s knowing is not reliant on his own imagination or mental projection into the affective state of the object that he is contemplating.14

Zhuangzi directly or intuitively empathizes with the situation of the fish and empathically knows their satisfaction or dissatisfaction. From his lived experience of encountering fish, Zhuangzi understands that fish flourish in water (18/6/72) and are suited to water by nature (25/10/39); the dry land and the use of hooks, bails, snares and traps by humans threaten and disrupt their lives (16/6/22; 25/10/35–36).15 Empathy is Zhuangzi’s attitude and capacity for experiencing others’ feelings and situations, including those of fish, or for looking at things from others’ angles or perspectives instead of his own. It would be a surprise if a sage who could follow along with the change and transformation of things constantly is without the sensitivity or capacity to empathize with things. Whether the happy fish story is a kind of empathy with different species or is used as a metaphor for empathy with other humans is not of primary importance since they can both make sense to contemporary readers. Rather, the central feature of this empathic knowing is that, in a lived environment of embodied co-presence with fish, in that particular temporal–spatial context, Zhuangzi directly and sensitively “sees, feels, registers the fish’s happiness by being attuned and resonant with their swimming freely, their capering” (Thompson 2016, 1309). As such, Zhuangzi is able to co-experience the joy of fish without necessarily denying his being human. It is true that the dao interconnects everything into one (dao tong weiyi 道通為一; 4/2/35) and there is this dimension of oneness in the Zhuangzi, which transcends all binary distinctions, but this oneness cannot be reified. It basically means that distinctions are provisional, floating, limited and not fixed. Things and beings of different value or in different value/disvalue hierarchies can be equalized based on unfixed valuableness bestowed by the universe itself. Zhuangzians have an unobstructed mind and capacity to treat differences equally. The Zhuangzi never asserts that all things are identical under the dao and that differences will disappear. Zhuangzi’s universe as great oneness preserves, accommodates and nurtures myriad different things as they are. So, Zhuangzian philosophy does not eradicate natural knowing, empathic knowing, intuitive knowing or non-instrumental knowing; instead, each is given a proper place, and deemed proximate to the unconventional “knowing of not-knowing” (buzhi zhi zhi 不知之知; 60/22/61).16 In terms of this understanding, those critics, who categorize both knowing and not-knowing as merely incidental to the dao and thus dismiss the meaning of Zhuangzi’s knowing of the happy fish as irrelevant, are misleading.17

A clearer case of empathy comes from chapter 4 of the Zhuangzi, which is about Yan He who will tutor the prince of Wei and consults famed minister Ju Boyu in preparation for this difficult task. Ju advises that “it is best to physically stay close with him [for teaching] and to be harmonious with him in the mind” (xing moruo jiu, xin moruo he 行莫若就, 心莫若和; 10/4/56, my translation; cf. Cao 1982, 62). Ju also suggests that staying close necessitates careful avoidance of being pulled into all his doings; being harmonious requires not being superficially showy. Ju further recommends that


[i]f he behaves like a baby, just be a baby with him; if he behaves unconventionally, just be unconventional with him; if he behaves without restraint, just be without restraint with him. Understand him thoroughly, and then lead him to the point where he is without fault.18

(11/4/58; synthesizing translations from Mair 1994, 36 and Watson 1968, 62)


The central meaning of this passage has often been connected with some recurring themes of the Zhuangzi such as “shun 順” (in the sense of “following along with,” “yielding to” or “being in tune with”), which leads to responding or responsiveness (ying 應) in a suitable manner (shi 適). We see the use of shun in a number of compounds in the Zhuangzi: shunwu 順物 (following along with things, 20/7/11), shunren 順人 (following along with people, 74/26/37), shunzhi yi tianli 順之以天理 (following along with natural patterns, 37/14/16) and so on. The focus of this passage on “shun” has also been compared with a phrase from chapter 7 of the Zhuangzi: “I empty my mind to follow along with him,” which features a similar stress on the meaning of “shun” and “sui 隨 (following along with)” (woyuzhi xu’er weiyi 我與之虛而委蛇, 21/7/29; Zhang 1993, 161; cf. Wang 1988, vol. 1, 298).

The traditional exegesis of this passage is roughly divided into two categories (Cui 1988, 161). One category sees it as a tactic or method for success either in one’s career or personal relationship by virtue of self-control, caution or compromise.19 Whether it is morally positive, negative, neutral or irrelevant depends on its context. The other sees it as a capacity to be cultivated or used for educational or training purposes, which seems to be morally more relevant and positive. But even in a positive interpersonal relationship, the first interpretation nonetheless neglects the aspect of moral–psychological functions. It is the second interpretation which provides a vantage point to see the importance of empathy and the indispensable role it plays in successfully tutoring or helping others. It is not an exaggeration to claim that empathy is part of Zhuangzian pedagogy in this story. As the passage hints, in order to offer an effective education or assistance in general, one must have a thorough understanding of the pupil or patient to whom one’s help is directed. In order to attain this thorough understanding, one must have empathy or be empathic. Empathic understanding, in the Zhuangzian view, is a primary condition for any prosperous interpersonal relationship. Here, the cited passage bears a striking resemblance to our contemporary terminology of empathy: to see what it is like to be the other person; to put oneself in the other’s circumstances in order to feel what the other feels and to know what the other’s perspective is before one is able to judge or respond. A temporary “role reversal” between the protagonist and secondary figure, or between the teacher and student, is involved in this empathizing process and becomes a “must” if any empathic understanding is truly desired. A good teacher must be an empathic learner of her students in the first place. It is also evident from this passage that, for the Zhuangzi, empathic understanding is not reducible to a kind of merely mentalizing effort: using our subjective imagination or simulation and then projecting what we think the other person is into that person. It is rather an embodied co-experience of the other person’s inclinations, perspectives and varied circumstances. Empathic understanding takes place through everyday interpersonal contact or living togetherness. Other-directedness or other-centeredness is perceivably the defining feature of this Zhuangzian empathy.


7.2.3 The relationship between empathy and the Zhuangzian forgetting of oneself

Perhaps this is the right place to address the relationship between empathy and self-forgetfulness. “Being like another person” at least momentarily through empathic experience seems to be greatly facilitated by the unique Zhuangzian idea and practice of “forgetting oneself” (wangji). Scholars have commonly associated the Zhuangzian method of “the fasting of the heart/mind (xinzhai 心齋)” with the state of “forgetting oneself” (Zhang 1993, 152; Wang 1988, vol. 1, 133; Chen 1990, 121). One of the most supportive materials of the Zhuangzi for this connection is from chapter 4, in which Yan Hui reports his attainment of forgetting oneself after practicing “the fasting of the heart/mind” taught by Confucius (9/4/26–29). The main definition of “xinzhai” is the “emptying (xu 虛)” of one’s heart/mind, and making it receptive or responsive to all emerging things (xu er daiwu 虛而待物). If one’s heart/mind fixes its focus only on oneself and is occupied by one’s own interests and preferences, it cannot be receptive or responsive to different things. It is precisely at this intersection that we can see how self-forgetfulness prepares and assists the attitude and disposition of empathic knowing and understanding. That is why Cheng Xuanying juxtaposes the empty/yielding mind and the forgetfulness of self-preference (jipo wanghuai 寂泊忘懷) together as the co-condition of the capacity for being receptive or responsive to things (fangneng yingwu 方能應物), namely, to “empathize with things” (xinsui wugan 心隨物感) (in Guo 1961, 147, 396).

Contemporary Western scholarship finds its own reasons to disconnect empathy and self-forgetfulness. It tends to cautiously avoid denying the difference between oneself and the other. After all, the other-centered givenness of any empathically grasped experience presupposes the demarcation between oneself and the other. An empathizer is an agent, and losing oneself in empathy may obstruct ethical responsiveness instead of facilitating it. However, with genuine empathy, oneself experiences, to a certain extent, “being the other”: immersing oneself in the other’s situation, feeling what the other feels, and taking the other’s perspective. This is what leads Lipps to his description of the feeling of “oneness” in empathy: denoting the disappearance of the awareness of oneself as an empathizer and the object of her empathy. In other words, the two become one. Stein believes that Lipps is wrong in trying to clarify the confusion caused by the state of self-forgetfulness in empathy. The term “oneness” does seem to be too strong because it implies the negation of the existence of an “I” or the agency of an empathizer, but “forgetting” or “self-forgetfulness” does not, especially in a Zhuangzian sense. I have noted that in characterizing empathic experience, Western scholars rarely use the term “forgetting oneself” or “self-forgetfulness,” because “forgetting” in the mainstream Western tradition has often been seen as something negative, and it is too easily related to the negation of oneself or one’s agency.20 Stein is exceptional, but she mentions it only in passing and is still ambiguous about whether the word “self-forgetfulness” is completely adequate in describing empathic experience. Besides, some scholars are reluctant to accept the idea that we can “mentally transform ourselves into the other person, even if just for an instant” (Maibom 2019, 77), which is often supported by the related belief that one cannot have full access to another’s mind. While these views are controversial and a direct and detailed Zhuangzian response to them seems impossible here, I intend to call attention to the relation between the Zhuangzian type of empathy and the Zhuangzian notion of “forgetting oneself” as an indirect involvement with some of these themes.

As the meaning of Zhuangzian forgetfulness involves “leaving behind” or “disregarding” all fixed distinctions of things, including the fixed distinction of the self-other, we must not overlook the situational and selective nature of motivated forgetting.21 Not all distinctions or differences are to be forgotten. It is those “fixed” or “invariable” distinctions or differences that are the target of Zhuangzian forgetting. Furthermore, the Zhuangzian concept of “forgetting oneself” is not meant to negate or blot out the everyday existence and function of oneself in general but to temporarily suspend or disrupt the fixed focus on oneself, and free the mind from essentially being occupied by one’s own interest and preference, or from ego-centric considerations. This temporary suspension or disruption of self-preference and ego-centrism makes possible the path to a better knowledge and understanding of the other. It is a turn toward openness by emptying of one’s privileging mind. It is ethically comparable to Scheler’s point about the “transcendence of one’s self” and the Buber-Darwall emphasis on “breaching the barriers of the self” (see note 9 above) despite their different approaches. I think that not only is this temporary forgetting, suspension or disruption psychologically possible,22 but it also clears the way for the advent of empathy. Because it is temporary, it will not obstruct the quick availability and coming back of the self-awareness of the agent and its responsibility, often required by the ensuing reflection upon the experience and by the decision-making. The Zhuangzian forgetting or suspension is itself a motivated use of capacity; it operates within a relational agency or autonomy rather than totally denying it.23 Forgetting oneself, as such, can be a crucial step toward empathy. It can be a prior condition to empathy. On the other hand, it is the adjacency to, or the accompaniment of, empathy; it can represent a peak moment of other-centered empathic experience. It can function morally–psychologically on both the inside and outside of empathy. Forgetting oneself and empathy with others thus have an intrinsic link between them. They are the two sides of one coin too. They reinforce each other. So, in my view, once Lipps’ inaccurate “oneness” is abandoned, what Stein mentioned in passing as “self-forgetfulness” can be preserved as an element of empathy, especially when we discern the intimate relation between “forgetting oneself” and empathy with others through the Zhuangzi.

An exhortation from chapter 26 of the Zhuangzi may add a conclusive note to this discussion on the relationship of Zhuangzian empathy with others and the forgetting of oneself: “To follow along with others without losing one’s own nature” (shunren er bushiji 順人而不失己, 74/26/37). The last character “ji” in this phrase is often translated simply as “oneself.” We cannot say this translation is wrong since that is what the character literally means. The sentence thus understood has been seen as evidence for the lack of a total denial of the personal existence and practical function of oneself in the Zhuangzian forgetfulness of oneself and empathy with others (shunren 順人). However, some other scholars interpret this “ji” as “one’s own nature” or “oneself in accord to one’s nature.”24 Such interpretation is based on the overall context of the Zhuangzi in which oneself (ji) is preserved or defended according to one’s own nature. Living one’s life according to one’s own (heaven-bestowed) nature is the Zhuangzian norm for a genuine person. On the other hand, “ji” is criticized when one goes against one’s own nature and one’s natural relationality with others and the world. That is the sense of “ji” in the Zhuangzian forgetting of oneself. Both the positive and negative uses of ji reflect a Zhuangzian naturalistic constraint on the concept of oneself. This naturalism also constrains Zhuangzian empathy with others in the sense that it would not violate the existence and function of oneself or one’s relational agency in accord to one’s nature.25


7.3 Empathy as a process and the role empathy plays in responsiveness to others


7.3.1 Empathy as a process

My above discussion has in some way referred to empathy as a process. This notion of empathy as a process has been increasingly adopted by contemporary moral philosophers and psychologists. However, there are two senses of seeing empathy as a process in these scholarly discussions. First, it is a developmental sense of empathy in relation to the mechanism of the moral development of individual persons from childhood to adulthood. This development involves stages from rudimentary forms of empathic reaction without self-other differentiation, to being capable of differentiating them, being increasingly aware of others’ feelings and perspectives different from one’s own, and finally empathizing with others’ more general condition or plight beyond immediate physical presence. These social–cognitive stages interact with empathic affects aroused through various mechanisms as one’s life experience expands and one’s conceptual/linguistic skill matures (Hoffman 2000, 64ff; Eisenburg et al. 2013, 186; Slote 2010, 17). The second refers to the unfolding of empathy or empathic experience itself rather than the longitudinal aspect of empathic capacity development. The unfolding process of empathy includes how empathy is aroused or caused, what it later turns into, and how various factors influence it from initial empathic engagements to radically divergent outcomes of empathy. The factors that determine this unfolding process involve “the agent’s attitudes, beliefs, and personality,” and “the predicament of the target and how she reacts to it,” among other things (Maibom 2017, 26). Certain aspects of these two senses of processual empathy seem to override and intertwine with each other. The biggest advantage of seeing empathy as a process, however, is putting empathy back in its everyday dynamic instead of abstracting elements from its effectual functioning in order to define the essence of empathy. This enables us to focus on how empathy actually functions, how it interacts with the influence of social, cognitive, moral–psychological factors, and what particular role empathy can play in facilitating ethical responsiveness and related cultivations.


7.3.2 Empathy functions as listening and receptivity

Slote has recently elaborated on the function or role of what he calls “receptive empathy” in metaethical realms and moral epistemology in general, and in speech acts of asking-answering questions in particular. He is forthright in pointing out the unaddressed ethical issue with John Searle and others’ theory of speech acts: it has never been thought out that the happiness and success of a speech act of questioning may depend on ethical relationships, on processes of empathy, the hearer’s capacity for empathy and her motivation to actively do something for the speaker—to help give an answer or be an answerable person (Slote 2019, 75–77; Searle 1969, 64ff). To me, Slote’s view prompts a further understanding of the Zhuangzian sage’s role as an empathic hearer and answerer to the question or request for help from others. For a Zhuangzian “great man,” his relationship with the other who asks questions or requests assistance “is like shadow to shape, echo to sound.” It is first receptive and passive before turning active; it is a form of resonating or responding to questioning; its responsiveness presupposes being empathizing. As we read in the text: “When being asked, he responds with all he could possibly do, to serve others in the world” (28/11/63–64). It seems that he is a compassionate man devoted to the service of all people in the world. But the phrase, “doing all things possibly he can to help,” implies that the great man is empathic to those who ask for help in the first place. Only an empathic person who fully understands the other’s question, need and situation is better able to utilize all possibilities for helping. Guo Xiang’s naturalistic constraint on the understanding of the great man’s guide to responsive action also involves this empathic element. “It is letting all things realize what they cherish [by their nature]” (Guo 1961, 396). To help realize what is cherished by others according to their nature calls for an empathic understanding of others’ inclinations, desires and needs based on their unique nature. Indeed, Guo Xiang makes clear in his “Preface to the Zhuangzi (莊子序)” that if one’s heart/mind does not intend a pre-conceived act (xin wuwei 心無為), one’s responsiveness can follow the empathic feeling (or perception) of things (xuigan er ying 隨感而應) and responding to the circumstances of the time (ying sui qishi 應隨其時). In this way, one would be in one body with the differentiation or transformation of things (yuhua weiti 與化為體) (Ibid., 3).

The Zhuangzian message here is consistent with other passages by insisting on the importance of the hearer or answerer’s capacity of empathy in the ethical encounter of asking-answering questions or requesting-offering assistances, in addition to the importance of moral/helping action itself. In this kind of empathic encounter, the feeling or the felt need of the asker or request-maker is primary, and the empathizer merely matches himself up with it. This matching-up is secondary to the original—the asymmetrical relation is crystal clear (Cheng Xuanying’s exegesis in Guo, ibid.).26 Cheng Xuanying further clarifies this short passage of the Zhuangzi and Guo Xiang’s commentary: “The sage’s heart/mind empathizes with things; his empathy also fits in with the empathee’s situation and realizes what the nature of things cherishes” (Ibid.).27 This is a strong case for the Zhuangzian philosophy of empathy. The Chinese character “gan 感” means to empathically feel the others’ feelings, perspectives, situations and their embodied natures.28 The answerer or empathizer “feel[s] their felt need to have an answer more directly than via some sort of inference” (Slote 2019, 76).


7.3.3 Empathy and listening with vital energy (qi)

The process of empathy makes it possible for an answerer to become a listener in the first place. Without listening, one cannot be an empathic answerer. Listening is an ingredient in one’s disposition or capacity for empathy and receptivity. Moreover, “listening involves an eagerness or desire for hearing,” a characteristically “more active or motivated side of empathy” according to Slote (2018, 136). If, for Slote, this listening side of empathy has been largely ignored by the Western literature on empathy (ibid.), the Zhuangzi, in contrast, involves substantial content about empathic listening. A well-known example is in chapter 4 of the Zhuangzi where the pseudo-Confucius instructs his disciple Yan Hui on listening:


Be concentrating. Do not [just] listen with your ears but with your heart/mind. Do not [just] listen with your heart/mind but with your vital energy [or breath] (qi 氣). Your ears set limit on your listening. Your heart/mind sets limit by what tallies with your thought. Your vital energy is what empties itself and waits to be aroused by other things. Only through the dao can this emptiness be gathered. Being empty is the fasting of the heart/mind.29

(9/4/26–28; Guo 1961, 147–148. My translation; cf. Graham 1981,68; Mair 1994, 32)


This passage about concentrating on listening with the qi and “the fasting of the heart/mind” has been seen as one of “the two classical descriptions” of Daoist meditational cultivation or “mystical practice” in the Zhuangzi (Roth 1999, 154). These meditation-related ideas and instructions have been developed by other Daoist texts and further institutionalized by religious Daoism. Since these meditation-related techniques and practices are hard to explain in terms of modern scientific knowledge and ordinary cognitive concepts, “mystical practice” or “mysticism” is often used to characterize them.30

We don’t deny the historical relevance of the Zhuangzi to Daoist religious and institutional practices, in which meditation plays no small part. However, the Zhuangzi as a philosophical text is also accessible to many Chinese literati throughout history. Some literati succeeded in becoming scholars or exegetes of the Zhuangzi, producing novel and influential works to explore alternative interpretations of Zhuangzian thought, without necessarily committing themselves to a religious institute of Daoism or a mystical understanding of the Zhuangzi. As a result, we see that the exegetic tradition of the Zhuangzi offers very different readings for this passage. While many commentators retain the mystical tone of attaining the “dark wonder (xuanmiao 玄妙)” with the empty and soft (xurou 虛柔) heart/mind through listening with the qi, some scholars show a clearer tendency to demystify the meaning of this instruction. For instance, Chen Xiangdao 陳祥道 interprets listening with the ears, with the heart/mind and with the qi as three progressive stages of learning. The highest or most comprehensive level of one’s listening or receptive understanding goes beyond the limit of physical sound and one’s internal thought to the unobstructed opening or reaching-out to all things or circumstances (Cui 1988, 142; Zhang 1993, 148).31 This interpretation paves the way for secularizing the so-called mystical experience including meditational practice involved in the Zhuangzi by relating listening with the qi to a more broad and common sphere of learning and being responsive to things. If we read carefully, it in fact resonates with the point Cheng Xuanying made in his comment on listening with the qi: “When being soft [or yielding] and empty like the vital breath, one’s heart/mind becomes still and forgetful [of one’s preference]. In this way one is able to become responsive to things.” Cheng’s other comment on the passage displays a similar focus: “[Listening with] the qi enables one to leave behind personal preferences and calculation, and to be empty and yielding in following along with things. … Leaving them behind again and again, one gradually attains the stage of dark wonder” (in Guo 1961, 147).32 Cheng’s commentary holds an authoritative status in the exegetic tradition of the Zhuangzi. He is a representative philosopher of the Daoist school of Double-Dark-Learning (chongxuan xue 重玄學) in the Tang Dynasty. Although he was a Daoist monk, his philosophical interpretation of the Zhuangzi seems to have kept a distance from the practice of various mystical methods for attaining immortality (xianshu 仙術) including meditational practice. He inherits the tradition of philosophical exegeses of the Zhuangzi from Guo Xiang and other philosophers of the Dark-Learning (xuanxue 玄學) of the Wei Jin period.

What interests me here is the convergence of his interpretation of this passage with Chen Xiangdao’s as mentioned above. Both Cheng and Chen refer to listening with the qi as the highest stage of one’s capacity for listening, which is cultivatable and progressively achievable. Moreover, both see this capacity of concentrative, intuitive and holistic listening as a requisite element of one’s capacity for openness, receptivity and responsiveness to all other things, beings and circumstances in one’s encounter with them. This last point about receptivity and responsiveness to others through listening with the qi, as acutely grasped by them both, is illustrated in other chapters of the Zhuangzi as well. For example, chapter 12 of the Zhuangzi similarly alludes to “listening to the soundless (tinghu wusheng 聽乎無聲)”: “One can especially hear what is matching-up and reconciling within the soundless” (wusheng zhizhong 無聲之中, duwen heyan 獨聞和焉). Therefore, “one can be receptive to myriad things, responding to their need while being [self-] empty” (qiyu wanwu jieye 其與萬物接也; zhiwu er gongqiqiu 至無而供其求. 29/12/16–17; my translation; cf. Zhang 1993, 298). We can call this listening with the qi a unique type of “empathic listening,” or the listening side of Zhuangzian empathy with different things and beings, based on the context of our above examination.

The question that remains with us is whether vital energy or breath necessarily brings about or enhances this empathic listening. If we notice the subtle usage of the phrase—“being soft and empty like the vital energy (ruqi rouruo xukong 如氣柔弱虛空)”—in the first quote of Cheng’s two comments above, the subject of that whole sentence is “one’s heart/mind (xin 心).” So it is one’s empathizing heart/mind that functions like the qi (ruqi 如氣), being yielding and fully open to things. This interpretation actually initiates the demystifying or secularizing approach to the original message of listening with the qi. Along this line of thinking, modern scholars of the Zhuangzi have argued that the word qi used here is only a metaphor for the state of the heart/mind. It is not used in a biological or physiological sense (Xu 1969, 382). “Qi” refers to the highly cultivated level (jingdi 境地) of functioning of the heart/mind that is empty, luminous and accommodating (Chen 1990, 117, 121). I believe this could be one alternative interpretation or kind of demystifying approach among others. However, this approach seems to leave out entirely the relation between meditational practice or the “cultivation of the qi” (qigong 氣功) and empathic listening or receptive understanding. In this way, it cannot fully explain those materials about meditation in the Zhuangzi and their involvement with Zhuangzian philosophizing. The Zhuangzian philosophical category of qi and its use could be distinguished from technical concepts of meditational practice, but the philosophical conception may take inspiration from the latter.

A different interpretation is to accept that the meditational practice of the qi facilitates and enhances empathic listening and receptive understanding of things. This meditation-related interpretation fits in well with what we have called the “process of empathy.” According to the Zhuangzi, the qi is the embodiment of the dao; the qi manifests the dao through its characteristics of vacuity, softness, accommodating, unobstructed flowing and connecting, and following along with things. As such, cultivating the qi, to an important degree, is cultivating empathy. A master of the qi meditation could very possibly be a great person of empathic knowing and understanding, which is one of the things the knack stories of the Zhuangzi often try to tell us. A psychosomatic dimension and a broad underlying ethical dimension, I believe, link qi meditation to empathic knowing and understanding.33 This involvement with the practice of qi meditation thus delineates a distinctive Daoist and Zhuangzian “process of empathy” and how empathy functions in a Daoist–Zhuangzian context. In American culture, there is a common saying: “listening with the third ear.” It has been claimed to represent “the essence of empathy” (Michels 2015, 115). In Daoist–Zhuangzian culture, this third ear is the qi. The qi signals the essence of empathy since the qi is in essence always directing and connecting one to the other. One may object that qi cultivation involves the higher goal of realizing the dao than just a Western, secular, empiricist or sentimentalist idea of empathy. My answer to this objection is twofold. First, yes, I don’t want to reduce the meditation-related idea to any Western empiricist philosophical positions. When we talk about empathic understanding in the Zhuangzi, we are discussing it in its specific Zhuangzian context. The meditation-relatedness is one such contextual feature to which we have paid careful attention instead of dismissing it. Second, acknowledging its higher goal of realizing the dao should not prevent us from seeing that the dao or the practice of the qi can facilitate and enhance empathic knowing or understanding in our everyday encounter with the otherness of things. This empathic heart/mind is more than just the by-product of following the dao; it is one of the essential qualities of the dao. The psychosomatic and ethical dimensions of qi-related empathy seem to have broken the Western division of secular/sacred. Historically, the cultivation of the qi has been widely applied to people’s everyday life including therapeutic practices, martial arts and even politics. Daoist–Zhuangzian philosophy, in my view, involves an internal power to demystify itself including the so-called mystical practice of the qi.34 In this respect, we don’t need to follow Cheng Xuanying’s avoidance of referring to the qi practice. Rather, we should follow the Zhuangzian instruction of “walking two roads,” to discover how the Zhuangzian dao facilitates our empathy toward others in the everyday world. This may be a different kind of secularizing approach, though an intrinsic one.35


7.3.4 Empathy and using the heart/mind as a mirror

Another interesting notion in the Zhuangzi that seems likewise related to empathic knowing and understanding is about the mirroring heart/mind: the perfect person (zhiren 至人) is able to make the heart/mind function like a mirror (yongxin ruojing 用心若鏡). The two ensuing phrases in the original passage that define this mirroring heart/mind are “bujiang buying 不將不迎 (no aversion, no preference), ying er bucang 應而不藏 (being responsive or receptive without acquisition or retaining).” A sentence prior to the expression of this notion emphasizes the point of being empty (yixu eryi 亦虛而已), which also helps us understand the context of this mirroring heart/mind (21/7/32–33). According to my understanding, responsiveness (ying 應) to infinite changes and the otherness of things and people is a central theme of Zhuangzian philosophy, one of the principal contents of the Zhuangzian dao, and part and parcel of one’s free and easy wandering throughout the life-world. Here, “being responsive or receptive” clarifies the ethical motive and nature of one’s mirroring heart/mind. The phrase “no aversion, no preference” indicates that to mirror different things demands the stopping of projecting one’s own likes or dislikes, bias or standards, into the other, which would make a true “mirroring” impossible. The meanings of the term “bucang 不藏,” whether meant to be unselfish, without seeking personal gain or acquisition, or not making the mirroring of things work for further instrumental purposes, all distinguish mirroring from other types of knowing or cognizing things. Its connection with “emptiness” further reaffirms the meaning of mirroring as openness or receptivity to different things and people. Thus, the entire context of this notion seems to tie mirroring quite clearly with empathic knowing and understanding.

In addition to these defining meanings of the Zhuangzian mirroring heart/mind, there are two more constraints made by the Zhuangzi on this concept of empathic mirroring. First, for this mirroring heart/mind to function, one is required to maintain stillness for the heart/mind. Chapter 5 of the Zhuangzi relates the mirroring heart/mind to water by stressing that only when water is still can it mirror things (13/5/10). Chapter 13 more directly states the condition for a mirroring heart/mind to work: because a sage’s heart/mind is in stillness (jing 靜), it becomes a looking glass for heaven and earth and a mirror for 10,000 things (33/13/4). This required stillness or calmness is the result of freeing one’s heart/mind from blind passions or prejudiced thoughts for directing/controlling other things/persons, as well as from being disturbed or overwhelmed by what others see, feel or do. Some scholars in the recent study of mirror neurons and their relation with empathy have distinguished two neurological pathways responsible for the phenomena of empathy: one is simply called “mirror empathizing,” automatically and unconsciously initiated, whose representative case is emotional contagion, which can cause personal distress in an empathizer; the other is “reconstructive empathy,” which involves reflective and conscious efforts for taking others’ perspectives and understanding their situations. To explain this reconstructive process of empathy, their studies have been involved with the empathizer’s imagination, simulation, mindreading and even with the theories of mind (Goldman 2011, 36; Ravenscroft 2017, 149–150). These studies seem to run against the phenomenologist view of empathy as intuitive or directly perceptual, which I discussed earlier. The stillness of the heart/mind as a condition and constraint on the function of mirroring demonstrates that Zhuangzian empathy does not belong to those kinds of low-level empathies such as emotional contagion and its resultant personal distress. The latter is precisely what Zhuangzian stillness attempts to stay away from. Neither does Zhuangzian empathy belong to the so-called “reconstructive empathy” since the latter places too much weight on the mentalizing effort of the empathizer, as phenomenologist criticism has suggested, and risks reducing the importance of the other-centered givenness of empathic experience. Zhuangzian empathy takes a third approach outside both the low-level emotional contagion and the high-level, imaginative or projective “empathy.” The Zhuangzi endorses the concept of a mirroring heart/mind, but the mirror-like heart/mind functions in a high state of attentiveness and at a high level of directly grasping what others feel, think and how they are situated. This high level of mirroring empathy requires cultivation, and said cultivation is part of the process of empathy itself: a process of interacting with other capacities, including reflection and understanding of reasons (to which the next section will turn). So, the second constraint that the Zhuangzi places on the mirroring heart/mind is this requirement of cultivation. As a passage in chapter 5 indicates, if dust and dirt are allowed to settle on the mirror, it will not be a bright mirror (13/5/17). One must ensure stillness for the mirroring/empathizing function of the heart/mind by cleaning any dust and dirt that would cause obstruction, such as emotional disturbance and the projection of personal preference. This second constraint also leads us to the next section for discussing our empathic capacity’s interaction with other rational capacities in the process of empathizing.


7.4 Interaction between empathy and other capacities

Like other agential capacities, empathic capacity seems to have its own limits. The limits or weaknesses that are mentioned most often by scholars are issues of partiality and prone to bias. In their view, emotional empathy may offer unreliable guides to moral action; cognitive empathy seems either morally neutral or insufficient to motivate moral behavior, especially when compared to sympathy and compassion (Bloom 2016; Prinz 2011). These views are highly controversial among scholars of empathy. Many refute them. One approach is to discipline empathy with reflection and reasoning, to develop “a reflectively justified empathy” without eliminating the proper role for empathy to play in moral motivation (Persson and Savullescu 2018, 183). In my view, the concept of empathy as an unfolding process presumes that the ethical functioning of empathic capacity relies on multiple factors. One of the factors is the empathic capacity’s interconnection or interaction with other agential capacities, including reflection and reasoning. Even though in defining empathy one perhaps needs to concentrate on differentiating some constitutive elements or features from non-constitutive ones, some intrinsic connections between them are nonetheless significant to a full account of the function of empathy. For instance, the Scottish sentimentalist idea of an “impartial spectator” is a well-known case of using reason to balance empathic emotions. Another case more related to the phenomenologist or Zhuangzian view of empathy is that the intuitive or directly perceptual feature of empathic knowing seems not completely isolatable from other rational capacities.36 It is rather embedded in, and empowered by, accumulated and sedimented reflections upon experiences. There is no doubt that the latter informs and influences the former; the former has intrinsic channels to the latter. By virtue of understanding this interconnection and interaction among agential capacities, the Zhuangzian cultivation of empathic capacity uses various heuristic means including narrative, story-telling, reflection, reasoning, voluntary forgetting and meditation (such as the “fasting of the heart/mind” and “listening with the qi”).

A prominent example of such interactions may well be the Zhuangzian naturalistic constraint on responsiveness to others: to let all things/beings realize their different nature or what they are endowed differently by nature. It guides the agents to be attuned to the natural structures or patterns of different things and beings, and to the natural dispositions, inclinations or desires of different things and beings, to avoid hurting the patients with alleged good will or “blind compassion.” This is a Zhuangzian normative reason that can itself motivate ethical openness, receptivity, and sensitivity to differences of others, but it can also at the same time justify and promote empathic knowing and understanding.37 Empathic and reflective capacities do not exclude each other; instead, they work together closely and play their respective roles, as we see in the Zhuangzi. Another instance embodying such an interaction from the Zhuangzi is the illustration of failed empathy through the story of the Marquis of Lu and his reception of the seabird, as introduced earlier. The author seems to cautiously summarize the story without inferring much of a generalized theory about treating all birds by merely saying that the Marquis should have treated the bird as a bird would like to be treated, and not as the Marquis himself would like to be treated. However, the ending of the passage still involves the author’s normative view on the suitableness of any concept of rightness to circumstances, based on the reflection of experiences and the inference from many particular cases. This normative view, again, can motivate an agent to take others’ different perspectives and situations seriously without imposing uniformity, as well as justify and facilitate empathic perspective-taking. Through such an interaction between empathy and reflection, the agent would be able to empathize beyond the limit of parochiality or locality, as the Zhuangzi rightly encourages. The Zhuangzi does not deny that empathic reaction, under many circumstances, is automatic and spontaneous. Here I am only suggesting an interaction or intertwining of reflective empathy and spontaneous empathy. Since empathy is teachable and cultivatable, reflective empathy can play its part in cultivation.38 Once a practitioner attains a higher level of Zhuangzian cultivation, a more effective or “skillful” spontaneous empathizing can be performed. That kind of tutored or cultivated spontaneity is always an ideal to Zhuangzians, similar to the other forms of spontaneity in the Zhuangzi that we often encounter in our reading of the text.

At this point, it seems appropriate to claim that the philosophy of the Zhuangzi involves the elements of empathy. As an ancient text, the Zhuangzi does not invent any specific term for an exclusive designation of the meaning of empathy, comparable to the contemporary Western concept of empathy. Often times, a single word “gan 感” or “zhi 知” is used to denote empathic feeling, knowing or understanding as its context indicates, but such a word can also be used to denote internal feeling or inferential knowing in a different context. Despite the lack of a specific term and a thin concept of empathy, the Zhuangzi pays great attention to the phenomena of empathy, its other-centeredness and especially the issues of one’s empathic capacity, how this capacity functions, what kind of role it can play in our everyday encounters with others and how to cultivate it. The Zhuangzi provides one of the earliest resources, distinctive angles and perspectives and many insights for the contemporary study of empathy. My study of Zhuangzian empathy here is only preliminary, and more substantial studies on this topic should be pursued.


7.5 Why does the Zhuangzi prefer empathy to sympathy or compassion?

Sin Yee Chan raises a question about why Confucianism prefers compassion (or sympathy) to empathy (Chan 2019). As I have been investigating Zhuangzian empathy and reading Chan’s article, a reverse question has suddenly popped into my mind: why does the Zhuangzi prefer empathy to sympathy or compassion? These questions prompt us to further reflection upon the relationship between empathy, sympathy and compassion, and the different attitudes toward them by these two traditions. Regarding Confucian tradition, Bruce Brooks and Takeo Brooks have translated the concept of “shu 恕” in the Analects as empathy (1998, 137, 311). I agree with Chan’s argument that “shu” uses oneself as an analogy for another and is more about using one’s own feelings and thoughts as a guide to others (Chan 2019, 84). It is not equivalent to the concept of empathy as delineated above, and demonstrates a common problem with the Golden Rule’s lack of patient-centeredness, as addressed earlier. There are two more recent studies on empathy in the Mencius.39 Surprisingly, it is these two studies that have caused Slote to claim that Mencius does not really understand or recognize “our concept of empathy” (Slote 2020, 232). It seems that Chan’s opinion on the Confucian preference for compassion and sympathy to empathy has found some degree of support. Since I am not qualified to be a judge on this issue, I would rather preserve its status of controversiality here.

As for the tempting question about why the Zhuangzi seems to prefer empathy to sympathy or compassion, my answer is three-fold. First, as I have explicated in discussing altruistic elements of Zhuangzian thought, the Zhuangzi does not ignore the virtuosity of compassion, sympathy or benevolence but instead requires them to be performed in spontaneous or natural ways so as to espouse flexible responses to different temporal–spatial environments and individual circumstances.

Second, it is also true that, if compared with Confucian discourse, the Zhuangzi does seem to be more concerned with the phenomena of empathy. For the authors of the Zhuangzi, the empathic knowing and understanding of others provide the necessary epistemic condition and basis for all natural virtues of sympathy, compassion and benevolence.40 If the friends of Emperor Hundun or the Marquis of Lu better knew and understood their patients empathically, they would not have unexpectedly caused harm to either Hundun or the seabird. Without empathic knowing and understanding, they cannot bring their compassion or benevolence to fruition. Although the unintended harm would not be considered evil, it would still be a failure in avoiding bad consequences or achieving virtuosity. The authors of the Zhuangzi seem to be more concerned with how a compassionate or benevolent person can be efficacious or successful. Being efficacious or successful in the Zhuangzian sense means being suitable to the patient and the situation. This suitableness is intimately related to patient-centeredness in the Zhuangzi and defines Zhuangzian empathy. One cannot be a responsive, compassionate and suitable person without empathy. One cannot ramble with infinite changes and otherness of different things and people without empathy. Just like creative thinkers who may choose to work on what has not been thought or explored, Zhuangzians discover the fundamental role for empathic knowing and understanding to play. It seems probable that empathy, unlike sympathy, compassion or benevolence, has not been paid enough attention by early Confucians and other thinkers. The study of empathy in the Zhuangzi thus supplements the study of sympathy, compassion or benevolence by Confucians and others.

Third, Slote has recently used the complementary relation of yin and yang from Chinese philosophy to interpret the inextricable relation between empathy, on the one hand, and sympathy, compassion, benevolence, altruism, etc., on the other (Slote 2015, 24). He argues that compassion has both a feeling side and a motivational side. This “empathy/feeling side of compassion and the motivational side of compassion cannot be separated” (Ibid.). In addition, the yin quality of receptive/empathic feeling and the yang quality of actively desiring to help are both simultaneously involved in compassion, benevolence and the like as well as inseparable from each other (Ibid., 26). Slote also acknowledges the motivational power of empathy and asserts that the “seeming conceptual divide: between empathy, on the one hand, and sympathy/compassion/benevolence/altruism, on the other … is actually illusory” (Ibid., 14). We do not have to agree with him on every aspect of his theory, but his contention about the intrinsic inseparability and complementarity between the two sides is insightful. While he does not attempt to cancel all conceptual distinctions, his argument does raise a critical question about the limits of the conceptual divide. His contention perhaps also calls a halt to any discussion about whether compassion, sympathy or benevolence should be preferred to empathy or vice versa, and drives us to question whether such a discussion makes any real sense. It may be that this kind of discussion can only make a very limited amount of sense; that is, if it can avoid being misleading in the first place.


7.6 Asymmetrical patient-centeredness and the underlying mutuality of one another

I will conclude this chapter with a Zhuangzian response to the aforementioned theme of mutuality, one of the two key concepts in contemporary post-Levinasian ethical debate. As I surveyed earlier, Levinas censures the corresponding relation between the meaning of symmetry and equivalence in reciprocity, on the one hand, and the meaning of exchange or the returning of goods like in commercial trade, on the other. The Levinasian concept of the primary and asymmetrical relation of the other over oneself implies a radical eradication of the concept of reciprocity. Since the beginning, this radical gesture has faced objections and criticisms that attempt to save reciprocity or mutuality from the unbalanced or extreme use of a unilateral and asymmetrical other-centeredness. It is interesting to see that the Levinasian argument for asymmetry seems to have gained more influence than one would have expected. For example, in his late writings on gift, Derrida seems to turn away from his early criticism of Levinas and concede to the latter’s concept of asymmetry, as he starts to elaborate on “a new economy” of sacrifice, “a structural disproportion or dissymmetry” for “the goodness of the infinite gift on the other,” by “breaking with exchange as a simple form of reciprocity” (Derrida 2008, 52, 101). Ricoeur also integrates the primacy of others into his own ethical philosophy and uses asymmetrical and altruistic love to supplement the symmetrical reciprocity of the Golden Rule as I outlined earlier. However, while Levinasian asymmetry has been widely accepted or accommodated by many contemporary philosophers, whether the concept of reciprocity should be retained, revised or totally abandoned by ethical theory remains an unsettled issue. Theoretically, the feasibility of a unilateral other-centeredness seems defendable: if everyone acts for others without expecting returns, everyone as another will be served, under a “reversed invisible hand,” and no one will be left out. Hénaff thinks that this amounts to “restoring as a global effect a form of reciprocity” (Hénaff 2019, 73).

In a similar vein, some scholars have proposed or already started to circulate a new concept of “asymmetrical reciprocity” or “reciprocal asymmetry” (Young 1997, 39; Schrag 2002, 320–321; Paradiso-Michau 2007, 344; Tatranský 2008, 301; Hénaff 2019, 87). This blended concept attempts to maintain the necessity of being open to asymmetrical relations while at the same time acknowledging the matter of co-humanity or co-existence based on the realization of oneself as “the other’s other” (Derrida 1978, 126) or “as the likeness of the other” (Ricoeur 1999a, 46) and of shared life as interactivity and mutual response. It signals a current tendency to balance the two sides. However, the effort to renew the concept of reciprocity does not seem very successful. One example is Ricoeur’s shift from preserving the concept of reciprocity to developing the concept of “mutuality” instead. Although “mutuality” is one of the elementary meanings of reciprocity, it has been marginalized by the privileged meaning of commercial exchange in the modern usage of reciprocity. Perhaps this is one of the reasons why Ricoeur eventually prefers “mutuality” over “reciprocity” (Ricoeur 2005, 232). According to some of Hénaff’s descriptions of the major differences between reciprocity and mutuality, reciprocity is always dual, always face-to-face, while mutuality is more open; its commitment is not just dual but plural, “a commitment of each to everyone.” Mutuality involves solidarity rather than conflict, sharing rather than reciprocation. “Mutuality forms networks; it calls for a logistic of coordination and an ethic of cooperation.” It moves beyond the agonistic space that reciprocity involves. It appears as “a state of equilibrium” and can exist only because of the shared mutuum. “It is shared benevolence … operates over time” (Hénaff 2019, 90–92). As a strong defender of reciprocity and a fair and critical commentator of Ricoeur’s mutuality, Hénaff argues that mutuality is neither more generous nor moral than reciprocity. The two “should be understood instead as different modes of relationship” (Ibid., 145). However, what Hénaff delegates to reciprocity—complementarity, interdependence, temporal alternation of movements (“to each his turn”), responding to the action of another—all seem assignable to mutuality as well (Ibid., 85–87). At the same time, those above-mentioned features of mutuality do not seem applicable to reciprocity. Considering the other problems in the use of the conventional concept of reciprocity altogether, I think mutuality is a more promising concept in rescuing some meaning from the old concept of reciprocity while opening up a new territory in our understanding of a relationship of oneself–other that would not reject the primacy of others but also embrace sharing, interdependence, living-togetherness, and networking without being confined to an economy of exchange. As we know from the Greek word “allelōn,” the relationship of mutuality simply means “each other.” Ricoeur also uses “life together” as one of the main meanings of mutuality (Ricoeur 2005, 152, 157).

The multiple meanings of complementarity, interactivity, interdependence, responsiveness to another’s action, co-existence and so on, contained in the concept of mutuality, are all familiar and favorite themes of the Zhuangzi. Since I have referred to them on various previous occasions, here I will only briefly mention a few examples. The piping of heaven metaphor in chapter 2 of the Zhuangzi hints at a universe that lets myriad different sounds be blown together. Chapter 22 suggests that the right understanding of neighboring one another in the universe is like the co-existence or juxtaposition of uneven teeth (xiangchi). It implies a Zhuangzian-styled cosmopolitan community (not in a tribal sense) of living together by reconciling with opposite things, perspectives and ways of life. Chapter 20 uses a story about the unnoticed interrelationship between a cicada, a mantis, a magpie and a bird-catcher to illustrate the point that everyone is caught in a network: “It is inherent in things that they are ties to each other, that one kind calls upon another” (54/20/64; Graham 1981, 118).41 A passage in chapter 13 advises:


To clearly understand the virtuosity of heaven and earth is what is called the great root and the great source. This is to harmonize with heaven. Applying it to reconcile with all [others] in the world equally is to harmonize with humanity.42

(33/13/10–11; Ziporyn 2020, 110, modified)


The meaning of “equilibrium” or balance in the Zhuangzi is more often manifested in words such as “reconciling (tiao)” and “harmonizing (he),” which are inextricable from the Zhuangzian notion of mutuality and living togetherness. As elaborated earlier, the Zhuangzian way of balancing or harmonizing is to go with the flow, catch the rhythm of the flow or flow together with things. Facilitated by the understanding and practice of leaving behind (forgetting) self-centricity, Zhuangzian harmony accepts and accommodates the primacy of the other or otherness rather than excluding it, suppressing or domesticating it within the self-same.

I have noted that the English usage of symmetry does include the meaning of harmony, but it also invokes a connotation of rigid or “exact correspondence in size and position of opposite parts or equable distribution of parts,” and so on (Oxford English Dictionary). The Zhuangzian notion of harmony does not involve such a rigidity of symmetry. Neither does the Ricoeurian notion of mutuality: since it seeks to accommodate the primacy and asymmetry of otherness, it must stay away from the rigidity of symmetry and turn to a looser, more open-ended “mutuality.” The philosophy of the Zhuangzi prefers harmony to symmetry, and mutuality to reciprocity. The Confucian Golden Rule seems to involve the concept of reciprocity or symmetry, but whether the reciprocity of the Golden Rule is a unifying guiding principle for Confucianism is itself controversial among scholars.43 For the Zhuangzi, balancing and harmonizing with the primacy and asymmetry of otherness is best demonstrated in its naturalistic constraint on both the side of the agent and the patient, in determining what actions are most suitable to their own nature or what is endowed by heaven/nature. Through this kind of naturalistic balancing, the Zhuangzi avoids the extreme patterns of insensitive or blind compassion and unnecessary self-sacrifice or self-denial, as explicated earlier. In terms of the Zhuangzian perspective, oneself does not ingest the other into one’s own sameness, nor is one’s otherness “subsumed into the sameness of the other,” as a critic of Levinasian asymmetry has worried (Olthuis 1997, 149). Moreover, this Zhuangzian balance and harmony supports the cultivation of the agential capacities for empathic knowing/understanding and related reflection upon experiences and for effective responsiveness, which are not addressed by Levinasian ethical philosophy.44 It harmonizes one’s necessary care of oneself with the primacy of responsiveness to others. It allows the development of diverse individual forms or styles of living according to one’s nature or naturalness, which are parallel and conducive to, or enrich, the common thriving without coercion. In this sense, it does not oppose “an intersubjective model of mutual recognition, attunement and empowerment” (Ibid., 146) and a bilateral or multi-lateral interplay of mutuality.

Qingjie Wang, when commenting Slote in a Confucian context, writes: symmetry “must depend ontologically on a deep level of ‘harmony’” (Wang 2020, 208). His view seems to echo Derrida’s when the latter comments on Levinas: empirical asymmetries would be impossible without a “transcendental symmetry” (Derrida 1978, 126). Here, we can replace Derridean “symmetry” with “harmony” or “mutuality,” and Confucian with Zhuangzian, to fit the Zhuangzian context that I have indicated above. That is to say, on the one hand, there is an ontological, transcendental or existential–structural dimension of harmony or mutuality that conditions all experiential or empirical asymmetries or disharmonies. On the other hand, there is an experiential, empirical or psychological dimension of harmony or mutuality too. Hénaff admits that mutuality can be “observed and described empirically” (Hénaff 2019, 92). Living togetherness can often be an experience of our daily reality even though we may lose touch with it or it may become concealed by our prejudice and ignorance. The above-mentioned story of the Zhuangzi about the web of mutuality for creatures comes directly from the author’s empirical observation of life, although the Zhuangzi makes quasi-transcendental arguments too (such as those in the Qiwulun chapter). The ethical dimension of harmonious relations between oneself and others is connected to both the transcendental/ontological dimension and the empirical dimension. For the Zhuangzi, this ethical dimension of harmony opens to and accommodates the primacy of others without a rigid symmetry. In this way, the Zhuangzians would take a position similar to the contemporary Western view that the ethical relation between self and other is quasi-asymmetrical but address it in its own framework of harmony and mutuality.45


Notes


	Batson states: “The single arrow leading from internal response of empathy to altruistic motivation indicates not only that empathic emotion evokes altruistic motivation but also that all motivation to help evoked by empathy is altruistic” (1991, 87). Eisenberg and Miller assert “the validity of the assumption that empathic responding is an important source of prosocial (including altruistic) behavior” (1987, 91). Slote summarizes these experimental–psychological contributions as showing “that empathy plays a crucial enabling role in the development of genuine altruistic concern or caring for others” (2007, 13).

	These two types of empathy were already present in earlier discussions of empathy by psychologists decades ago although they were not formally categorized as they are by philosophers today. See Eisenberg and Miller 1987, 91, and Batson 1991, 85. Some scholars still refer to these two elements without formal categorization (see, for example, Hoffman 2000, 58).

	These two types of empathy are now commonly distinguished from other emotional phenomena such as emotional contagion and personal distress, which fall outside of ethical realms. Empathy is also distinguished from other fellow-feelings such as sympathy, compassion and care by noting the different usages of “empathy with” and “sympathy, compassion and care for” (see Maibom 2012, 260; Slote 2007, 31; Blum 2018, 160; Chan 2019, 80). Empathy seems to carry “a stronger acknowledgement of the other” than the latter, “though perhaps a weaker motivation to help” (Blum 2018).

	I use Guo Xiang’s authoritative interpretation “正自是其所宜也” of the original sentence “是自其所以乃” from the Zhuangzi, which means “it is precisely his being suited [to people’s feeling and situation at funeral].” The later edition of the Zhuangzi replaces the character “乃” with “宜.” See Cui 1988, 268 in addition to Wang 1988 and Guo 1961.

	Smith uses “sympathy” for “empathy” in his text as the latter had yet to be invented. He states: empathy “arise[s] from an imaginary change of situations with the person principally concerned, yet this imaginary change is not supposed to happen to me in my own person and character, but in that of the person” with whom I empathize (1790/2002, 374). Darwall comments on Smith: “The question of what someone actually feels is irreducibly particular; it is about her, the particular individual she is” (2011, 11; italics original). Also cf. Fleischacker’s interpretation: “Smithian empathy involves the awareness that the other has a distinct kind of consciousness from mine—a distinctive perspective—and an attempt to enter his situation from that perspective” (2019, 25).

	Cf. Goldie’s criticism on “in-his-shoes imagining”:

[I]n-his-shoes imagining, unlike empathy, involves the narrator having a mixture of my own characterization and some of his; empathy, if successful, does not involve any aspect of me in this sense, for empathetic understanding is a way of gaining a deeper understanding of what it is like for him, not of what it would be like for a person with some mixture of his and my characterization.

(1999, 398; emphasis mine)


Fleischacker seems to disagree with Goldie’s criticism on “in-his-shoes imagining.” Fleischacker’s view is to include “in-his-shoes imagining” in empathy (2019, 34–35), similar to Maibom’s view to which I will refer below. Darwall also includes these two aspects in his “projective empathy” (2011, 11–12). Their views make some good points. “In-his-shoes imagining” may be for some a necessary stepstone toward empathy, but it can also be misleading. As far as the defining feature of empathy is concerned, the other-directedness or other-centeredness is essential.


	Hoffman describes these two ways as “self-focused role-taking” and “other-focused role-taking.” See Hoffman 2000, 54.

	Merleau-Ponty’s description of this kind of intuitive empathy is also very telling:

By the effect of a singular eloquence of the visible body, Einfühlung [empathy] goes from body to mind. When a different behavior or exploring body appears to me … I shall never in all strictness be able to think the other person’s thought … On the other hand, I know unquestionably that that man over there sees, that my sensible world is also his ….

(1964, 169)



	I have noticed Darwall’s connecting of Buber’s “breach[ing] the barriers of the self” to the role that empathy plays in a genuinely “being with” others ( Buber 2002, 206; Darwall 2011, 7). This interpretation of empathy is compatible with Scheler’s point on the “transcendence of one’s self” and Ratcliffe’s implication of “suspending” the assumption of self-sameness or fixed commonality.

	For Lipps’ depiction of empathy as self-projection, inner imitation and oneness between self and felt object, see Lipps 1903/1935, 294.

	For a more detailed account of Stein’s phenomenology of empathy, see Svenaeus 2017, 163–169.

	For the subtle difference between Stein’s view on empathy and Scheler, Zahavi and Gallagher’s, see Svenaeus 2017; Aaltola 2014, 251.

	See note 5 of Hansen’s article “The Relatively Happy Fish,” in which Hansen describes Chris Beckwith’s wonderment about “Chuang Chou’s philosophical point,” and indicates that one of Beckwith’s guesses refers to “empathy between species” (Hansen 2015, 73).

	In relating Hui Shi’s view of knowing to Thomas Nagel’s theory of mind, criticizing both and contrasting them with Zhuangzi’s, Kuwako Toshio states: for Nagel, as well as for Hui Shi,

we cannot know the joy of fish apart from imagination based on our own lived experiences. In other words, we cannot know what it is like to be a fish or what it is like for a fish to feel joy. Were Zhuang Zhou to understand the joy of fish, it would, at best, be through his imagination of what sorts of joys he might have if he were to become a fish.


Kuwako’s interpretation supports mine here, but Kuwako does not refer to the Zhuangzian knowing of happy fish as empathy or empathic knowing (2015, 144). Neither does Nakajima Takahiro even when he excellently remarks: “[W]hat the experience of ‘the joy of fish’ shows is that the ‘I’ and the fish enter into a relationship of proximity (neighboring) at the Hao River” (2015, 176).


	Cf. Perkins 2015. In that article, Perkins investigates all of the major passages that refer to fish before interpreting the Zhuangzi-Hui Shi exchange about fish happiness.

	“Not-knowing” refers to being free from narrow, cognitive and instrumental knowing. “Knowing of not-knowing” or “great knowing” is usually understood as the knowing of the dao or knowing through the dao, as opposed to ordinary, conventional knowing. Intuitive, empathic knowing is connected to the Zhuangzian ethical paradigm of free and easy wandering with infinite changes and transformations of things. Therefore, I see it as part of the knowing of the dao.

	“知與不知, 皆道之末.” See Li Yuanzhuo 李元卓, Zhuanglie Shilun 莊列十論 (Li 2006, 26). Also cf. Chai 2021, 150–151. Li Yuanzhuo’s interpretation of the Zhuangzi seems to be sometimes influenced by the Buddhist metaphysics of non-duality. Such influence and the wide use of Buddhist or Chan terminology are quite common to many exegetes of the Zhuangzi in the Song Dynasty. Carefully distinguishing between their insights and oversights in these Song commentaries on the Zhuangzi is a necessary, but difficult task we must undertake when we try to utilize them. Unfortunately, I cannot go into detail here due to the limits of this book.

	“彼且為嬰兒, 亦與之為嬰兒; 彼且為無町畦, 亦與之為無町畦; 彼且為無崖, 亦與之為無崖. 達之, 入於無疵.”.

	This interpretation seems tenable, especially when we see that Ju Boyu uses the words, “be restrained and cautious (jiezhi 戒之, shezhi 慎之),” in his advice (10/4/56). However, the other interpretation discussed below is also tenable, since both meanings are coexistent in the text. It should be noted that following along (shun 順) with other things and persons requires self-restraint, caution about one’s preconception about things and people, and a willingness to reconcile with them even if it may be considered a compromise to one’s original position. While I admit that empathy can go beyond mere compromise, a real reconciliation or compromise cannot be fully possible without a prior empathic understanding between each other. Although the tactic of self-control and empathic understanding with others are two different categories, they are nonetheless related in everyday practices.

	I have noted that Deigh defines empathy as involving “one’s taking another’s perspective and imaginatively participating in this other person’s life. But it is distinctive of empathy that it entails imaginative participation in the other’s life without forgetting oneself.” For Deigh, “forgetting oneself” is equivalent to “a loss of the sense of oneself as separate from the person” with whom one is empathizing. It is a loss of oneself “in the process” (1995, 759). However, for Zhuangzians, “forgetting oneself” is not equivalent to losing oneself in the whole process. It is only a temporary suspension or disruption of self-preference and ego-centricity, as I argue below. While opposed to “forgetting oneself,” Deigh still admits that empathy at the same time “must involve more than seeing another as a separate site of mental activity and imaginatively participating in that activity if it is to imply an advance beyond the egocentric view” (Ibid.). It reminds us how difficult it is for a theory of empathy to achieve a balance between maintaining the self-other distinction and going beyond ego-centrism. I consider the Zhuangzian approach of forgetting oneself a useful resource for solving the problem, as long as Westerners can stop seeing forgetting as only negative.

	Forgetting and remembering are always about some specific things in some specific contexts. Forgetting and remembering are two sides of one coin. As far as voluntary or motivated forgetting is concerned, forgetting always means forgetting something while remembering something else. To remember something often means to forget something else. Each is the companion of the other. They presuppose and condition each other. This is the contingent, situational and selective nature of motivated forgetting and remembering. Zhuangzian philosophers are fully aware that the interplay between forgetting and remembrance has no end. The historical and ongoing human existential experience, including its narratives, is an arena for such endless interplay. Chapter 5 of the Zhuangzi includes a passage that reprimands those who “do not forget what can be forgotten, but forget what cannot be forgotten” (14/5/51; Watson 1968, 75). While challenging the Western tradition of privileging remembrance over forgetting, the Zhuangzian tradition does not endorse a privileging of forgetting over memory. Rather, Zhuangzians are skillful players of both, based on their understanding of the boundary for both sides. Also cf. Epilogue of this book, Section 2, point (4).

	I would borrow Nietzsche’s words here to support my view on the possibility of a temporary suspension or interruption of self-centered awareness or even any sharp self-awareness: forgetfulness is “an active ability” to shut this door of self-awareness or memory “for a while,” and to “make room for something new” (1994, 35).

	In asserting the reason for the Confucian preference of compassion to empathy, Sin Yee Chan states:

[E]mpathy suggests a temporary suspension of the self as a source of independent judgments and feelings. When one empathizes, one has one’s feelings and judgments substituted by those of the empathized person. … they represent the perspective of the other person rather than oneself. One’s self-identity is retained, but the self’s role as independent agent is displaced.

(Chan 2019, 100)


What Chan describes as the temporary suspension of the self in empathy is similar to the Zhuangzian notion and practice of forgetting oneself. As I will argue below, forgetting oneself and empathizing with others are two sides of one coin. However, Chan’s denial of the agency of the empathizer seems incorrect and is not supported by most contemporary views of empathy. Aaltola rightly points out: “[W]e not only allow our judgments to be motivated by and concern the mental states of others (other-directedness), but also disallow our preexisting judgments from hampering exposure to these mental states (openness).” These two factors—other-directedness and openness—“are necessary for moral agency,” and “an empathy with relevance for such agency will promote them.” Empathy best accommodates and facilitates moral agency in this sense (Aaltola 2014, 244).


	See  Zhang 1993, 614; Cao 1982, 417; Wang 1988, vol. 2, 1076.

	Guo Xiang also perceptively summarizes the Zhuangzi’s point as opposing those who “unreasonably follow others to harm themselves (徇彼傷我者)” (Guo 1961, 233).

	“先感為主, 應者為匹也.”.

	“聖人心隨物感, 感又稱機, 盡物懷抱.”.

	While the Zhuangzi presents many cases of empathy or empathic experience in relation to the dimension of responsiveness (“ying 應”), the authors do not choose any specific or exclusive words to designate empathy. Chapter 15 of the Zhuangzi uses the phrase “xiangan er houying 先感而後應 (to feel [the others and things] first and then respond)” (40/15/11), in which the word “gan 感” seems close to the meaning of empathy but it is nonetheless not explicit. Guo Xiang’s and especially Cheng Xuanying’s comment here makes clear the context of empathy in which the word “gan 感” is used. Guo and Cheng’s contribution can’t be underestimated. Recent Chinese translations for the contemporary Western concept of empathy are gongqing 共情 (to feel the other’s feelings) or tonglixin 同理心 (the mind that shares or takes the other’s perspective). Such modern concepts cannot find an exact equivalence in ancient Chinese texts. Among current scholarly publications, Justin Tiwald might be the first to systematically apply contemporary insights from the study of empathy to his inquiry into perspective-taking in Neo-Confucian philosophy. While perspective-taking is widely seen as one of the components of empathy, Tiwald centers on the issue of perspective-taking in Confucian sympathy. Since sympathy is sometimes included under the broad category of empathy by some scholars while other times being distinguished from empathy by others, Tiwald’s study is still related to the study of empathy (Tiwald 2011). His 2018 article continues the focus on “empathetic concern” in Zhu Xi, which includes sympathy as well (Tiwald 2018, 378). In addition, Yong Huang explores the unique issue of empathy with un-empathic persons in Wang Yangming’s philosophy (Huang 2016). A comment of mine on these studies is that, if the element of empathy can be found in Confucian philosophy (and it very much appears to be so), then Sin Yee Chan’s conclusion that Confucianism prefers compassion or sympathy to empathy cannot be firmly established (Chan 2019).

	“若一志, 無聽之以耳而聽之以心, 無聽之以心而聽之以氣. 聽止於耳, 心止於符. 氣也者, 虛而待物者也. 唯道集虛. 虛者, 心齋也.” Following Yu Yue 俞樾, “聽止於耳” is corrected as “耳止於聽” (see Guo 1961, 147–148). It should be noted that this instruction for cultivating the capacity of listening with qi comes from a direct recommendation for “being concentrating,” the initial effort for beginning the process, continues with the development of progressive stages of listening, and ends with the empty heart/mind and its reception of things as the final goal. By ensuing analysis, and especially taking into consideration more details offered by traditional exegesis, we will see that this Zhuangzian cultivation involves a kind of processual empathy. In a broad sense, empathy, listening and the qi are all considered to be processual; the dao is processual too. One can find many passages of the Zhuangzi supportive of this processual view. A full elaboration on this issue would require a whole additional article.

	Other attributes of mystical experience often involve ineffability and paradoxicality. For an updated critical survey of the philosophical study of mysticism in Western academia, see Jones and Gellman 2004/2022.

	Chen Xiangdao is a famous Confucian literatus in the Northern Song Dynasty with influential works on ritual and scriptures. He also published the book The Exegesis of the Zhuangzi (Zhuangzi Zhu 莊子注), but it is no longer extant. Chen based his interpretation on a quote from another early Daoist text Wenzi 文子, in which listening with qi is replaced with shen 神 (the daemonic). Wang Shumin believes that listening with qi and listening with shen are very close (Wang 1988, vol. 1, 132). The quote by Chen reads,

The Wenzi states: superior learning is through listening with the daemonic (intuition); intermediate learning is through listening with the mind; inferior learning is through listening with the ears (文子曰: 上學以神聽, 中學以心聽, 下學以耳聽).

Chen then explains,

Once you are listening with qi, your understanding can reach everywhere, limitless and free-flowing … being empty and unobstructed, responding without possession … this is the meaning of the fasting of heart/mind (聽之以氣, 則無乎不在, 廣大流通, … 虛而無礙, 應而不藏, … 此心齋之義也).

It is quoted by Zhang Mosheng (1993, 148).

	“如氣柔弱虛空, 其心寂泊忘懷, 方能應物. 此解而聽之以氣也.” “氣無情慮, 虛柔任物. … 遣之又遣, 漸階玄妙也乎.”.

	Some contemporary scholars in the study of the Zhuangzi and the concept of qi have begun to pay attention to the psychosomatic, therapeutic and ethical dimensions of qi practice reflected in the Zhuangzi. With these dimensions in mind, it is not difficult to see how qi meditation enables, facilitates and enhances one’s capacity for empathic understanding. See Cai, et al., 1990, 35–36; Ge 2001, 18; Fukunaga 1978, 132–133.

	For example, despite the mystical color of Cheng Xuanying’s philosophy of double-darkness (chongxuan), his method of double negation (shuangqian 雙遣) involves the second negation of the first negation, the negation of negating right and wrong, which leads to the Daoist middle-way: one’s ethical and active engagement can come from within the spirit of detachment to all fixed forms or things (人倫有為之事, 生於無形之內. Guo 1961, 742). It inherits the Zhuangzian intrinsic secularizing approach, even though his interpretation of listening with qi avoids directly referring to the practice of qi meditation. For related discussions of Cheng’s philosophy of double-darkness, see Qiang 2002, 385–386; Lu 1993, 257.

	Jones and Gellman have used the term “secular mysticism” to designate contemporary interest “in the psycho-physiological effects of meditation … with mystical experiences understood within a naturalist framework,” or in seeking limited benefits from secular forms of meditation such as a mindfulness-based stress reduction program. It separates meditation practices from a mystical/religious tradition (Jones and Gellman 2004/2022, §12). What I refer to as a secularizing or demystifying approach here is different. It is a tendency based on the power of the inner ideological elements of a philosophical–religious tradition like Daoism to demystify or de-sacralize certain mystical practices within the same tradition.

	See note 25 of  Chapter 3 of this book on recent efforts to redefine the concept of intuition in Western philosophy.

	For a recent study on empathy’s relation to reason and the interaction between empathy and normative reasons, see Stueber 2017, 143–145.

	For a recent discussion on the interaction between automatic, spontaneous empathy and voluntary, reflective empathy and how reflection and reason inform, aid and modify spontaneous empathy, see Persson and Savullescu 2018, 187–188. Of course, their article does not refer to the Zhuangzian higher level of spontaneity that results from cultivation.

	See  King 2020 and Jiang 2020.

	The authors of the Zhuangzi would agree with Slote’s similar view on this point (Slote 2015, 18, 20, 23).

	“物固相累, 二類相召也.” Tao Jiang correctly used this case for the Zhuangzian notion of mutuality and relationality, but as this story and the other usages of “xiang (相)-phrase” that Jiang mentioned are all related to negative situations, he basically missed all the positive aspects of mutuality, such as “xiangchi 相齒” and the Zhuangzian justification of reconciling with opposites based on the realization of this mutuality (Jiang 2021, 293–295). A similar expression of mutuality and interconnectivity is well displayed by a famous quotation in chapter 10 of the Zhuangzi: “When the lips are gone, the teeth get cold” (Chunjie ze chihan 唇竭則齒寒; 24/10/14; Ziporyn 2020, 85).

	“夫明白於天地之德者, 此之謂大本大宗, 與天和者也. 所以均調天下, 與人和者也”.

	For the most recent discussion of the Confucian Golden Rule, covering almost all previous scholarly debates, and including a critical response to their main arguments, see Ivanhoe 2008.

	In her recent commentary on Slote’s philosophy of yin and yang which includes the two sides of receptivity/empathy and reason/purposiveness, Lai proposes a “theory of three R’s working collaboratively—receptivity, reason and responsiveness.” “[R]esponsiveness completes R&R (receptivity and reason).” “[R]esponsiveness is necessary to bridge the gap between empathy and action: responsiveness, being action-orientated, brings receptivity and purposiveness to fruition” (Lai 2020, 20, 27; italics original). I notice that Lai is perhaps the first person in contemporary scholarship of the Zhuangzi to thematize the concept of responsiveness (ying 應) or prioritize it in Zhuangzian ethical thought. Many scholars of Zhuangzian ethics miss this concept of ying 應. For me, responsiveness is one of the fundamental elements in the Zhuangzian way of “happy and easy wandering” throughout the life-world. Responsiveness underlies and links the other two Rs.

	Most of the recent scholarly examinations on the Chinese concepts of harmony are related to Confucian ones. In his work on the Confucian philosophy of harmony, Chenyang Li spends a small section comparing the Daoist concept of harmony with the Confucian one. He writes: “[I]n the Zhuangzi, harmony is understood primarily in terms of accordance with the world. Daoist sages are selfless and follow the flow of the world.” “[T]he thrust of Daoism is to harmonize with the world,” and “the thrust of Confucianism is simply to harmonize the world” (Li 2014, 36). Aside from preferring “unselfish” to his word choice of “selfless,” I think Li shows insight into the Zhuangzian view of the relationship between oneself and the other or the world, which defines the Zhuangzian concept of harmony. His interpretation is very close to my understanding of the quasi-asymmetry or priority of the other over oneself in Zhuangzian ethical thought. Ziporyn also thoughtfully describes the Zhuangzian conception of harmony as “ironic harmony,” “the oneness of ‘thisness’ in its necessary ironic harmony with its own opposite” (Ziporyn 2021, 65). This Zhuangzian harmony “is an ever-shifting this-that harmony, … always also includes its own opposition to itself, its disharmony with itself” (Ibid., 63). I don’t see any difficulty equating Ziporyn’s harmony of disharmony with my depiction of Zhuangzian harmony as involving the asymmetrical relation of others to oneself.




8 Forgetfulness and friendship in the Zhuangzi and in Derrida
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In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle characterizes five elements of friendship: (1) one wishes and does what is good for the sake of his friend; (2) one wishes for his friend to exist and live for the friend’s own sake; (3) one enjoys spending time with his friend; (4) one has the same tastes or chooses to do the same things as his friend; (5) one shares the sorrows and joys of his friend (Aristotle 1984a, 1166a2–10; Pangle 2002, 142–143). It seems implausible to regard these characterizations as completely outdated, as they remain common markers of human friendship even during modern times. In our cross-cultural investigation of the Zhuangzi, we see, too, these universal phenomena of friendship: one cares for a sick friend, brings them food, spends time visiting, talking and laughing, and shares similar values and perspectives with them. However, this is not the whole story about human friendship as far as recent scholarship is concerned. Some scholars have begun to pay attention to the structure and functions of the modern self, how it is shaped by cultural factors and advanced societies, and “how these actualities inform the theory and practice of friendship” (Hutter 2000, 131). These factors include the increasing isolation of individuals and the atomization of society; increasing competitiveness for access to the scarce means of life and labor; increasing economic insecurity and pauperization; rising enslavement caused by many too long hours of work and so on. They threaten leisure time and the ability to form friendships, erode trust and relatability, and increase psychic instability, mental illness and a lack of warmth, loving acceptance and recognition. The desire to maintain continuous, even lifelong, close contact with friends, so natural to societies of low social mobility and fairly static orders of class, status and residence, is strongly challenged by the fleetingness and high geographic mobility of modern life (Ibid., 143–144).

Perhaps Nietzsche is right when he describes the plight and fragility of friendship between individuals in this modern social context:


We are two ships each of which has its goal and course; our paths may cross and we may celebrate a feast together, as we did—and then the good ships rested so quietly in one harbor and one sunshine … But then the almighty force of our tasks drove us apart again into different seas …, and perhaps we shall never see each other again; perhaps we shall meet again but fail to recognize each other: our exposure to different seas and suns has changed us.

(Nietzsche 1974, book 4, no. 279)


Acknowledging the transitory nature of personal friendship and the difference and distance ineluctably involved, Nietzsche designates this friendship as “star friendship” while realizing that the memory of former friendships in such situations is indeed “more sacred” (Ibid.). Nietzsche seems to echo Aristotle’s classical point that complete or perfect friendship is rare (Aristotle 1984a, 1156b25–26), but he nevertheless conveys the sense that finding and keeping a genuine friendship is more difficult and more challenging in his era. What we should note is not just the representative modern experience and practice of friendship, but also the effort to make “new ways of conceptualizing friendship that take into account the factors of fleetingness and mobility” (Hutter 2000, 144). It is this new way of conceptualizing or theorizing friendship, including a critique of Western classical or canonical notions of friendship, that Derrida, Blanchot, Nietzsche and others have presented to us. It will also be on the horizon of this contemporary discourse of friendship that I will proceed to revive and deepen our understanding of the Zhuangzian view on friendship and forgetfulness. In what follows I will survey several central themes of Derrida’s (and the related others’) discourse on friendship. Each will then be connected respectively to a discussion on the Zhuangzian view of friendship. As these studies unfold, the Zhuangzian view of friendship is more comparable to Derrida’s non-classical approach than to Aristotle’s in its distinctive ethical inquiries. Both the Derridean and Zhuangzian conceptions include a temporal dimension and value the loss and mourning of friendship despite the contrast of Derrida’s melancholic tone to the Zhuangzian celebration of natural destiny. Both criticize self-sameness or self-centricity and see difference, distance and disruption as inevitable in friendship. Both relate forgetfulness to friendship although the Zhuangzi is more able to thematize forgetfulness in regard to friendship and develop a moderate style of friendship based on the practice of forgetfulness and avoidance of extremes. Both, to a certain extent, blur the difference between friendship and asymmetrical friendliness.


8.1 The ethical focus on friendship in Derrida and the Zhuangzi

There is no doubt that friendship has sociological and psychological dimensions. However, Aristotle is unique in involving the theme of friendship in his ethics. In other words, the ethical dimension of friendship is the focus of Aristotle’s discourse on friendship. As Ricoeur observes, friendship, for Aristotle, “belongs not primarily to a psychology of feelings of affection and attachment to others” (which does not mean Aristotle is blind to psychological factors), “but rather to an ethics: friendship is a virtue—an excellence—at work in deliberative choices and capable of being elevated to the rank of habitus, without ceasing to require actual exercise” (Ricoeur 1992, 182). Friendship, as such, falls into the practical sphere and the sphere of interpersonal relationship, which involves personal values, dispositions, decisions, acts or actual events, including interactions and responses. Underlying the involvement of these elements is the fundamental self-other relation, an ever-renewing theme in all ethics. Aristotle’s discourse on friendship is not short of addressing this underlying theme of the self-other relationship. For example, the perfect friendship, or virtuous friendship, for Aristotle, belongs to those “who wish well to their friends for their sake” (Aristotle 1984a, 1156b10); namely, those who wish and do good to the other in an unselfish and altruistic manner.1 At the same time, Aristotle does propose the concept of friends as “another self”—the good man “is related to his friend as to himself” (Ibid., 1166a31)—which not only creates some tension within his own ethics but also “could well be taken to be a refined form of egotism,” as Ricoeur admits (Ricoeur, Ibid.). No wonder it has been a target of contemporary critique on the various forms of self-sameness in Western philosophy.

Derrida’s ostensibly radical deconstruction of the classical conception of friendship has, to a certain extent, continued this trend, which first began with Aristotle, of focusing on the ethical dimension of friendship and its underlying conception of the self-other relation, although Derrida’s approach is decidedly non-Aristotelian and non-classical. The theoretical base for Derrida’s discourse of friendship can be traced back to his quasi-transcendental notion of the spacing/temporizing and differing/deferring “différance” or archi-writing that inherently subverts all conceptual hierarchies and makes their full presence impossible (Derrida 1982, 6–9). “Différance” or deconstruction facilitates Derrida’s fascination with “the irreducible other” (a theme shared with Levinas) or prepares the so-called “ethical turn” in deconstruction. But unlike Levinas, and against “oppositional logic” (Derrida 1997, 232), Derrida introduces various cases of aporia, “the pathless path,” in ethico-existential situations. Aporia is inscribed in the marks of irresolvable contradictions, tensions or ruptures, which are necessary conditions for conceptual determinations, but also eventually make the latter come undone. Derrida’s non-oppositional way of thinking demands openness, respect to and embrace of the suppressed difference, heterogeneity and asymmetry. As such, deconstruction for Derrida is both “pre-ethical-political” and simultaneously just “ethical-political” because it “does indeed have a pre- as a request or as a preliminary prescription” (Derrida 2002, 300; italics original). This helps us recognize that Derrida’s “ethical pathos” is enshrined within his transcendental or quasi-transcendental philosophy (cf. Reynolds 2010, 672)2.

This style of using a quasi-transcendental argument for the ethical is applied by Derrida to his discourse of friendship where he explicates the condition for the possibilities of friendship. This condition of friendship is like a friendship prior to all friendships, “an ineffaceable, fundamental, and bottomless friendship, the one that draws its breath in the sharing of a language (past or to come) and in the being-together that any allocution supposes” (Derrida 1988, 636). In Derrida’s view, an Aristotelian move would see an ordinary friendship as having “merely an accidental and analogical relation” with the ideal one, “friendship in the strict or proper sense,” thus raising the question of what the proper sense or essence of friendship is (Ibid.; italics original). This question of “what is …” for Derrida is equivalent to seeking the presence, substance or essence of friendship, but not the condition of its possibilities. The latter lies in “the very movement and time” of friendship, in the performance of waiting, promising or making a commitment, which undeniably connects to the past and opens to the future, and is not just “a given in the present.” It is an “anterior affirmation of being-together” in a sort of minimal community (Ibid., 636–637). I can see clearly that Derrida’s condition of friendship involves the web of “being with” the other, “being-together,” being in a shared language (or culture), being in a community and so on and so forth. It is noteworthy how Derrida further defines the existentio-ethical meaning of this “being-together”:


[W]e are caught up, one and another, in a sort of heteronomic and dissymmetrical curving of social space—more precisely, a curving of the relation to the other: prior to all organized socius, all políteia, all determined “government,” before all “law.”

(Derrida 1997, 231; italics original)


This anterior, heteronomic and asymmetrical relation with the other is one of Derrida’s most important quasi-transcendental arguments on the condition of the possibilities of friendship. On another occasion, Derrida clarifies that this heteronomic and asymmetrical relation to the other “in itself outside myself, outside myself in myself,” is distinguished from the “self-relation” that supposes the other within its own being-itself as different from itself. The latter is the feeling of mine-ness (Jemeinigkeit), self-identity or self-sameness of the ego “constituted in its ipseity” (Derrida 1993, 61; cf. Reynolds 2010, 669). This anterior, heteronomic and asymmetrical relation with the irreducible, singular other and its otherness is a central motive behind all of Derrida’s deconstruction of the classical and canonical notions of friendship. It sounds pre-ethical but in fact provides profound ethical impetus to Derrida’s discourse on friendship.

The portion of the Zhuangzi involving a notion of friendship is very small if compared with the size of the whole text. However, these small segments embody the unique Zhuangzian perspective on friendship and are prized resources not only for a critical and cross-cultural study of the “other” form of friendship but also for Zhuangzian forgetfulness and its substantive involvement with the notion of friendship. Scholars have compared the Zhuangzian perspective of friendship with the Aristotelian classical philosophy of friendship (cf. Lee 2014, 56ff, among others). To scholars of comparative studies, taking Aristotle’s theory as “a conceptual framework for understanding the nature and value of friendship” is unsurprising because Aristotle’s discourse is seen by many as “the most influential account of friendship in the Western philosophical tradition” (Ibid.). The Zhuangzi and Aristotle both refer to many of the common features of friendship I mentioned earlier. However, with a little more scrutiny on the otherness of the Zhuangzian perspective of friendship, we can reasonably discern that it is Derrida’s non-classical, not Aristotelian, approach to the theorizing of friendship that indeed more resembles the Zhuangzi’s. I will reveal this throughout this chapter. For the time being, it suffices to say that, like Derrida’s, the Zhuangzian view of friendship has an ethical focus, even if it is not as explicit as Derrida’s. The Zhuangzian view of friendship serves and is embedded in a broad ethical aim and motive of moving along with, and responding to, the infinite change and otherness of things, perspectives and ways of life, in order to attain a flourishing mode of living suitable to nature throughout the life-world. This is the ethical message of the dao or the so-called attunement with the dao. It defines the ethical content and focus of the Zhuangzian discourse on friendship. It similarly includes, but is broader than, the Derridean type of the anterior, heteronomic and asymmetrical relation with the other since this relationship in the Zhuangzi covers more than just other human beings. This message is both pre- or meta-ethical and directly ethical or prescriptive. Apart from this central ethical message, the meaning and purpose of the Zhuangzian notion of friendship cannot be fully understood.


8.2 The acceptance of the fleetingness of friendship in Derrida and the Zhuangzi

One of Derrida’s key perspectives of friendship centers on the “movement and time of friendship” (Derrida 1988, 637). This Derridean emphasis distinguishes itself from the Western classical notion of the stability and intemporality of friendship, such as Aristotle’s primary (or perfect) friendship from which other (incidental or incomplete) types of friendship are determined (Aristotle 1984a, §3–4). For Derrida, even such primary friendship “never presents itself outside time: there is no friend without time” (Derrida 1997, 14). “Engagement in friendship takes time, it gives time, for it carries beyond the present moment and keeps memory as much as it anticipates” (Ibid., 14–15). Whereas Aristotle connects faith and confidence in friendship with the stability or even permanence of friendship, this stability, in Derrida, only “amounts to a stabilization.” It “supposes the passage through an ordeal”—“the ordeal of what remains to be decided” or “the undecidable qua the time of reflection” (Ibid., 15; italics original). It “puts confidence to the test” (Ibid., 14). Thus, there is a “double contretemps” (being both against and in time): “firm and stable constancy on the one hand and, on the other, beginning again, renewal, the indefinite repetition of the inaugural instant, always anew …” (Ibid.). In this line of thinking, the classical preference of stability/constancy over instability/inconstancy cannot be justified. Although Derrida draws much attention to the traditionally suppressed side and aims to subvert the classical hierarchy, he nonetheless admits the “indissociable” aspect of these two modalities and the unavoidability of “the becoming-steadfast” (Ibid.) or a must of reinvigoration despite being a trial and “liable to transformation,” including rupture (Reynolds 2010, 671). In my reading, Derrida does not simply position himself on the opposite side of classical preference but disenchants the latter and exposes the aporetic structure of friendship between them (Derrida, ibid., 16).3

To Derrida, time seems to connect and blur polarities by disrupting and shifting into one another and destabilizing the conceptual hierarchy that our thoughts often tend to retain. It is both a quasi-transcendental and experiential dimension of “movement and time,” this logic of aporia or contretemps, that enables Derrida to expand the horizon for the theorizing of friendship, to include factors that are often excluded by traditional accounts as absolute opposites to friendship. Derrida’s conception of friendship hence accents the underlying linkage between friendship and what is thought of as the absence or lack of friendship. The items, to which this Derridean list of linkage extends, involve dying/death, wound, mourning, surviving, separation, distance, enmity, disaster and so forth (some are borrowed from Nietzsche or Blanchot). For Derrida, these factors or features cannot be entirely seen as opposites to, denials of, or in isolation from, friendship. They are the components of the underlying structure for friendship, or the condition of the possibilities for friendship, on which the Derridean conception of friendship would never turn its back. In general, such conditions of lacking are necessary for the advent of friendship, if not entirely sufficient. Derrida questions those who are blind to this pre-condition: “How could I give you my friendship where friendship would not be lacking, that is, if it already existed … if the friendship were not lacking?” (Derrida 1988, 635) Specifically, Derrida sheds light on the link between death, wound, mourning and friendship. He writes:


The anguished apprehension of mourning (without which the act of friendship would not spring forth in its very energy) insinuates itself a priori and anticipates itself; it haunts and plunges the friend, before mourning, into mourning. This apprehension weeps before the lamentation, it weeps death before death, and this is the very respiration of friendship.

(Derrida 1997, 14)


As such, surviving and mourning the death of a friend is not merely an aftermath of friendship. It is structurally intrinsic to friendship due to the fleeting nature of time, human existence and friendship itself, and hence it is “the condition of possibility of friendship” (Ibid.).

Derrida’s insight into this linkage also manifests in his commentary on a passage about the unsettling distinction of friendship-enmity from Plato’s Lysis:


The possibility, the meaning and the phenomenon of friendship would never appear unless the figure of the enemy had already called them up in advance, had indeed put to them the question or the objection of the friend, a wounding question, a question of wound. No friend without the possible wound.

(Ibid., 153)


Time/temporality provides this structural anteriority to all these negative things “before” any positives of friendship. While this kind of quasi-transcendental argument is used to reveal the prior condition of friendship, it also points to “the undeniable future anterior,” (Ibid., 249) since the open-ended process of friendship inextricably involves itself with these opposites as it connects to both the past and the future. Moreover, Derrida does not equate friendship with negativity. He takes inspiration from Plato’s pharmacological statement in Lysis:


[O]n account of the bad that we prized and loved the good—as if the good is a drug against the bad, and the bad is a disease, so that without the disease there is no need for the drug. …Take away the enemy and it seems it is no longer a friend.

(Plato 1997a, 705)


So, with regard to structural possibility, what is included—hostility/enmity, death/wound/mourning or the interruption of friendship—is neither good nor bad, “neither true nor false,” “neither living nor dead” (Derrida 1997, 155, 219). On the other hand, positivity, friendship, love and so on, must also go beyond themselves insofar as their condition of possibility is concerned. That is why Derrida sometimes refers to a friendship prior to or beyond friendships.

This does not mean that Derrida’s quasi-transcendental argument has no ethical-practical bearings. It has an ethical focus, as mentioned earlier. For one thing, by following Plato in acknowledging the therapeutic or pharmacological role of friendship in curing the disease of hostility/enmity, Derrida not only accepts the common sense of friendship as a “remedy” or “consolation” (Ibid., 153) but also implies a detachment to or disenchantment with any “permanent” friendship, which is likewise therapeutic though Derrida does not make this explicit. In my view, going from Plato’s sense of remedy to this second sense of therapy is a great advancement in the philosophy and ethics of friendship. Both demonstrate the ethical-practical meaningfulness to victims of hostility/enmity and the illusory “purity” or “permanence” of friendship, and therefore contribute to human flourishing, health and well-being. On the other hand, Derrida’s discourse prescribes an acceptance and embrace of death, wound, mourning and impermanence as a condition of friendship, and an openness to and respect for heterogeneity, uncertainty, difference and resultant possibilities for friendship and beyond. This is the central motive of Derrida’s deconstructive project, including his discourse of friendship, as he stresses quite clearly: “[W]e should never exclude the possibility” (Ibid., 155). It is undeniably ethical.

Time, temporality or temporization, too, is a preeminent element of Zhuangzian philosophy in addition to the element of spacing or spatialization. In Chapter 2 of this book, I elaborate on the Zhuangzian view of inseparableness between temporality or temporization, on the one hand, and otherness or change, on the other. For the Zhuangzi, time or temporization is intrinsic/structural to the change and transformation of myriad things and beings, including life and death, as well as friendship and its ending. Chapter 5 of the Zhuangzi involves the following passage:


Life and death, preservation and loss, failure and success, poverty and wealth, excellence and mediocrity, slander and praise, hunger and thirst, cold and heat—these are the transformations of events, the operation of destiny. Day and night they come to us, one replacing another, and human knowledge cannot measure back to where they began.

(14/5/43–44; translation synthesized and modified from Mair 1994, 47; Ziporyn 2020, 49; Graham 1981/2001, 80)


This list covers a variety of social and individual aspects of existential phenomena or situations. It is hard to say that they have nothing to do with the phenomenon of friendship. At the very least “life and death,” “preservation and loss,” and “excellence and mediocrity,” are factors highly relatable to either Derridean or classical friendship, even though the author does not make a direct reference to friendship. The key point of this passage is to place these opposite phenomena within the context of temporality, mutual shift and transformation. They are not fixed, and are lacking in stability, constancy or permanence. With an untraceable beginning and end, they are in an infinite chain of temporization, substitution and transformation. This chain is the process of the dao, the way-making of the universe. This single chain is named by some passages of the Zhuangzi as “a single string (yitiao 一條),” “a single thread (yiguan 一貫)” or “a single body (yiti 一體)” (13/5/30–31, 17/6/46). For example, chapter 5 of the Zhuangzi includes a piece of advice given to Wuzhi by Laozi: “Why don’t you simply let him [Confucius] see life and death as a single string, acceptable and unacceptable as a single thread, thus releasing him from his fetter?” (Ibid.; Ziporyn 2020, 48) Here, the idea of linkage between polarities is glaringly similar to Derrida’s, despite subtle contextual differences. By affirming said link, the Zhuangzi recommends accommodation and openness to the negative side of human existence, considering it to be a condition for the possibility of a flourishing life, a life of going with the flow, without shackling oneself to illusory permanence and its damaging consequences.

The Zhuangzi does not offer any formal analysis of the concept of friendship, nor does it attempt to define the origin or essence of friendship when answering what a primary friendship is. However, the stories of the Zhuangzi do impressively relate friendship to the more common existential issues of death, loss and mourning in the wider context of dealing with the fundamental changes and transformations that all humans face. These issues are not only inextricable from common life in general but also from the phenomenon of friendship in particular. Isn’t friendship a micro version of the more macro form of human life? Few would deny this. Unlike Derrida and his peers, the Zhuangzi does not directly claim that accounting for friendship must also take death, loss or mourning into consideration or else the account will be incomplete. Nevertheless, the Zhuangzi seems quite radical in offering its version of ideal friendship through the story of four friends. One of them said to the others, “Who knows life and death, preservation and loss, are within a single body? I will be this person’s friend.” They all laughed and agreed (17/6/46). The acceptance of this insight into the linkage between life and death, preservation and loss, thus becomes a requirement for this friendship. In this way, the Zhuangzi does take death, loss and mourning into its account for friendship.

Another related story goes as follows (17/6/53–60). When Master Lai was dying, he was surrounded by his weeping wife and children. His friend Master Li came to visit him and tried to stop them: “Shoo! Get back! Don’t disturb the process of change!” (Watson 1968, 85) Master Li then spoke to Master Lai: “How great is the Process of Creation-Transformation! What will it make you become, where will it send you? …” Master Lai replies:


[T]he Great Clump burdens me with a physical form, labors me with life, eases me with old age, and rests me with death. What makes my life good is what makes my death good … Now if I, having happened to stumble into a human form, should insist, “Man! I must remain a man!” Creation-Transformation would certainly consider me an inauspicious chuck of person. So now I look upon all heaven and earth as a great furnace, and the Process of Creation-Transformation as a great blacksmith—where could I go that would not be all right?

(Ziporyn 2020, 59; minor modification)


A similar pattern of thought can be found in the story about what Zhuangzi’s friend Huizi saw and heard when he visited Zhuangzi to mourn the death of Zhuangzi’s wife (46/18/15–19). To his surprise, Zhuangzi was beating a basin and singing. Huizi complained to Zhuangzi that she lived with you, raised your children, grew old and died. Lack-of-crying already seemed too much, how could you go even further? In response, Zhuangzi acknowledged that when she had just died, he could not help but grieve, like anyone else. However, he soon started to reflect upon her “genealogical” past, trying to find traces of her from her life back to before she was born, before she even had any physical shape and her vital energy was not yet formed. Then he found:


[I]n the course of some heedless mingling mishmash a change occurred and there was energy, and then this energy changed and there was a physical form, and then this form changed and there was life. Now there has been another change and she is dead. It’s just like the progression of the four seasons, spring, summer, fall, winter. Now she’s going to lie down peacefully in a vast room. If I were to follow her bawling and sobbing, it would show that I don’t understand anything about human destiny. So I stopped.

(Translation synthesized and modified from Ziporyn 2020, 145 and Watson 1968, 192)


Several meanings can be extracted from these and other related stories from the Zhuangzi. First, life, spending time together, talking, laughing, dying/death, mourning, the ending of friendship and its becoming a memory (as illustrated by Zhuangzi’s recollection of Huizi in 67/24/51) are all part of the universal process of change and transformation. As they are intrinsically connected and inextricable from each other within this universal process, they are all acceptable, expectable and valuable in terms of this perspective of the dao or the universe. In other words, the negative side of existence has its own values or its own varied goodness to the universe. We must understand these extended or de-parochialized forms of goodness. Thus, for the Zhuangzians, to understand a human life, one must understand what comes before it, such as vital energy (qi 氣) or other physical forms, and one must also understand what comes after this current human form or relationship and its various possibilities. In a sense, Zhuangzian rhetoric quite resembles those Derridean terms—“the condition of possibilities,” “structural anteriority” or “the future anterior”—despite being expressed in a different language and from a more practical angle. Some theoretical implications are noticeably similar.

Second, since the Zhuangzian conception of existence, life or friendship understands its opposites as integral, the Zhuangzian model for acts of friendship distinctly involves a capacity for easing the affective consequences of death, helping one to move along with the process of transformation (Elder 2014, 580–581), and even minimizing the inevitable mourning of the death of friends, as shown by the above stories. This model is ethically significant in assisting/comforting a dying friend and his/her family, promoting self-therapy and a necessary detachment to the negative side of life or friendship, and effectively avoiding excessive grief.

Third, while Derrida’s discourse of friendship has been praised for its embrace of otherness and heterogeneity, some scholars have criticized him for the melancholic intonation in his view of human friendship (Reynolds 2010, 671) and for being under the Nietzschean influence of modern pessimism (Freibach-Heifetz 2005, 252; McEvoy 2003, 17). Zhuangzian discourse on friendship does not carry such a sentiment. Zhuangzian stories dare to celebrate, not just accept or embrace, the death of a friend or the loss of a friendship. In addition to the tale of Zhuangzi beating a basin and singing after his wife’s death, the Zhuangzi also provides another famous story about “singing at the corpse [of a friend]” (linshi er ge 臨屍而歌; 18/6/62–71). When Master Sanghu died, one of his friends was composing a piece of music, the other plucking a zither, and the two were singing together: “Hey-ho Sanghu! Hey-ho Sanghu! You’ve gone back to being what you truly are. But we go on being human, O!” (Graham 1981, 89; modified). Their singing is meant to celebrate Sanghu’s energy going back to nature or the universe, returning to where it comes from, since Sanghu is, like all others, “about to become companions of the creator of things, and to roam in the single vital energy of heaven and earth” (cf. Mair 1994, 60; Ziporyn 2020, 60). The energy of Sanghu is not totally lost; what is lost is just his human form. The story justifies that they have good reason to be happy about their friend’s return to nature, where he truly belongs, and happy about whatever possibilities their friend may have after the ending of his human form and their interactive friendship. They are happy for Sanghu’s own sake. This dealing with the end of friendship nonetheless demonstrates their broad concept of friendly care and friendship. The Zhuangzian notion of friendship thus seems to include how to let go of a treasured friendship. This happy celebration of a lost friend or friendship deeply reflects and influences the formation of a philosophical, psychological and cultural tradition other than Derrida’s. While Reynolds’ commentary on Derrida’s discourse of friendship takes a similar step in thinking that in a certain sense we must “celebrate this wound” for “without it no friendship is possible,” he admits that this “remains an open question” to Derridean thought (Reynolds, Ibid.). Derrida does address the issue of “being natural” in his critique of the Aristotelian emphasis on the stability of friendship: “In its sheer stability, this assured certainty is not natural” (Derrida 1997, 15). Derrida also unfolds the internal tension between Aristotle’s ethics of friendship based on the stability of virtue and his retention of “some naturality” and “a spontaneous repetition” of its own movement; but, as Derrida discerns, this virtuous constancy “is not in nature: it does not come down to nature” (Ibid., 23). Derrida’s ethics of friendship has been called a “natural philosophy” (Phillips 2007), but Derridean ethics, in my view, may need a lot of reconfiguration before it can rest content with a naturalist philosophy like the Zhuangzi’s. Within Chinese tradition, the Zhuangzi’s view is also different from the Confucian one. Confucius, in the story cited above, regards Master Sanghu’s friends as those who wander beyond, rather than within, the Confucian guidelines of rites, which require complying with certain practices of crying and weeping. The Zhuangzian naturalistic perspective on the act of friendship challenges Confucian moral norms of propriety in a way analogous to how Derrida, Nietzsche or Blanchot challenge the Western classical notion of friendship.


8.3 Critique of the self-same and the involvement of forgetfulness in friendship


8.3.1 From a critique of the self-same to the forgetfulness of friendship in Derrida

Corresponding to the assured certainty and permanence of primary friendship is the classical definition of friend as “another self” (Aristotle 1984a, 1166a31; Cicero 2018, 139) or as “an image” of oneself (Cicero, Ibid., 47). In terms of this notion, not only is there total sameness within oneself, but the other as friend is also the same as oneself. As a result, the goodness of friends becomes derivative from one’s own goodness. For Derrida, Aristotle “inscribes friendship … in a single, selfsame configuration” (Derrida 1997, 7; italic original); Cicero “envisage[s] the friend” as “the duplicate, the reproduction, the copy … the same, and that is the whole story” (Ibid., 4), “[a] narcissistic projection of the ideal image, of its own ideal image” (Ibid., 3). To fight against such narcissism and self-sameness, Derrida insists that one “find[s] the other in oneself, already: the same dissymmetry and tension of surviving [other] in self, in the ‘oneself’ thus out of joint with its own existence” (Ibid., 24; italic original) since “[l]eaving oneself as of oneself” “can be done only by letting the other come” (Ibid., 42; italic original). Derrida sharply criticizes those “who cannot think or who thinks nothing other than self”: “Now if man has friends, if he desires friends, it is because man thinks and thinks the other” (Ibid., 223–224), not because he thinks only about himself and then extends the self-same to the other or appropriates the other into himself.


Friendship par excellence can only be human but above all, and by the same token, there is thought for man only to the extent that it is thought of the other—and thought of the other qua thought of the mortal. (Ibid., 224; italic original)


The emphasis on the other as “the mortal” shows that human existential finitude is a central element in Derrida’s recognition of the instability or fleetingness of friendship along with other constitutive factors such as death and mourning. The argument that friendship is not something at one’s “disposal” (Ibid., 235) similarly attests to the problematic of the self-same. Being an open-ended process, friendship must constantly put faith, confidence and commitment to the test, as we discussed earlier. It is a loving response to the other that interrupts the self-same or self-centricity and makes friendship possible. Even Aristotle himself contradicts this “second self” theory by admitting that it is the act of loving rather than being loved, or wishing and doing good for the sake of the friend himself, that more appropriately characterizes the essence of friendship (Aristotle 1984b, 1237a38; 1239a33; Derrida, ibid., 10).

It is interesting to note that Derrida’s critique can find an echo in the works of some contemporary scholars of Aristotle. For example, Cooper suggests that the “second self” theory could no doubt be an exaggeration of the sense of kinship among friends. He lists two principal weaknesses of this theory: people often tend to be biased in favor of themselves; people are unreliable about their intuitive sense of kinship with another person. There is no way to achieve “an absolutely assured knowledge of what one is really like” because of precarious conditions (Cooper 1999, 242–243). Pangle also questions Aristotle’s “second self” theory and its exaggerated “unity” within oneself and between friends. He points out that the good of each friend is separate and distinct. “In the sharing of pleasures and especially of sorrows, the feeling of two can never quite converge … even the loss of a mutual friend is really different for each” (Pangle 2002, 146). For Pangle, in loving another for his goodness, one is indeed loving him as an end. We cannot say that this end has nothing to do with oneself, but it is nonetheless “a distinct and separate end.” “If this did not happen, then friendship really would not exist” (Ibid., 153). Pangle cites Kierkegaard’s view from the Works of Love to support his critique of Aristotle: if the friend is loved as another self, then love of the friend is still tainted with narrow self-love. Genuine love does not involve that “I love you because you are like me,” and it must not reject the otherness of others (Ibid., 140; Kierkegaard 1995, 56–57).4 These criticisms support Derrida’s view even though these scholars are attempting to defend Aristotle.

This postmodern critique of the self-same and its absolute unity in the classical notion of friendship presumes difference, distance and disruption as inextricable elements of friendship. Among modern philosophers, Kant famously introduces a requirement for friends “to stay at a proper distance from each other” into his moral account of friendship. For Kant, one should directly face “the difficulties in perfect friendship.” “Friendship thought as attainable in its purity or completeness … is the hobby horse of writers of romances” (Kant 2017, 232). Friendship “is never for a moment safe from interruptions” if it cannot be subjected to principles “preventing excessive familiarity” and resultant disrespect (Ibid., 233; cf. Sensen 2012, 153). Although Kant’s approach has its own limits in the eyes of many contemporary philosophers, “at least Kant grants the necessity of this distance” and therefore in this regard is closer than classical writers to the true essence of friendship (Derrida 1997, 255). Perhaps Nietzsche more perceptively depicts than Kant does the difference between friends, which calls for respect and accommodation beyond what a classical notion of friendship can imagine:


[R]eflect to yourself how various are the feelings, how divided the opinions, even among your closest acquaintances, how even the same opinions are of a quite different rank or intensity in the heads of your friends than they are in yours; how manifold are the occasions for misunderstanding, … how uncertain is the ground upon which all our alliances and friendships rest … originating in the inextricable interweaving of character, occupation, talent, environment.

(Nietzsche 1996, 148)



What is love but understanding and rejoicing at the fact that another lives, feels and acts in a way different from and opposite to ours?

(Ibid., 229–230)


Nietzsche’s men of “friendliness” are capable of such “a different kind of neighbour-love” and are able to break with self-enclosure “as though they were gazing out of the windows of their castle, which is their fortress and for that reason also their prison—to gaze into what is strange and free, into what is different, does them so much good!” (Nietzsche 1997, 196; italic original).Following this line of thinking, Blanchot further attacks any essentialism regarding friendship, and draws a sharper distinction from the classical notion:


We must give up trying to know those to whom we are linked by something essential; … we must greet them in the relation with the unknown … the common strangeness that does not allow us to speak of our friends but only to speak to them, … an infinite distance, the fundamental separation on the basis of which what separates becomes relation. Here discretion lies not in the simple refusal to put forward confidence … but it is the interval … from me to this other who is a friend, measures all that is between us, the interruption of being that never authorizes me to use him, or my knowledge of him … and that … brings us together in the difference.

(Blanchot 1997, 291)


Blanchot’s radicality here does not simply cancel out all friendship or even any effort to maintain friendship. He attempts to give difference, distance, interruption, reservation and lack of full personal knowledge their proper place in the structure and development of friendship, and in our conceptualization of friendship. He even implicitly ties his view to the classical non-utilitarian notion of friendship. Furthermore, friendship, for Blanchot, involves a relation to the cessation of friendship or its erasure.


[A]t a certain moment this discretion becomes the fissure of death. … speech responding to someone who speaks from the other shore and where, even in our life, the measureless-ness of the movement of dying would like to complete itself. … not the deepening of the separation but its erasure … its leveling out and the dissipation of the void between us.

(Ibid., 291–292)


It is from here that Blanchot proceeds to address the relation between forgetfulness and friendship in an unprecedented way in the whole history of Western discourse on friendship, as he reveals the limits of the classical view that friendship can safely “survive” through memory after the death of a friend.


Undoubtedly we will still be able to follow the same paths, we can let images come, we can appeal to an absence that we will imagine, by deceptive consolation, to be our own. We can, in a word, remember. But thought knows that one does not remember: without memory, without thought, it already struggles in the invisible where everything sinks back to indifference. This is thought’s profound grief. It must accompany friendship into oblivion.

(Ibid., 292; italic mine)


Blanchot is perhaps the first Western thinker to explicitly and positively relate forgetfulness to friendship. Aristotle once mentioned that when wicked men stay in company with others, they can forget many grievous deeds of the past as well as their anxiety for the future (Aristotle 1984a, 1166b13–17; Pangle 2002, 151). That seems to be a positive case for the relation of forgetting and friendship, and especially for the positive role of friendship, but it is still very limited in explaining why friendship is more desirable for some people than for others. Nietzsche also suggests: “In regard to an existence of suffering the ancients sought forgetfulness … in this matter they sought palliatives, while we attack the cause of suffering” (Nietzsche 1996, 259; Abbey 2000, 61). Insofar as the loss of friendship is normally considered part of human suffering, the forgetfulness that Nietzsche recommends above can be applied, but this is not directly indicated. In contrast, Blanchot’s account is far more direct and outlined by Derrida’s reiteration—“Oblivion is necessary,” “Oblivion must [Faut l’oubli]”—in his commentary on Blanchot (Derrida 1997, 295). The way Blanchot and Derrida have raised the point of forgetfulness in regard to friendship is not only surprising but also extremely impressive. However, their reasons for such an inevitable and even imperative forgetfulness of friendship must first be figured out.

To my understanding, there are two levels to the meaning of forgetting or forgetfulness as addressed by Blanchot and Derrida. The first deals with the intrinsic structure of friendship, where there are not only elements of affinity, closeness, continuity, survival and memory but also components of difference, distance, interruption, dying/death and forgetting. Forgetting and memory are now included in the group of polarity. However, forgetting, along with dying/death, absence and so on, cannot be excluded or controlled by memory and survival, which are not guaranteed by the process of change with immanent finitude. In the sense of this structural intertwining (or ubiquitous finitude), forgetting is not negative, but neutral or indifferent; it is a condition for memory, just as the end or erasure of friendship is a condition for the advent of friendship. Without this aspect of unbinding, “no friendship has ever seen the light of day” (Derrida 1997, 295). So, due to its innateness to friendship, forgetfulness is inevitable and necessary. As Critchley explains, Derrida requires the recognition of “a more fundamental forgetfulness” (Critchley 2006, 14), a forgetfulness more fundamental than, and not exhausted by, any single incident of forgetting or its facticity.

Based on this first level of the structural ineluctability of forgetting to friendship, the second level is prescriptive or ethical. Derrida has suggested that all classical hierarchies with regard to friendship are at least suspended in this non-negative neutrality. It “calls into questions not only our memory of the friend … but our memory of what ‘friendship’ has always meant.” “On the death of the friend, the ‘measurelessness of the movement of dying’, the ‘event’ of death, reveals and effaces at the same time this ‘truth’ of friendship.” And hence comes the imperative: “Oblivion must” (Ibid.). Derrida demands we forget the classical theory or “truth” about friendship, its categories, axioms or hierarchies of memory over forgetting, endurance over rupture, survival over dying/death and so on, as a result of recognizing the profound immanent finitude. As Critchley rightly observes, this forgetfulness is paradoxical. It is a form of forgetting, but it is also for remembering what Blanchot stresses as only “speaking to” rather than “speaking of” the distant or dead friend, a response to that which one can never adequately respond, “a speaking to that speaks out of the impossible experience of le mourir [dying]” (Critchley 2006, 21; italic original); or in Derrida’s own terms, “a certain non-response in a response that will never come to an end” when he says “Adieu” to Levinas (Derrida 1999a, 5). In other words, we must perform forgetting first in order to do or follow a right thing, for instance, a proper conceptualization of friendship. This imperative of forgetting is both pre-ethical (in relation to the theorizing or deconstruction of concepts) and ethical since it serves Derrida’s overarching project of calling for the respect and embrace of irreducible otherness, heterogeneity and asymmetry even though the ethical meaning of forgetfulness itself is addressed indirectly. Blanchot signals an underlying connection between “profound grief” and inevitable forgetfulness, but both Blanchot and Derrida have not explored the possibility of letting go of grief through forgetting as Nietzsche suggests in his discussion of palliative forgetfulness. Despite this, I think that, theoretically, Blanchot and Derrida could accept such a possibility. Besides, having criticized the self-sameness of the classical definition of friend, Derrida fully realizes the otherness of friend without basing friendship on any form of narcissism. Derrida’s account of otherness in friendship is ethically illuminating, although he does not relate this suspension of self-sameness or self-identity to forgetfulness. Levinas does attest to this kind of connection in his description of the substitution of oneself for the other, as discussed in Chapter 4 of this book. “Forgetfulness” is part of how Levinasian rhetoric describes “substitution.” “Substitution” is thematized in Levinasian philosophy, but not “forgetfulness.” But Derrida does refer to forgetfulness on a different occasion, in his discourse of gift, where he states that responsibility requires “being good and through goodness, one forget or efface the origin of what one gives,” in the sense of renouncing any return to oneself, of infinite love, giving and sacrifice (Derrida 2008, 52). In this context, forgetfulness implies relinquishing any affirmation of the self-same, but this meaning is not singled out for thematization. A completely thematized role of forgetfulness in disregarding self-sameness or self-centricity can only be found in Zhuangzian philosophy. I have examined the Zhuangzian forgetfulness of oneself or personal identity in relation to time and otherness in detail in Chapter 3 of this book, but the relation between forgetting and friendship has not yet been specially addressed.


8.3.2 From the forgetting of oneself to the mutual forgetfulness of friends in the Zhuangzi

To avoid too much reiteration, I will sum up the Zhuangzian notion of forgetting oneself in a nutshell: it aims at forgetting or letting go of illusory unity, identity, separability from the other, unchangeability and centricity of oneself. In addition to reasoning on the impossibility of such self-sameness, the Zhuangzi provides many anecdotes to illustrate the author’s main point, as Chapter 3 of my book has shown. One story admires Mengsun Cai for not complying with his established identity as a renowned funeral manager but only being concerned with doing things suitable to the circumstances of different people and environments (18/6/80). Several other stories are in fact told in a setting of friendship or being with friends. In response to Master Li’s concern for his imminent death, Master Lai likens the universe or nature to a great blacksmith, the maker of a myriad of different things, and thus thinks it would be inauspicious (to the creator) for him to attach to his human identity or refuse whatever change his natural death will bring (17/6/53–60). Another story relates how Master Yu is happy with whatever identity he will become after death, whether a chicken, crossbow or cart (17/6/50–52). It is because of such positive and receptive attitudes toward inevitable changes and transformation, and the encouraged forgetfulness of one’s fixed identity, that the Zhuangzi stays away from any position that regards a friend as only the second self, or claims absolute unity between friends. Both oneself and friends in the stories of the Zhuangzi go with the flow and move along with otherness within and without.

Chapter 6 of the Zhuangzi contains the following narrative:


Master Sanghu, Meng Zifan, and Master Qinzhang came to be friends and talk to each other: “Who can be together in their very not being together, doing something for one another by doing nothing for one another? Who can climb up upon the heavens, roaming on the mists, twisting and turning round and round without limit, living their lives in mutual forgetfulness, never coming to an end?” The three of them looked at each other and burst out laughing. None was reluctant in his heart. So they became friends.

(17/6/60–18/6/62; Ziporyn 2020, 59, modified; also cf. Graham 1981/2001, 89)


Forgetfulness in friendship, like many other elements of Zhuangzian thought, works for the wider ethical aim of unimpededly wandering throughout the fluid world or moving along with infinite changes and transformation. The metaphorical phrases—“Climbing up upon the heavens,” “roaming on the mists,” and “twisting and turning round and round without limit”—all signify this primary goal.5 The Zhuangzian relation of forgetfulness and friendship cannot be properly understood outside of this broader context.

“Mutual forgetfulness (xiangwang 相忘)” seems to challenge our commonsensical idea of friendship. One may need to forget oneself or abandon a self-centered state of mind in order to be open or responsive to others, but if a friendship is based on other-directed dispositions and actions, in what sense can the Zhuangzi reasonably assume that friends can be forgetful of each other while maintaining their friendship? This can be a difficult phrase for readers to parse. For example, Mair’s translation of “xiangwang” is simply “forgetting themselves” (Mair 1994, 59), which seems in accord with the more preeminent Zhuangzian notion of forgetting oneself and presumes that everyone forgets oneself while engaging in friendship with others but does not “forget each other.” Such a translation omits the word “mutual (xiang 相)” and therefore does not fully convey the original point. The meaning of mutual forgetfulness can be captured in a more careful reading of the related passages with a better understanding of their context. “Forgetting each other,” of course, involves forgetting oneself in the first place, and forgetting oneself is foundational to this mutual forgetting. Nevertheless, the word “mutual (xiang)” and its meaning cannot be neglected.

One of the phrases crucial to our understanding of how it is possible to be friends while forgetting each other is “being together in their very not being together, doing something for one another by doing nothing for one another (xiangyu yu wuxiangyu 相與於無相與, xiangwei yu wuxiangwei 相為於無相為).” Its paradoxicality is typical of Zhuangzian philosophical language (Derridean non-oppositional logic may find some affinity with it despite contextual differences), and the polarities are juxtaposed and linked together in a way similar to what I have examined earlier in this chapter. Because of its paradoxicality, this phrase often puzzles many readers, and the reason for such linkage and reconciliation of opposites has not been clearly explained in English literature. In contrast, the exegetic tradition of the Zhuangzi itself has offered alternative interpretations. One such interpretation is represented by Guo Xiang’s commentary. He explains this connecting of opposite statements—“being together” and “not being together,” or “doing something for one another” and “doing nothing for one another”—from the perspective of regarding myriad things in the world as one body (yi tianxia wei yitizhe 以天下為一體者; Guo 1961, 265; Cui 1988, 255). This “one body” perspective provides a reason for linking the contrary together instead of seeing them as merely opposed to each other or simply irrelevant. I consider this kind of interpretation to be methodic, rectifying our conventional way of looking at opposites. In doing so, Guo Xiang puts forward the point that, while being not together, friends can still harmonize their different characters; while doing nothing for one another, their exterior (actions) and interior (dispositions) all come to benefit each other (Guo, Ibid.).6 Such an exegesis is reminiscent of some classical Western imaginations of the power of a friendship that can transcend limited space and time; for instance, those inscribed by Cicero’s writing: “Even when friends are absent, they are still present” (Cicero 2018, 47) and so forth. The Zhuangzians would not deny this partial truth about friendship but they are far from seeing it as the whole truth, as the previous discussion has shown. Guo’s interpretation makes a certain sense but it does not exhaust all meanings of the phrase, especially those in a closer relation with several core ideas or values of the Zhuangzi, like “wuwei 無為,” which is implicated in the word “wuxiangwei 無相為” of this phrase.

It seems that many scholars of the Zhuangzi prefer another interpretation of this phrase, although Guo Xiang’s is not completely rejected. This second interpretation was first taken up by Lin Xiyi, reaffirmed by Lu Xixing 陸西星,7 and later followed by others up to modern times. According to Lin and Lu, “being together in their very not being together” means “having-no-mind (wuxin 無心)” while being together and “doing something for one another by doing nothing for one another” means acting as “not-acting (wuwei)” or “having effortless action” (Lin 1997, 115; Lu 2010, 105).8 Xuan Ying’s interpretation, on the one hand, follows that of “wuxin” for the first half of the phrase (wuxiangyu zhi xin 無相與之心), and, on the other hand, explains the second half as “without the trace of doing something for one another (wuxiangwei zhi ji 無相為之跡; Xuan 1977, 69).” Chen Shouchang 陳壽昌 simply calls it “doing things [for one another] without the trace [of artificiality]” (weizhi wuji 為之無跡; Chen 1977, 54). Thus we see how three related concepts are used to interpret this phrase: wuxin, wuwei and wuji (無跡).

The concept of “wuji” is invented by Guo Xiang. Guo takes the words “ji 跡” (contextually denoting forms/xing 形 or designations/ming 名 of Confucian classics) and “suoyi ji 所以跡” (what makes forms or designations possible) from the Zhuangzi (39/14/77). He then defines “suoyi ji” as “wuji (being without trace),” which is equivalent to one’s “true nature (zhenxing 真性)” or following what is natural (yi ziran weilü 以自然為履) (Guo 1961, 288, 532; cf. Wang 1996, 544–546). The text of the Zhuangzi does not provide any conceptualization of “wuji” as Guo does. Guo’s coinage was later adopted by Chinese Madhyamaka Buddhist philosophers, becoming an influential concept in the paired categories of root (ben 本) and trace,9 and is afterward applied back to the interpretation of the Zhuangzi as we see here. It is commonly acknowledged that the Chinese Buddhist usage of root/trace involves, more or less, a metaphysical dimension. In contrast, the use of “no trace” in interpreting the paradoxicality of xiangwei 相為 / wu xiangwei 無相為 is constrained by the context of wuwei in the sense that they both emphasize naturalness, spontaneity, deference and being against artificial maneuvers. In this respect, wuji is a sub-concept of wuwei.

The appearance of the word “wuxin (no-mind)” is very rare in the Zhuangzi (one example can be found in 58/22/24) but is frequently used in Guo Xiang’s interpretation.10 “Wuxin” is further conceptualized by Chinese Madhyamaka thinker Sengzao and especially by Chan Buddhists. They add a trans-metaphysical dimension to the concept based on the Buddha-nature theory of Mahayana Buddhism. However, Lin, Lu and others applying “wuxin” to interpretations of the current passage about xiangyu 相與 / wuxiangyu 無相與 are similarly constrained by its Zhuangzian context. Lin’s expression “being together without using [intentional or purposive] mind (相與以無心也)” and Xuan’s phrase of “without the mind [or intention] for being together (無相與之心)” both point to the Zhuangzian style of aimlessness, flexibility and going with the fluidity of friendship. This style embodies the virtuosity of “wuwei,” effortless action or doing. In fact, Guo’s interpretation involves an element of being together and doing things for one another without a self-preferred endeavor (無愛為於期間也), even though he subjects this point to his focus on the “one body” (Guo 1961, 265). We can thus assume that the paradoxical statements about being together through not being together and doing things for one another by doing nothing for one another direct readers toward the virtuosity of naturalness and effortless action (wuwei), which is central to the Zhuangzian model of wandering freely in the shifting world. This interpretation also provides the key to understanding the meaning of “forgetting each other.” Because the sages would be friendly and do good (or suitable things) to each other in a natural and spontaneous way without contrivance, manifesting their intrinsic mode of being and living without remembering the need to be good to each other, they are capable of “forgetting each other.” Their intrinsic good (or fittingness) and spontaneity are constitutive to their acts of forgetting, just as a properly fitted pair of shoes makes one forget one’s own feet, and as in the other cases of fittingness and spontaneity that I have examined previously. Forgetfulness, again, signifies both the level of spontaneity or naturalness and operates as a guide for how to attain such a level in regard to friendship. “Forgetting each other” does not mean discarding friends or friendship. It is simply a unique way of shaping, handling or even maintaining friendship.


8.3.3 The naturalistic constraint on suitability and “dan 淡”-styled friendship

Another passage about “mutual forgetfulness” offers further aid in understanding the relation between forgetting and friendship in the Zhuangzi.


Fish mutually thrive in water, humans mutually thrive in the dao. Those who thrive in water can find adequate nourishment just by passing through their ponds. Those who thrive in the dao can make their intrinsic nature satisfied by [practicing] no-contrivance. Therefore, it is said: “Fish forget each other in the rivers and lakes, humans forget each other in the arts of the dao.”

(18/6/72–73; cf. Guo 1961, 272; Wang 1988, vol. 1, 256–257; Chen 1990, 196, 198)11


By using metaphor to compare a fish’s relation to water with a human’s relation to the dao, this passage reveals the importance of suitability or fittingness (shi 適) to the neuro-physiological or psychological state of spontaneity and forgetting, of which the former seems to be a condition of the latter. This suitability or fittingness is, however, constrained by one’s heavenly nature (tianxing 天性 or xingfen 性分). Cheng Xuanying uses the word “shixing 適性 (the suitableness to the nature of things)” in his commentary on this metaphor (Guo, Ibid.). Guo Xiang, on the other hand, may be the first scholar to interpret the word “ding 定” in this passage as “zu 足,” long before Yu Yue’s discovery of a linguistic association between these two words. Guo writes: “Everyone can feel [that one’s nature is] satisfied and then forget each other (gezizu er xiangwang 各自足而相忘) … The perfect person is always satisfied and therefore is always forgetful (zhiren changzu gu changwangye 至人常足故常忘也)” (Ibid.). These words might remind us of Aristotle’s claim that self-sufficient men should have no need of friends, although he nevertheless concludes that friends are still necessary, due to man’s nature as a social/political animal and his own assessment of friends as the greatest of external goods (Aristotle 1984a, 1169b4–21). Guo Xiang’s discussion of this seemingly similar topic is actually on a very different plane. Guo’s “zu (satisfaction)” is not self-sufficiency. He does not focus on whether a self-sufficient person has no need for friends and therefore can forget about them. His focus, instead, is on whether an individual’s heavenly nature is being satisfied (shi tianxing gezu 使天性各足) (Ibid., 273). If this nature is followed or satisfied, the conditions for suitability or fittingness will be met and human thriving, including friendly relationships, can naturally occur without relying on deliberate loving-kindness. This thriving is marked by spontaneity and forgetfulness.12 Guo’s use of the fish/water metaphor, with a naturalistic constraint on the so-called fittingness, elaborates at the same time the source of spontaneity and forgetfulness. The central point is to let everyone’s heavenly nature be satisfied, advising against hindering one’s intrinsically different nature by imposing things of artificiality and uniformity, which can cause damage through excessiveness or deficiency induced by overdoing, attachment and aversion. To oppose artificiality and uniformity, the Zhuangzi calls for “wuwei,” spontaneity and forgetting.

This naturalistic constraint on suitability, which is pivotal to Zhuangzian forgetfulness, has a direct bearing on the Zhuangzian view of friendship. Following this Zhuangzian norm, any excessive or coercive behavior that neglects differences or (necessary) distance between friends is not encouraged. Instead, Zhuangzians promote being respectful of differences and maintaining space or distance between friends, similar to modern or contemporary Western thinkers. For instance, Zhu Boxiu 褚柏秀 interprets the phrase “being together in their very not being together” as “to become friends by being simple, calm or desiring less (dan yi chengjiao ye 淡以成交也; Zhu 2014, vol. 1, 220).” Chapter 20 of the Zhuangzi involves an even clearer statement on this natural style of friendship: “Friendships between noble persons are flavorless like water, while friendships between petty persons are sweet like fruit liqueur (junzhi zhijiao danruoshui, xiaoren zhijiao ganruoli 君子之交淡若水, 小人之交甘若醴)” (53/20/41–42; Ziporyn 2020, 161, modified).13 Here the word “dan 淡” when applied to “water” (in contrast to “sweet” “fruit liqueur”) symbolizes a friendship that is not directed by profit. The immediate context of this sentence is a criticism on utilitarian friendship, very similar to what Aristotle distinguishes as secondary friendship (Aristotle 1984a, 1156a17–1156b6). In this context, translating the polysemic word “dan” as “flavorless” in contrast to “sweet” is perfectly fine. However, the broader context of the anecdote and this Zhuangzian criticism associates the “dan 淡” quality of a relationship or friendship with one’s intrinsic nature or naturalness, like “tianshu 天屬 (natural connection)” (53/20/40–41). Lü Huiqing 吕惠卿 interprets “tianshu” as “following along with one’s natural endowment and then satisfying the intrinsic nature (renqizhi zhi ziran er xingfen yizu 任其質之自然而性分已足)” (Lü 2009, 371). Xuan Ying construes it as “being affectively connected to one another by one’s authentic nature (zhenxing xianggan 真性相感)” (Xuan 1977, 153; Fang 2012, vol. 2, 993).14 Lin Yidu 林疑獨 points out: “Friendship in following the dao is equivalent to the natural connection (daojiao zhiyu tianshu, qi zhiyi ye 道交之與天屬, 其至一也)” (Zhu 2014, vol. 2, 628). These explanations unequivocally call attention to one’s intrinsic nature or naturalness in which the “dan 淡” style of friendship is imbedded. “Dan 淡”-styled friendship, following one’s intrinsic nature and following the dao inherently overlap and coincide in the Zhuangzian perspective.

While the authorship of chapter 20 “Shanmu 山木” is commonly attributed to members of the school of Zhuangzi, a close connection between the contents of this chapter to the inner chapters is widely acknowledged (cf. Cui 1992, 75, 92; Liu 1994, 102–103, 168–169). Such a connection is found in the use of the term “dan 淡” as well. “Dan” first appears in chapter 7 “Yingdiwang 應帝王” in Wuminren’s advice to Tiangen: “Let your mind wander in flavorlessness [simplicity or placidity] (youxin yu dan 遊心於淡), blend your vital energy with immensity [or featurelessness] (heqi yu mo 合氣於漠). Follow along with the nature of things and retain no self-preference” (20/7/10–11; cf. Mair 1994, 68; Graham 1981, 95; Watson 1968, 94). Because of the metaphorical use of the words “dan 淡” and “mo 漠” and their polysemy, exegetic tradition has offered several notable interpretations to their Zhuangzian context. For instance, Guo Xiang construes “dan 淡” as “following along with one’s intrinsic nature without adding anything artificial (renxing er wushuoshi 任性而無所飾)” and “mo 漠” as “calmness out of one’s innate nature and attaining stillness (jing yu xing er zhi 靜於性而止)” (Guo 1961, 294). Cheng Xuanying affirms both words as “being empty and calm (xujing 虛靜)” (Ibid.). I have noted that, in chapter 16 of the Zhuangzi, “dan 淡” and “mo 漠” are used together as a compound “danmo 淡漠,” which, according to Chen Jingyuan 陳景元, means “no-desire” or “desiring less” (wuyu 無欲; Zhu 2014, vol. 1, 521). Hu Yuanjun 胡遠濬 points out that if one does not use oneself (as a standard) to rectify others, one can get along with the whole world and acquire placidity and peace (de danmo 得淡漠; Hu 1988, 129). Although Guo and Cheng’s interpretations have been well received and become authoritative, many later interpretations can also enrich our understanding of these words. Zhu Boxiu explains “dan 淡” as “no-craving (wu shiyu 無嗜欲)” too (Zhu, ibid., 246); following Lin Yidu, Zhu construes “mo 漠” as “no-damage” or “no-violence” to connective vital energy (wubao 無暴; ibid., 245, 247). Xuan Ying sees “dan 淡” and “mo 漠” as “the dao of tolerance (or accommodation), peacefulness and the cultivation of oneself” (youmi xiuji zhi dao 宥密修己之道; Xuan 1977, 77). Chapter 15 of the Zhuangzi, “Keyi 刻義,” uses “dan 淡” in the following phrase: “Being lofty without any carved-in-stone intentions, cultivated without [conventional] benevolence and dutiful conduct … Nothing is not forgotten, yet everything is getting along; being placid without going to any polarity, yet all good things come to attend” (40/15/6–7; cf. Ziporyn 2020, 128; Watson 1968, 168).15 “Dan 淡 (placidity)” here is related to the meaning of “wuji 無極”—to not be one-sided, fixed or prefer one extreme (cf. Guo and Cheng’s commentary in Guo 1961, 537). Zhu Boxiu explains “danran wuji 澹然無極” as being placid without measuring or judging by one’s fixation and bias (danran moliang 澹然莫量; Zhu 2014, vol. 1, 505). Chapter 13 of the Zhuangzi adopts yet another compound “tiandan 恬淡” and lists it as one of the four forms of wuwei (33/13/7; cf. Cheng’s exegesis in Guo, ibid., 459): “Emptiness and stillness, placidity and mildness, quietude and indifference, effortless-action—these are root of all things” (cf. Mair 1994, 120).16

I submit the following list summarizing all the meanings underlying the use of the word “dan 淡,” “danmo 淡漠,” “tiandan 恬淡,” and their inner logic.


	“Dan 淡” and related words describe a kind of agential capacity and its state of mind. This capacity or state of mind can be applied to, or guide, one’s relationship with other things and persons in general, and one’s friendship in particular, including its formation and development. The word “dan 淡” can then characterize the corresponding style of friendship.

	This “dan 淡”-styled friendship is characterized by emptiness/openness and calmness/stillness. This kind of openness to others, including friends, without being fixed on any pre-conceptions is crucial to any ongoing friendship since friends are constantly challenged by otherness and changes in daily situations and relationships. One may wonder why a friendship needs to involve calmness or stillness. It must be so because, on the one hand, calmness is the capacity for dealing with any unexpected challenges, maintaining a workable state of the mind and avoiding overreacting. As chapter 13, “Tiandao 天道,” indicates, calmness or stillness empowers the practitioners so that myriad things cannot disturb their mind (wanwu wuzuyi raoxin 萬物無足以鐃心; 33/13/3). On the other hand, calmness is a condition for any fluid action, like water. If the mind is like the stillness of water, it can reflect or receive myriad things without obstruction, which is a condition for any decision-making and appropriate actions (33/13/4).

	This “dan 淡” style of openness and calmness leads to “no-craving” or “desiring less.” Flavorlessness (dan 淡) contrasts the intensity (nong 濃) of flavor; decreased flavor symbolizes decreased desire or a detachment from desire. Zhuangzian philosophy suggests that detachment or “dan 淡” is a remedy for desiring too much from others and the world, particularly since, in many circumstances, those desires only serve inflated self-interest. Tao Chongdao 陶崇道 criticizes those who see the plentifulness of the world, feel petty about themselves, and thus fill their minds with self-interest, only desiring for themselves the utmost. Therefore, they need to desire less; they need this flavorlessness (Fang 2012, 993).17 The “dan” style recommended for friends and friendship aims at overcoming these problems.

	A friendship of “desiring less” signals a strong opposition to utilitarian friendship, since it encourages decreasing desire. However, “desiring less” does not only target the negatives of a desire for personal profit; it also includes benign or positive desires, such as the desire for enhancing friendship, which cannot be desired too much either, because it is nonetheless a form of overdoing. Accelerating too much will slow one down; this is against naturalness in the Daoist–Zhuangzian view.

	In this way “dan 淡”-styled friendship cautions against going to any extremes. Similar to “desiring too much,” pushing anything to the extreme will hurt a friendship, or any relationship. Complete unity, overfamiliarity, a lack of independence or the necessary space/distance between friends; these are all examples of extremities in friendship. Avoiding one-sidedness, bias or fixation facilitates one to be flexible about differences between friends, or with changes brought about by the journey of life itself. These difficulties, which have attracted so much attention from Nietzsche, Blanchot and Derrida, do not seem to be problems if one adopts “dan 淡”-styled friendship.

	Through openness or the absence of one-sidedness, the “dan 淡” style allows for placidity, mildness, even-temperedness and tolerance or accommodation. This is the Zhuangzian middle-way between various opposite extremes. It is paradoxical in the sense that the “dan 淡” style may seem less exciting or passionate in a relationship, but it indeed makes a close connection more possible, or more sustainable, than many of the extreme states, even with their tempting or sweet profits (dan yi qing 淡以親, gan yi jue 甘以絕; 53/20/42).

	Underlying all these qualities of the “dan 淡”-styled friendship—emptiness, calmness, no-craving, non-extremity and so on—is the wuwei, an application of effortless or spontaneous action in a human relationship. These qualities are regarded as the manifestation of the dao or nature itself. It is interesting to note that, according to the exegetic tradition, both “mutual forgetting” in friendship and the “dan 淡” style are the practice of wuwei. Wuwei is the Zhuangzian norm of virtuosity based on a meta-ethical dimension that sees wuwei as the root and source of the universe.18

	As the wuwei demands, the “dan 淡”-styled friendship follows one’s natural endowment and connection and satisfies the intrinsic nature of each other. “Being flavorless like water” means being natural or “self-so”; being self-so means fitting or being suitable to the intrinsic nature of each other, and against artificiality and arbitrariness. In this respect, difference, distance, disruption, the death of friends and the fading away of a friendship are all acceptable and accommodatable as part of the natural process and as occurrences within a greater natural order.

	Finally, we have witnessed that the “dan 淡”-styled friendship is inextricable from forgetfulness. Maintaining a “dan 淡”-styled friendship requires forgetting, and the practice of forgetfulness boosts the “dan 淡”-styled friendship. The intimate relation between “dan 淡” and “wang 忘” can be discerned within the sophisticated conceptual scheme of Zhuangzian philosophy. From the popular use of the modern Chinese compound “danwang 淡忘,” we can also see the survived connection between these two words and the ubiquitous cultural influence of these original Zhuangzian concepts.


Returning to the general theme of this section, the contents of Zhuangzian forgetfulness in regard to friendship seem much richer, broader and more substantial than the Derridean one. Zhuangzian forgetfulness involves therapeutic or healing functions for the loss of friendship, the idea and practice of shattering narcissist confinement and self-sameness, the idea and practice of balancing relationships between friends to avoid going to the extreme, dealing with differences, disruption and proper distance in friendship and so on. This forgetfulness is deeply rooted in the whole structure of Zhuangzian philosophy, in its ethical naturalism, and in its unique modal of language use, very different from those of Derrida and his peers. Compared to the long history of the Zhuangzian tradition of forgetfulness in regard to friendship, Derrida, Blanchot and Nietzsche are just among the first Western thinkers to start linking forgetfulness with friendship. The Zhuangzi would be a useful resource for their further development, while the insights of Western thinkers may simultaneously provide new angles from which to understand and interpret Zhuangzian forgetfulness anew.


8.4 From the symmetrical reciprocity of friendship to asymmetrical lovence or friendliness


8.4.1 Asymmetrical lovence, all-inclusive friendship and their problematic in Derrida

Another salient feature of Derrida’s discourse on friendship is his uncovering of “the reciprocalist or mutualist schema of requited friendship” in the Western tradition (Derrida 1997, 10; italic original). I have investigated Levinasian and Ricoeurian criticisms of the traditional concept of symmetrical reciprocity rooted in the calculative model of exchange and trade, such as giving and returning goods, or “an eye for an eye,” in chapter 6 of this book. I have also mentioned Derrida in passing, about how he stands with Levinas and Ricoeur on this matter, but steps away from his early disagreement with Levinas, although it seems he is finally more radical than Ricoeur regarding whether a certain “mutuality” should be preserved. These earlier accounts of mine are basically placed in the context of a more general relation of oneself–other. Derrida’s reprimand for reciprocity in friendship, on the contrary, provides a more specific and more robust case in his account of the asymmetrical or non-reciprocal relationship of oneself–other.

Derrida’s critique starts from within the Aristotelian tradition, and within the tension of its conflicting internal elements between “being loved” or having requited love and asymmetrical loving. In his Eudemian Ethics, Aristotle refers to equality in friends as “their love should be returned or equally returned” (Aristotle 1984b, 1239a18). Elsewhere, Aristotle brings up those who “demand to be loved as they love” in a somewhat negative context (1984a, 1159b16); meanwhile, Aristotle makes it clear, in a positive context, that “goodwill when it is reciprocal being friendship” (Ibid., 1155b33; italic original). For Derrida, these passages show that Aristotle still “insist[s] on privileging” reciprocity (Derrida 1997, 10). To me, it at least seems that Aristotle never directly denounces reciprocity. Nevertheless, Aristotle retains an antithetical view of reciprocity: “[S]ince friendship depends more on loving, and it is those who love their friends that are praised, loving seems to be the characteristic excellence of friends” (Aristotle 1984a, 1159a34). For Aristotle, “[T]o love is the activity of friendship.” “Loving, rather than being loved, depends on lovingness” (Ibid., 1984b, 1237a38; 1239a33). It is from these insights that Derrida builds up his idea of the priority and anteriority of loving (or “to love,” phileín) to friendship and its unilateral and dissymmetrical features.19

First of all, Derrida indicates that Aristotle is actually telling us that “to love” is “more appropriate to the essence of friendship”; “the act of loving would better suit friendship,” not the beloved. “Loving will always be preferable to being-loved” in Aristotle, just as essence is preferable to accident, and knowledge to ignorance. It is the first structural feature of friendship (Derrida 1997, 10–11). Derrida then adds his account for the anteriority and priority of loving in friendship. Friendship “is a way of loving,” “an act before being a situation,” and “before being the state of being loved” (Ibid., 8); in other words, one cannot have a good friendship without engaging oneself, without feeling oneself “engaged to love the other” in advance (Ibid., 12). Derrida calls this “a first and irreducible dissymmetry here,” but it unfortunately separates itself “in an unpresentable topology,” “turns inside out and doubles itself” “in the hypothesis of shared friendship” described as “reciprocal” (Ibid., 13; italic original). People often think if there is reciprocation there is friendship, as Aristotle sometimes also suggests, but Derrida shows that friendship is possible “only because of non-reciprocal love (which is the ‘I love you’ without condition)” (Phillips 2007, 165).

Second, Derrida uses terms such as “disproportion” to further illustrate the dissymmetry of loving in friendship. Good friendship “supposes” or “is born of” disproportion, because in friendship, one esteems or respects the other more than oneself. “It demands a certain rupture in reciprocity or equality, as well as the interruption of all fusion” between oneself and the other. It signifies “a divorce with” self-love, a “break with sheer equivalence, with the equivalence of right and vengeance, of justice as principle of equivalence (right) and the law of eye for eye” (Ibid., 62, 64). Derrida highlights “a logic of the gift” (the non-reciprocal, asymmetrical and disproportional loving or lovence without expecting returns), which can reorient or withhold friendship from its traditional philosophical interpretation.20 This logic “calls friendship back to the irreducible precedence of the other” (Ibid., 63). Friendship as such is the “other” form of love (more loving than ordinary love) that denounces possession, and the desire to possess (the lover), to appropriate, or the right to property. Through this denouncement, Derrida follows Nietzsche in his broad criticism of the Western “drive to appropriate the other for oneself, the truth, being, the event, etc.,” which can be detected as lust in the so-called “love of one’s neighbor” or in charity (Ibid., 64–65).

Third, Derrida integrates three other unusual elements into his account of non-reciprocal friendship and asymmetrical lovence. The first is to introduce a Nietzschean “infinite distance” into the ideal friendship, which according to Derrida, is something that erotic love and egotists are incapable of doing (Ibid., 65). In such a friendship, friends “can love only at a distance, in separation.” They are “strange friends,” “uncompromising friends of solitary singularity,” “incomparable and without common measure,” or “without a familiar bond” (Ibid., 35; italic original). A main point implicated in these words seems consistent with Derrida’s claim that his account has nothing to do with “what is essential in that which is called friendship” (Ibid., 298), a point that has been supported by his inquiry into the instability, fleetingness and ongoing trials of friendship. Derrida, like Nietzsche, acknowledges the coming-togetherness of separated friends, but this togetherness is “without ceasing to be what they are destined to be” since they are “constituted into monadic alterities.” Derrida still admits it is “a social bond,” but it is “in the common affirmation of being unbonded,” a typical Derridean accent on aporia (Ibid., 54–55). He also acknowledges that friendship presumes a certain air or tinge of intimacy, but agrees with Nietzsche on the need to wisely hold back from actual intimacy and from invalidating each other’s singularity (Ibid., 62; Nietzsche 1996, 274). I see this aspect of Derridean and Nietzschean friendship as possibly more suitable to the ideal friendship of modern intellectuals in the West, who celebrate individual independence, separateness and non-relational singularities in the context of an “upsurge to undisputed global dominance of the ideology of liberal individualism in its conjunction with market imperatives” (Dallmayr 2000, 125). Derrida’s denunciation of instrumental appropriation can be appreciated as a continuation of Aristotle’s classical criticism of utilitarian friendship. However, Derrida does not make clear how a preference for infinite respectful distance and separation can ever avoid a complete “retreat into solitude” or aloofness, leaving behind all care for friends/others and falling back into an inverted narcissism (Ibid., 124).

A positive product of the Derridean emphasis on infinite distance and asymmetrical loving is its universality and all-inclusivity of friendship, which is the second element integrated into his discourse on friendship. In this “friendship to come and friendship for the future,” what matters most is the infinite unilateral and disproportional loving or lovence, not symmetrical reciprocation. Friendship is performative. Your “friends to come” must first be summoned by your calling to them, by request, promise or prayer (Ibid., 235). They are “supposed already to be prepared to hear” you (Ibid., 285; italic original), or expect you to open yourself “to the coming of what comes” (Ibid., 29), “including being open to any mendicant wanderer who may knock at your door” (Avramenko 2008, 305). Thus you “call the friend by a name which is no longer that of the near one or the neighbor … no longer the name of man” (Derrida 1997, 293; cf. Nietzsche 1978, 62), but the most distant, the stranger, the enemy and so on. Understandably, Derrida appeals to Kant’s universal friendship, his idea of being a friend to the whole human race, while also trying to go beyond its presupposition of fraternalism (Ibid., 261; Kant 2017, 234–235). Kant does answer the question about whether one can be a friend to everybody. He admires this “universal friendship” for having “general good-will towards everyone,” but he explicitly states that “to be everybody’s friend will not do, for he who is a friend to all has no particular friend,” since “friendship is a particular bond” (Kant 1997, 189–190). Kant does not deny the possibility of “being such citizens of the world” and sees it as “a high degree of perfection,” but there can only be “few in number” (Ibid.). It seems that Kant is discussing the practical difficulty of being everyone’s friend because each individual’s time and energy are limited and contingent upon various situations. This issue of practicality has drawn much attention ever since the classical age.

However, the conceptual difficulty with this kind of universal friendship is equally noteworthy (Jollimore 2000, 79). The difficulty lies in the fact that it blurs the distinction between friendship and friendliness (including goodwill and benevolence). Aristotle in his Nicomachean Ethics carefully avoided making friendliness or friendly relations identical with friendship. He admits that goodwill is a beginning of friendship, but unless it reaches “the point of intimacy” it will not become friendship (Aristotle 1984a, 1166b30–1167a12). Lack of affection or care, for Aristotle, marks the attitude toward distant acquaintances and distinguishes friendliness from friendship (Ibid., 1126b22–1127a1; Curzer 2012, 190). Two aspects of friendship have thus been proposed: the aspect of a personal or particular bond and the aspect of other-directedness or altruism. Although the latter is essential to friendship, the former embodies the latter (Blum 2010, 31). Through Derrida’s stress on infinite distance, asymmetrical lovence and the universality of friendship, the classical hierarchy of the familiar over the unfamiliar, the neighbor over the most distant, is radically subverted, but the personal aspect is somehow also downplayed. It seems that, since the classical notion of friendship acknowledges goodwill, benevolence or friendliness as the origin or preferred essence of friendship, there must be an aporia between the boundary of friendship and the unbounded lovence or friendliness. Derrida’s discourse of friendship attempts to address such an aporia, but can there be any balance in the midst of infinite imbalance between friendliness and friendship, or between essence and boundary? Can friendliness and friendship ever be completely separate from each other? Derrida and his followers have not answered these questions.

Closely related to the universality of friendship, the third element integrated by Derrida into his notion of friendship is his utopian tone in explicating the “friendship to come” as a “teleiopoetic” structure qualifying “that which renders absolute, perfect, completed … that which brings to an end,” and playing with “the other tele” of distance and the far-removed (Derrida 1997, 32; italic original). He also calls it “a messianic teleiopoesis” (Ibid., 235). This utopian undertone has caused controversy among scholars, especially experts of Nietzsche who disagree with Derrida’s reading of messianism into Nietzschean thought on friendship (Van Tongeren 2000, 209–210; Avramenko 2008, 305–306).21 With limited space for the details of this controversy, I will only suggest that, while the messianic undertone provides an optimistic hope for this “friendship for the future,” the other side of this utopian tendency is unrealistic, idealistic or unpragmatic complexities. In light of this view, would we not be better off if we could find a third option between pessimism and messianic optimism (or an optimism without messianism)?


8.4.2 Zhuangzian all-inclusive friendship and universal benevolence as the reconciliation of impartiality and partiality

The Zhuangzi hints at a universal and all-inclusive friendship or friendliness as well. Chapter 11 of the Zhuangzi describes the great man this way:


[Reconciling with] the great commonality (or the dao) is without the sense of himself. Being without the sense of himself, how then could he possess what he has? Those who saw what there was to possess were noble men of old. Those who see nothing there [for possession] (duwu zhe 覩無者) are friends of heaven and earth (tiandi zhiyou 天地之友).

(28/11/65–66; Ziporyn 2020, 96, modified)


I have quoted the earlier part of this passage with regard to forgetting oneself in Chapter 3 of this book. With the current context of friendship and friendliness, two noteworthy points can be drawn from this passage. First, the boundary of friends is greatly extended here. Heaven and earth, in Zhuangzian rhetoric, means the whole universe; it symbolizes all things in the universe, more than just human beings; it includes other creatures, plants, rivers, mountains and various environments or ecosystems. Ideally, a human being, in Zhuangzian perspective, could be a friend to all of them. In addition, “heaven and earth” is used in close connection to the process of the transformation of all things. In this sense, it is close to the word “zaohua (造化 creation-transformation).” The “one” that makes the creation–transformation of all things possible is not necessarily substantialized (let alone personified) in the Zhuangzi, but rather refers to the process or the way itself, although ambiguous words such as “zaohuazhe 造化者” or “zaowuzhe 造物者” are occasionally used.22 A sentence in chapter 6 of the Zhuangzi includes a phrase analogous to this statement about “friends of heaven and earth”: “They are about to become companions to the process of the creation-transformation of things (yu zaowuzhe weiren 與造物者為人), and to roam in the single vital energy of heaven and earth” (18/6/67–68). Here, “ren 人” is taken to mean “ou 偶 (companion)” in a similar context as using the word “being friends (you).” Obviously, companionship is the main element of friendship or being friends.23 Hence this notion of an all-inclusive or universal friendship is developed with some connection to the ideas from the more authoritative “inner chapters.” The problem with this extensive friendship, which both matches and also moves beyond Derrida’s, is whether the idea of befriending the whole universe and all things in it can really be counted as “friendship,” or it is merely a universal friendliness in terms of the theories we have discussed. I can easily find many real-life stories about friendship between humans and animals, but one may doubt how much we can extend this beyond human–animal relations. Perhaps a friendly and benevolent treatment of our earthly environments and ecosystems would bring a “friendly” vital energy back to us and hence form a new relationship without conquering or possessing the other in terms of the yin-yang balance and the networking of interactivities. This would count as the “other” kind of friendly relation in a broad, but nonetheless contemporarily relevant, context. In any case, these are all far beyond the limits of conventional human friendship. One could perhaps see the word “friends (you)” in this passage as merely a metaphor for the suitable relation between humans and the universe, and therefore become less serious about the issue of friendship or friendliness here. That might present a different interpretive approach, but it would, at the same time, cancel out all other possibilities for interpretation allowed by the text.

Second, when this notion exhorts us to have friendly relations with myriad things in the universe, or with the process of creation and transformation, it specifies a criterium for those “friends of heaven and earth”: after attaining the forgetfulness of their sense of oneself or self-centricity, they should see nothing to possess or appropriate for themselves. This resembles, to a certain degree, the dimension of non-possession or non-appropriation in Derridean discourse on human friendship and asymmetrical lovence, albeit the scope of the Zhuangzian view is much broader. Guo Xiang interprets this overcoming of possessive intention as “letting things thrive by themselves (renqi dusheng 任其獨生),” which is equivalent to non-interference with the nature of things (Guo 1961, 397).24 Xuan Ying construes “seeing nothing for possession (duwu 覩無)” as “wuwei,” which, according to him, lies in “letting-things-be and accommodating them (zaiyou 在宥)” (Xuan 1977, 99). I note that these ideas of non-interference and non-possession are tinged with the broader Zhuangzian concern with a fitting relationship between oneself and other persons/things through the virtuosity of wuwei. However, when applied to the sphere of friendly relations, these ideas nonetheless manifest some features fundamental to any friendship or friendliness. For instance, not intending to control or possess the other for one’s own gain, letting others flourish in their own way, allowing others to follow their natural endowment and so on, without which no genuine friendship or friendliness could ever be maintained. This is not to say that friendly people do not care or help each other; rather, it signifies the limits of any friendly care or help. Heidegger famously criticizes a “leap in” style of care that “takes over” the other or lets the other “become one who is dominated and dependent” (Heidegger 1962, 158). The Zhuangzians would definitely agree. So, as we can see from these materials, it is not difficult to translate Zhuangzian terms into a modern language of respecting differences and relative independence, maintaining proper space or distance and accommodating heterogeneity, even though these meanings are implicated in a fairly dissimilar conceptual scheme. I have quoted earlier from chapter 7 of the Zhuangzi an instruction that stresses doing away with any pre-conceived thoughts, attempts to control what has to happen or let one’s own understanding simply dominate. This instruction promotes a responsiveness without acquisition, possession or self-gain (21/7/31–33). These opinions represent the non-egocentric, other-directed or altruistic element of Zhuangzian ethical norms, as discussed earlier. This other-directed or altruistic element is an indispensable aspect or condition underlying all good friendships. The recognition of this element is a main strand of the Western discourse of friendship, running from Aristotle (despite his “second self” theory) all the way down to Derrida. It is no surprise that the Zhuangzi, too, involves such an element in its view of universal friendship or friendliness.

Inseparable from this Zhuangzian view of universal friendship or friendliness is its notion of universal benevolence. A passage following the paragraph on the “friends of heaven and earth” at the end of chapter 11 includes some significant views on all-inclusive benevolence, which can be seen as a footnote to the prior view of all-inclusive friendship or friendliness. According to Xuan Ying and his followers and certain modern scholars such as Feng Youlan, Chen Guying and Victor Mair, this paragraph should be excluded from the authentic materials of the Zhuangzi, due to its integration of Confucian ideas such as benevolence (ren) and dutiful conduct (yi) (Chen 1990, 292; Mair 1994, 101). This exclusion cannot be fully justified.25 Liu correctly observes that, while this chapter and some others do assimilate Confucian concepts into their own patterns of thought, influence from the inner chapters is nonetheless apparent (Liu 1994, 168). For instance, regarding some Confucian moral demands, the paragraph agrees that they are things people cannot avoid doing (buke buwei 不可不為; 28/11/71). A similar view appears in chapter 4 of the Zhuangzi: loving one’s parents and fulfilling one’s civic duty are seen as two “great constraints (dajie)” and inevitabilities of life (budeyi; 10/4/40–43). These two expressions—“buke buwei” and “budeyi”—convey the same message: Zhuangzians do not oppose benevolence or righteousness per se, but are more concerned with how to achieve it. In this paragraph of chapter 11, the author proposes something crucial to both benevolence and personal relationships: “Affective love that has to be widely extended is called benevolence” (qing er budebu guang zhe, renye 親而不得不廣者, 仁也; 28/11/68). Guo Xiang elaborates: “Affective love can suffer from partiality. Therefore, extending it widely is benevolence” (Guo 1961, 399).26 The paragraph also involves a further critique of “ren”: “To meet with others through human-kindness and without reliance (or fixation) on it” (huiyuren er bushi 會與仁而不恃; 28/11/70). Guo then relates this point back to the prior one: “If there is a reliance (or fixation) on benevolence, benevolence cannot be widely extended” (Guo, ibid., 400).27 Here, “reliance” or “fixation” is related to partiality in contrast to the wide extension of benevolence.

While these messages follow the spirit of the Qiwulun chapter’s critique on the invariableness of Confucian benevolence as discussed earlier, the scope of this critique extends to the issue of partiality vs. impartiality or universality with regard to benevolence. Guo’s commentary leads the exegetic tradition by contrasting personal affection, partiality and fixation with the extensiveness, inclusivity and universality of benevolence. Chen Jingyuan clarifies: “What is ren? It is an all-inclusive loving-kindness. It cannot be characterized as partiality and being without all-inclusiveness” (Fang 2012, vol. 2, 226).28 Lin Yidu explains further: “If ren is not all-inclusive, there will be no extended giving to aid common people. If there is no personal affection, loving-kindness will not be partial” (Zhu 2014, vol. 1, 360).29 It is not clear if Lin absolutely opposes any personal affection or partiality since his commentary on this Qiwulun passage is short. However, one thing seems certain: commentators across different eras have commonly asserted the original message about extensive or all-inclusive benevolence, suggesting that benevolence must go beyond partiality or be extended from those close to oneself to all others. This message about all-inclusive benevolence is indeed implicated in the inner chapters. Chapter 6 uses the following expression twice: “[The sage’s] benefits and bounties may spread to 10, 000 generations yet it is not thought as loving-kindness to people” (15/6/11).30 Here, the sage’s benevolence is so great that it can extend to 10,000 generations. Obviously, it is impartial and all-inclusive. The Qiwulun chapter is famous for its notion of “great benevolence (daren 大仁).” It proposes that this “great benevolence” cannot be called “benevolence” in the Confucian sense (daren buren 大仁不仁, 5/2/59). We have first examined the context of the Qiwulun’s critique of the invariableness (chang) of benevolence in Chapter 6 of this book. We have also investigated the meaning of forgetting benevolence as the result of the Zhuangzian spontaneous performance of benevolence suitable to one’s intrinsic mode of being without relying on a required view of what is benevolence. In this sense, it may be called a “direct (or immediate) benevolence” advocated by the Zhuangzi.31 I think that, in chapter 11, the third meaning of the Zhuangzian assimilation of benevolence emerges as “extensive benevolence beyond partiality,” which is implied in the Qiwulun chapter but is thematized by chapter 11. Perhaps, after reading the passage in chapter 11, we can now more clearly see a similar meaning in the Qiwulun chapter. Wang Pang’s interpretation of “great benevolence” is a good example. He writes, “Great benevolence is extensive loving-kindness without partiality and attachment. Therefore, it is called ‘without benevolence’ (buren 不仁).” Wang also points out that, if one is benevolent to only one thing, benevolence itself is damaged (Fang 2012, vol. 1, 303).32 In addition to the Qiwulun chapter, chapter 14 also resonates with chapter 11 by raising the notion of “perfect benevolence (zhiren 至仁),” but this “perfect benevolence” is one “without personal affection” or “without partiality” (wuqing 無親; 36/14/7). While “perfect benevolence without partiality” is a significant theme, its remaining discussion in the original passage is limited to forgetting personal affection or partiality, and forgetting benevolence in general by appealing to spontaneity or unintended acts of benevolence, as studied in Chapter 6 of this book.

The Zhuangzian view of benevolence challenges the Confucian tradition’s emphasis on the partiality of benevolence, as represented by this paragraph in chapter 11. Mencius defines the reality of benevolence (ren zhi shi 仁之實) as “the serving of one’s parents (shiqing 事親)” (7:27; Yang 1990, 183; cf. Lau 1970, 127). After all, the loving relation of family members is foundational within the five cardinal relationships of Confucianism. “[A]ll relationships were ultimately construed in familiar terms” (Hall and Ames 1984, 90). Mencius spells out the necessity of extending partial benevolence to an impartial or all-inclusive one:


Treat the aged of your own family in a manner befitting their venerable age and extend this treatment to the aged of other families; treat your own young in a manner befitting their tender age and extend this to the young of other families … [O]ne who extends his bounty can bring peace to the Four Seas.

(1:7; Yang, ibid., 16; Lau, ibid., 56–57)


On another occasion, Mencius indicates, the wise man “is affectionate to his parents, and lovingly disposed to people generally; [h]e is lovingly disposed to people generally, and kind to creatures” (13:45; Yang, ibid., 322; Legge 1970, 476). So, we must admit that early Confucian tradition involves a dimension of extending the benevolence of familiarity and partiality to be more inclusive, including kindness to animals. This dimension could be further developed; the partiality and impartiality could possibly be harmonized within the tradition, which is one of the tasks for modern Confucian thinkers. The problem is that this dimension of impartiality is imbedded in partiality. Confucian love is a love with distinctions, or is a differentiated love, which may not necessarily be entirely negative, but its extension of benevolence is “based on the principle of graded love” (Fung 1966, 72). In other words, “this extension arguably proceeds within networks of personal attachments and affect” (Lambert 2020, 268). “[I]t places ‘love of dear ones’ on top of any other form of love” (Guo and Tao 2012, 26). It is true that Neo-Confucians of the Song Dynasty reinforce the dimension of impartial benevolence to all with their metaphysical justifications,33 but they leave unsolved the real problems that come with emphasizing the necessity of love with distinctions, such as producing barriers to love for all (Wong 1989, 265–266).

The earliest advocator of inclusive care (jian’ai 兼愛) as opposed to “Confucian love with distinctions” is Mozi, as Mencius himself acknowledges (7a26; Lau, Ibid., 187–188). While Mencius distinguishes his benevolence of “partiality first and extension second” from both Yangzhu’s egoism and Mozi’s unconditional altruism (Lau, Ibid.), modern scholars widely agree that his “middle” path needs to be worked out more sufficiently. I agree with Wong that we must avoid “both Mo[zi]’s single-minded emphasis on love for all and the Confucian view that love for all is an unproblematic extension of love with distinctions” (Wong, Ibid., 266). Wong defends the Confucian approach with a somewhat confusing “particularist label” in the context of contemporary Western criticism on the “[i]mpersonal universalist moralities such as Kantianism and utilitarianism,” and, at the same time, acknowledges Mozi’s strength in making love for all “the fundamental demand” (Wong, ibid., 252, 266). Wong’s position can be seen as a new and updated “middle way” approach. As Wong confirms, the Chinese tradition of ethical philosophy is often interested in encompassing opposing positions and sources (Ibid., 267). For example, the Mohist principle “does not recommend actions that are incompatible with some version of love with distinctions” (Ibid.; italic original). Fraser’s more recent study of Mozi reveals that, for Mohists, “we can care about people all-inclusively without benefiting everyone” if it is unrealistic. His interpretation is based on the Mohist slogan: “[I]nclusively care about each other and in interaction benefit each other” (jian xiang ai, jiao xiang li 兼相愛, 交相利; Fraser 2016, 162). The “interaction” within space and time constrains the unrealistic demand of actually benefitting everyone without the mediation and management of certain institutions.

The message of chapter 11 of the Zhuangzi seems to join the Mohist demand for all-inclusive love, yet it does not attempt to cancel all legitimacies of partialities as Mohists would. Zhuangzians, as examined earlier, place naturalistic constraints on the altruistic element and all-inclusive benevolence, such as suiting one’s heavenly nature without requiring the sacrifice of one’s body or life in serving others, in sharp contrast to the Mencian characterization of Mohists (Legge 1970, 464). Individual differences and particularities are respected as part of nature in disparity to the universal norm of equally benefitting all that Mohists prescribe. Without the Lord on High or the Will of Heaven as the ultimate ground of all-inclusive benevolence (Mozi 2006, 7a2–3), Zhuangzians model the dao of the universe to allow myriad things to transform in their own way without following any divine intention. In this way, the Zhuangzian sage is able to benefit 10,000 generations without claiming to be all-inclusively benevolent. The word “wide extension (guang 廣)” of benevolence may seem similar to the early Confucian term “tui 推 (extending),” but the syncretic Zhuangzians make the demand for all-inclusive benevolence more explicit and stronger than the graded extension by Confucians. Moreover, Zhuangzian philosophy lays a solid foundation for concern with the wider other by accenting the equal valuableness of all different things/beings, and appealing to the empathic understanding of others and the forgetfulness of oneself, as examined earlier. All these contribute to building a path toward all-inclusive benevolence, which cannot be found in Confucianism. It is also important to remember that, in the sphere of friendship, Zhuangzians develop the “dan 淡” style of personal relation on naturalness, non-aggressiveness, the harnessing of cravings and avoiding extremes, as steps toward limiting excessive partialities.

The Zhuangzian position can be seen as a middle ground between Mohist universalism and Confucian differentiated love. The positions of the latter two, if compared with their Western counterparts, still demonstrate some ambiguity. Furthermore, each shows some compromise to its opposite. Their mutual separation and exclusion thus seem not so absolute as in their Western counterparts. However, whether in Chinese or Western philosophy, the relation between personal friendship and all-inclusive friendliness, or between personal affection and universal benevolence, will always configure the tension between aspects of particularity and universality, personal and impersonal, partiality and impartiality. More recently, some Western philosophers have shown interest in reconciling or integrating these opposing aspects in the ethical realm, and accounting for their “coexistence” (Nagel 1991, 6), rather than identifying one side with the ethical. For them, the ethical must include both elements and “neither is reducible to the other” (Jollimore 2002/2022, §6.1). It is true that we cannot rest content with just the “juxtaposition of” these opposite aspects. We also need to validate their respective values (Nagel, ibid., 14). But such an attitude of reconciling, rather than excluding, makes remarkable epistemic sense to their relation and removes our bias toward it. It also provides us with a new angle from which we can take a fresh look at the Zhuangzian attitude toward the relationship between personal friendship and all-inclusive friendliness.

Similar to the reconciliation between all-inclusive benevolence and Confucian differentiated love, Zhuangzians reconcile personal friendship and all-inclusive friendliness as well. I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter that the stories about friendship in the Zhuangzi are filled with details of the acts of friendship: one cares for a sick friend, brings them food, spends time visiting, talking and laughing, and shares similar values and perspectives with them. These acts of friendship are personal, implemented between persons. Their shared values and perspectives may provide a solid ground and a strong boost to their friendship, but it is these individual persons who hold and embody these values and perspectives. Seeing these shared values or the dao as an abstract, impersonal essence paints a distorted picture of Zhuangzian friendship. A story in chapter 24 about Zhuangzi passing by his old friend Hui Shi’s grave and expressing nostalgia about their friendship is evidence for their being personal friends qua persons (66/24/48–67/24/51; Mair 1994, 244). It seems to be a unique or special relationship.34 Zhuangzi clearly considers Hui Shi irreplaceable within his limited lifetime as a human, even though Zhuangzi, without a doubt, would not hold onto his nostalgia. One may wonder how a Zhuangzian sage can be a friend of heaven and earth since he values personal friendship so much and performs friendly acts on personal friends, but in fact, there is no conflict between personal friendship and all-inclusive friendliness in Zhuangzian thought.

As we know, Zhuangzians place naturalistic constraints on interpersonal relationships, and develop the “dan 淡” style of friendship, to harness excessive partialities without relying on the conceptual hierarchies of either impartiality over partiality or partiality over impartiality. Zhuangzians also understand that partiality needs to be supplemented by impartiality, but this impartiality, all-inclusivity or universality is not impersonal, which is very different from modern Western conceptualization where impartiality is often equivalent to impersonality, agent-neutrality or indifference. The latter is often related to an impartial, objective, but dispassionate and disinterested observer (Jollimore 2002/2022, §5.2–5.3). Moreover, this kind of impartiality and universality can only be realized in abstract and generalized principles or maxims obtained from rational self-legislating (cf. Blum 2010, 61–62). The Zhuangzian idea of all-inclusivity, impartiality or universality belongs to a separate category. Young correctly observes the striking contrast between these different categories of impartiality and universality.


Universality in the sense of the participation and inclusion of everyone in moral and social life does not imply universality in the sense of the adoption of a general point of view that leaves behind particular affiliations, feelings, commitments, and desires.

(Young 1990, 105)


The latter quite accurately matches the Zhuangzian view. In the case of Zhuangzian inclusive friendliness, friendliness is something like a personal virtue or character trait, or in more Zhuangzian terms, an agential disposition, capacity or virtuosity. In a virtuous form, a friendly person has goodwill or does good to the other for the sake of the other. It is a friendliness to another particular person or being. A friendly act is performed by a person as an agent. Although friendliness as a virtue or character trait involves the element of generality, becoming friendly is the manifestation of a person’s concrete mode of being; its performance is contingent upon particular situations and circumstances. It is inconceivable to characterize Zhuangzian universal friendliness as impersonal. In addition, friendliness is not completely separable from friendship. It is true that not all friendly acts will harvest the fruit of friendship due to the constraints of time, location and many other factors or circumstances, but friendship is not possible without the initial and continuous performances of friendliness. Therefore, it is reasonable for Zhuangzians to enjoin a universal friendliness or “be friends of heaven and earth.” Universal friendliness opens more possibilities for friendship. Whether or not one can befriend everybody else is not something the Zhuangzian mind is concerned with. What is assured is that a Zhuangzian sage is always willing to be a friend or act friendly to all. It goes without saying that Zhuangzian all-inclusive friendliness is asymmetrical and non-reciprocal. In this sense, Zhuangzians would fully understand and appreciate the Derridean promotion of a more universal and inclusive friendship or friendliness, even though they would not share his utopian undertone or messianism. For Zhuangzians, being friendly to all is part of their wandering journey through this everyday world by constantly “emptying” themselves (xuji yi youshi 虛己以遊世; 52/20/24). It starts from the immediate situation involving each other, from right now and right here, without waiting for a messianic moment to come.


Notes


	Aristotle also reiterates this point in the Nicomachean Ethics in 1168b3: “[O]ne person is a friend to another most of all if he wishes goods to the other for the other’s sake” (Aristotle 1999). My reference to the works of Aristotle uses the standard Bekker numbering, not the page number of Barnes’ The Complete Works of Aristotle and a couple of other translations.

	Reynolds basically defines Derrida’s approach as a “transcendental philosophy,” which employs “transcendental arguments.” I tend to use the term “quasi-transcendental” to distinguish Derrida from traditional transcendental philosophy since Derrida only borrows transcendental arguments to perform the deconstruction of philosophy, including deconstructing the classical concept of friendship. As Critchley rightly points out when he remarks on Derrida’s argument for “the quasi-transcendental condition” for friendship: “… ‘quasi’ because it announces the condition of both their possibility and impossibility” (Critchley 2006, 19). I have also addressed this Derridean “quasi-transcendental” position elsewhere: “What constitutes Derrida’s ‘transcendental’ motif is precisely this marginality, this non-positionality of being inside/outside” (Wang 2003, 26).

	Despite my position that Derrida’s critique of the classical preference of the stability of friendship over fleetingness is overall defensible, and my disagreement with the accusation of Derrida’s “persistent critique of steadfastness” as “disorienting” (Dallmayr 2000, 126) through a contextual examination above, there are still other criticisms on the Derridean discourse of friendship. For example, McEvoy traces back to the historical-philological process that shapes the misunderstanding of Aristotle and neglects the original meaning of “having too many friends means no friend” for the expression “O my friends, there is no friend,” which Derrida uses for his view on the disruption of friendship (McEvoy 2003, 5). But even though the quote has no historical-philological basis, and Derrida has been censured for a “repeated invocation” of this “apocryphal motto” (Dallmayr 2000, 118), in my view, Derrida can still use it as a metaphor for his philosophical questioning of certain classical presumptions of friendship. McEvoy implicates his criticism on the preference of a “complete discontinuity” over continuity in Derrida’s treatment of human friendship (Ibid., 18). I don’t think that Derrida attempts to cancel all continuities in human friendship. Derrida does not align himself only with the discontinuity or even rejection of friendship. “Derrida never considers such a gesture as walking away; walking away is not Derrida’s strategy” (Goh 2011, 108). Derrida crosses two modalities, as we have cited. I am therefore more on the side of those who take insight and inspiration from Derrida, on the one hand, while attempting to develop something that Derrida may have not started to do or may have needed to do, on the other hand. In this respect, as I have noticed, Reynolds points out that the lived time or a confused and ambiguous present “is not unimportant to friendship,” but it is “occluded and downplayed in Derrida’s temporal and ethical decisions” (Reynolds 2010, 673). Webb accepts the Derridean insight into a fluid flow of friendship, but he also proposes saving the (relativized) constancy of friendship by blending constancy with “novelty” and “more significant changes” (Webb 2003, 138). I think these critiques of Derrida’s discourse on friendship are far more useful than a simple rejection of his seeming radicality and warrant further exploration.

	Kristjánsson likewise questions “how far that unity of values needs to extend,” criticizing Aristotle’s failure “to take account of the relational nature of human wellbeing” and his “unwillingness to expose the vulnerability of oneself to the independence of the other” in the “second self” theory of friendship (Kristjánsson 2019, 43–44, 54).
For the negative view of self-love expressed by Kierkegaard and Pangle here, I am aware that Adams, among others, has distinguished self-centeredness or self-preference from “a rational self-love,” or “a relatively unalienated and unselfish way of taking my own good as a project,” such as caring for one’s own good for the benefit of others (Adams 2006, 105–110). I acknowledge that he makes a critical point, although I am unable to discuss it here.


	See Guo Xiang and Cheng Xuanying’s interpretations of the relevant sentences: “能隨變任化, 俱無所窮竟”; “不滯其中,” “能隨變化而無窮” (Guo 1961, 265).

	“未嘗相與而百節同和,” “未嘗相為而表裡俱濟.”.

	Lu Xixing is also called Lu Changgen 陸長庚.

	Lin writes: “相與於無相與,相與以無心也; 相為於無相為, 無為而為也.” Lu comments: “相與於無相與,言無心也; 相為於無相為, 言無為也.”.

	Cf. Kantor 2018, 116–117.

	For Guo Xiang’s usage of “wuxin” and its anticipation of the further conceptualizations by Chinese Madhyamaka thinker Sengzao and Chan Buddhists, see Fu 1989, 407.

	I avoid translating the phrase “無事而生定” literally. Following Guo Xiang, the term “wushi 無事” is interpreted as “wuwei” (also see Fang Yong 2012, vol. 1, 898); following Cheng Xuanying, the word “sheng 生” as equivalent to “xing 性”; and following Yu Yue 俞樾, “ding 定” as “zu 足.”.

	An early passage in chapter six of the Zhuangzi likewise uses a metaphor of fish forgetting each other in the water: “When the springs dry up, the fish have to cluster together on the shore, blowing on each other to keep damp and spitting on each other to stay wet. But that is no match for forgetting all about one another in the rivers and lakes” (16/6/22–23; Ziporyn 2020, 56). While this scenario is used in a context where the fish spitting on each other is directly compared with human reliance on a generalized moral “rightness,” it would be much better understood in terms of the fittingness to the different nature of things/beings illustrated by the water or dao. While this early passage may be more clearly related to the Zhuangzian critique of morality, its stress on the transformability of moral rightness resonates with the current passage’s emphasis on the fittingness to the nature of things/beings and their shifting circumstances. Both cases demonstrate that they do not oppose caring for each other per se, but rather the limitations of conventional moral codes. They promote spontaneity and fittingness of moral feelings and actions, and prioritize them over general norms.

	A similar phrase is found in the chapter “Biaoji 表記” of the Confucian classic Xiaodai Liji 小戴禮記: “君子之接如水, 小人之接如醴; 君子淡以成, 小人甘以壞” (Dai 2006). It appears that “dan 淡”-styled friendship is accepted by both Daoist and Confucian ideologies. However, a similar expression regarding “dan 淡”-styled friendship is used and interpreted in a Confucian context in the Liji, as opposed to the Zhuangzian context to which my ensuing analysis turns.

	“真性相感” in this edition of Xuan’s Nanhua Jingjie is printed as “真忤相感.” It is an obvious error, so I use Zhu’s citation.

	“不刻意而高, 無仁義而修, … 無不忘也, 無不有也. 澹然無極而眾美從之.”.

	“虛靜, 恬淡, 寂寞, 無為者, 萬物之本也.” These four forms of “wuwei” also appear in chapter 15, “Keyi,” with some minor differences (40/15/8).

	“將天下看得十分濃釅. 卑之, 生心自利, 則欲必求其極 … 故要淡.”.

	In a recent study of wuwei, Slingerland shows how the network of metaphoric conceptualizations of the wuwei state weaves together meanings of non-exertion: following (or yielding), flowing with, responsiveness, wandering/playing, forgetting the self, making tenuous inside of the Self, and life as lodging, fitting or properly dwelling. It helps us understand that wuwei is entangled with all these meanings and notions in the Zhuangzi. Forgetfulness can be part of, or demonstrate, wuwei. However, I disagree with his interpretation of the Zhuangzi as believing in an “essential Self,” and his comparison of this essential Self with the role of the sprouts or the righteous qi in the Mencius (Slingerland 2003, 198). This comparison discounts too many differences between the Zhuangzi and the Mencius.

	Cooper is right when he states that “the altruistic attitudes towards others,” in Aristotle’s theory, “are essential to friendship” (Cooper 1999, 354). However, it seems that Derrida stays away from using these traditional terms—“altruistic” or “altruism”—when describing asymmetrical love for the other, probably due to the influence of Levinas or for reasons similar to those stated by Levinas. See note 33 in Chapter 6 of this book for the Levinasian reasoning behind abandoning the use of these words.

	Derrida invents the French word “aimance,” which is a compound of amour and amitié meaning something like “lovingness,” and intended for deconstructing the traditional opposition between love and friendship. In the English translation of Derrida’s Politiques de l’amitié, “aimance” is rendered as “lovence” (Cf. Critchley 2006, 18; Wills 2005, 30).

	While defending Derrida, Caputo also admits: “[T]he Nietzsche we find in Politics of Friendship has been transcribed in terms of Blanchot and Levinas, so that what we hear is a very messianic, somewhat Jewish Zarathustra” (Caputo 1999, 192; italic original).

	The attitude of the Zhuangzi is consistently skeptical of any entification or substantialization of “zaohua zhe” or “zaowu zhe.”.

	Similar usages appear in other syncretistic Daoist texts. For example, “Above, being friends with spirits; below, being companions of creation-transformation (上與神明為友, 下與造化為人)” in the Huainanzi 淮南子, chapter “Qisu Xun 齊俗訓” (Huainanzi, 2006, 18); “Above, being friends with the dao; below, being companions of transformations of things (上與道為友, 下與化為人)” in the Wenzi 文子, chapter “Daode 道德” (Wenzi, 1935, vol. 1, 32). Also cf. Wang 1988, vol. 1, 254.

	Guo Xiang’s interpretation of the Zhuangzi includes his development of Zhuangzian thought into his own philosophy, of which the concept of “duhua 獨化 (lone-transformation)” is representative. “Dusheng” here is a term also serving his theory of duhua. For the most updated and systematic study of Guo Xiang’s Neo-Daoist philosophy, see Ziporyn 2003b, especially the chapter on duhua.

	Lin Xiyi defines the last passage of chapter 11 as “the great outline (da gangling 大綱領)” of Zhuangzian thought (Lin 1997, 181). Despite the exclusion proposal by premodern scholars, Zhong Tai, a contemporary scholar, still considers it “the great key (da guanjianchu 大關鍵處)” to Zhuangzian thought (Zhong 1988, 243).

	“親則苦偏, 故廣乃仁耳.”.

	“恃則不廣.” Also “恃於仁則不廣” (Zhu 2014, vol. 1, 359).

	“仁者博愛, 不可謂親踈而不廣.”.

	“仁不廣則無以博施濟眾, 不親則愛無差等.”.

	The other is in an earlier paragraph in the same chapter. See 19/6/88–89.

	Cf. Blum’s interpretation of “direct altruism.” To some extent, it resembles the spontaneity, suitableness to situations and forgetfulness of generalized moral codes in Zhuangzian “great benevolence” (Blum 2010, 64–65).

	“大仁博愛, 無所偏係, 故曰‘不仁’.” “仁於一物則仁虧矣.”.

	See Huang’s study on Song Neo-Confucian philosophy, especially the Cheng brothers’ account of the extension of love (Huang 2014b, 144–152).

	Lee has claimed Zhuangzian friendship to be an “impersonal friendship” (Lee 2014, 77), a concept invented by Jennifer Whiting (Whiting 1991). Whiting’s notion of impersonal friendship is based on two Aristotelian concepts: the “second self” theory and the concept of character friendship. Regarding Aristotle’s “second self” theory, we have spent some time on it in tracking the contemporary critique of its saturated “self-sameness,” which in Whiting’s terms, is “the identity of the subject and object of concern” (Ibid., 3). It obviously goes against the Zhuangzian notion of forgetting oneself and self-identity. Regarding Aristotle’s character friendship, scholars have pointed out that there is tension in his account between the intrinsic liking of a person whom one happens to have befriended and the liking of the virtues in that friend. “[L]iking those virtues is still not the same as liking the person qua this individual” (Kristjánsson 2019, 46; italic original). Aristotle’s account runs the risk of becoming “dangerously Platonic.” It raises the question of whether Aristotle really escapes from Plato’s depersonalized view of philia (Ibid., 46–47). Whiting seems to completely take the side of character friendship and bases her “impersonal friendship” on it. As Brink correctly observes, “Unless our account of love and friendship attaches intrinsic significance to the historical relationship between friends, it seems unable to justify concern for the friend qua friend” (Brink 1999, 270). The personal aspect of friendship cannot be denied, and the Zhuangzi preserves this common sense. Even though sometimes we describe Zhuangzian friends as “friends of the dao,” it does not justify ignoring or removing the personal aspect. Blakeley describes Zhuangzian friends as someone in between “an embodied participant and an impersonal, detached-observer” (Blakeley 2008, 323). I am glad that he does not completely take Whiting’s “impersonal friendship” approach. For me, the friends of the dao are the persons who follow and embody the dao. While the shared value of the dao directs or grounds their friendship, their relationship is still personal, and probably special. The Zhuangzian account of friendship would never lean toward something like a Platonic impersonal love.




Epilogue Answers to two questions about forgetting
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Can a “happy forgetting” be possible?

At the end of the epilogue of his Memory, History, Forgetting, Ricoeur rejects any carefree, happy forgetting “as a disposition and a way of being in the world” and especially criticizes Kierkegaard’s advice to forget worries (Ricoeur 2004a, 505). For Ricoeur, “there cannot be a happy forgetting in the same way as one can dream of a happy memory” (Ibid., 503). One either keeps the mood of a happy memory or loses it by forgetting. Kierkegaard’s happy forgetting is exemplified by the Gospel’s parable about the lilies in the field and the birds in the air, which are metaphors for a carefree and joyful living (Kierkegaard 1993, 161; 1997, 37). Kierkegaard suggests contemplating the lilies and birds and letting the worried person forget himself by forgetting his worries, which are caused by unproductive comparisons to others regarding forms of social acceptance such as wealth or success. The reason Ricoeur thinks such carefree and happy forgetting is impossible is the “basic anthropological structure” of care (Ricoeur, Ibid., 505). In other words, care is fundamental and structural to human existence. It reminds us of what Heidegger has stated that “Being-in-the-world is essentially care.” This “way of Being-in” is defined by “its basic structure—care,” which involves concern (in being-alongside something) and solicitude (in being-with-others) (Heidegger 1962, 237). It is common knowledge that Heidegger and Kierkegaard share many thoughts but are also substantially different. The fact that we agree with the Heideggerian structure of care does not mean that the Kierkegaardian forgetting of worries must be rejected. In my view, Kierkegaard’s forgetting of worries does not necessarily require that humans give up all care. In what follows, I will defend Kierkegaardian forgetting in three aspects. My disagreement with Ricoeur is also because the Zhuangzi is famous for advocating happy forgetting. As examined earlier, the Zhuangzi admires fish swimming happily in the river and forgetting each other, which is a metaphor used to advocate for human flourishing by means of happy wandering and forgetting. So, the Zhuangzi seems to affirm a kind of happy and carefree forgetting, similar to Kierkegaard’s, despite their huge differences. My refutation of Ricoeur’s criticism will thus clarify three aspects of both Kierkegaardian and Zhuangzian forgetting.

First, although Heidegger’s existential structure of care does not begin with the everyday phenomena of worry (Blattner, 2021, 142), his analysis of averageness as characteristic of the “they” is closely related to his view of care as concern and solicitude, and accommodates Kierkegaard’s notion of forgetting worries. Heidegger points out that our everyday Being-with-one-another often dissolves one’s own Dasein into a dictatorship of the “they” (das Man or “the anyone”).1 The “they” maintains itself in the averageness of “that which it regards as valid and that which it does not, and of that which it grants success and that to which it denies.” This “care of averageness reveals in turn an essential tendency of Dasein which we call the ‘leveling down’ [Einebnung] of all possibilities of Being.” It constitutes what we know as “publicness” (Heidegger 1962, 164–165). It seems that Heidegger’s analysis of Dasein’s loss of its own authentic being-with-others to the averageness of the “they” strongly echoes Kierkegaard’s criticism of habitual “comparison” as the source of everyday worries. Heidegger defines Dasein’s mode of average everydayness as fleeing from its authenticity and as the forgetfulness of Being while offering no positive role of forgetting (Ibid., 69). Kierkegaard’s forgetting of worries, on the contrary, shows a dialectical double movement between remembering God (resembling Heidegger’s remembering of Being) and forgetting worldly worries, a meaningful connection and interplay that Heidegger does not invoke. As forgetting worldly worries can be dialectically integrated into human authentic existence by paralleling the remembrance of Being or God, Kierkegaard’s forgetting does not conflict with Heidegger’s authentic existence and care.

Moreover, Heidegger characterizes authentic existence and care by their resoluteness. This resoluteness “must be held open and free for the current factical possibility. The certainty of the resolution signifies that one holds oneself free for the possibility of taking it back” (Ibid., 355; italic original). In this way, the authentic Dasein “modifies” its own being-in-the-world (Ibid., 298; Crowe 2021, 644). While this resoluteness, that allows itself the freedom to modify resolution or action, is related to avoiding rigidity toward situations (Ibid., 355), I interpret it as allowing for the adjustment of concern or worry alongside various things, particularly from being lost to the average comparison by established public norms on rightness and success. Kierkegaard’s concept of forgetting worries can be seen as part of this adjustment. It does not go against worldly care and concern, per se; rather, it is more focused on how to care than just what to care about. In note 5 of Chapter 2 of this book, I have mentioned that Kierkegaard and Levinas distinguish how to act or speak from what to do or say in both an ethical and linguistic sense. Heidegger, in fact, alludes to the distinction between “how” and “what” in his discussion of care. For example, he states that authentic care should pertain “not to a ‘what’ with which he is concerned” but to the possibility of existence that one is free to choose (Ibid., 159). The latter is exactly the how rather than the what, and much of Heidegger’s analysis involves this. As Dreyfus and Rubin explicate, in Kierkegaard’s terms, the difference between irresoluteness and resoluteness for Heidegger is “in the how, not in the what” (Dreyfus and Rubin 1994, 326; italic original). Since Chapter 2 of this book has already addressed the Zhuangzi’s emphasis on the how instead of the what, here I will repeat only briefly the related anecdote from the Zhuangzi: the pseudo-Confucius does not tell Zigao what to do but instead how to perform his assigned task to the best of his ability by forgetting his worries. The Zhuangzi and Kierkegaard noticeably share the same positive outlook on forgetting worries and see it as necessary for one’s authentic life, including authentic care.

Possen has drawn our attention to Kierkegaard’s distinguishing of worries in the three discourses of his Upbuilding Discourses in Various Spirits (Possen 2005, 160, 171). The first discourse refers to “worldly worry,” seen as a product of the habit of comparison concerning social norms, the forgetting of which can be interpreted as an adjustment for a more underlying concern or care, as discussed above. The second and third discourses focus more on “earthly and temporal worry,” the “worry about making a living” (Kierkegaard 1993, 171). Possen acknowledges that this earthly care for life’s basic necessities “is as universal and natural to human being as mortality itself” (Possen, Ibid., 160), but Kierkegaard asks us to free ourselves from both “worldly worries” and the “worry about making a living” (Kierkegaard, Ibid., 182). The latter is possible not through contemplating the lilies and birds but through one’s faith in, or dependence on, God (Ibid.). This latter category of carefreeness seems to be the more vulnerable target of Ricoeur’s criticism than the forgetting of worldly worries. It completely moves beyond the human existential structure of care, which has been seen as the “secularization of Kierkegaard” with the “repudiation of the Christian-dogmatic side of Kierkegaard’s thought” (Dreyfus and Rubin, Ibid., 299). There are still some ways to defend Kierkegaard, however. One is to admit, as Kierkegaard does, that it is a human “perfection to be able to have worry about making a living,” but “precisely in order to conquer this fear, in order to let faith and trust drive out this fear,” we need to use our human capacity of faith. In “faith’s freedom from care one truly is without worry about making a living” (Kierkegaard, Ibid., 194; italic original). In this dialectical process, although worries about making a living deeply press one down, they also become an occasion for being lifted up by faith (Ibid., 196). “[O]ur capacity to anticipate suffering can also make it possible for us to resist anxiety, by a conscious, continuous movement of faith” (Possen, Ibid., 166). It could be said that one does not give up caring and working when appealing to faith. One “is working together with God” or working as “God’s co-worker” for this care (Kierkegaard, Ibid., 199). Of course, the problem with this is that, if faith in a monotheistic God is left behind, the whole theory of care will collapse. Moreover, there is a tendency, in Possen’s defending of Kierkegaard, to see faith as an “ability to escape” from worry and anxiety and believe that “our cares and hopes should not rest in earthly matters at all … but in the eternal matters of ‘God’s kingdom’” (Possen, Ibid., 166, 169).

In contrast to Kierkegaard, the Zhuangzi offers a different model of happy forgetting as both “a disposition and a way of being in the world.” Scholars have commonly noted that Zhuangzian philosophy does not endorse a monotheistic God, or the Kingdom of God, which is “a transcendent realm that is over and above the natural plane” (Williams 2013, 111). Partially using Kierkegaardian terms, one could say that “Zhuangzi wants us to give ourselves over to the spontaneous play of Nature—not God” (Carr and Ivanhoe 2000, 120). However, the Zhuangzi never recommends “escape” from the everyday world and indeed subsumes the latter in the whole of nature. It advises us to “never cut off from right and wrong but live with the secular world” (buqian shifei, yiyu shesuchu 不譴是非, 以與世俗處; 93/33/66) because there is no other world to live in. It is true that the Zhuangzi recommends following the dao, but the dao is not a personified deity, nor can it be substantialized as a metaphysical entity. Dao is the way of the universe or the way of nature. Understanding the dao is accomplished through direct experience with it and ensuing characterization through various narratives while being aware of its limits. The Zhuangzi does not reject faith but directs us more toward contextual experiences and understandings of the dao through varied circumstances as one moves along with situations. Since the Zhuangzi centers on free and easy wandering in the everyday world, not outside of it, all worldly or earthly care, concern, worry and other forms of desire are seen as part of the flow of life. People should not necessarily be free from all of them, but they should focus on how to handle them, adjust to them, let them go and avoid their obstruction to the wandering journey of life. An important form of letting them go is forgetting. A Zhuangzian can reasonably care about his or her health and life, follow natural inclinations to care about those who are close, and be responsive and benevolent to other beings that coexist in this world. In handling these worries, concerns or distresses, a typical Zhuangzian criterion is the attunement to naturalness or nature itself, in which humans are rooted. In terms of this naturalness, many forms of concern and worry are caused by natural change, and are momentary or transient, but humans create attachments to them. The Zhuangzi suggests adjusting or letting go of those unnatural concerns and unproductive worries in terms of this naturalistic criterion. By forgetting or leaving behind unnatural or obstructive worries or concerns, one can find a home with boundless natural changes and transformations. In addition, the Zhuangzi states that this kind of capacity or disposition is not only necessary but also attainable through cultivation. This leads us to our next discussion.

Second, happy forgetting is a disposition in both Kierkegaard and the Zhuangzi. Recent scholars have found that Kierkegaard “is a successor to the classical virtue tradition” concerned with building up personal “dispositions to right emotion and action” (Beabout 2006, 137; Roberts 2003, 185–186). That tradition sees people as capable of having enduring traits, namely, states of character, dispositions or personal qualities based on a common human nature. These personal traits are dispositions to act, feel, perceive and think in a particular way and demonstrate one’s concrete mode of being. An excellent personal trait is seen as a virtue endorsed by the deliberate choices of the person possessing it.2 This tradition is also more interested in helping bring about a moral transformation in the dispositions of pupils, which is different from contemporary virtue ethical interest in solving theoretical problems caused by utilitarianism and Kantianism (Ibid., 138). While appreciating the classical tradition, Kierkegaard differs from it by staying away from its tendency to regard virtues only as perfections of particular faculties. He extends the grammar of virtue ethics to “a more explicit concern for the whole person,” to have one’s entire personality shaped by this disposition of subjectivity (Ibid., 141–143). Kierkegaard disagrees with Aristotle’s view of moral virtues as “simply matters of moderation dealing only with habit.” He “locates virtue not in habit, but in active resolution” (Gouwens 1996, 101). Contemporary scholars of Kierkegaard have made timely contributions in their studies on Kierkegaardian virtues. For example, the stories about the lilies and the birds have been interpreted as exemplars of the virtue of active receptivity or “welcoming openness,” which is different from passivity and presupposes recognizing a kind of lack, emptiness or incompleteness on the part of ego (Beabout, Ibid., 145–146). These same stories are also interpreted as a demonstration of the Kierkegaardian virtues of humility and gratitude. The former has a close relationship with “valuable self-forgetting,” or the forgetting of worries, through which “the desire for domination, hyper-autonomy, vanity, arrogance and envy” is left behind. Moreover, “contentment beyond worry, patience, and hope” are all “rooted in dispositions of humility and gratitude” (Lipitt 2019, 95; 2017, 207). Although Kierkegaard never calls forgetting a trait or a disposition, his interpretation of the lilies and birds in fact teaches us the disposition of forgetting. However, for Kierkegaard, remembering God is nonetheless essential. The Zhuangzi pays great attention to forgetfulness as a unique human disposition or capacity. As examined earlier in great detail, the Zhuangzi teaches us to cultivate this capacity of forgetting, to serve the aim of eliminating self-preference and egocentrism in order to have a responsive heart/mind to others and to infinite changes and transformation of things in life. Since it is an agential disposition or capacity, can Zhuangzian forgetfulness also be called a virtue? I will answer this question in the second half of this epilogue.

Third, happy forgetting is therapeutic. It is a process of healing. Kierkegaard explicitly states his purpose in using the stories of the lilies and the birds “as a counselor to the worried,” “out of solicitude for the worried person,” or to help people “not become sick with temporal worries” (Kierkegaard 1993, 158, 160, 170). His strategy is to forget worries, “forget yourself, your plans” (Kierkegaard 1997, 19). Contemporary scholars have interpreted Kierkegaard’s writings as psycho-spiritual therapy beyond their explicit Christian message. This kind of therapy is “to engage readers in a process of change and, like a therapist, help them become alert to the movements and needs of their own hearts,” rather than just external materials and status (Pattison 2012, xi; Lipitt 2016, 29). In other words, helping readers find their own way to contribute to their well-being and therefore enjoy their lives. In a similar vein, the disposition or capacity of forgetting in the Zhuangzi is regarded as essential for avoiding the harm caused by negative emotions or by attachments to desires, which often occupy one’s heart/mind and make it inoperative or inefficacious in carrying out one’s daily tasks. Although Zhuangzian forgetfulness often goes beyond the ordinary dichotomy of happiness/unhappiness, the ultimate joy of forgetfulness is affirmed by the Zhuangzi. Forgetting is part of one’s cultivation for the heart/mind of free wandering in a boundless world, and also marks the state of a heart/mind that is adept at wandering freely. Since Chapter 2 of this book has offered details of therapeutic forgetting in the Zhuangzi, I will not reiterate them here.

In sum, the happy forgetting of worries or concerns does not necessarily deny the existential structure of care. The meaning of forgetting is more about how to care than just what to care about. The Zhuangzi and Kierkegaard both indicate that authentic existence and authentic care can and should involve forgetting worries. Ricoeur’s criticism of happy forgetting shows that his understanding of the relationship between the care structure and forgetting is too narrow. There is no convincing reason to exclude forgetting from human dispositions or capacities, as both the Zhuangzi and Kierkegaard have powerfully demonstrated. Classical and contemporary virtue ethical traditions have called attention to the study of these agential dispositions and capacities, but Ricoeur neglects this in his analysis. Finally, forgetfulness contributes to human well-being and joyous living through its therapeutic function. Neglecting such a positive function of forgetting from our general account of forgetting is a flaw of Ricoeur’s study. From all these aspects, we can conclude that happy forgetting is not only possible but also significant and worth practicing.


Can Zhuangzian forgetfulness be a virtue?

According to traditional and contemporary virtue ethics, virtues are human character traits; they are dispositions to act, feel, perceive and think in a particular kind of way. As a result of deliberate choices based on practical reasoning, these traits or dispositions embody excellence. In addition to contributing to personal flourishing, they are seen as ethically admirable or agreeable by others (Hume 1998, 139), which constitutes the “social embeddedness” of virtues (Annas 2006, 529). Moreover, as part of their excellence, virtuous persons “do the right thing effortlessly and with no internal opposition … as opposed to the merely self-controlled” (Ibid., 518). They are exemplars for moral education and development.

What is considered a virtue and how can we characterize different virtues? For a classical example, we might turn to Thomson’s list of more than ten moral virtues from chapters 3 and 4 of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (Aristotle 1976, 285–286; van Hooft 2014, 129). These categories are used to classify virtuous behaviors and character traits for the purpose of interpreting and making judgments about them. To van Hooft, “[t]hese categories are highly fluid,” “complex,” “probably culture relative,” and “certainly relative to the resources of our language.” A feature of virtue ethics is that “one should not be too reliant on categories of a high level of generality.” Therefore, “a classification of virtues upon which everyone will agree” is very unlikely to be achieved, nor does it seem necessary. It is obvious that not all of the virtues on Aristotle’s list “would be readily recognized in contemporary Western societies.” For instance, “magnificence,” one of Aristotle’s virtues, due to its limited use outside ancient Greek culture and society, is no longer ethically praised (van Hooft, ibid., 128–129).3 Van Hooft continues to survey the cardinal and theological virtues listed by Aquinas, which are seven in total as well as more subcategories. He also heeds more updated contemporary lists of virtues. Among these, psychologists Peterson and Seligman’s Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classification is considered “the most comprehensive contemporary listing of virtues” (Peterson and Seligman 2004; van Hooft, Ibid., 130). It categorizes 24 virtues within six broad spheres: “an exhaustive and very helpful list,” which involves character traits that “are admired in all major world cultures,” and therefore “are universal” (van Hooft, Ibid., 130–132). I agree that Peterson and Seligman’s list is so far the most updated and exhaustive among these lists. However, van Hooft’s comment seems contradictory to his previous assertion that categories of virtues are culturally relative. I do not claim that there is no universal category of virtues. Rather, what I want to point out is that, while some virtues are admired by almost all major cultures, the aforementioned lists are not inclusive enough of virtues beyond the Aristotelian standard and the Western tradition of virtue. A distinct candidate of our still disregarded virtues—forgetting or self-forgetfulness, to which attention has been called by Nietzsche, Levinas and Timothy Chappell (see note 24 in Chapter 6 of this book)—is fully thematized by the tradition of the Zhuangzi, but not utilized by Western virtue ethicists.

A number of scholars in the study of virtue have made noticeable attempts to be more inclusive and go beyond the limits of tradition. The recent anthology Neglected Virtues brings some under-theorized virtues such as ambition, cheerfulness and creativity into the full focus of ethical investigation, but it nonetheless primarily centers on Western tradition (Pettigrove and Swanton 2022). Under the broad category of “the virtues of ignorance,” Driver offers her observation on non-Aristotelian virtues with a series of subcategories in which forgetting is included. I am impressed by her insight into the key features of those non-traditional virtues, especially by her assertion that “a combination of knowledge and ignorance” contributes to some virtuous acts (Driver 2001, 40). This point supports, to a certain extent, the Zhuangzian critique on the limits of instrumental rationality, with its emphasis on spontaneity, as discussed earlier. However, I have two reservations regarding her section about forgetting. First, forgetting does not have to be tied with forgiving. Forgetting has its own value independent of forgiving, as the Zhuangzi has shown. Second, Driver’s discussion on the value of forgetting hardly goes beyond what Nietzsche has said, namely the therapeutic value of forgetfulness or its contribution to human flourishing (Ibid., 31–32). To the Zhuangzi, forgetting or self-forgetfulness has more ethical merits, and the therapeutic function is only one of them. Despite that, Driver is perhaps the first analytical ethicist to formally include forgetting in a list of virtues.

Kathleen Higgins, to some extent, shares Driver’s interest in exploring non-Aristotelian or non-traditional virtues, but Higgins is perhaps also the first scholar to explore Daoist virtues, especially in the Zhuangzi. She defines the Zhuangzi’s wuwei (effortless action) as a “negative virtue,” as opposed to the traditional Western categories of virtues as dispositions for acting or “pursuing projects,” which she calls “active virtues” (Higgins 2005, 125). Wuwei is fundamental to Zhuangzian ethical thought and has an intimate relation with forgetfulness (see my previous two chapters). Higgins is correct in her understanding of some features of wuwei and Zhuangzian ethical thought, such as being against (or forgetting) the “rationalistic” priority of reasoning and knowledge, and not requiring a clear or fixed distinction between right and wrong actions (Ibid., 141, 132). However, Higgins seems to go too far in denying that wuwei can be “properly characterized as ‘dispositions’ to behave in certain ways, or as ‘action-guiding’,” which is how she distinguishes wuwei as inactivity or “negative virtue” from “active virtue” (Ibid., 126). She herself later admits that “wuwei does not stop all activity, but only action in which an agent attempts to direct the course of the world … instead of flowing with it,” and that it is “concerned with consummate performance” (Ibid., 128, 134). Thus, the agent of wuwei still acts but acts unconventionally. There is a dialectical relation between activity and passivity or adaptivity: activity via negativa is nonetheless activity. To achieve wuwei or forgetfulness, one needs motivated cultivation, including sitting meditation, the transformation of disposition and capacity and so on, at least at the beginning or early stage, in order to attain excellence that is beyond personal motivation and intention and become totally natural and spontaneous. Nietzsche’s “negative virtue” is not applicable to the Zhuangzi. Even Nietzsche himself characterizes it as: “Do not do this! Renounce! Overcome yourself!” (Nietzsche 1974, 244). It would be seen as too negative by Zhuangzians.

To answer “Can Zhuangzian forgetfulness be a virtue?” we had better borrow van Hooft’s schema to draw together the various aspects of acts of forgetting in the Zhuangzi and see if it qualifies as being a virtue, at least theoretically. Van Hooft’s schema includes eight aspects: (1) the field of the virtue or what sorts of things the virtue concerns itself with, (2) the target of the virtue or what virtuous actions the agent seeks to achieve, (3) the appropriate emotion the agent feels, (4) the agent’s knowledge and judgment of the situation, (5) the agent’s action in response to that judgment, (6) the beneficiaries of the virtue, (7) the moral significance of the virtue and (8) the failures of the virtue or corresponding vices (van Hooft 2014, 135). It may not be a perfect schema, but it is still useful. Since I have investigated almost all aspects of Zhuangzian acts of forgetting in great detail, I will only briefly outline the relevant points under these eight headings.


	The field of Zhuangzian forgetfulness. It deals with the common phenomenon of attachments to memories, emotions, worries, self-centered concerns, fixed identities and close-minded perspectives, which often obstruct our heart/mind from being open and responsive to the change and otherness of things, people and the environments, and moving with the flow of life. These situations often require detachment or letting go; the most remarkable form of this letting go is voluntary forgetting, which can be cultivated, but its excellence is often marked by a kind of spontaneous forgetting as the direct manifestation of this virtuosity.

	The target of Zhuangzian forgetfulness. The target is to perform acts of forgetting in relation to those memories, emotions, worries, self-centered concerns, fixed identities or close-minded views in order to successfully avoid being disturbed, overwhelmed or fettered by them. It is to attain openness and responsiveness to the unique situations and circumstances of things, persons and animals. So, forgetfulness is a good form of “responsiveness to the world,” to borrow Swanton’s words (Swanton 2021, 7). Zhuangzian forgetfulness often designates “a disposition to respond in an excellent (or good enough) way … to items in the fields” (Swanton 2003, 93). For example, by forgetting his worries, Zigao is able to concentrate on the present situation in order to fulfill his social tasks. By forgetting his sadness, Zhuangzi himself is able to let his wife go and continue his life after her death. By forgetting oneself and the hierarchy of teacher over student, Yan He can be fully empathic with the prince of Wei and do an excellent job tutoring him.

	The appropriate feelings of a Zhuangzian who voluntarily forgets. Once aware of the early signs of anxiety, frustration, distress and so on, and their damaging effects, the agent transforms their attitude into forgetting, disregarding or letting go of these feelings. The Zhuangzian attitude is not to eliminate all emotion or escape from the everyday world but rather to manage them in various situations, as discussed in Chapter 2 of this book. Neither eradicating all emotions nor attaching to them—herein lies the Zhuangzian mean. Consequentially, positive feelings of calmness, equanimity or joy will accompany a successful performance of forgetting. Since spontaneous forgetting is often the result of the cultivated practice of forgetting, a feeling of determination often coincides with many acts of forgetting.

	A Zhuangzian agent’s knowledge and judgment about the situation. Driver raises the question, “how much should people forget” in her discussion of the virtue of forgetting. Her answer to the question is “instrumental”: “It is good to forget harms when remembering them does no good and, indeed will harm oneself or others” (Driver 2001, 32). In other words, how much to forget or remember depends on one’s judgment of their value/disvalue and benefit/harm. Remembering too much can be detrimental, and forgetting is a cure for this. On the other hand, forgetting too much is also extreme. The Zhuangzi does not recommend forgetting everything. Rather, it implies forgetting the very concept of forgetting itself when necessary. As mentioned earlier, both forgetting and remembering in the Zhuangzi are highly selective and situational.4 The Zhuangzi pays due attention to the details and situations of what to forget and what to remember. The story about the cicada, the mantis, the magpie and the bird catcher that I mentioned earlier heeds the fluidity of situations while prioritizing some forms of forgetting and remembering: one should not forget one’s genuine being (zhen 真) and bodily life (shen 身) in place of material gain (de 得) and profit (li 利) (54/20/61–67; cf. Mair 1994, 196–197). Seizing fluid situations requires sensitivity and openness. The whole of Zhuangzian philosophy calls for such sensitivity and openness. Forgetting is no exception.

	A Zhuangzian agent’s action in response to judgment. Once a Zhuangzian sage discerns the arising and possible disturbance of certain memories, emotions, worries, self-interests or preconceived or biased views, he or she will perform the act of forgetting, disregarding or letting go of them so that his or her heart/mind will be open, receptive and responsive to the situation and therefore be able to facilitate the best path of action for fulfilling any daily tasks.

	The beneficiaries of Zhuangzian forgetfulness. The person who performs acts of forgetting will benefit from them. His or her mental and physical health will be well maintained and protected from the damage caused by the attachment to those memories, emotions, worries and views. Forgetfulness can be a form of self-healing. Once the heart/mind becomes undisturbed, unoccupied and unfettered, a person will become more efficacious in dealing with situations and fulfilling social tasks. This will benefit his or her family, co-workers, community and others. A Zhuangzian forgetful person, as we have shown, is not self-centered, but other-oriented, ready to be empathic to other persons and beings, whether they are neighbors or strangers. Others will therefore also benefit from having this person as their moral exemplar.

	The ethical significance of Zhuangzian forgetfulness. A steady performance of acts of forgetfulness contributes to human flourishing, well-being and a healthy and efficacious life. One could perform an act of forgetting once, twice or several times, but may not be consistent. The steady performance of forgetfulness needs cultivation and its realization makes the performer a “forgetful” person. Forgetfulness can thus become almost like a character trait. People and communities admire these self-forgetful individuals who are always other- or patient-centered, fully empathic, open-minded and responsive to others. As indicated many times, forgetfulness serves the wider Zhuangzian ethical aim of wandering with the infinite changes and otherness of things in the world. Such forgetfulness is, no doubt, an excellent capacity of a human being. Like many other human capacities, it can be misused or abused. One could use the act of forgetting in such a way as to serve evil purposes and be a means for covering up misconduct or obstructing social justice. However, these possibilities should not negate the fact that it can be an ethically good or useful quality.

	The failures of forgetfulness. The corresponding vice or failure of forgetfulness is the attachment to memories, emotions, desires, worries or limited views. Zhuangzian forgetfulness is closely related to other capacities such as open-mindedness, other-centeredness and non-fixation, as opposed to close-mindedness, self-centeredness and fixation or attachment.


If these descriptions make sense and basically meet the requirements of van Hooft’s eight categories, one might reasonably think that Zhuangzian forgetfulness is a virtue, at least theoretically. However, we have not yet answered a crucial question: Does the context of the Zhuangzi allow for defining forgetfulness as a Zhuangzian virtue upon further analysis? Let us start with the Chinese word “de 德.” It is usually translated as “virtue” or “power.” More recently, “de 德” has also been translated as “potency” or “efficacy.” Scholars have noted the dual structure of “de”: it denotes both process and product, both potency and its effect—the achieved character of any particular disposition (Ames and Hall 2003, 59–60). However, Hansen argues that de is only “a hypothetical structure of disposition essential to the proper performance of any dao.” To him, the Daoist ethical theory involves “a critique of ethics in general, including Mencius’ virtue-centered position.” “Any virtuosity ethic presupposes some dao ethic” (Hansen 1996, 174–175, 188). Following Hansen, Fraser also defines the ethics of the Zhuangzi as “an ethics of dao and de” (Fraser 2022a, 573). He further clarifies Hansen’s position: “For the Zhuangzi, de is not normatively basic, but is understood through its relation to [d]ao, a source of normativity conceptually prior to it” (Fraser 2014b, 562, note 53). In other words, we do not see in the Zhuangzi a claim of the primacy of virtue (de) in place of the primacy of the dao. So, the possibility of Zhuangzian ethics as a virtue ethics seems to be excluded. Virtue ethics do not seem applicable to the Zhuangzi. However, we have yet to answer whether the Zhuangzi has its own theory of virtue, which seems essential to the question of whether forgetfulness is a Zhuangzian virtue.

To answer this question, let us examine the dual structure of the concept of de. Scholars have surveyed textual materials of the Zhuangzi to study the multiple meanings of the de in its different usages. For instance, Barnwell distinguishes between the use of de as “tranquil disposition and inner calm” (in chapters 4, 5 and 15 of the Zhuangzi) from the Dao De Jing’s use of de as the benefic and nurturing power of the dao (Barnwell 2013, 35, 47). These two usages are indeed made possible by the potency–effect dual structure of the de. Laozi’s preferred usage of de as a nurturing power can also be found in the Zhuangzi—“what brings things into being is called de” (wu deyisheng weizhide 物得以生謂之德; 30/12/38). Besides, even Barnwell himself agrees with Ivanhoe’s interpretation: in the Dao De Jing, “[d]e is the ‘power’ or ‘virtue’ that accrues to those who attain a peaceful, tenuous, and still state of mind” (Ivanhoe 1999, 249; Barnwell, ibid., 39). So, the power of the dao is still related to the disposition of the agent who follows the dao. The distinguishing of the two sides—nurturing power and disposition or state of mind—hardly seems clear-cut. Moreover, within the dual structure of de, is there such a thing as Zhuangzian virtue or something similar to virtue, but not the same?

Barnwell allows, in his article, both the meaning of de as virtue and the recognition of the tendency to oppose any conventional virtue in the Zhuangzi (Ibid., 35, 50). Hansen raises the view that virtue in the Zhuangzi “is virtuosity” (Hansen 1996, 189).5 While the term virtuosity belongs to a group of similar terms such as virtue, virtuous, virtuoso and so on, the purpose behind using “virtuosity,” understandably, is to avoid the use of “virtue.” How much difference is there, then, between virtue and virtuosity? It seems that sometimes even Hansen himself does not clearly distinguish between them. For example, he states: “Among those who focus on dao, the key virtue is interpretive virtuosity.” “The role of virtue here is … to interpret it correctly into action” (Ibid., 188–189). I feel that these two terms—virtue and virtuosity—are interchangeable here. Reading further, I find that Hansen’s definition of virtuosity is the disposition or ability “to recognize, interpret, and perform a dao”; this disposition or ability is the “distinguishing feature” of the de (Ibid., 174). This kind of disposition or ability to perform dao is demonstrated or possessed by virtuosi (Ibid., 187). The meaning of excellent disposition, capacity or performance is thus closely connected to the word virtuosity. My question, then, is: Does the word “virtue” not imply virtuosity as well? The similarity can be seen in Barnwell’s description of the meaning of de from chapter 5 of the Zhuangzi: “A tranquil disposition and inner calm was a virtue for Zhuangzi which is best kept intact (Quan 全).” For Barnwell, de is “a word denoting excellence of some sort” (Barnwell 2013, 35–36). By defining de this way, Barnwell interprets the phrase “quande zhiren 全德之人 (the person of intact or complete virtue)” (14/5/42), but in Hansen’s interpretation, it will be “the person of thorough virtuosity.” In this context, the distinction between the two words is, again, hardly clear-cut.

There are also other contexts in which the Zhuangzi seems to depict the character traits of a sage. For example, in chapter 6, we are told about a genuine person (zhenren): “His mind is forgetful; his visage is calm; his forehead is broad … He goes along with what is fitting to things without knowing their [fixed] limit” (15/6/10–11; cf. Watson 1968, 78). These depictions do seem like enduring character traits such as even-temperedness, open-mindedness, accommodation and forgetfulness. However, even these kinds of descriptions are infrequent. More often the Zhuangzi presents the process, rather than just the products, of how certain dispositions, capacities or virtuosities work in different situations through the form of narratives from the exemplar’s experiences. This point may help distinguish virtuosity from virtue in its subtlety, and I would call the former the more dynamic, power-endowing aspect of the dual meaning of de. I likewise think that, in addition to what I have mentioned, we need to ascertain more contexts within which the Zhuangzi prefers virtuosity to virtue. I will draw them from what Hansen and others have suggested and from my own interpretation.

First, on many occasions, the Zhuangzi resonates with the Dao De Jing’s criticism of the Confucian virtue-ethical approach. A passage from chapter 9 of the Zhuangzi reads: “The destruction of the dao and its potency (de) to make benevolence and dutiful conduct is the fault of the [Confucian] sage” (23/9/14; cf. Ziporyn 2020, 82). We can see that the author intends to draw a line between Confucian virtues and the Zhuangzian de (virtuosity) of the natural dao. This Zhuangzian de could be unconventional virtues, such as spontaneity, effortless action, simplicity and forgetfulness. They are on a different plane from Confucian virtues. One may categorize Zhuangzian virtues as those of the “how” in contrast to the Confucian virtues of the “what.” In this sense, we can better understand some of the Zhuangzian views that do not necessarily condemn Confucian virtues. The Zhuangzian de rather complements Confucian virtues, or even makes them possible. At least, this is part of the message that some chapters of the Zhuangzi have conveyed. However, the authors of the Zhuangzi must demarcate their own approach from the Confucian virtue-ethical approach. It is unsurprising that they tend to avoid the possible confusing of the Zhuangzian de with Confucian or any conventional virtues. Following this line of thinking, the distinguishing of Zhuangzian virtuosity (de) from Confucian virtues by contemporary scholars of the Zhuangzi can be reasonably appreciated as well.

Second, distinguishing the Zhuangzian de from Confucian virtues is not merely for the sake of opposing Confucianism itself; there are other deeper contextual reasons. One is the Zhuangzian disagreement with the inauthentic tendency of Confucianism to treat the de or “being virtuous” as only a highly regarded type of conduct or a socially preconceived notion of what good character consists of. In this way, virtues are seen as invariable moral principles or codes, and the desire to be virtuous can often serve individual conceit and self-aggrandizement and promote unnatural dispositions and values. The Zhuangzians are more concerned with being responsive to changing circumstances and fostering an open-mindedness capable of taking different perspectives and situations into consideration (Barnwell 2013, 54–56). The recent situationist critique on the weakness of the abstraction, generalization and stabilization of character traits, despite its radical claims, calls our attention to the problems that the Zhuangzians are similarly concerned with.6 While early Confucian virtue ethics has been strongly defended in regard to its awareness of the power of situation (Slingerland 2011, 414), the Zhuangzians have good reason to be concerned, even though they are not radical situationists. The Zhuangzian treatment of de as dispositions, capacities or virtuosities for responsiveness to different situations in performing dao seems to rely less on the abstraction, generalization or stabilization involved in formulating character traits or categorizing virtues, and to avoid possible negative consequences caused by them.

Third, Hansen’s analysis regarding virtuosity implies perhaps the most obvious reason for his and others’ reluctance to accept de as virtue: the Zhuangzian emphasis on the spontaneous or effortless de. Hansen admits that the de as the performance of dao must be translated into “an internal, physical potential.” Learning dao is like mastering skills; once you obtain them, “they become effortless,” or “become part of our spontaneous repertoire of basic actions” (Hansen 1996, 177). Here, the de as disposition, capacity or virtuosity is the internalization of dao. One may find it similar to Aristotelian habituation and Confucian ritualization since both are an internalization of their respective values (Yu 2007, 100–101). However, there are limits to using the word “internalization.” Hansen has made clear that Daoists “are not mind-body dualists” (Hansen, Ibid., 189, note 7). Dispositions or virtuosities are not merely internal mental qualities; they are dispositions or abilities to act and respond. De is the natural flowing forth of one’s disposition, as opposed to forced compliance with external impositions. In this sense, it is internal but also goes beyond the internal/external dichotomy. The natural, spontaneous flow is not meant to deliberately try to act in a “virtuous” way or with preconceptions of what that entails (Barnwell 2013, 52–53). It can be characterized as non-contrivance or non-deliberation. If there is a certain need for cultivation, much of it will be to “daily decrease” one’s desire or intention for “being virtuous” since the Zhuangzi so sharply criticizes “the desirability of cataloging virtues in any case” (Higgins 2005, 137). It seems clear, then, that the Zhuangzian de does not fit in with any conventional or traditional conception of virtue, whether Western classical or Chinese Confucian.

Theoretically, forgetfulness can be a virtue. Contemporary scholars could develop a theory of forgetfulness as a virtue based on inspiration from the Zhuangzi. However, in the context of the Zhuangzi, forgetfulness as a disposition or capacity of de is not treated as a virtue homogeneous to either Western notions of virtue or to Confucian ones. Ultimately, “virtuosity” as a translation choice for the Zhuangzian “de” provided by contemporary scholars is perhaps more suitable than “virtue” to the contextual meaning and usage of the de in the Zhuangzi.


Notes


	McManus has stated the difficulty in translating “das Man” into English, the limitations of Macquarrie and Robinson’s translation of it as “the they,” and his use of the recently more popular rendering of it as “the anyone” (McManus 2021, 40). Since I am using Macquarrie and Robinson’s version of Being and Time, I follow their choice of “the they,” which may not directly influence my association of Heidegger with Kierkegaard in making the point.

	Beabout and Roberts are basically correct in identifying eight features of the classical version of the virtue tradition. Here I only mention some of the most important ones among them (Beabout 2006, 137–138; Roberts 2003, 187–188).

	For an alternative to Aristotle’s virtue of magnificence, see Snow’s article in Pettigrove and Swanton 2022, 35–59.

	For the most recent discussion of selective forgetting in the Zhuangzi, see Perkins 2023, 164–173.

	Fraser follows Hansen’s view of de as virtuosity (Fraser 2014b, 542, note 2; 562, note 53). Ziporyn also renders de as virtuosity in his translation of the Zhuangzi (Ziporyn 2020). However, in Fraser’s new book Late Classical Chinese Thought, he surprisingly translates the Zhuangzian de back to “virtue.” I record his words here: “Virtue (de) refers to the powers or capacities by which we live and act; here it can be thought of as our capacity for calmly, competently finding and following courses of action” (Fraser 2023, 129). His interpretation of virtue (de) as capacity is still close to his earlier translation of de as virtuosity.

	The most prominent situationist critiques on character traits and virtue ethics are by Harman and Doris. Harman calls our ordinary moral views and those of virtue ethics that use character traits to interpret personal behavior a “Fundamental Attribution Error.” These character traits “do not explain what differences there are.” In attributing character traits, we only “look at the agent and ignore the situation” (Harman 1999, 327, 329). Doris objects to the generalization of so-called “global” character traits, which ignores “the remarkable situational variability of behavior.” He argues that these attributed traits are fragments. They are “evaluatively disintegrated association of situation-specific local traits” (Doris 2002, 64). These situationist views have ignited many debates. Among defenders of character traits and virtue ethics, Slingerland refutes what he calls “strong situationism” in both empirical and conceptual aspects with special reference to the case of early Confucian virtue ethics. See Slingerland 2011.
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